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Shakespeare 

If any man brings to mind that tremen-
dous image of one “seated high atop some 
craggy eminence, whirlwinds, tempest, 
and the roaring sea at his feet, but with the 
flashing skies about his head,” that man is 
Shakespeare! Only we might add that 
below him, at the very base of his rocky 
throne, there murmur the multitudes who 
explain, defend, condemn, excuse, wor-
ship, slander, translate, and traduce him— 
and all of whom he cannot hear! 

What a library has already been written 
about, for, and against him! And I have no 
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mind to add to it in any way. It is my wish 
instead that no one in the small circle of 
those who read these pages would ever 
again think to write about, for, or against 
him, either to excuse or to slander him; 
but that they explain him, feel him as he 
is, use him, and—where possible—bring 
him to life for us Germans. If only this 
essay can help in some small way to realize 
this goal! 

Shakespeare’s boldest enemies—in how 
many different guises—have accused and 
mocked him, claiming that though he 
may be a great poet, he is not a good dra-
matist; or if he is a good dramatist, then he 
is not a classical tragedian equal in rank to 
men such as Sophocles, Euripides, Cor-
neille, and Voltaire, who raised this art to 
the highest pinnacle of perfection. And 
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Shakespeare’s boldest friends have mostly 
been content to excuse, to  defend him from 
such attacks; to weigh his beauties against 
his transgressions of the rules and see the 
former as compensation for the latter; to 
utter the absolvo over the accused; and 
then to deify his greatness all the more im-
moderately, the more they were com-
pelled to shrug their shoulders at his faults. 
That is how things stand even with the 
most recent editors and commentators— 
my hope is that these pages can change the 
prevailing point of view so that our image 
of him may emerge into a fuller light. 

But is this hope not too bold? Too pre-
sumptuous, when so many great men have 
already written about him? I think not. If 
I can show that both sides have built their 
case merely on prejudice, on an illusion that 
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does not really exist; if, therefore, I have 
merely to dispel a cloud from their eyes or 
at most adjust the image without in the 
least altering anything in eye or image, 
then perhaps it is down to my time or 
even to chance that I should have discov-
ered the spot where I now detain the 
reader: “Stand here, otherwise you will 
see nothing but caricature!” If all we ever 
did was wind and unwind the tangled 
threads of learning without ever getting 
any further—then what an unhappy fate 
we would weave! 

It is from Greece that we have inherited 
the words drama, tragedy, and comedy; and 
just as the lettered culture of the human 
race has, on a narrow strip of the earth’s 
surface, made its way only through tradi-
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tion, so a certain stock of rules, which 
seemed inseparable from its teaching, has 
naturally accompanied it everywhere in its 
womb and its language. Since a child can-
not be and is not educated by means of 
reason but by means of authority, impres-
sion, and the divinity of example and of 
habit, so entire nations are to an even 
greater extent children in everything that 
they learn. The kernel would not grow 
without the husk, and they will never get 
the kernel without the husk, even if they 
could find no use for the latter. That is the 
case with Greek and northern drama. 

In Greece the drama developed in a 
way that it could not in the north. In 
Greece it was what it can never be in 
the north. In the north it is not and cannot 
be what it was in Greece. Thus Sophocles’ 
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drama and Shakespeare’s drama are two 
things that in a certain respect have 
scarcely their name in common. I believe 
I can demonstrate these propositions 
from Greece itself and in doing so deci-
pher a great deal of the nature of the 
northern drama and of the greatest north-
ern dramatist, Shakespeare. We shall ob-
serve the genesis of the one by means of 
the other, but at the same time see it trans-
formed, so that it does not remain the 
same thing at all. 

Greek tragedy developed, as it were, out 
of a single scene, out of the impromptu 
dithyramb, the mimed dance, the chorus. 
This was enlarged, recast: Aeschylus put 
two actors onto the stage instead of one, 
invented the concept of the protagonist, 
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and reduced the choral part. Sophocles 
added a third actor and introduced scene 
painting—from such origins, though be-
latedly, Greek tragedy rose to greatness, 
became a masterpiece of the human spirit, 
the summit of poetry, which Aristotle es-
teems so highly and we, in Sophocles and 
Euripides, cannot admire deeply enough. 

At the same time, however, we see 
that certain things can be explained in 
terms of these origins, which, were we to 
regard them as dead rules, we would be 
bound to misconstrue dreadfully. That 
simplicity of the Greek plot, that sobriety of 
Greek manners, that sustained, buskined 
style of expression, song making, spectacle, 
unity of time and place—all these things lay 
so naturally and inherently, without any 
artifice and magic, in the origins of Greek 
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tragedy that it was made possible only as 
a consequence of their refinement. They 
were the husk in which the fruit grew. 

Step back into the infancy of that age: 
simplicity of plot really was so steeped in 
what was called the deeds of olden times, in  
republican, patriotic, religious, heroic action, 
that the poet had more trouble distin-
guishing parts in this simple whole, intro-
ducing a dramatic beginning, middle, and 
end, than in forcibly separating them, 
truncating them, or kneading them into a 
whole out of many discrete events. This 
ought to be perfectly understandable to 
anyone who has read Aeschylus or Sopho-
cles. In Aeschylus, what is tragedy often 
but an allegorical, mythological, semiepic paint-
ing, almost without a succession of scenes, 
story, sensations? Or is it not even, as the 
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ancients said, nothing but chorus into 
which a certain amount of story has been 
squeezed? Did the simplicity of his plots 
demand the least effort and art? And was it 
any different in the majority of Sophocles’ 
plays? His Philoctetes, Ajax, Oedipus Colo-
neus, and so on, are still very close to the 
uniformity of their origin, the dramatic pic-
ture framed by the chorus. No doubt about 
it! This is the genesis of Greek drama! 

Now let us see how much follows from 
this simple observation. Nothing less than 
this: “the artificiality of the rules of Greek 
drama was—not artifice at all! It was Na-
ture!” Unity of plot—was the unity of the 
action that lay before the Greeks; which 
according to the circumstances of their 
time, country, religion, and manners 
could be nothing but this oneness. Unity 

9 



JOHANN  GOTTFR IED  HERDER  

of place was just that, unity of place; for the 
one brief, solemn action occurred only in 
a single locality, in the temple, in the pal-
ace, as it were in the market square of the 
nation; to begin with, this action was only 
mimed and narrated and interposed; then 
finally the entrances of the characters, the 
scenes were added—but of course it was 
all still but one scene, where the chorus 
bound everything together, where in the 
nature of things the stage could never re-
main empty, and so on. And even a child 
could see that unity of time now ensued 
from and naturally accompanied all this. 
In those days all these things lay in Nature, 
so that the poet, for all his art, could 
achieve nothing without them! 

It is also evident that the art of the 
Greek poets took the very opposite path 
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to the one that we nowadays ascribe to 
them. They did not simplify, it seems to 
me, but rather elaborated: Aeschylus ex-
panded the chorus and Sophocles enlarged 
upon Aeschylus, and we need only com-
pare the most sophisticated plays of Soph-
ocles and his great masterpiece Oedipus in 
Thebes with Prometheus or with accounts 
of the ancient dithyramb to see the aston-
ishing artistry with which he successfully 
endowed his works. But his was never an 
art of making a simple plot out of a com-
plex one, but rather of making a complex 
plot out of a simple one, a beautiful laby-
rinth of scenes. His greatest concern re-
mained, at the most intricate point in the 
labyrinth, to foster in his audience the illu-
sion of the earlier simplicity, to unwind 
the knot of their feelings so gently and 
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gradually as to make them believe they 
had never lost it, the previous dithyrambic 
feeling. To this end he expanded each 
scene, retained the choruses, and turned 
them into staging posts for the action; 
their every word ensured that his audience 
never lost sight of the whole, kept them 
in expectation, in the illusion of develop-
ment, of familiarity with the action (all of 
which the didactic Euripides, when the 
drama had scarcely reached maturity, 
promptly neglected to do!). In short, he 
gave action grandeur (something that has 
been terribly misunderstood). 

It ought to be clear to anyone who 
reads him without prejudice and from the 
standpoint of his own time that this is the 
art which Aristotle values in Sophocles, 
that in everything he took almost the op-
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posite view to the spin that modern times 
have chosen to put on him. The very fact 
that he let Thespis and Aeschylus alone 
and stuck to the variety of Sophocles’ po-
etry; that he took precisely Sophocles’ in-
novation as his point of departure and 
viewed it as the essence of this new poetic 
genre; that it became his dearest wish to 
develop a new Homer and to compare 
him favorably with the original; that he 
did not neglect even the slightest detail 
that could in performance lend support to 
his conception of the action possessing 
magnitude and grandeur—all this shows that 
the great man also philosophized in the 
grand style of his age, and that he bears no 
blame at all for the restrictive and infantile 
follies that have turned him into the paper 
scaffolding of our stage. In his excellent 
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