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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the role of sympathy in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s influential 

writings and lectures on Shakespeare. By the early nineteenth century, many Britons regarded 

Shakespeare as a literary genius and their national poet. But they also saw Shakespeare as a 

problematic figure because his plays did not conform to Enlightenment standards of morality and 

neoclassical aesthetics. Coleridge uses the idea of sympathy, a common topic in eighteenth-

century moral philosophy and aesthetics, to put forward a new critical framework for 

understanding and appreciating Shakespeare. Sympathy informs how Coleridge understands 

Shakespeare’s artistic method. Like his eighteenth-century predecessors, Coleridge sees 

Shakespeare as emblematic of the “sympathetic imagination.” Shakespeare, Coleridge says, 

developed characters according to pre-existing principles of human psychology; he would then 

use sympathy to understand (and therefore represent) how a character might behave in certain 

dramatic situations given their psychology. As a result of this artistic process, Shakespeare’s 

characters possess what Coleridge calls “organic regularity.” For Coleridge, the organic 

regularity of Shakespeare’s characters contributes to their lifelikeness and serves as the 

organizing principle of Shakespeare’s drama. It also permits the reader to sympathize with 

Shakespeare’s characters to an unusual extent. Looking at Coleridge’s own sympathetic 

relationship with Shakespeare’s characters, I suggest that the reader’s sympathy provides both a 

mechanism for interpreting Shakespeare’s plays as well as a source of poetic inspiration. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction: Shakespeare after the Long Eighteenth Century 

 About halfway through Sir Walter Scott’s 1814 novel Waverley, Edward Waverley goes 

to tea with Flora Mac-Ivor, an unrequited love interest, and Rose Bradwardine, her friend, who 

has just begun to garner his attention. While at tea, Flora and Rose ask Waverley to read from 

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and Waverley obliges them. As Scott’s narrator reports, 

“Edward read with great taste, feeling, and spirit […] All the company applauded with their 

hands, and many with their tears” (272). After the reading, the conversation turns “upon the 

incidents of the play, and upon the characters,” especially Romeo (272). Many guests express an 

aversion towards the character of Romeo, taking issue with “the levity with which the hero 

transfers his affections from Rosaline to Juliet” (272). Flora, however, contends that Romeo’s 

behaviour is “reconcilable to nature” insofar as “Romeo is described as a young man, peculiarly 

susceptible of the softer passions” (272). “Now,” she explains, “as it was impossible that 

Romeo’s love, supposing him a reasonable being, could continue without hope, the poet has, 

with great art, seized the moment when he was reduced actually to despair, to throw in his way 

an object more accomplished than her by whom he had been rejected, and who is disposed to 

repay his attachment” (272). 

 In his 1811-12 lectures on Shakespeare, Samuel Taylor Coleridge explains Romeo’s 

character in nearly identical terms. Romeo, Coleridge explains, “became enamoured of the ideal 

[of love] he formed in his own mind & then as it were christened the first real being [Rosaline] 

as that which he desired. […] Shakespeare then introduces Romeo to Juliet and makes it not only 

a violent but permanent love at first sight which had been so often ridiculed in Shakespeare” (LL 

1:316). Like Coleridge, Flora defends Romeo’s merit as dramatic character and, by extension, 
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Shakespeare’s merit as a dramatist as against a more traditional view that would ridicule Romeo. 

In Scott’s Waverley, we can see how this kind of genial reading of a character’s psychology 

serves to reorient the reception of Shakespeare. Rather than laughing at Flora’s description of 

Romeo, Waverley identifies and sympathizes with Romeo. Thinking about how Flora has 

consistently denied his attempts at courtship, Waverley imagines himself to be Romeo and Flora 

to be Rosaline: “I will love my Rosalind no more,” he tells himself (273). As it follows, he likens 

Rose, his new love interest, to Juliet. Waverley likens Romeo’s romantic dilemma to his own, 

finding common ground between his own experience of the world and the imagined experience 

of Romeo.  

Scott’s Waverley, an early example of historical fiction, is set in the Jacobite uprising of 

1745 in Scotland. Yet, Scott’s characters appreciate Shakespeare in ways specific to Scott and 

his early nineteenth-century contemporaries. Indeed, most eighteenth-century readers of 

Shakespeare would have expressed views closer to those of the other guests in Scott’s novel, 

finding certain elements of Shakespeare’s plays problematic insofar as they diverged from 

Enlightenment ideas of morality and neoclassical aesthetics. To be clear, Shakespeare was 

extraordinarily popular in England during this time. Fiona Ritchie and Peter Sabor claim that “in 

the second half of the eighteenth century Shakespeare’s status in the cultural imagination had 

been fully established” (3). Michael Dobson describes the multitude of ways that Britons would 

have encountered Shakespeare. “Readers of Shakespeare,” he explains, “would have consulted 

editions not only by Rowe, but also by an illustrious succession of prestigious writers […] and 

any actor in the employ of the Theatre Royal would have needed a working familiarity with at 

least twenty-four of Shakespeare’s plays, revivals of which accounted for more than one in six of 

all dramatic performances given in London” (2). David Garrick, a prominent London actor and 
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theatre manager, was a driving force behind Shakespeare’s popularity. The culmination of 

Garrick’s celebrated career was the Stratford Jubilee of 1769, an event he organized in honour 

Shakespeare’s 105th birthday. As Kate Rumbold writes, the Jubilee was “a landmark in 

Shakespeare’s rising status, an event that put Stratford-upon-Avon on the map, and turned 

Shakespeare into a god” (254). 

 But Shakespeare’s reputation as a god-like genius was inconsistent with some of the 

period’s social and critical norms. In many ways Shakespeare befuddled eighteenth-century 

commentators, who did not know what to make of the non-classical form of his plays. Margreta 

de Grazia discusses the perception of formal flaws in Shakespeare’s drama. She notes that 

Shakespeare’s plays were “termed irregular, unruly, extravagant, and wild” because they did not 

conform to the classical unities of action, time, and place (11). Contemporary critics, deeply 

influenced by neoclassical aesthetics, compared Shakespeare’s works to “a garden in need of 

weeding, a mine in which gold had to be sifted from dirt,” or, as Nahum Tate puts it, “a Heap of 

jewels, unstrung and unpolisht [sic]” (de Grazia 11; Tate sig. A2r). Many playwrights revised 

Shakespeare’s plays in an attempt to bring them in line with classical norms of poetry and drama. 

For example, in the  preface to the 1692 edition of All for Love, an adaptation of Shakespeare’s 

Antony and Cleopatra, Dryden writes that “I have endeavoured in this Play to follow the practice 

of the ancients, who […] are and ought to be our Masters” (sig. B3v). For Dryden, Tate, and 

other long eighteenth-century writers, Shakespeare’s works were beautiful despite their irregular 

form; Shakespeare was a “child of nature,” whose literary achievement was accidental, owing to 

his natural creativity rather than any kind of formal training in literary composition. 

 Eighteenth-century critics also saw moral flaws in Shakespeare’s works. As Mohammed 

Mustafa Badawi notes, early critics of Shakespeare “hunted mainly for the explicit moral in 
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[Shakespeare’s] plays” (134). For example, in his 1770 essay on Hamlet, Francis Gentleman 

writes that “all the moral we can deduce is that murder cannot lie hid, and that conscience ever 

makes a coward of guilt” (sig. I2r). Similarly, in The Morality of Shakespeare’s Drama 

Illustrated (1775), Elizabeth Griffith frequently expresses frustration with the lack of morals in 

Shakespeare. Of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, she says “I shall not trouble my readers with the 

Fable of this piece, as I can see no general moral that can be deduced from the Argument” (sig. 

B8v), and of Measure for Measure, she says “I cannot see what moral can be extracted from the 

fable of this Piece” (sig. D2v). While they admired Shakespeare’s plays greatly, eighteenth-

century critics generally denigrated Shakespeare on the grounds that, in the words of Samuel 

Johnson, “he seems to write without any moral purpose” (427). 

 I submit that Coleridge’s lectures and writings on Shakespeare played an important role 

in reframing these critical dilemmas, especially in how they drew on the concept of sympathy to 

explain Shakespeare’s artistic process and the reader’s response to it. As a first-generation 

Romantic, Coleridge inherited a well established philosophical legacy that emphasized the 

capacity for sympathy as a core feature of human morality and, moreover, saw sympathy as 

essential to the production and appreciation of art. On the one hand, Coleridge saw Shakespeare 

as a sympathetic writer, one whose sympathy for his own characters contributed to their 

extraordinary lifelikeness (BL 2:21). At the same time, Coleridge emphasizes that Shakespeare’s 

characters provoke the reader’s sympathy. He shows how a reader’s sympathy may contribute to 

her aesthetic pleasure as well as to her psychological understanding of Shakespeare’s characters 

(LL 1:352-53). 

 Chapter 2, “Shakespeare’s Sympathetic Imagination,” discusses the role of sympathy in 

Shakespeare’s artistic process. The chapter begins with an historical overview of the idea of 
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sympathy in eighteenth-century moral philosophy and aesthetics. At the centre of this overview 

is Adam Smith’s 1759 Theory of Moral Sentiments, a hugely influential book that argued for 

sympathy’s foundational role in our moral thoughts and actions. Humans are moral, Smith 

argues, only insofar as they are capable of sympathizing with each other. As critics Andrea 

Timár and David Haney observe, Smith influenced Coleridge’s understanding of sympathy. 

Coleridge, however, was equally familiar with Immanuel Kant’s 1785 The Metaphysics of 

Morals, which held that sympathy is irrelevant to the rational realization of moral thoughts and 

actions. Ultimately, Coleridge lands somewhere in between the theories of Smith and Kant; he 

sees sympathy as a necessary cue for moral thoughts and actions, though not as a moral faculty 

in and of itself (CL 4:791; CN 3:3561; LL 1:330). 

As the vicarious experience of another’s pleasure or displeasure, sympathy may 

contribute to an aesthetic experience. Recognizing this, eighteenth-century aestheticians such as 

James Beattie, Alexander Gerrard, and Lord Kames developed a theory of the “sympathetic 

imagination,” that is, of the way that sympathy should structure the writer’s imagination (W. J. 

Bate 152). Many of these critics considered Shakespeare to be the best example of the 

sympathetic imagination, a view which Coleridge shares (BL 2:19). According to Coleridge, 

Shakespeare developed characters through meditation; rather than observing real people in real 

life, Shakespeare would use his knowledge of human psychology to imagine characters in the 

abstract (LL 2:273, 306). This act of meditation naturally invoked the sympathetic imagination. 

Coleridge argues that Shakespeare developed his characters by using sympathy to imagine what 

a character in a given situation would likely think, feel, and do (BL 2:27-28). As a result of 

Shakespeare’s artistic process, Coleridge argues that his characters possess a kind of “organic 
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regularity,” a term he uses to describe the consistent yet individualized ways in which 

Shakespeare’s characters behave (LL 1:358). 

 Chapter 3, “Reading Shakespeare with Sympathy,” considers the role of sympathy in a 

reader’s reception of Shakespeare. Just as eighteenth-century critics emphasized the importance 

of the sympathetic imagination for the writer, they also believed that, when a writer sympathizes 

with her characters, she facilitates sympathetic identification on the part of her readers (W. J. 

Bate 151, 156). Critics such as Kames and Beattie regarded the reader’s sympathy as one of the 

most significant sources of aesthetic pleasure (Kames 1:313; Beattie sig. 2J1r). Coleridge too 

enjoys the emotional catharsis that can come from sympathizing with a work of literature, but, 

for him, a reader’s sympathy serves a more hermeneutic purpose (LL 1:352-53). Like his 

contemporary Friedrich Schleiermacher, Coleridge sees the interpretation of a work of literature 

as like a conversation between two intimate companions, in which sympathy is required in order 

to establish common understanding (Shaffer 211; McCarthy 33).  

As I show, this theory of hermeneutics shapes Coleridge’s critical approach to 

Shakespeare. In his marginalia, for example, Coleridge expresses sympathy for Shakespeare’s 

characters, which helps him to develop a nuanced understanding of their psychology. Coleridge’s 

companionate relationship with Shakespeare’s characters also extends beyond his reading of 

Shakespeare’s plays. For Coleridge, Shakespeare’s characters take on a significance beyond the 

dramatic situations into which Shakespeare has written them. In “conversation poems” such as 

“Frost at Midnight” and “This Lime-Tree Bower my Prison,” for instance, Coleridge’s speakers 

identify with Shakespeare’s Bolingbroke and Macbeth, likening their own emotions to those of 

Shakespeare’s characters much as Scott’s Waverley likens himself to Romeo. Here the 
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relationship between Coleridge’s characters and Shakespeare’s characters is also rhetorical 

because Coleridge dramatizes his speaking voice in imitation of the characters’ monologues. 

Taken together, Coleridge’s contributions offered a new model for appreciating 

Shakespeare, one which displaced earlier preoccupations with mimesis and the unities with an 

emphasis on the role of sympathy in literary production and reception. De Grazia argues that it 

was Coleridge’s emphasis on “the psychological which lifted Shakespeare out of dramatic 

contest with the ancients altogether” (18). I extend her observation, arguing that this elevation is 

bolstered significantly by the idea of sympathy. When applied to the production of texts, the idea 

of sympathy entails a new aesthetic principle, that of the organic regularity of characters. As 

Chapter 2 shows, Coleridge’s theory of the organic regularity of Shakespeare’s characters 

provides an alternative way to think about the formal features of Shakespeare’s drama. Instead of 

quibbling over Shakespeare’s lack of conformity to the classical unities, Coleridge maintains that 

Shakespeare’s plays were ordered according to the essential principles of human psychology. 

Coleridge’s emphasis on the organic regularity of Shakespeare’s characters also helped 

redefine how readers and critics understood the morality of Shakespeare’s work. Rather than 

focus on the moral lessons in the plots of Shakespeare’s plays, Coleridge focuses on the morality 

of individual characters. Badawi observes that “in Coleridge’s opinion, the moral sense is part of 

the very concept of man” (135). Indeed, Coleridge claims that “it is in the primacy of the moral 

being only that man is truly human; in his intellectual powers he is certainly approached by the 

brutes, and, man’s whole system duly considered, those powers cannot be considered other than 

means to an end, that is, to morality” (LL 2:270). The capacity for moral thoughts and actions is 

a part of the organic regularity that Coleridge attributes to Shakespeare’s characters. 
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Whereas earlier critics tended to view Shakespeare’s characters as vehicles for the 

author’s “moral purpose,” Coleridge pursues a more pragmatic account of morality in 

Shakespeare’s plays, one in which the morality of a storyline is secondary to the more 

complicated morality of its characters. For example, in a lecture on Hamlet, Coleridge proposes 

that the protagonist is “full of purpose, but void of that quality of mind which would lead him at 

the proper time to carry his purpose into effect” (LL 1:390). Conversely, a character like 

Macbeth “mistranslates the recoilings—and ominous whispers of Conscience into prudential and 

selfish Reasonings, and […] the terrors of Remorse into Fear from external Dangers” (LL 1:529). 

In both instances, Coleridge evaluates the relationship between a character’s internal, moral 

thoughts and his outward, moral actions. He holds that, even if Shakespeare wrote without moral 

purpose, his plays are morally valuable insofar as they realistically portray the principles of 

moral thought and action (LL 1:539).  

The sympathy one feels for Shakespeare’s characters contributes additional moral value 

to Shakespeare’s work. In Lecture VIII of the 1811-12 series, Coleridge speaks about poetry’s 

ability to “prevent men from confining their attention solely or chiefly to their own narrow 

sphere of action, to their own individualizing circumstances” (LL 1:325). Like religion, he 

argues, poetry “throws the object of deepest interest at a distance from us & thereby not only aids 

our imagination but in a most important way subserves the interest of our virtues for that man is 

indeed a slave who is a slave to his own senses and whose mind & imagination cannot carry him 

beyond the narrow sphere which his hand can touch or even his eye can reach” (LL 1:325). 

Coleridge here suggests that the reader’s sympathetic response to Shakespeare may actually 

serve a moral end. By sympathizing with Shakespeare’s characters, readers enhance their 

imagination and increase their capacity to sympathize with others in real life (LL 1:539).  
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Before proceeding any further, it will prove useful to clarify a set of terms I use 

frequently and with some variation in my thesis. The first such term is sympathy. Modern day 

English speakers distinguish sympathy from empathy. In popular usage, sympathy now refers to 

“[e]xpression of concern or sorrow about distressful events in a person’s life” while empathy 

refers to “[t]he ability to perceive and feel the world from the subjective experience of another 

person” (Gerdes 233). However, as James Engell notes, “[e]mpathy is a word never used in the 

English Enlightenment or the Romantic period” (157). What we now refer to as empathy was 

encompassed by the larger concept of sympathy. The OED, for example, still defines sympathy 

as “[t]he quality or state of being affected by the condition of another with a feeling similar or 

corresponding to that of the other; the fact or capacity of entering into or sharing the feelings of 

another or others; fellow-feeling” (“sympathy, n.3.b”). Implicit in this formulation is that a 

person who sympathizes with another person first identifies with the other person to some extent. 

By contrast, empathy has traditionally been understood as “[t]he ability to understand and 

appreciate another person's feelings, experience, etc.” (“empathy, n.2.b”). 

The second group of terms to clarify comes from the changing medium in which 

Shakespeare was received during the Romantic period. As scholars such as Vanessa 

Cunningham, Jean Marsden, Younglim Han, and others have documented, the Romantic period 

coincided with a shift “from stage to page,” in which reading became the dominant medium of 

interacting with Shakespeare’s works. Cunningham observes that, by the Romantic period, there 

was “a new, individualised approach to appreciating Shakespeare whose adherents believed that 

he could be known more profoundly in private study than in a public audience” (166). As a result 

of this shift, terms such as poet, writer, author, or poet-playwright began to replace earlier terms 

such as dramatist or playwright to refer to Shakespeare’s trade. Likewise, the term reader began 
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to replace earlier terms such as audience member or playgoer to refer to the interpreter of 

Shakespeare’s works. Whenever possible, I have tried to be sensitive to this changing vocabulary 

in the reception history of Shakespeare. Coleridge and his contemporaries, however, were not as 

conscious of this vocabulary and so frequently use these terms interchangeably. 

Finally, the term imagination requires some clarification. Coleridge, for one, defines the 

imagination in opposition to the fancy. The fancy, Coleridge claims, is a faculty that enables the 

human mind to recall and recombine “fixities and definites [sic]” (BL 1:305). The imagination, 

on the other hand, is a separate faculty that enables the human mind to perceive order and unity 

in these “fixities and definites.” In its primary form, the imagination is the “prime Agent of all 

human perception,” which permits us to grasp precepts and concepts in mere sense data (BL 

1:304). In its secondary form, the imagination “co-exist[s] with the conscious will” (BL 1:304). 

The poet, for instance, draws upon the secondary imagination to consciously evoke existing 

ideas in order to create new ones. Both forms of the imagination are essential to Coleridge’s 

understanding of sympathy and the sympathetic imagination, ideas on which the next chapter 

will focus. 
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CHAPTER II 

Shakespeare’s Sympathetic Imagination 

 How did Samuel Taylor Coleridge understand sympathy and its significance for 

literature? Drawing principally on Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria and Aids to Reflection, the 

following chapter describes how Coleridge understood sympathy and contextualizes his 

understanding of sympathy in relation to developments in moral philosophy during the 

eighteenth century. Sympathy, for Coleridge, was primarily an emotional experience with 

important moral implications. Thus the concept translated well into his theories of artistic 

production and reception. Following the eighteenth-century aesthetics of James Beattie, 

Alexander Gerard, and Lord Kames, Coleridge claims that artistic genius requires a “sympathetic 

imagination,” or the use of sympathy to effectively portray the human emotions of a literary 

character. Coleridge, like his predecessors, considers Shakespeare to be the archetypal example 

of the sympathetic imagination. According to Coleridge, Shakespeare created characters using 

abstract ideas of human psychology. Furthermore, Coleridge claims that Shakespeare would use 

sympathy to understand how a character might act or feel in a certain situation given their 

psychological disposition. The result of Shakespeare’s sympathetic artistic method is what 

Coleridge refers to as the “organic regularity” of Shakespeare’s characters, a concept treated here 

in some detail. 

1. The Idea of Sympathy 

As James Engell puts it, Coleridge’s understanding of sympathy represents “the 

culmination of a century of thought” (143). Engell observes that, throughout the mid to late 

eighteenth century, “[t]he idea of sympathy—how the individual feels for other people and 
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approaches the world at large, how he identifies with others or even with inanimate nature—had 

become intimately connected with ideas of imagination” (143). Thinkers such as the Third Earl 

of Shaftesbury, David Hume, and especially Adam Smith established an intellectual tradition 

from which Romantics such as Coleridge drew fundamental insights and inspiration for their 

own aesthetic and moral ideas. 

 The connection between sympathy and the imagination is made most explicitly and 

influentially in Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759). Smith begins with the 

proclamation that “[h]ow selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some 

principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness 

necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it, except the pleasure of seeing it” (§1.1.1.1).  

For Smith, all moral judgements and actions follow from our ability to sympathize with others 

(Engell 150). And our ability to sympathize with others, Smith claims, derives from the faculty 

of the imagination: “[a]s we have no immediate experience of what other men feel, we can form 

no idea of the manner in which they are affected, but by conceiving what we ourselves should 

feel in the like situation […] it is by the imagination only that we can form any conception of 

what are [their] sensations” (Smith §1.1.1.2; qtd. in Engell 150). 

 In that it produces sensations such as pleasure or displeasure, sympathy is potentially a 

component of aesthetic experience. Smith, however, is primarily concerned with the implications 

of sympathy for human morality. We behave morally, Smith claims, not out of concern for our 

neighbours, but out of fear of being punished by the law—a fear made very real through our 

capacity to sympathize with both those who are punished and those who punish in the name of 

Justice. “In order to enforce the observation of Justice,” Smith writes, “Nature has implanted in 

the human breast that consciousness of ill-desert, those terrors of merited punishment which 
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attend its violation, as the great safeguards of the association of mankind, to protect the weak, to 

curb the violent, and to chastise the guilty” (§2.2.3.4). We therefore strive to conduct ourselves 

in a way that a perfectly just person would find sympathetic. As Smith puts it, “[w]e endeavour 

to examine our own conduct as we imagine any other fair and impartial spectator would examine 

it. If, upon placing ourselves in his situation, we thoroughly enter into all the passions and 

motives which influenced it, we approve of it, by sympathy with the approbation of this 

supposed equitable judge” (§3.1.2). Smith thus develops what Andrea Timár calls a 

“monitorial/panoptical scheme” of morality. In this “monitorial/panoptical scheme,” we strive to 

make ourselves sympathetic to an imagined spectator who represents Justice, though Smith also 

recognizes the importance of real spectators such as parents, educators, and law enforcement 

officers in cultivating our respect for Justice. 

While Smith was not the only eighteenth-century philosopher to discuss the relevance of 

sympathy to human morality, his moral system was arguably the most influential and, with his 

emphasis the imagination, was particularly attractive to the Romantics (Engell 151). Coleridge 

makes no specific mention of Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments in his many notes and letters. 

However, David Haney believes that “it would be unlikely that he was unfamiliar with this work, 

given its discussion by writers with whom he was very familiar, including Burke, Hume, and 

Kant, and the fact that it went through several editions during Coleridge’s lifetime” (193). Timár 

agrees, finding that Coleridge’s understanding of morality “bears strong connections to the social 

model emerging from Adam Smith’s theory of sympathy” (54).  

Timár attempts to trace Smith’s influence on Coleridge’s understanding of sympathy and 

morality. Like Smith, Coleridge describes “how deeply seated the conscience is in the human 

Soul;” he sees this in the way that humans respect Justice as though it were “an invisible Judge” 
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(AR 127; qtd. in Timár 57). Unlike Smith, however, Coleridge suggests that our respect for 

Justice derives not from our fear of punishment but from our rational understanding of moral 

principles (Timár 57). Describing our sense of moral obligation, Coleridge writes that “there is 

placed within us […] something which is as peculiar to our moral nature as any other part can 

conceived to be; name it what you will; name it friendship or a sense of duty: that there is 

something as peculiar to the moral nature which answers the moral end as we find every where 

[sic] in the ends of the moral world that there are material & bodily means proportioned to them” 

(LL 1:330). Coleridge does not properly define this inner “something” which is responsible for 

our sense of moral obligation. However, as Timár suggests, Coleridge’s understanding of human 

morality follows primarily from Kant (57). Indeed, “the ends of the moral world” to which 

Coleridge refers seem to resemble Kant’s “universal law” (also known as the “moral law” or the 

“categorical imperative”), which states that humans are ends in themselves. Coleridge’s inner 

“something” seems to be a kind of cognitive faculty that enables us to observe the universal law. 

Kant believed that, insofar as the universal law is rational, one need not feel sympathy in 

order to behave ethically. In The Metaphysics of Morals (1785, tr. 1799), Kant distinguishes 

between the aesthetic qualities of sympathy (humanitas aesthetica) and the practical value of 

moral action (humanitas practica). He claims that sympathy is “the receptivity, given by nature 

itself, to the feeling of joy and sadness in common with others” (§2.1.1.34). Conversely, moral 

action springs from “the capacity and the will to share in others’ feelings” (§2.1.1.34; emphases 

his). Kant argues that we are only ethically obligated towards moral action (humanitas practica). 

As Timár points out, Coleridge seems to share Kant’s skepticism about the role of sympathy in 

human morality (53). In his Aids to Reflection, for instance, Coleridge laments the lack of actual 

moral behaviour “in this over-stimulated age, in which the occurrence of excessive and 
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unhealthy sensitiveness is so frequent” (AR 57; qtd. in Timár 53). “Sensibility is not necessarily 

Benevolence,” he warns, and “by rendering us tremblingly alive to trifling misfortunes, it 

frequently prevents it, and induces an effeminate Selfishness instead” (AR 57; qtd. in Timár 53). 

Noting the commonness of misplaced sensibility, Coleridge is keenly aware that sympathy may 

not always have moral attributes. 

Coleridge, however, is not willing to completely dismiss the role that sympathy plays in 

moral judgements and actions. In fact, in a letter to Joseph Henry Green dated for December 13, 

1817, Coleridge outright declares that “I reject Kant’s stoic principle, as false, unnatural, and 

even immoral” (CL 4:791; emphasis his; qtd. in Timár 54). He takes issue with Kant’s view of 

“the affections as indifferent (ἀδιάφορα) in ethics” as well as with Kant’s belief that “a man who 

disliking, and without any feeling of Love for, Virtue yet acted virtuously, because and only 

because it was his Duty, is more worthy of our esteem, than the man whose affections were 

aidant [sic] to, and congruous with, his Conscience” (CL 4:791-792; qtd. in Timár 54).  

While Coleridge does not justify his aversion to Kant’s “stoic principle,” David Haney 

suggests that it is because he sees sympathy as contributing to the morality of one’s action, even 

if it is not sufficient for one’s actions to be deemed moral. “Despite his rejection of sentiment, 

sympathy, desire, and feeling as ethically foundational,” Haney says, “the importance he grants 

to the affections as an instrument of action shows that Coleridge is closer to a world that did not 

divide emotional from moral life to the extent that the modern world does” (230). Haney points 

to an example from Coleridge’s notebook in which he differentiates between Kant’s humanitas 

aesthetica and humanitas practica. Coleridge writes that we exhibit humanitas aesthetica when 

we indulge thoughts such as “[m]y friend is forced to live in a garrett [sic]—it really made me 

weep to think of it,” whereas we would exhibit humanitas practica if we were to try to improve 



Landels 16 

   

our friend’s living situation (CN 3:3561; emphasis his; qtd. in Haney 230). While one need not 

feel sympathy to behave morally, it rarely happens that a person takes it upon himself to assist a 

friend without first feeling some level of sympathy for his friend. Indeed, as previously noted, 

Coleridge refers to sympathy as “something […] which answers the moral end” (LL 1:330). For 

these reasons, Haney believes that Coleridge sees sympathy as an important cue for moral action. 

2. The Sympathetic Imagination 

 In addition to believing sympathy could cue moral action, Coleridge shared with his 

contemporaries the view that sympathy was a primary component of aesthetic experience. 

Sympathy had particular significance in discussions of the production and reception of art. 

Following Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments, many took it for granted that the only way to 

sympathize with another person was through an act of the imagination. Indeed, even in the case 

where “our brother is on the rack, […] it is by the imagination only that we can form any 

conception of what are his feelings” (Smith §1.2.1.1). And whether another person is real or 

fictional has little bearing on our capacity to sympathize with her. In fact, in Coleridge’s view, 

the best writers sympathize with their own creations. As James Engell and Walter Jackson Bate 

put it, Coleridge claims that “poetic genius is at its greatest when it involves sympathetic 

imagination—the capacity to enter into the feelings and experience of another, and submerge 

one’s own identity in the process” (cix). The most accomplished writer will therefore choose 

“subjects very remote from the private interests and circumstances of […] himself” (BL 2:20). In 

other cases, “where the subject is taken immediately from the author’s personal sensations and 

experiences, the excellence of a particular poem is but an equivocal mark, and often a fallacious 

pledge, of genuine poetic power” (BL 2:20). Coleridge here describes poetic excellence as 

proportionate to the degree to which the poet uses the imagination to sympathize with the 
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experience she depicts. This process requires that the poet not only use the imagination to 

compose characters, but also that she submerge her own worldview into the worldview of her 

characters. 

 Coleridge’s understanding of the sympathetic imagination follows on the work of many 

eighteenth-century English and especially Scottish literary critics. As Walter Jackson Bate 

shows, the sympathetic imagination was a “basic premise” of literary criticism throughout the 

mid to late eighteenth century (152). Bate credits thinkers such as Lord Kames, James Beattie, 

and Alexander Gerard with expanding Smith’s theory of sympathy into a theory of literature. For 

many of these critics, Shakespeare exemplified the poetic power of the sympathetic imagination. 

As Engell puts it, “Shakespeare was worth a legion of critics, and his language became a model 

for new poetic speech based on the sympathetic imagination” (154). Lord Kames, for example, 

considers Shakespeare “superior to all other writers in delineating passion […] whether in 

moulding every passion to peculiarity of character, in discovering the sentiments that proceed 

from various tones of passion, or in expressing properly every different sentiment” (1:352-353; 

qtd. in W. J. Bate 157). Likewise, Elizabeth Montagu comments on Shakespeare’s ability to 

“throw his soul into the body of another man, and be at once possessed of his sentiments, adopt 

his passions, and rise to all the functions and feelings of his situation” (sig. C3r; qtd. in W. J. 

Bate 157). Still others believed that Homer best exemplified the sympathetic imagination. Bate 

points out that it was not until the Romantic period that Shakespeare was generally accepted as 

the “preëminent example of the sympathetic imagination” (144). 

Coleridge, in particular, champions the sympathetic imagination of Shakespeare. In 

Chapter XV of the Biographia Literaria, Coleridge refers to “our myriad-minded Shakespear 

[sic]” as “the greatest genius that human nature has yet produced” and likens him to Proteus, the 
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Greek god of the sea who could shapeshift (BL 2:19; emphasis his). Coleridge suggests that 

Shakespeare, like Proteus, “darts himself forth, and passes into all the forms of human character 

and passion […] yet for ever [sic] remain[s] himself” (BL 2:27-28). When developing characters, 

Shakespeare projects himself into the imagined identities of his characters and sympathizes with 

their every thought and feeling. In the poems and plays of Shakespeare, Coleridge observes that 

“[i]t is throughout as if a superior spirit more intuitive, more intimately conscious, even than the 

characters themselves, not only of every outward look and act, but of the flux and reflux of the 

mind in all its subtlest thoughts and feelings, were placing the whole before our view” (BL 2:21). 

Meanwhile, Shakespeare himself does not participate in his characters’ passions and is “actuated 

only by that pleasurable excitement, which had resulted from the energetic fervor of his own 

spirit in so vividly exhibiting” (BL 2:21). We may understand Shakespeare best, Coleridge seems 

to suggest, through his characters. 

Coleridge claims that Shakespeare develops characters through meditation rather than 

observation. Unlike a writer who might go “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 & 

observed,” Shakespeare turned inward and “availed himself of his psychological genius to 

develope [sic] all the minutiae of the human heart” (LL 1:306). Human psychology, what 

Coleridge calls the “facts of the mind,” provided the framework around which Shakespeare 

structured his characters (CL 1:260; qtd. in Vickers 2007: 261). As Coleridge says, Shakespeare 

“surveyed all the great component power and impulses of human nature,—had seen that their 

different combinations and subordinations were in fact the individualizers of men, and showed 

how their harmony was produced by reciprocal disproportions of excess or deficiency” (LL 

2:273). Shakespeare, Coleridge suggests, would approach the psychologies of his characters like 
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calculations. He would generate a psychological profile for each character in which certain ideals 

were overrepresented while others were underrepresented. It is for this reason that Coleridge 

claims that “Shakespeare’s characters from Othello to Macbeth down to Dogberry are ideal: they 

are not the things but the abstracts of things which a great mind may take into itself and 

naturalize to its own heaven” (LL 1:351). One of the most prominent ways in which Shakespeare 

“naturalized” his characters was by using his sympathetic imagination to intuit how they might 

behave in a given situation or when under the influence of certain passions. 

3. Organic Regularity in Shakespeare 

As a result of Shakespeare’s meditation and sympathetic imagination, Coleridge suggests, 

his characters possess what Coleridge calls “organic regularity.” He likely encountered this 

concept in the aesthetics of German philosopher August Wilhelm von Schlegel. In his Course of 

Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature (1801, tr. 1815), Schlegel states that “[o]rganical form 

[…] is innate; it unfolds itself from within, and acquires its determination along with the 

complete development of the germ” (2:95). Schlegel considered Shakespeare to be the supreme 

example of “organical form” in literature (2:152). The similarities between Schlegel’s and 

Coleridge’s views of Shakespeare as organic are so conspicuous that many critics have accused 

Coleridge of plagiarizing Schlegel (Mahoney 509). 

Like Schlegel, Coleridge differentiates between “mechanic regularity” and “organic 

regularity” or “organic form.” Whereas a mechanical copy “must be made as if it had been 

formed in the same mould with the original,” in an organic form “there is a law which all the 

parts obey conforming themselves to the outward symbols & manifestations of the essential 

principle” (LL 1:358). For example, Coleridge describes how one oak tree may differ from 

another in its shape, colour, or size, but it will nonetheless conform to the essential principles of 
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an oak tree and will therefore have an organic form (LL 1:358). An artist could theoretically 

paint an oak tree with organic regularity if she understood what the essential principles of an oak 

tree were and imagined an oak tree with these principles in mind. Conversely, suppose that the 

same artist were to paint a particular oak tree exactly as she observed it in nature. No matter how 

realistic her painting of the particular oak tree was, it would merely be a mechanical copy of an 

oak tree. According to Coleridge, an organic form cannot be replicated; it must always be 

generated anew. 

So it is with Shakespeare’s characters. Because Shakespeare developed characters 

through meditation, Coleridge argues that they possessed an organic rather than mechanic 

regularity (LL 2:273). Shakespeare’s characters emerge from a preconceived set of psychological 

characteristics, that is, “the different combinations and subordinations” of “the great component 

powers and impulses of human nature” (LL 2:273). In conversation with John Payne Collier, 

Coleridge said that “[Shakespeare] was almost the only dramatic poet who, by the characters he 

drew, represented a class and not an individual […] [a particular character in Shakespeare] 

always included a circle of others, which inclusion did not at all diminish the interest for the 

particular person portrayed” (CS 31). Coleridge here suggests that, like the oak tree that is at 

once distinct yet representative of the essential principles common to all oak trees, Shakespeare’s 

characters are individuals but represent the psychological characteristics of whole classes of 

humans. Presumably, a dramatist who merely replicated certain characters as he had observed 

them in real life would not capture those larger patterns and constants of human nature. 

Coleridge uses the characters of Gonzalo and the Boatswain in The Tempest to 

demonstrate how, as organic forms, Shakespeare’s characters behave in ways that are consistent 

to their class yet individualized to their personality. In the storm scene, “a sense of danger 
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impresses all, and the bonds of reverence are thrown off” (LL 1:358). Confronting the likelihood 

that his ship will sink with the King onboard, the Boatswain here “gives a loose [sic] to his 

feelings and […] to the old Counsellor [Gonzalo] pours forth his vulgar mind,” saying that he 

cares only for his own life (LL 1:358). Coleridge claims that “[a]n ordinary dramatist would after 

this speech have introduced Gonzalo moralizing or saying something connected with it” (LL 

1:359); however, Shakespeare has Gonzalo ignore the Boatswain and meditate to himself about 

his fate. Shakespeare thus ignores “logical connection” and “transports himself into the very 

being of each character and instead of making artificial puppets he brings the real being before 

you” (LL 1:359). The Boatswain behaves as a “true sailor” and Gonzalo exhibits the “high 

feeling of the old man” who, when confronted with peculiar circumstances, behaves peculiarly 

within the conventions of his class (just as an oak tree would grow peculiarly yet differently than 

a poplar tree when deprived of sunlight) (LL 1:359). 

Furthermore, the organic regularity of Shakespeare’s characters enables readers to 

extrapolate characters’ existences beyond a given play or scene. Unlike the mechanical form of 

portraits, the organic form of Shakespeare’s characters gives them the “union of reason 

perceiving, & the judgement recording actual facts, and the imagination diffusing over all a 

magic glory” (LL 1:356-57). So, while Shakespeare’s characters are formed relationally within 

the drama of a given play, the principles of their existence may be found in Shakespeare’s 

understanding of human psychology. In one sense, these a priori principles shape Shakespeare’s 

characters as they are presented in his plays; in another sense, they make it hypothetically 

possible for characters to participate in situations other than those depicted. As Coleridge puts it, 

the organic form of Shakespeare’s characters “records the past [and] projects in a wonderful 

degree to the future & makes us feel however slightly and see however dimly that state of being 
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in which there is neither past nor future but which is permanent, & is the energy of nature” (LL 

1:357). Just as one could realistically anticipate what a particular oak tree might look like if its 

environmental conditions were altered in deliberate ways, one can realistically anticipate how 

Shakespeare’s characters would act in situations that Shakespeare never wrote. 

Coleridge exemplifies this point in his character analysis of Bolingbroke from Richard II. 

He highlights a passage from Richard II in which Bolingbroke instructs Northumberland to “Go 

to the rude ribs of that ancient castle, / Through brazen trumpet send the breath of parle / Into his 

[i.e., the castle’s] ruined ears and thus deliver” (Richard II 3.3.32-34; emphasis Coleridge’s). 

Coleridge asserts that he has “no doubt that the reason Shakespeare used the personal pronoun 

‘his’ was to shew [sic] that altho [sic] Bolingbroke was only speaking of the castle his thoughts 

dwelt on Richard the King” (LL 1:384). Bolingbroke then proceeds to dictate a threatening 

message to Richard, but, as Coleridge points out, Bolingbroke “seems to have been checked by 

the eye of York” and so “passes suddenly to very contrary extreme of humility” (LL 1:384-85). 

Coleridge suspects that Bolingbroke would have continued in his original vein “had he been 

allowed to proceed according to the natural flow of the subject” (LL 1:385). Coleridge’s analysis 

here is noteworthy because he makes assumptions about Bolingbroke’s thoughts and 

hypothetical actions that are not explicitly indicated by Shakespeare’s text: there is no definitive 

evidence to support Coleridge’s assumptions that Bolingbroke is preoccupied with thoughts of 

King Richard, that he is censured by York, or that he would have continued boasting if he had 

not been censured. Coleridge’s point is that these assumptions seem possible and even likely 

because of the organic regularity of Shakespeare’s characters, which enables readers to predict 

their thoughts and actions according to their psychological characters. 
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 This chapter has shown that the idea of sympathy is integral to Coleridge’s understanding 

of Shakespeare, and of artistic genius more generally. Coleridge’s understanding of Shakespeare 

as sympathetic is partially attributable to Scottish Enlightenment philosophy, which established 

the links between sympathetic feelings, the imagination, and morality. At the same time, 

aestheticians such as Beattie, Gerard, and Kames discussed the instructive role that the 

sympathetic imagination plays in artistic genius. Clearly familiar with these intellectual 

traditions, Coleridge marked Shakespeare as a “preëminent example of the sympathetic 

imagination” and thus of artistic genius (W. J. Bate 144). In his lectures on Shakespeare, 

Coleridge discusses how Shakespeare developed characters through the interplay of meditation 

and the sympathetic imagination. In Coleridge’s view, Shakespeare thus endowed his characters 

with an organic regularity akin to the order found in nature. As the next chapter will show, this 

quality underscores the reader’s ability to sympathize with Shakespeare’s characters. 
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CHAPTER III 

Reading Shakespeare with Sympathy 

What are the implications of Shakespeare’s sympathetic imagination for his readers? This 

chapter argues that, according to Samuel Taylor Coleridge, sympathy played a crucial role in the 

literary reception of Shakespeare and other works of literature. As the “preëminent example of 

the sympathetic imagination” and thus of artistic genius (W. J. Bate 144), Shakespeare 

stimulated his readers’ own feelings of sympathy with his representative depictions of human 

passions and actions. For Coleridge, a typical reader’s sympathy takes on a particularly 

important role in the interpretation of a text such as Hamlet or Julius Caesar. Like the German 

theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher, Coleridge understood interpretation as a sympathetic 

exchange between author and reader—a rather provocative doctine that stood in contrast to 

existing models of hermeneutics, which tended to look for the practical or moral lessons in a text, 

usually either the Bible or the Classics. For instance, in Coleridge’s marginal notes on 

Shakespeare, we see how Coleridge seeks to understand a given passage by relating to the 

motives, thought processes, and emotions of its speaker, rather than by extracting universal truths 

or moral lessons. Elsewhere we see that Coleridge’s sympathetic identification with 

Shakespeare’s characters extends beyond the act of reading. In conversation poems such as 

“Frost at Midnight” and “This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison,” Coleridge’s semi-autobiographical 

speaker make sense of his own dilemmas and emotions by relating his experience of the world 

and command of language to those of Shakespeare’s characters. 
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1. The Sympathetic Reader 

In the previous chapter, I discussed how eighteenth-century critics such as Lord Kames, 

Gerard, and Beattie came to define the sympathetic imagination as a feature of artistic genius, as 

best exemplified by the case of Shakespeare. Yet, as James Engell acknowledges, “[t]he idea of 

sympathetic imagination applied not only to the poet but to his audience and, in the case of a 

playwright, to the actors who would perform his plays” (156). As I will show, eighteenth-century 

critics believed that, when sympathy guides the poet’s imagination, she is better able to represent 

human passions and, in turn, provoke her reader’s own sympathy. 

Walter Jackson Bate, for example, points out that eighteenth-century critics considered 

this sympathetic response on the part of the reader to be a source of aesthetic pleasure. James 

Beattie contends that a reader takes interest in a given work of literature to the extent that she is 

able to sympathize with the passions it presents. “The true poet,” according to Beattie, must 

possess the “sensibility to enter with ardent emotions into every part of his subject, so as to 

transfuse into his work a pathos and energy sufficient to raise corresponding emotions in the 

reader” (sig. 2J1r; qtd. in W. J. Bate 151). For Beattie, this sympathetic response may be 

increased by the presence of other readers or, in the case of the theatre, other playgoers: “[w]e 

sympathize with the emotions of the audience, and this raises our own,” he says (sig. Q3v). Like 

many of his eighteenth-century contemporaries, Beattie sees sympathy as a kind of social 

contagion that may be spread indirectly between onlookers. 

Like Beattie, Lord Kames argues that the sympathetic imagination is required in order to 

produce entertaining art. He finds that the “descriptive manner of representing passion, is a very 

cold entertainment: our sympathy is not raised by description” (1:313; qtd. in W. J. Bate 156). 

Kames laments that “it is that imperfection, […] in the bulk of our plays, which confines our 
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stage almost entirely to Shakespear [sic], notwithstanding his many irregularities” (1:313; qtd. in 

W. J. Bate 156). According to Kames, Shakespeare’s ability to sympathize with his characters is 

exceptional; however, it is particularly valuable insofar as it alone enables his audience to 

sympathize with his characters in turn. For Beattie and Kames, this sympathetic response on the 

part of the reader constitutes one of the most important sources of aesthetic pleasure.  

 Coleridge also claims that Shakespeare possessed an extraordinary ability to provoke 

sympathy in his audience. “Unaided by any previous excitement,” Coleridge says, “the objects 

which he presents […] burst upon us at once in life and in power” (BL 2:24). In his Lectures of 

1811-12, Coleridge describes the thrill of reading Shakespeare, noting how “[t]he reader often 

feels that some ideal trait of our own is caught or some nerve has been touched of which we were 

not before aware and it is proved that it has been touched by the vibration we feel a sort of 

thrilling which tell us we know ourselves better for it” (LL 1:352). Coleridge suggests that, as a 

result of her sympathetic identification with Shakespeare’s characters, a reader experiences a 

kind of aesthetic pleasure. 

 Yet a reader’s sympathy is more than just a source of aesthetic pleasure. Coleridge goes 

so far as to suggest that sympathy contributes to the interpretation of Shakespeare’s works. In 

Lecture IX of the 1811-12 sequence, Coleridge differentiates between two classes of 

“enlightened readers of Shakespeare” (LL 1:351). In the first class are “[t]hose who read with 

feeling and understanding” and in the second are “[t]hose who without affecting to understand or 

criticize merely feel and are recipients of the poet’s power” (LL 1:352). In other words, all 

“enlightened readers” read with feeling while only some “enlightened readers” read with 

understanding. Thus, for Coleridge, feeling is required if one is to be considered an 

“enlightened” reader of Shakespeare. In fact, Coleridge ridicules most of his contemporaries, 
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who he claims “only exercised the most vulgar of all feelings—that of wonderment” when 

reading Shakespeare because they do not understand how such an immethodical and barbaric 

poet could write with such eloquence and genius (LL 1:353). To interpret Shakespeare’s works 

properly and appreciate his genius, Coleridge insists that one must always read with feeling. 

This view was rather revolutionary for its time. As Elinor Shaffer notes, before the 

Romantic period, hermeneutic practices were mostly concerned with the interpretation of either 

the Classics or the Bible. As such, they focused on the best way to comprehend an author’s 

wisdom. By emphasizing the role of sympathy in interpretation, Coleridge challenged this 

hegemony and became “one of the first conscious practitioners” of a more individualistic 

hermeneutics, in which “the deliberate citation of authorities and rhetorical topoi is replaced by 

intimations of affinity with the originating creative powers of the mind” (Shaffer 222).  

In this regard, Coleridge’s theory of reading aligned with the hermeneutics of Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, a German theologian and contemporary of Coleridge. Schleiermacher viewed 

textual interpretation as a kind of friendly conversation between the reader and the author. In his 

Hermeneutics and Criticism, published posthumously in 1838, Schleiermacher argues that 

“[e]very text is twofold, on the one side a conversation, on the other the communication of a 

particular, intentionally willed sequence of thoughts” (129). “If we think of the latter without the 

former,” he continues, “[…] we must say that this thing is not really a text, because the author 

would have only written for himself” (129). However, as a conversation, a text is partly 

“determined by the ideas of those to whom the text is directed […] by what is common to the 

writer and his readers” (129). Schleiermacher therefore argues that a reader should approach a 

text as though he were listening to an intimate friend speak. “If we consider everyday life,” he 

muses, “we often find acts of virtuosity with regard to conversation which rarely reveal 
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themselves in texts” (141). In everyday conversations, “one often surmises what the other person 

wants to say, i.e. one constructs their development of thoughts—even before one has the result. 

That rests on exact knowledge of the individuality of the other person in the process of thought” 

(141). For Schleiermacher, the objective of hermeneutics is to achieve this exact knowledge. 

Shaffer suggests that, while there is no evidence that Coleridge and Schleiermacher ever 

knew each other personally, the similarities between their work are noteworthy. “For both men,” 

Shaffer says, “the human intimacy of spontaneous, spoken intercourse with a friend was linked 

with especial closeness to the exercise of the hermeneutic gift and the formulation of 

hermeneutic rules more refined than those of ordinary understanding” (211). Thomas McCarthy 

similarly observes that, for Schleiermacher as for Coleridge, “successful reading and 

understanding spring from sympathy” (33). Indeed, just as Coleridge emphasizes the need for 

readers to sympathize with Shakespeare’s characters, Schleiermacher emphasizes the importance 

of intimacy in the process of reading. We know that Coleridge was familiar with Schleiermacher 

(he owned and annotated some of Schleiermacher’s works), but Shaffer and McCarthy’s 

comments suggest that Schleiermacher may have been an especially important influence on 

Coleridge’s theory of reading. 

2. Sympathy in the Margins 

Coleridge’s marginalia provide significant insights into Coleridge’s approach to reading 

Shakespeare and other works of literature. In the words of editor George Whalley, “[t]here is no 

body of marginalia—in English, or perhaps in any other language—comparable with Coleridge’s 

in range and variety and in the sensitiveness, scope, and depth of his reaction to what he was 

reading” (lvii). Between 1796 and his death in 1834, Coleridge made hundreds of thousands of 

marginal notes in his personal library, a fact attested to by the six tomes of marginalia in the 
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Bollingen Coleridge series. His reasons for making marginal notes were varied: he employed 

marginal notes “in preparing lectures, to provide critical advice for an author (or reviewer), as 

instruction to a person younger than himself and less deeply informed, [and] as memoranda to 

himself of his own concentrated reflection upon difficult or obscure texts” (Whalley lxii). His 

marginal notes on Shakespeare are especially significant for they seem to have formed the basis 

of his lectures on Shakespeare in 1808-12, 1813, and 1818-19.  Numerous similarities, often 

verbatim, between these lectures and Coleridge’s marginalia lead Heather Jackson to speculate 

that the marginalia served as drafts for Coleridge’s speaking notes (CM 4:684).   

 One of the most striking characteristics of Coleridge’s marginal notes is their dialogical 

quality. Many of Coleridge’s contemporaries said that the notes resembled his style of speaking. 

Sara Coleridge, his daughter, wrote that “he seems ever at my ear, in his books, more especially 

his marginalia—speaking not personally to me, and yet in a way so natural to my feelings, that 

finds me fully, and awakens such a strong echo in my mind and heart, that I seem more intimate 

with him now than I ever was in my life” (2:315; emphasis hers; qtd. in Whalley). Similarly, in a 

note published in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine for November 1819, James Gillman writes 

that “much more nearly than any of his printed works, [Coleridge’s marginalia] gives the style of 

Coleridge’s conversation” (197; qtd. in Whalley cxv). Indeed, in making notes at various points 

throughout a text, Coleridge engages in a conversation of sorts with the text’s author. As 

Whalley puts it, “[t]he limits of the margins of a page […] persuade[d] [Coleridge] to listen as 

well as speak, and so encourage dialogue out of his energetic reaction to the author of the book, 

or even the owner of it” (lx). “To read a book could be to enter the immediate presence of the 

writer transfigured in the embodiment of what he meant to say,” Whalley continues, “we often 

overhear [Coleridge’s] voice, table-talking (as it were) to one companion” (lx-lxi). These 
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observations point yet again to the similarities between Coleridge and Schleiermacher. We might 

consider, as Shaffer does, Coleridge’s marginalia to be an exercise in Schleiermacher’s 

hermeneutics, wherein the idea of “friends speaking” is the model for textual interpretation. 

 Theodore Leinwand discusses how Coleridge’s marginal notes on Shakespeare combine 

sympathy with scrutiny. Like Whalley, Leinwand describes Coleridge as a sympathetic and 

excitable reader who took active pleasure in following Shakespeare’s characters. When reading 

the plays, he would often make passionate exclamations such as “O excellent,” “Divine!,” “Oh! 

Oh! Oh!,” and “Ingratitude!” (CM 4:866, 868, 690, 820; qtd. in Leinwand 77, 78, 90, 104). 

These moments of sympathy, which Leinwand refers to as “the utter delight familiar to every 

reader of Shakespeare,” function as the starting point for Coleridge’s interpretation (78). Unlike 

another reader who might be satisfied with simply feeling Shakespeare’s poetic power, Coleridge 

uses these moments of sympathy as a cue for philosophic inquiry. “While Coleridge’s experience 

[…] has a genuinely affective component,” Leinwand argues, “he responds as if pleasure were a 

prompt […] to inquire into its source” (78-79). By asking “how is it done?” or “how does 

Shakespeare provoke my sympathy thus?” Coleridge transitions from his own feelings of 

sympathy to a philosophic analysis of a character’s thoughts and motives, which he takes as the 

source of his sympathy. Leinwand argues that Coleridge’s sympathy leads him to gain insights 

about a character’s subjectivity that an unsympathetic reader would not gain. 

For example, consider Coleridge’s marginal note in response to Horatio’s dialogue with 

Marcellus and Barnardo at the beginning of Hamlet. In this passage, Horatio visits with the two 

sentinels, who claim they saw the ghost of King Hamlet the previous two nights. “Tush, tush,” 

the sceptical Horatio tells them, “‘twill not appear” (Hamlet 1.1.29). Barnardo then responds by 

detailing what they witnessed: “Last night of all,” Barnardo begins, “When yond same star that’s 
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westward from the pole / Had made his course t’illume that part of heaven / Where now it 

burns...” (1.1.34-37). But Barnardo is cut off by the reappearance of the Ghost. While reading 

this passage, Coleridge is struck by the ominous situation in which the sentinels find themselves. 

He imagines “the shivery feeling, at such a time, with two eye-witnesses, of sitting down to hear 

a story of a Ghost—and this too a ghost that had appeared two nights before about this very 

time” (CM 4:838). Based on his own experience, Coleridge knows that, in such situations, the 

human mind is stricken with apprehensiveness. He therefore surmises that Barnardo uses 

elevated phrases such as “yond same star” in an effort to curb these feelings, or, as he puts it, “to 

master his own imaginative terror” and to turn his mind “to an outward Object” (CM 4:838; 

emphasis his). Ultimately, however, Coleridge finds he cannot fully put into words how 

Barnardo feels in this situation, though he understands it intuitively. “O heaven!,” he proclaims, 

“words are wasted to those that feel and to those who do not feel the exquisite Judgement of Sh 

[sic]” (CM 4:838). This gloss serves as an excellent example of the importance of sympathy in 

Coleridge’s interpretation of Shakespeare. For Coleridge, sympathy enables the reader to 

understand a character’s thought process in ways that cannot be fully relayed by ordinary 

language. 

 Coleridge develops similar feelings when he reads Brutus’s speech to Cassius at lines 

4.3.18-28 in Julius Caesar: “What, shall one of us / That stuck the foremost man of all this world 

[Caesar] / But for supporting robbers, shall we now / Contaminate our fingers with base bribes, / 

And sell the mighty space of our honours / For so much trash as may be graspèd thus?” (Julius 

Caesar 4.3.21-26). Responding to these lines, Coleridge asserts that “[t]his seemingly strange 

Assertion of Brutus is unhappily verified in the present day” (CM 4:735). Like Brutus, Coleridge 

wonders “[w]hat are an immense Army, in whom the Lust of Plunder has quenched all the duties 
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of the Citizen, other than Robbers, or differenced only as Fiends from reprobate men?” (CM 

4:735). Drawing a comparison between the assassination of Caesar and the (then) current events 

of the French Revolution, Coleridge asserts that “Caesar supported, & was supported by, [such 

men]—even as Napoleon in our days” (CM 4:735).  

 Comparisons like this between Julius Caesar and Napoleon Bonaparte proliferated during 

the Romantic period. As Stephen Cheeke puts it, “[t]hinking about the French Revolution in the 

late eighteenth to early nineteenth century is inexhaustibly related to thinking about Roman 

history” (209). Yet, Coleridge’s comment that “Caesar supported, & was supported by, 

[reprobate men]—even as Napoleon in our days” is not so much a comment on the similarities 

between Napoleon and Caesar as it is a comment on humankind’s willingness to support such 

men (CM 4:735). This belief leads Coleridge to sympathize with Shakespeare’s Brutus. Like 

many other Romantics, Coleridge was an ardent supporter of the French Revolution in its early 

years, though he quickly became disillusioned as Napoleon’s brutal regime began to take form 

(Rowe 17). He locates a similar sense of disillusionment in the character of Brutus, a respected 

senator who leads an ill-fated rebellion against the incumbent emperor Julius Caesar. Coleridge 

relates his own experience with revolution to that of Brutus and, in doing so, departs from the 

longstanding tradition of extracting rhetorical commonplaces from the ancient past. Instead of 

interpreting Brutus’s assertion as a source of instruction, he interprets it as a form of self-

expression. For Coleridge, Brutus’s speech does not bestow common knowledge so much as 

express common feelings arising from a situation with which Coleridge is capable of 

sympathizing. 

According to Cheeke, this kind of interpretation is symptomatic of a broader shift—a turn 

inward—in the relation of the present to the ancient past during the Romantic period. Cheeke 
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writes that “the contemporary history of France now brings into sharper focus the terror and 

violence of Roman history, and thereby interrogates assumed notions of the classical legacy of 

modern Europe” (221). He calls this process the “demystification of Rome,” and notes that 

“[c]entral to this process is a reconfiguration of the historical parallel, a darkening of the notion 

of the double [i.e., the historical parallel], in which instead of the idea of the repeated ‘type,’ the 

notion of the double becomes essentially a moral bifurcation within the subject, a schizophrenia”  

(221). Indeed, what is at stake in Coleridge’s interpretation of Shakespeare’s Brutus is his 

recognition of Brutus as a feeling, fallible subject like himself. This turn inward characterizes 

Coleridge’s method of reading in general. Throughout his marginalia, we observe Coleridge 

sympathizing with Shakespeare’s characters as though they were companions with whom he 

were speaking. One of the important implications of this method of reading is that it levels out 

the traditional power differential between the author (as authoritative speaker) and reader (as 

passive listener), reconstructing the author-reader relationship as a reciprocal exchange of 

thoughts and feelings between two subjects. 

3. Conversations with Shakespeare 

 In a note scribbled in the margins of Othello circa 1818, Coleridge refers explicitly to 

Shakespeare as companion-like. Shakespeare, Coleridge writes, is “secure of being read over and 

over, of becoming a family friend […] he provides this for his readers—& leaves it to them” 

(CM 4:862; emphasis his). Coleridge here comments on Shakespeare’s ability to acquire new 

significance as the reader relates her own life to the imagined lives of Shakespeare’s characters. 

For example, when Walter Scott’s Waverley describes Flora Mac-Ivor as “my Rosaline,” he 

engages in a kind of dialogical hermeneutics: he looks to Shakespeare’s Romeo to understand his 

own Romantic dilemma, but he also looks to his own life to understand Romeo. Both Coleridge 
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and Waverley acknowledge Shakespeare as a writer whose plays not only capture the reader’s 

imagination and provoke her sympathy, but also permeate her experience of everyday life in this 

way. 

Coleridge would probably attribute Shakespeare’s omnipresence to the organic regularity 

of his characters. As discussed in Chapter 2, Coleridge claims that, insofar as Shakespeare’s 

characters adhere to a priori principles of human psychology, they possess a plasticity which 

enables and even encourages the reader to imagine how they would act in scenarios other than 

those written by Shakespeare. He evidences this claim by imagining how Shakespeare’s 

Bolingbroke would behave if he were not “checked by the eye of York” at lines 3.3.32-34 in 

Richard II (LL 1:384), but it is easy to think of other instances where the organic regularity of 

Shakespeare’s characters might enable readers to interact with Shakespeare’s characters 

independently from Shakespeare’s texts. At one level, the organic regularity of Shakespeare’s 

characters might enable readers to imagine how a character would respond if the plot of a play 

turned out differently. For example, in his 1681 adaptation of King Lear, Nahum Tate imagines 

how Cordelia would behave if she were in love with Edgar. At an even more common level, the 

organic regularity of Shakespeare’s characters might enable readers to imagine how a character 

might act in situations in which readers find themselves (e.g., what would Caius Martius say to 

my landlord?). In such situations, one’s sympathetic identification with Shakespeare’s characters 

extends beyond the well worn pages of a book. 

 We see this kind of deep identification with Shakespeare’s characters in Coleridge’s 

lyrical poetry, especially in the conversation poems. As Jonathan Bate observes, Shakespearean 

quotations appear here and there in early poems such as “Ode to the Departing Year” and 

supernatural poems such as “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.” Whether or not these quotations 
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were intentional allusions is debatable (Bate points out that Coleridge read Shakespeare as a 

schoolboy), and they contribute little meaning to the poems. Bate speculates that Coleridge 

inserted them in an amateurish attempt to imitate Shakespeare, whom he considered a poetic role 

model (46). However, Bate argues that “[i]t was in the conversation poems, not the supernatural 

ones, that Coleridge found a truly Shakespearean idiom” (62-63). Bate is interested in the ways 

that Coleridge’s conversation poems borrow poetic techniques from Shakespeare to represent 

“the fluency, flexibility, and variety of the speaking voice” as a general poetic effect (62). He is 

less interested in the individual speakers in each poem, which are the focus of my analysis. 

Building on Bate’s readings, I argue that the “Shakespearean idiom” of Coleridge’s conversation 

poems stems from the speakers’ sympathetic identification with Shakespeare’s characters. 

“Frost at Midnight” echoes a passage from 2 Henry IV in some telling ways. In this 

poem, Coleridge’s speaker muses about childhood while his own child sleeps. He writes “’Tis 

calm indeed! So calm, that it disturbs / And vexes meditation with its strange / And extreme 

silentness” (PW 1:453). In 2 Henry IV, Bolingbroke delivers a similar monologue while he lies 

awake in his chamber at Westminster. He asks “How many thousands of my poorest subjects / 

Are at this hour asleep?” (3.1.4-5). “O Sleep, o gentle Sleep,” he apostrophizes, “Nature’s soft 

nurse, how have I frighted thee, / That thou no more wilt weigh my eyelids down / And steep my 

senses in forgetfulness?” (3.1.5-8). Noting the similarities between Bolingbroke’s monologue 

and “Frost at Midnight,” Bate stresses that “this is a matter not of influence or allusion […] 

[w]hat joins these passages is a shared sense of the speaking voice and of process of the mind at 

work” (66). Where “Bolingbroke is concerned with the self in relation to office, Coleridge [is 

only concerned] with the self” (J. Bate 66). I think, however, that the similarities between these 

passages could very well be deeper and more intentional than Bate allows.   
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Given that the final two verse paragraphs of “Frost at Midnight” are addressed to his 

newborn “babe,” Coleridge’s poem is in fact concerned with the self in relation to the office of 

parenthood. The speaker expresses his wish that his “babe […] [shall] wander like a breeze / By 

lakes and sandy shores, beneath the crags / Of ancient mountain, and beneath the clouds” (PW 

1:456).  Just as Bolingbroke muses about the blessed existence of his “poorest subjects” who are 

“hushed with buzzing night-flies to [Sleep’s] slumber” (2 Henry IV 3.1.4, 11), the speaker hopes 

that his young child will lead a blessed childhood. As Neil Vickers shows, Coleridge took 

seriously the responsibilities of parenthood. He was interested in making childhood experience 

“the object of quasi-scientific experiment” and frequently debated with his friends about the best 

way to raise a child (Vickers 2009: 82). Yet, despite his noble intentions, Coleridge struggled 

with the responsibilities of parenthood and eventually became estranged from his wife and 

children in late 1803 (81). The thematic similarities between “Frost at Midnight” and 

Bolingbroke’s monologue suggest that Coleridge might have identified with Shakespeare’s 

Bolingbroke during his struggle. Like Coleridge, the belaboured and sleepless Bolingbroke 

understood the anxiety that can accompany the responsibilities of an office like kingship or 

parenthood. We should not forget that, in addition to being King, Bolingbroke is also a parent; 

indeed, the Henry IV plays are mostly about Bolingbroke’s relationship with his son, Prince Hal, 

and the anxiety this relationship provokes. 

The similarities between 2 Henry IV and “Frost at Midnight” are also structural. In 3.1, 

Bolingbroke’s monologue begins with an inward reflection upon the duties of a king; he then 

turns outward and considers what it would be like to be one of his subjects. Addressing the idea 

of sleep, he asks “Wilt thou upon the high and giddy mast / Seal up the shipboy’s eyes and rock 

his brains / In cradle of the rude imperious surge[?]” (2 Henry IV 3.1.18-20). Unlike 
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Bolingbroke, who cannot sleep “in the calmest and most stillest night,” the simple ship boy 

sleeps soundly even in “an hour so rude” (3.1.28, 27). Coleridge reproduces this rhetorical 

structure in “Frost at Midnight.” Like Bolingbroke, Coleridge’s speaker moves from troubled 

meditation to an imagining of another’s simpler point of view. Halfway through the fourth verse 

paragraph, he adopts the perspective of his infant son who sleeps, like Shakespeare’s ship boy, 

beside him. He considers how, by growing up in nature, his son will see and hear “The lovely 

shapes and sounds intelligible / Of that eternal language, which thy God / Utters” (PW 1:456). As 

he imagines his son’s blessed childhood, the speaker experiences a vicarious joy and re-

enchantment. He exclaims “My babe so beautiful! it thrills my heart / With tender gladness, thus 

to look at thee, / And think that thou shalt learn far other lore[!]” (PW 1:456). Bolingbroke’s 

monologue provides Coleridge with a rhetorical model for speaking and thinking about “the self 

in relation to office” (J. Bate 66). No longer just sympathizing with Shakespeare’s Bolingbroke, 

Coleridge here appropriates Bolingbroke’s speaking voice in manner that generates new 

possibilities for his self-understanding and poetic self-expression. 

 “This Lime-Tree Bower my Prison,” another conversation poem, also draws 

meaningfully from Shakespeare, but in a somewhat more complicated fashion. In the poem, 

Coleridge’s speaker sits alone in nature, temporarily disabled by an injury, and laments the fact 

that he is physically unable to join his companions on a hike. He complains that he has lost 

“Beauties and feelings, such as would have been / Most sweet to my remembrance even when 

age / Had dimm’d mine eyes to blindness!” (PW 1:351). However, as the poem progresses, his 

disappointment dissipates as he imagines his friends’ happiness. In the final verse paragraph of 

the poem, the speaker joyfully says “when the last rook / Beat its straight path along the dusky 

air / Homewards, I blest it!” (PW 1:353). Bate points out that this image of a bird flying into the 
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dusk in these lines comes from scene 3.2 of Macbeth (63). After conspiring to murder Banquo, 

Macbeth tells Lady Macbeth that “the crow makes wing to th’ rooky wood; / Good things of day 

begin to droop and drowse, / Whiles the night’s black agents to their preys do rouse” (Macbeth 

3.2.50-52).  In the following scene, Banquo is murdered by two of Macbeth’s servants. 

Bate concedes that there are apparent differences in tone between Coleridge’s poem and 

the passage it echoes from Macbeth. In “This Lime-Tree Bower,” Coleridge’s speaker blesses 

the rook whereas, in Macbeth, the crow is a foreboding image that portends Banquo’s death (J. 

Bate 63). William Empson, however, suggests that Macbeth might not be so dissimilar to 

Coleridge. In his analysis of lines 3.2.50-52 in Macbeth, Empson writes that “Macbeth, looking 

out the window, is trying to see himself as a murderer, and can only see himself in the position of 

the crow [a solitary bird] […] [H]e is anxious, at the bottom, to be one with the other rooks 

[communal birds], not to murder them” (19; qtd. in J. Bate 63). Empson might overstate the 

aviary symbolism in Shakespeare’s language here, but he is certainly justified in pointing to the 

implicit loneliness and desperation in Macbeth’s speech. Like the speaker in “This Lime-Tree 

Bower,” Macbeth is indeed “anxious, at the bottom, to be one with the other rooks” (Empson 

19). Although he quotes Empson, Bate does not pursue the parallels between Macbeth and 

Coleridge’s speaker. 

I want to suggest that, sitting alone in a lime tree bower, Coleridge’s speaker sympathizes 

with Macbeth and his feelings of loneliness and desperation, though he presents a very different 

way of speaking and thinking about these feelings. In his monologue, Macbeth curses the bonds 

of attachment which serve as pretenses for his loneliness and desperation. Conversely, in “This 

Lime-Tree Bower,” the speaker blesses these bonds. Like the rook that “Beat[s] its straight path 

along the dusky air,” Coleridge’s speaker uses his imagination to transcend his circumstances 
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and feel glad “As I myself were there!” (PW 1:353). Whereas Macbeth responds with murderous 

jealousy to his feelings of loneliness and desperation, Coleridge’s speaker responds with a 

revelation about the moral and aesthetic value of sympathy: sometimes, he says, “‘Tis well to be 

bereft of promis’d good, / That we may lift the soul, and contemplate / With lively joy the joys 

we cannot share” (PW 1:353). The speaker exhibits here a level of wisdom that Shakespeare’s 

Macbeth lacks. Indeed, it is important to recognize that Coleridge’s identification with the 

character of Macbeth is merely based on the similarity of their circumstances. In “This Lime-

Tree Bower,” Coleridge does imitate the rhetorical structure of Macbeth’s monologue as he does 

with Bolingbroke’s monologue in “Frost at Midnight.” Macbeth, a character who has descended 

into sociopathy, provides a negative example of how to talk and think about one’s feelings of 

loneliness and desperation. Here the question of “What would Macbeth do in my situation?” 

takes on a cautionary tone: in response, Coleridge shows the importance of sympathy for others. 

The conversation poems show the depth of Coleridge’s sympathetic identification with 

Shakespeare’s characters. In poems such as “Frost at Midnight” and “This Lime-Tree Bower My 

Prison,” Coleridge relates the psychological dilemmas of his speakers to those of Shakespeare’s 

characters, appropriating their speaking voices. This process of relating and appropriating, I 

argue, is possible because of what Coleridge calls the “organic regularity” of Shakespeare’s 

characters, whereby a character adheres to the essential principles human psychology. At the 

same time, Coleridge’s appropriation of Shakespeare stems from his sympathetic response to 

Shakespeare’s plays. In harmony with the hermeneutics of Friedrich Schleiermacher, Coleridge 

understood the interpretation of a text as a process guided by the reader’s sympathy and 

appreciation for the individuality of the author and his characters, much like a conversation 

between intimate friends. Other, earlier critics such as James Beattie and Lord Kames hailed the 
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reader’s sympathy as one of the highest forms of aesthetic pleasure. In Coleridge’s marginal 

notes on Shakespeare, we can see the importance of the reader’s sympathy as an aid in 

interpretation and a source of aesthetic pleasure, as well as a generative source of poetic 

inspiration. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Conclusion: Shakespeare after Coleridge 

 The previous chapters have outlined the importance of sympathy for Coleridge’s work on 

Shakespeare, as well as the ways that Coleridge’s sympathetic approach to Shakespeare helped 

to reframe some of the impasses of eighteenth-century Shakespeare criticism. In chapter 1, I 

identified some of these impasses, which were rooted in Enlightenment ideas of morality and 

neoclassical aesthetics. While many eighteenth-century critics and readers idolized Shakespeare 

as a national poet and natural genius, they also saw Shakespeare as a problematic figure insofar 

as his plays resisted didactic readings and deviated from the classical unities of time, action, and 

place. In his writings and lectures of the early nineteenth century, Coleridge puts forward a new 

critical framework for appreciating Shakespeare. At the core of this framework is the belief that 

Shakespeare’s characters adhere to principles of human psychology and so possess an “organic 

form.” For Coleridge, the organic regularity of Shakespeare’s characters is the organizing 

principle of Shakespeare’s drama, not the classical unities as earlier critics presupposed. 

Coleridge’s emphasis on character also supports a more pragmatic account of morality in 

Shakespeare. Instead of focusing on the moral lesson in Shakespeare’s plots, Coleridge focuses 

on the thoughts and actions of Shakespeare’s characters. 

 The idea of sympathy, much discussed in eighteenth-century moral philosophy and 

aesthetics, informs this approach to Shakespeare. As discussed in chapter 2, Coleridge claims 

that Shakespeare’s sympathetic imagination contributed to the organic regularity of his 

characters. Shakespeare used sympathy to understand and, in turn, organically represent how a 

character would behave in a certain situation given their psychological profile. At the same time, 

the organic regularity of Shakespeare’s characters provokes the reader’s own sense of sympathy 
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(see chapter 3). Coleridge’s sympathy for Shakespeare’s characters serves not only as the basis 

for his interpretation of Shakespeare, but also as a source of poetic inspiration. 

 Although my analysis has focused solely on Coleridge, his writings and lectures on 

Shakespeare are consistent with those of other Romantic critics. For instance, Coleridge’s idea 

that Shakespeare’s characters possess an “organic regularity” (see chapter 2) is borrowed from 

German critic August Wilhelm von Schlegel and reappears in the work of Hazlitt, who claims 

that Shakespeare possessed an “organic sensibility,” a concept he takes from the preface to the 

1802 edition of Lyrical Ballads (LL 1:358; Hazlitt xxxiv; Wordsworth 98). Similarly, 

Coleridge’s claim that Shakespeare espoused a “sympathetic imagination” (see chapter 2) 

dovetails interestingly with John Keats’s now-famous statement about Shakespeare’s “negative 

capability:” according to Keats, “Shakespeare possessed so enormously [….] [the capability] of 

being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason” 

(BL 27; Keats 1:193). While I have been careful not to overstate the extent to which Coleridge 

resembles other Romantic critics of Shakespeare, his work is compatible with Romantic 

receptions of Shakespeare in general and thus may illustrate how the Romantics helped shape our 

current understanding of Shakespeare. 

 By today’s standards, one of the more problematic features of Romantic receptions of 

Shakespeare is their belief in Shakespeare’s universalism, or the idea that everyone can 

sympathize with his characters. In the case of Coleridge, Shakespeare’s universalism stems from 

the organic regularity of his characters. If we accept Coleridge’s premise that none of 

Shakespeare’s characters are “built upon anything but what was absolutely necessary for our 

existence” (i.e., principles of psychology common to all humans), then it follows that all readers, 

regardless of their social location, should be capable of sympathizing with Shakespeare’s 
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characters (LL 1:317). While some of Shakespeare’s characters are more sympathetic than 

others, Coleridge maintains that “all Shakespeare’s characters were ideal” and able to solicit the 

reader’s sympathy to some extent (LL 1:357). 

For Coleridge, Shakespeare’s universalism is based in a particularly uniformitarian 

understanding of humankind. Indeed, in the early nineteenth century, those in a position to 

appreciate Shakespeare were literate, sufficiently wealthy to participate in literary culture, and, 

as such, were most often men like Coleridge or Edward Waverley. Coleridge claims that “of all 

our writers [Shakespeare] had truly drawn the female character,” but this claim is founded on a 

rather chauvinistic view of “the female character” (LL 1:297-98). For instance, in his marginalia 

on A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Coleridge remarks that the character of Helena offers “too true 

a picture of the lax hold, that Principles have on the female Heart when opposed to, or even 

separated from, passion & inclination” (CM 4:689). Notwithstanding the dominance of male 

critics and their viewpoints, Fiona Ritchie observes that, as early as the eighteenth century, 

women critics and playgoers were particularly drawn to Shakespeare’s characters. 

“Shakespeare’s influence in women’s lives was pervasive,” she writes, “they read his dramas, 

engaged with criticism of the works, saw the plays staged and acted in them themselves” (179). 

Ritchie suggests that English women, like Englishmen, sympathized with Shakespeare’s 

characters to an unusual extent. 

The reading public has obviously become larger and more diverse since the early 

nineteenth century. Further research might therefore consider how certain subaltern groups have 

inherited or rejected Coleridge’s sympathetic relationship with Shakespeare. Is the organic 

regularity of Shakespeare’s characters, we might ask, compatible with our changing ideas of 

humanity? Critics like Gary Taylor speculate that women and other historically oppressed groups 
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may not see themselves in Shakespeare’s characters. He points to Shylock, Othello, and 

Katherine (“the Shrew”) as examples of characters whom certain groups may find unsympathetic 

(58). These characters, he suggests, tend towards anti-Semitic, racist, and misogynistic 

stereotypes rather than organic representations capable of provoking the modern reader’s 

sympathy. 

 That said, subaltern readers reimagine Shakespeare’s characters far more often than they 

reject them. Katherine Romack, for instance, observes that “[h]istorically, the feminist tradition 

is one of identification with the Bard” and “[e]ven today, feminist readings of Shakespeare 

remain predominately affirmative” (40; emphasis hers). Similarly, the recent critical trend 

towards “global Shakespeares” analyzes the ways that different cultures have forged sympathetic 

relationships with Shakespeare and his characters. The name “global Shakespeares” (plural) hints 

at the possibility of Shakespeare’s universalism while resisting the notion of an authentic and 

unified “Shakespeare” (singular). According to Jyotsna Singh and Abduhlamitth Arvas, global 

Shakespeares puts Shakespeare’s plays in a reciprocal conversation with foreign cultures. On the 

one side, the “affective world of the play makes the [foreign] storytellers and audience seek 

proximities in human emotions, experiences, histories, and tragedies” (191). On the other side, 

the “affective histories from other cultures […] produce new interpretive possibilities in 

Shakespearian language, meaning and context” (184).  

These examples suggest that, even if feminist and foreign critics reject Coleridge’s 

uniformitarian readings of Shakespeare, they nonetheless harness the organic regularity of 

Shakespeare’s characters to pursue their critical aims. Indeed, feminist and global appropriations 

of Shakespeare are premised on the implicit recognition that Shakespeare’s characters are 

multidimensional and mouldable entities that can be understood independently from the dramatic 
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situations into which Shakespeare originally wrote them. In this sense they represent a curious 

continuation or inheritance of Coleridge’s critical approach to Shakespeare. 
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