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"The stage in Shakespeare's time was a naked room with a blanket for a curtain; but he 

made it a field for monarchs." Coleridge, Lecturea on Shakespeare. 

Coleridge was not a man of the theatre, but his fine intuition brought him very near to an 

understanding of the special potentialities of the Elizabethan stage, for which 

Shakespeare wrote. In particular, he saw two things: first, that the Elizabethan drama 

addressed itself " entirely to the imaginative faculty," and in doing so drew its principal 

excitement "from within-from the moved and sympathetic imagination," so that the " 

spiritual vision " did not suffer that languishment, which comes when too much is 

addressed to the "mere external senses of seeing and hearing." Coleridge knew that the 

assistance of the "complicated scenery and decorations of modern times " was, to say the 

least of it, " dangerous." Secondly, he recognized that in Shakespeare's plays there is a 

unity of "feeling and character," a "homogeneity, proportionateness, and totality of 

interest" and that these alone deserve the name of a principle in Shakespeare's plays. 

I am concerned with this " homogeneity," or unity of action. It seems to have two aspects, 

corresponding to the inner intention and outward form of the play. First, it is a deep unity 

of intention, giving to the play its imaginative centre from which are generated all the 

images, all the movements of the work; a controlling centre which by some attractive 

force compels to its special purposes all appropriate resources of the imagination. 

Professor Wilson Knight has sufficiently explored the nature of this kind of " centrality." 
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Secondly, this unity has a more formal or textual aspect, and I think that Coleridge's 

word, " homogeneity," is better appropriated to this second aspect; it is, indeed, a 

homogeneity, an unbroken- ness of texture, a sustained continuum of imagined time and 

place. 

1My debt to Mr. Granville Barker, too general to be particularised, will be obvious to all 

who know his work. And it is this continuum in its more formal aspects that I desire to 

analyse in this article. Shakespeare's major problem of form was to contract within three 

or four hours' traffic on the stage the changing events and emotions of days, months, 

perhaps years and to translate the one platform into a variety of places, perhaps very 

distant from each other; to justify the passage of time and the change of place with 

imaginative authority; to sustain that authority (though in some degree from time to time 

relaxed) in such a way that mechanical necessities of narrative time and place are never 

in conflict in our imaginations with the deeper movements and rhythms of the play; to 

make place the servant of action; to transform time into a unique dimension of events 

happening and things done and passion endured in the theatre, a kind of dramatic duree. 

A draughtsman translates or renders three-dimensional space on to a two-dimensional 

sheet. And there are principles governing that translation. It was Shakespeare's business 

to translate or render the proceedings of clock and calendar time in terms of stage time; to 

translate by means of speech, movement and gesture a great variety of places on to the 

one platform. And there must have been principles governing this translation. 

Both Dr. Johnson and Coleridge, in their discussion of Shake- speare's neglect of the 

formal unities, saw that these unities were, after all, merely mechanical devices for 

securing credit for the action in the theatre and that there may well be another kind of 

authority, deeper and more impressive. Dr. Johnson observed that  

the necessity of observing the unities of time and place arises from the supposed 

necessity of making the drama credible, from the supposed absurdity of containing within 

three or four hours transactions of the stage the dethronement of kings, the conspiracies 

of desperate men, the conception and birth and upbringing of children, or of confining 

within the one theatre-platform the distances of the world. But is it so absurd to attempt 

these things? Dr. Johnson sensibly replied: 
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Delusion, if delusion be admitted, has no certain limitation; if the spectator can be once 

persuaded, that his old acquaintance are Alexander and Cae8ar, that a room illuminated 

with candles is the plain of Pharsoalia, or the bank of Granwus, he is in a state of 

elevation above the reach of reason, or of truth, and from the heights of empyrean poetry, 

may despise the circumscriptions of terrestrial nature. 


