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To the spirit of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing and all those who tenaciously pursue humanistic inquiry in challenging times.


And in memory of Eric Arons (1968–2013), who, like Lessing, loved a good intellectual argument.
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Preface

This project had its origins over a cup of coffee in Phoenix at the 2007 annual conference of the American Society for Theatre Research (ASTR), when Michael Chemers expressed an ardent wish for a new translation of the Hamburg Dramaturgy, one that would include an editorial apparatus situating the text within its historical context and in relation to Lessing’s other writings. Wendy Arons agreed that a new translation was sorely needed, noting that the extant translation was difficult to read and lacked the spirit and wit of the original. Natalya Baldyga, whose research focused on the Hamburg Dramaturgy, concurred with both concerns and then contributed some remarkable data: the only English translation available – produced by Helen Zimmern in 1879 and reprinted regularly since – entirely omitted 19 of Lessing’s 104 essays and excised an additional 30 percent of the text from the essays it did include. Casual conversation led to the strong scholarly conviction that this seminal text of theater history needed an update: a new translation that was engaging, complete, and annotated.

A Domestic Exchange grant from ASTR in 2010 funded initial work on the project, which produced the realization that translating a text of this magnitude was a job for more than one person. Wendy Arons persuaded Sara Figal, a Germanist with expertise on Lessing and the German eighteenth century, of the project’s importance, and Sara joined the team as co-translator in 2011. Later that year, we were impressed by the open peer review model developed by MediaCommons Press and were inspired to propose this work for online pre-publication. We imagined that if Lessing had been alive in the twenty-first century, the Hamburg Dramaturgy might have emerged as a series of blog posts, and we were certain that he would have liked the idea of engaging in dialogue with readers through live comments on his writing. A contract from Routledge Press and a major “Scholarly Editions and Translations” grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities launched this project in earnest, and we began publishing the translated essays “serially,” as we completed them, just as Lessing had originally intended to do with his essays. The online “rough draft” version of this book – which has minor errors and issues that have been corrected in this print volume – remains available at http://mcpress.media-commons.org/hamburg/.

The Hamburg Dramaturgy represents one of the eighteenth century’s most important critical engagements with the theater and with its potential to promote human-istic discourse and inquiry. Lessing’s essays are an immensely erudite, deeply engaged, witty, ironic, and occasionally scathing investigation of German and European theatrical culture, bolstered by deep analysis of Aristotelian dramatic theory and utopian visions of theater as a vehicle for human connection. Lessing’s reflections range far beyond merely literary concerns: he explores, among other topics, acting theory and technique, French cultural hegemony, the character of the German people, theatrical illusion, audience reception and the psychology of emotional response, the potential reform of the German theater, and the role of the arts within a framework of sentimental philosophy. The Hamburg Dramaturgy thus maintains an extraordinary relevance for dramaturgs, directors, and humanities scholars who see theater as a medium for philosophical and political debate as well as for entertainment. Our new, complete, and annotated English translation removes the major obstacle – the language barrier – that has kept English-speaking scholars and students from investigating the full depth and breadth of Lessing’s critical and philosophical thinking in the Hamburg Dramaturgy.

We have had a long journey since that initial coffee shop conversation, one filled with challenges and discoveries, frustration and delight. We are grateful to have had the opportunity, a rare one these days, to spend years engaged in the deep study of a single, highly complex work. The process has been illuminating and valuable to our scholarship as a whole. We hope that our work will allow others to enjoy their own adventurous peregrinations through Lessing’s idiosyncratic and inspiring contribution to the history, theory, and practice of the theater.


Wendy Arons, Natalya Baldyga, and Sara Figal 
May 2018
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A Note on the Original Author

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729–81) was a playwright, humanist scholar, critic, and philosopher of the German Enlightenment. In addition to producing a wide range of literary and theological works, Lessing founded several journals, including the Beyträge zur Historie und Aufnahme des Theaters [Contributions to the History and Development of the Theater] (1750) and the Theatralische Bibliothek [Theatrical Library] (1754–58). As a playwright, Lessing added to a growing body of original German-language dramatic literature; his plays include the masterworks Miss Sara Sampson (1755), Minna von Barnhelm (1767), Emilia Galotti (1772), and Nathan the Wise (1779). In his dramatic works and theory, Lessing challenged French neoclassical models and provided new interpretations of Aristotle. Other important contributions include not only the Hamburg Dramaturgy (1767–69) but also his masterpiece of aesthetic theory, Laocoon: An Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry (1766). Eschewing dogmatism in all forms, Lessing promoted, through his art and scholarship, a discourse of religious and intellectual tolerance.




1
Missions, Misunderstandings, and Mythologies

The relationship between the Hamburg Dramaturgy and the Hamburg National Theater


Natalya Baldyga


In the spring of 1767, the Hamburg National Theater was preparing to open. The experimental enterprise, meant to promote theatrical reform and the legitimacy of German drama, had procured financial backing, a brand-new performance space, and star talent. What it lacked was cultural capital – specifically, a distinguished literary figure whose presence could lend the new theater an air of respectability. As luck would have it, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729–81) was in need of employment. A popular playwright, highly esteemed (and even feared) as a critic, Lessing nevertheless had failed, due to various contretemps, to secure his dream position as the royal librarian in Berlin. Financially, the celebrated author was in desperate straits. It was at this moment that he received an offer to join the Hamburg National Theater as its “official theater poet.” Although the Hamburg endeavor appealed to him, Lessing, who frequently had significant difficulties meeting deadlines, wisely rejected the offer to serve as the theater’s resident playwright. An alternative was suggested: join the theater as an in-house critic and author a serial publication for the theater’s patrons. Lessing accepted. The Hamburg National Theater had succeeded in adding a celebrity author to its roster. After careful deliberation, Lessing chose to call his new journal the Hamburgische Dramaturgie, intending his essays to be a didactic supplement to the Hamburg theater experiment, in the form of a kritisches Register (a critical register) to the plays performed by the Hamburg company (“Notice” 36).

As originally conceived by Lessing, the Hamburg Dramaturgy was meant to contribute to a growing German interest in dramatic theory, to assess the work of playwrights and actors, and to educate the taste of the public (“Notice” 36–7). In practice, however, the Hamburg Dramaturgy differed considerably in form and function from its original theoretical conception. Lessing’s commentary hardly serves as a critical register to the performances: a significant number of plays are never discussed, and some are barely mentioned, while the discussion of others extends over five, ten, or even seventeen essays. When one reads the Hamburg Dramaturgy, the discrepancy between theory and practice quickly becomes apparent: by the time that Lessing concludes his commentary about the theater’s premiere performance in his seventh essay, the Hamburg National Theater had been open for over a month.1 By the end of the first year of the Hamburg enterprise, Lessing’s journal had little association with the theater to which it was ostensibly attached. Lessing’s commentary in the Hamburg Dramaturgy ends with the theater’s 52nd evening, which occurred on 28 July 1767, even though the Hamburg National Theater continued performances until early 1769.2 In his final installment of essays, issued on Easter 1769, shortly after the theater’s closing performance, Lessing admits that his writings were “not exactly what [he] promised” (“Essays 101–104” 306).

Yet it was Lessing’s shift in focus from practical staging matters to dramatic theory that most likely ensured the position of the Hamburg Dramaturgy as a seminal text of the European – and specifically, German – theater, as nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scholarship prioritized dramatic theory over discussions of acting and performance and later twentieth-century scholars turned to the text for evidence of incipient German nationalist discourse. Today, in library catalogs, one finds the work listed under the subject headings “Drama – Technique,” “Aristotle – Poetics,” and, occasionally, “Drama – History and criticism.” Such headings elide the scope and complexity of Lessing’s project. So too do the brief synopses in theater history textbooks, which describe the Hamburg Dramaturgy as a treatise in which Lessing challenged French neoclassical interpretations of Aristotle and professed his admiration for Shakespeare. Although both of these statements are true, they nevertheless provide an erroneous understanding of the form and function of Lessing’s journal by presenting it as a cohesive and premeditated literary endeavor, when it was in actuality rather disjunctive and improvisational in nature. Additionally, the origins of Lessing’s journal have been significantly mythologized, which has colored how the Hamburg Dramaturgy has been viewed. As is often the case, the full story is rather messier than the sanitized hagiographies that prevail in textbooks. Both in Lessing’s time and in ours, people’s expectations regarding the Hamburg Dramaturgy seldom align with the realities of its production, and its contents are often less – and sometimes more – than originally promised. These disparities make greater sense when one considers Lessing’s journal in relation to his larger interest in cultural reform and the founding and brief life of the Hamburg National Theater.

Lessing followed a circuitous path to his role as one of Germany’s most influential literary critics. Born in Saxony in 1729, Lessing was the son of a Lutheran pastor-scholar. Scholarships allowed him to attend the University of Leipzig, propelling him into an eighteenth-century German mecca of culture, literature, and learning (and gateway to European Enlightenment thinking). Although enrolled as a theological student, Lessing frequented lectures on literature, philology, classical studies, and philosophy. These years also marked Lessing’s first serious engagement with the theater, an interest that developed early and persisted despite the active disapproval of his parents, actors being considered social outcasts by reputable citizens. Lessing fraternized with actors in Leipzig and attended the theater often, translating plays as a means of gaining admission to performances. Later, as Lessing’s fortunes as a journalist, critic, translator, traveling companion, and independent writer waxed and waned, he would shuttle between Leipzig and Berlin, with time in Wittenberg, Breslau, Amsterdam, and other cities as well. Before his move to Hamburg to join its new National Theater, Lessing had obtained a master’s degree in philosophy, scraped together a living from all manners of clerical work, published an acclaimed six-volume collection of his plays, poetry, criticism, and theological and philosophical works, and founded several journals, including the Beyträge zur Historie und Aufnahme des Theaters [Contributions to the History and Development of the Theater] (1750), the first German periodical to focus on drama and theatrical performance.3

Much of Lessing’s prolific output was related to the theater. His second periodical, the Theatralische Bibliothek [Theatrical Library] (1754–58), was meant, much like the Beyträge, to provide a scholarly discussion of drama and theater history accessible to the general public. Lessing’s thinking about theater and performance was further developed by his conversations (in person and in letters) with his wide range of talented and illustrious friends and acquaintances, and in particular with the philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729–86) and the bookseller and entrepreneur Friedrich Nicolai (1733–1811). Together, the three friends published the Briefe, die neueste Litteratur betreffend or Litteraturbriefe [Letters Concerning the Most Recent Literature or Letters on Literature] (1759–65) and maintained a running epistolary dialogue that addressed contemporary aesthetic and philosophical debates (including dramatic and theatrical matters) for over a quarter of a century. Moreover, in addition to his vast and influential critical writings, Lessing was also a celebrated playwright who added to the growing body of original German-language plays aimed at a domestic audience. Before moving to Hamburg, Lessing had already written two of his masterworks, the domestic tragedy Miss Sara Sampson (1755) and his controversial political comedy Minna von Barnhelm (1767), in addition to other minor plays.

If Lessing was attracted by the mission statement of the Hamburg National Theater, which emphasized the reform of the German theater and the development of its literature, he was, as yet, unaware of the mixed and sometimes conflicting aims of those involved in the establishment of the new theater.4 The impetus for the Hamburg enterprise is often ascribed to a “group of art-loving citizens,” a narrative founded more on the promotional hyperbole surrounding the new theater’s inauguration than on fact.5 Although Hamburg, by the 1760s, had at one time or another housed the most important German acting companies of the early to mid-eighteenth century, not all of Hamburg’s populace was pleased that their city served as a locus for theatrical entertainment. Theater in the German lands had not yet gained the status of a respectable pastime. In order to understand the experimental nature of the Hamburg National Theater and the situation in which Lessing found himself, one needs to know something of the turbulent history of the eighteenth-century German theater.

At the time of the Hamburg National Theater’s founding, German troupes were largely relegated to town halls and temporary stages or performing booths (Spielbude) that were torn down after performances. Large opera houses built in the seventeenth century in Germany had up-to-date neoclassical scenery and stage machinery but were used for Italian opera and occasionally for visiting French acting companies; German troupes did not have access to them. Appropriately known as Wanderbühnen (traveling players), German actors remained permanently on tour, leading a vagabond existence in conditions that ranged from difficult to appalling. The main fare of the early eighteenth-century German companies was improvisational comedy featuring the boisterous “German harlequin” Hanswurst (Jack Sausage), Italian opera libretti, and the Haupt- und Staatsaktionen (chief and state plays), sensational tragedies adapted from English, French, and Spanish plays. Although these mixed entertainments were well attended, the boisterous non-literary repertoire of the Wanderbühnen, their itinerant status, the nature of their performance spaces, and the widely held preconception of actors (and especially actresses) as people of loose morals all contributed to the impression held by the educated middle-classes and lower gentry that theater was a suspect pastime, perhaps appropriate for the lower classes but not for respectable citizens.

The Hamburg National Theater can be seen as the direct descendant of earlier efforts to reform the German theater, which began in earnest in the first third of the eighteenth century with the partnership between professor and critic Johann Christoph Gottsched (1700–66) and actress-manager Friederike Karoline Neuber (1697– 1760) in Leipzig.6 The performance of original German-language works was rare at this time, and there were few available for companies to perform. In his search for a new German literature, Gottsched looked to the strict rules and order of French neoclassicism as his model for German playwriting. Beginning in 1727, Gottsched and Neuber worked to establish a new theatrical repertoire, which included not only French tragedies by Corneille and Racine but also plays by German authors such as Johann Elias Schlegel (1719–49), Johann Christian Krüger (1722–50), and even a young Lessing, then a student at the university.7 Gottsched and Neuber combined their respective talents – scholarship and performance – in the attempt to convert the public to their views. The Gottsched-Neuber repertoire was initially successful in Leipzig, but interest palled and their partnership began to disintegrate; it eventually came to a final and acrimonious end in 1741 when Neuber lampooned Gottsched onstage. Both the Neuber-Gottsched dramatic repertoire and its attendant acting style (the “Leipzig style”) were passed down by the leading actor-managers who had begun as members of Neuber’s troupe. Their companies, as well as Neuber’s, brought the experiments in theater reform begun in Leipzig to the theater-going public in Hamburg.8 The company of Johann Friedrich Schönemann (1704–82) supplemented Neuber’s French neoclassical repertoire with pastorals, Haupt- und Staatsaktionen, and bourgeois dramas such as Lessing’s Miss Sara Sampson (1755), performing this adapted repertoire in Hamburg throughout the 1740s and early 1750s. Schönemann’s repertoire was in turn inherited by Konrad Ernst Ackermann (1712–71), a performer in Schönemann’s troupe who established his own company in Hamburg in 1764. It was Ackerman’s company that would be coopted by theater critic and theatrical reformer Johann Friedrich Löwen (1727–71) in order to form the Hamburg National Theater.9

Ackermann not only presented English, Italian, and German works alongside the standard French neoclassical plays but also provided the public with highly popular ballets and pantomimes. In 1765, Ackermann constructed a new theater in Hamburg which, although small (and deemed a fire hazard by the city authorities), was preferable to the space he had previously leased, and hired Löwen, an erstwhile academic and theater critic, as a literary advisor. The appointment did not prove congenial. Ackermann came to resent Löwen’s criticism of his management of the theater and replaced him. In 1766, Löwen secured backing for a new Hamburg theatrical endeavor, which was intended to replace Ackermann’s company. In actuality, Löwen leased the theater building from Ackermann, merely changing its name, while retaining most of the in-house company, including Ackermann himself. Having secured a theater, Löwen now set his sights on obtaining a company playwright, with a view toward promoting German-language plays.

At the time of the founding of the Hamburg National Theater, some playwrights were writing in the German language, but there was no established school of German playwriting. In 1755, when Lessing wrote his first major play, the immensely popular domestic tragedy Miss Sara Sampson, most German playwrights were still focusing their efforts on translating or adapting classical or foreign works. J. C. Gottsched’s six-volume Die Deutsche Schaubühne [The German Stage] (1741–45), for example, contained primarily translations of French neoclassical works, which his own plays strove to emulate. Gottsched was not the only playwright to rely on French dramaturgical models.10 Johann Elias Schlegel, for example, wrote most of his plays in alexandrines, despite his interest in other potential models for German playwriting, including both the ancient Greeks and Shakespeare.11 Lacking a unifying poetics, German dramatists explored a wide range of styles and modes of playwriting. In the Hamburg Dramaturgy, Lessing positively evaluates both the Saxon “comedy of types” (sächsische Typenkomödie) of J. E. Schlegel, which he feels is representative of German customs and character, and the new sentimental comedy (ruhrendes Lustspiel) by authors such as Christian Fürchtegott Gellert (1715–69). He is surprisingly hard, however, on his longtime friend, Christian Felix Weisse (1726–1804), a talented playwright whose works were regularly performed, and is especially unkind to the translator and playwright Luise Kulmus Gottsched (1713–62), whom some have called the “mother of modern German comedy.”12 These were not the only German playwrights of Lessing’s age, although they were some of the most prominent during the years that Lessing and others sought to promote the growth of German drama.13

Both Lessing and Löwen were aware that the German theater required significant structural changes before it could truly promote German-language plays. Löwen stressed the need for public support of standing, permanent theaters; better training of actors through acting academies; the shifting of the management of theater from actors to professional managers; and incentives, in the form of prize competitions, for new German plays.14 He therefore outlined a lofty agenda for the new Hamburg theater, promising a theatrical academy that would train actors and provide lecture-demonstrations on “physical eloquence” and tragic declamation, annual prizes for the best new German tragedy and comedy, and benefit performances for local charities. Löwen, however, proved unable to deliver on his promises. By the time of the theater’s opening on 22 April 1767, most of his proposed reforms had been dropped from the program.

Löwen’s program may have been overambitious, but one can see why Hamburg might have seemed an excellent location for a new and respectable German-language theater for middle-class audiences. Rather than answering to a ruling monarch, Hamburg was a “free city,” whose inhabitants were governed by a senate made up of private citizens. Since the theater in Hamburg did not rely on aristocratic patronage, it was not tied to the theatrical tastes of the nobility, which, at the time, predominately favored the French theater and its imitators. In Berlin, Frederick the Great extended his patronage to the great French luminary Voltaire and showed no interest in promoting art or literature in German, a language he referred to as “coarse and almost barbaric” (Frederick II 224).15 In Hamburg, however, the city was run by the bourgeoisie, and its merchant government was responsible for approving or rejecting new cultural endeavors. As a vital and cosmopolitan port city, Hamburg perceived itself as a major cultural center, with numerous citizen groups dedicated to learning and the arts and all manner of voluntary associations, clubs, and political organizations. At the same time, however, the absence of a centralized cultural style (as one might find in a court-controlled state) and the reliance on market forces could also be inimical to certain cultural endeavors.16 Indeed, the entirely commercial nature of the Hamburg National Theater would ultimately be its downfall. Mercantile sponsorship dictated the scope and goals of the project, and, without the full support of the Hamburg senate, it was unable to secure a monopoly on theatrical performance that might have protected it from foreign and domestic competitors.17 That which made Hamburg inviting for a new theater – its lack of a court, with no need to appeal to a particular reigning head – was also responsible for its demise, as the theater required the support of a varied constituency with differing tastes and concerns.

In fact, Hamburg’s leading bourgeois citizens were not involved in the running of the theater; nor were they committed to Löwen’s ideological project. Rather than being a coalition of art-loving citizens or – as Lessing describes in his opening “Notice” – “a society of Friends of the Theater,” the founders of the Hamburg National Theater were a “consortium” of 12 businessmen whom Löwen gathered to support the endeavor; they were outsiders in Hamburg society and had varying motives for financing the theater (36). Löwen’s chief financial backers, Abel Seyler, Johann Martin Tillemann, and Adolf Siegmund Bubbers, had entrepreneurial reasons for signing on, although Seyler and Bubbers were both admirers of principal actress Sophie Friederike Hensel (1738–89), and it has often been suggested that the Hamburg National Theater was established to provide a theatrical home for her.18 The other investors played no active role, and indeed the Consortium was primarily a one-man affair – all funds for the new theatrical enterprise were controlled by Seyler (whose own business was on the verge of bankruptcy). Despite its new financing, new name, and new management, the theater would in fact continue to be run much as it had been under Ackermann’s direction. Given the circumstances of its founding – a disgruntled would-be manager, a profusion of ego and intrigue, and a lack of broad support from the citizenry – it is perhaps not surprising that the Hamburg National Theater would meet its demise through fiscal mismanagement, poor leadership (Löwen was not a strong personality), and considerable personal conflict.

These factors were unknown to Lessing, however, when he was invited to join the theater. On paper it would have seemed like a good match. The cultural and aesthetic aims of the Hamburg National Theater’s mission, as articulated by Löwen, would have appealed to Lessing, as would have Hamburg’s status as a free city.19 Both as a center of theatrical activity and in its open cosmopolitanism, Hamburg seemed like an excellent location for Lessing to contribute to a theater whose ideology was in line with the literary and cultural ideals he espoused.

The Hamburg National Theater’s mission is outlined in the prologue that was spoken at the theater’s opening night performance on 22 April 1767.20 Following the arguments of other proponents of theater for the educated middle classes, the prologue claims that theater can benefit all ranks of humanity, even rendering the barbarian humane, by stirring “the dullest of feelings to keenest compassion,” and that even the “angry, wild man” might be changed into a “human being, citizen, friend, and patriot” for the benefit of the state. These statements echo Lessing’s earlier writings on drama and performance that describe compassion as a civilizing force, emphasizing the salutary effect of a theater that “awakens us to pity, compassion, and generosity” (“Essay 6” 52). In its ideals, at least, the Hamburg National Theater aligned with Lessing’s views, and Lessing was prepared to further its mission through his critical expertise. “Not every enthusiast is a connoisseur,” he explains, and “not every person who perceives the beauty of one play or the correct performance of one actor can thereby also judge the value of all others,” but “[i]f we want to instill good taste in someone of sound judgment, we only need to make apparent to him why he did not like something” (“Notice” 36).

Regardless of whether the audience was ready to be instructed by Lessing, members of the theater’s company were not. Principal actress Susanne Mecour (1738–84), for reasons unknown, made it a specific condition of her employment that she would not be reviewed by Lessing (Daunicht 227). Sophie Hensel objected to Lessing’s criticism, apparently complaining that Lessing milled about noisily, spending entire acts at the buffet instead of in the theater, and only occasionally popped his head through the door of the parterre to view performances (Oehlke 2: 20). Leading actor Konrad Ekhof (1720–78), on the other hand, might have been considered an ally. A proponent of the more naturalistic acting style emerging in the mid- to late-eighteenth century, Ekhof had established a brief-lived “acting academy” in Schwerin that considered acting matters both practical and theoretical.21 Actors, Ekhof had counseled, should desire learning and self-improvement. At the Hamburg National Theater, however, Ekhof was in no position to pursue reform. Because of Löwen’s insufficiencies, he was forced to become the theater’s de facto actor-manager, juggling not only difficulties with the theater’s financial backers but also the complaints of disgruntled company members (who were sometimes intriguing with the financial backers).

If one considers the situation of the Hamburg actors from their point of view (as few historians have seemed willing to do), their general resistance to Lessing and Löwen is actually quite understandable. Many of the principal actors had achieved their fame through roles that Lessing would have rendered obsolete. Although Sophie Hensel, for example, had starred successfully in new dramas such as Lessing’s Miss Sara Sampson and Minna von Barnhelm, she had made her name playing great queens from the French theater, including Voltaire’s Sémiramis, Zayre, and Mérope, and Pierre Corneille’s Cleopatra. If Lessing had had his way with the repertoire of the Hamburg National Theater, popular French neoclassical roles would have been greatly reduced or expunged. Actors of both genders “owned” certain roles; this correlation was extremely important to an actor’s self-identity and ability to obtain employment. Performers were therefore understandably possessive about the roles with which they were associated. Given the connections between the actors and their traditional repertoire, the shaky nature of the theater’s finances, and the precarious nature of the profession as a whole, asking the actors to gamble on new and untested roles was not a small request.

Lessing and Löwen were also calling for changes that significantly reduced the ability of the actor to control his or her conditions of employment. Both write that actors’ lives would be improved through their greater financial security as members of a permanent commercial theater. Replacing the itinerant companies with permanent companies, Lessing and Löwen each argued, would allow German literature to develop while freeing actors from the stresses of money-making; actors could then approach acting as an art rather than as a business, improving their performances and their personal conduct. In return, however, actors would have to cede control over repertoire and other production matters to a business manager.22 One can understand how actors accustomed to artistic autonomy might wish to maintain control over decisions regarding plays, performances, and casting, which explains in part their refusal to submit to Löwen’s management and their resistance to the new repertoire promised by his mission statements. One month after the new theater’s opening, Lessing confided his uneasiness with the venture to his brother Karl, writing that no one was certain who was in charge (“Brief an Karl Lessing” 467). The disconnect between the theater’s promotional program and its company created difficulties for Lessing as well as Löwen, leading to the first significant alteration to the Hamburg Dramaturgy’s aims. After the journal’s 25th entry, Lessing ceases to write performance reviews, thus abandoning his stated intention to assess the work of the actors for the benefit of spectator and actor alike.23

Although Lessing stopped reviewing performances, he continued his attempts to shape audience tastes by shifting his emphasis to literary analysis and dramatic theory. Indeed, the question of taste informs the Hamburg Dramaturgy as a whole. Regardless of the changes that occurred in its form and function, Lessing’s journal continually returns to interconnected questions of aesthetic, national, and cultural tastes in order to articulate how and why particular texts or performances appeal to German tastes, as opposed to those of other lands, most notably England and France. Although Lessing specifically addresses the citizens of Hamburg in his opening notice, the majority of the essays in Hamburg Dramaturgy speak in fact to a more general audience of German readers and spectators, and the public Lessing addresses becomes increasingly more theoretical as he disengages with the actual theatrical activities occurring on the stage of the struggling Hamburg National Theater.

Lessing’s “erratic and tenuous” relationship with the Hamburg National Theater is evidenced by the fact that the essays of the Hamburg Dramaturgy address only the first 14 weeks that the theater was open, from 22 April until 28 July 1767, covering less than a third of the plays performed by the company; the dates Lessing attaches to individual essays are often specious, as he began publishing his essays in batches due to their being pirated by disreputable publishers.24 Lessing abandoned his promise to provide a critical register of all the plays performed partly because of his customary issues with deadlines and partly because the theater did not follow its originally proposed program. The actual repertoire of the Hamburg National Theater was hardly cutting-edge or experimental. Each evening’s tragedy or comedy (usually five acts) was followed either by a shorter dramatic piece (a farce or one-act comedy) or by non-dramatic fare such as musical entertainments, pantomimes, or ballets. This lineup of mixed attractions was the norm for theater companies in the German lands (as it was in England and across Europe), and the Hamburg National Theater did not skimp on popular non-literary material, which included ballets, harlequinades (originally banned by Löwen), and even Italian intermezzi. None of these entertainments are given a single mention in the Hamburg Dramaturgy.

If these non-literary entertainments reveal that commercial necessities impacted the mission of the Hamburg National Theater, so too do the plays chosen for production, which represent a fairly standard breakdown for German theater companies of the day. French works dominated the Hamburg stage, as they did elsewhere in Germany. Of the 502 performances given by the Hamburg National Theater, fully 308 were of 70 individual French plays. The German works meant to form the lynchpin of the enterprise were significantly underrepresented (with 176 performances of 40 German plays, many of which were based on French plays or written in the French style).25 Practically the entire repertoire was made up of tried and true works from Ackermann’s company or those of others, with very few premieres. The repertoire was impacted not only by audience tastes but also by the costume and properties inventory that came with the leased theater; these made it expedient to stage lavish French hits such as Pierre Corneille’s Rodogune.26 The actors also wanted to repeat roles for which they were known, which placed an emphasis on known and popular French and German works rather than on new German plays.27

These statistics might be disheartening for those wishing to see the Hamburg National Theater as a pioneering enterprise, but, as a commercial endeavor, the theater had to answer to its material operating circumstances. And, in comparison to other companies, the number of German plays it presented is actually fairly healthy. Lessing has many complaints in the Hamburg Dramaturgy, but he does not condemn the company’s repertoire per se, although his criticism of popular works can be biting. In the final essay of the Hamburg Dramaturgy, he directs his ire at the audience who failed to support the theater, rather than at the theater itself, unlike those who have since blamed the theater for failing to measure up to Lessing’s ideals. Practically speaking, it is hard to see how the theater could have followed the program outlined by Löwen. The most famous German theatrical experiments in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, those of Weimar (1791–1817) and Meiningen (1866–90), were backed by court sponsorship; the Hamburg National Theater had none of the resources available to Goethe or the Duke of Saxe-Meiningen. One wonders what might have come of the Hamburg enterprise had its audiences actually clamored for a new German theater.

“For a long time [the theatrical muse] has sought a stage in vain / In Hamburg she found protection: here is her Athens!” So proclaimed the Hamburg National Theater’s opening night prologue, describing theater as an art that awakens its audience “to pity, compassion, and generosity” (“Essay 6” 53). Is not, it asked, this “model of decorum that teaches every virtue… worth your favor and your patronage?” (“Essay 6” 52). Swelling with optimism and pride, the prologue offers the citizens of Hamburg the opportunity to serve as a model for other German lands by supporting a civilized and civilizing theater that could equal that of classical Athens and rival that of modern France and England. Unfortunately, Hamburg’s citizens did not accept the challenge. Or rather, not all of them did: there were multiple audiences in Hamburg, and the theater could not appeal to all of them simultaneously. Some of the theater-going public was interested in literary drama, but a greater majority merely desired popular entertainment. Additionally, aficionados of dramatic literature were often highly suspicious of the theater itself – some who read plays never actually entered a playhouse.28 And, in fact, as Lessing’s essays became less connected to actual performances at the Hamburg National Theater, they were increasingly addressed less to spectators in the Hamburg theater and more to readers interested in discussions about the form and function of dramatic literature.

As quickly as the Hamburg National Theater left behind the ideological program upon which it was founded, the Hamburg Dramaturgy relinquished its original purposes. The focus of the Hamburg Dramaturgy became that for which it is known, the analysis of playwriting and dramatic theory. Yet Lessing never fully abandoned his original preoccupations. The subject of “German taste” remained critical throughout the remainder of Lessing’s essays, so that the Hamburg Dramaturgy continued to serve as an instrument of cultural reform, even if that reform became a long-term rather than an immediate prospect. Moreover, Lessing’s thinking about performance and reception informed how that cultural reform might be achieved, by insisting that theater can generate a communal experience. The Hamburg Dramaturgy, for all its imperfections and idiosyncrasies, sought to do the same, working to foster communal identity and serving as an agent of change, in the service of a German theater and culture that Lessing could envision – even if it remained, at that moment, out of reach.

Notes

1 In that month the company had performed over a dozen other plays, with their accompanying afterpieces or ballets.

2 That is, Lessing purports to discuss the 52nd evening, claiming that it featured Die Brüder [The Brothers] (1763) by Karl Franz Romanus. The mainpiece of the 52nd evening was in fact Voltaire’s Nanine (1749).

3 The Beyträge was co-founded and co-edited by Christlob Mylius, a relation of Lessing’s.

4 The misleading term “national theater” had a different implication in eighteenth-century Hamburg – the arbitrary designation was used to indicate a theater that offered German-language plays rather than housing foreign touring companies; see Carlson, The German Stage in the Nineteenth Century 2.

5 Löwen presented his rationale for the theater’s founding and its goals in his “Vorläufige Nachricht” [“Preliminary Announcement”]. Lessing’s statement that the new theater’s aims “have been received with approval both here and abroad by the more refined public”should be seen as an appeal to the Hamburg citizenry – rather than as an accurate description of the situation on the ground; see Lessing, “Notice” 35.

6 Neuber, one of the earliest actress-managers, cofounded her company with her husband.

7 Der junge Gelehrte [The Young Scholar] (1748).

8 Heinrich Gottfried Koch and Karl Gottlieb Döbbelin, both Neuber protégées, brought their companies to Hamburg between 1741 and 1763.

9 Ackermann and his wife, Sophie Charlotte Schröder, were progenitors of an acting dynasty and promoted the developing trend toward greater stage realism. After the Hamburg National Theater’s collapse, Ackermann regained control and ran the company with his stepson, the great actor Friedrich Ludwig Schröder.

10 Although initially influential, Gottsched was challenged in the 1740s by Swiss scholars Johann Jakob Bodmer and Johann Jakob Breitinger. Lessing took exception to both camps.

11 The German language was not served well by attempts to shoehorn it into Alexandrine verse.

12 Luise V. A. Gottsched (née Kulmus), a prolific translator as well as an author, has been overshadowed by her husband, J. C. Gottsched, despite her immense contribution to his projects; this oversight has begun to be rectified in current scholarship. See, for example, Ball, et al., Diskurse der Aufklärung; Kord, Little Detours, and Brown, Luise Gottsched the Translator.

13 See also Johann Christian Krüger and Hinrich Borkenstein. Female playwrights and actress-managers such as Karoline Neuber, Sophie Hensel, and Sophie Charlotte Ackermann also wrote for the stage; see Goodman, Amazons and Apprentices; Dupree, The Mask and the Quill; and Becker-Cantarino, Der lange Weg zur Mündigkeit.

14 For Löwen’s description of hindrances to and solutions for the development of the German theater, see his “Geschichte des deutschen Theaters” [“History of the German Theater”] and “Vorläufige Nachricht” [“Preliminary Announcement”].

15 The Gallomania affecting the German lands was Lessing’s bête noire. Most German aristocrats were devotees of French arts, literature, and, mores, and their tastes were imitated by the up-and-coming middle classes.

16 Hamburg did not always support cultural enterprises, and scholars from various disciplines have begun to reconsider its reputation as a unique site of political and cultural autonomy; see, for example, articles by Hohendahl, Lindemann, and McCarthy in Hohendahl, Patriotism, Cosmopolitanism, and National Culture.

17 The founders of the theater were outsiders, which affected their relationship with the Hamburg Senate; see McCarthy, “Lessing and the Project of a National Theater in Hamburg” 83–4.

18 Hensel and Seyler married in 1772; after the demise of the Hamburg National Theater, Seyler founded his own company.

19 Lessing was opposed to absolutism in all forms, but was also freshly smarting from a recent and painful snub by Frederick the Great, who had denied him the post of librarian/archivist at the Royal Library in Berlin, even though he was the most qualified candidate; see J. G. Robertson 117, and Nisbet 330.

20 Reprinted in full in Lessing’s sixth essay.

21 Ekhof, the “father of German acting,” remains one of the most important actors of the German stage; he promoted German-language and bourgeois dramas (including Lessing’s), new acting methods, and a greater social acceptance of the acting profession. See Piens, Conrad Ekhof und die erste deutsche Theater-Akademie.

22 See Löwen, “Geschichte des deutschen Theaters” 63, and “Vorläufige Nachricht” 908.

23 Lessing left no official explanation; scholars have assumed that pressure from Hensel and the other actors led Lessing to abandon performance reviews. For Lessing’s original goals, see his opening “Notice.”

24 The phrase is Nisbet’s. On the piracy that plagued the book industry in general and Lessing in particular, see Reemtsma 22–33 and Nisbet 379–82.

25 Other nations in the repertoire included England (17 performances of four plays), Italy (20 performances of five plays), and a single performance of one Dutch play.

26 For a list of all plays produced by the Hamburg National Theater, see J. G. Robertson 44–7.

27 “Until the performance of [Lessing’s] Minna von Barnhelm some five months after the ‘Enterprise’ was inaugurated,” J. G. Robertson writes, “it is difficult to point to a single play the choice of which was due to a desire to serve literature” (41). Actors had practical reasons for repeating roles: the actress Karoline Schulze-Kummerfeld, for example, claimed in her memoirs that in 1783 she appeared on stage 120 times in 63 roles, 39 of which were newly learned (Schulze-Kummerfeld, Lebenserinnerungen 2: 121).

28 For more on Lessing’s audience, see Nisbet 372.
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“We Have Actors, But No Art of Acting”

Performance theory and theatrical emotion in the Hamburg Dramaturgy1


Natalya Baldyga


Most Anglophone readers know Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729–81) for his dramatic theory and his major plays, Miss Sara Sampson (1755) , Minna von Barnhelm (1767) , Emilia Galotti (1772), and Nathan the Wise (1779). Fewer, however, are familiar with his acting theory and his long association with actors, an association that began in his college years and which so disturbed Lessing’s father that the respectable pastor lured the wayward student home by falsely claiming that Lessing’s mother was ill (Nisbet 39).2 During his university days, Lessing translated plays for the troupe of Karoline Neuber (1697–1760) and socialized with the company’s actors; over time he would continue to accrue significant firsthand knowledge of theatrical performance, not only through his frequent theater going but also through the coaching of his own plays. This familiarity with actors and acting informed not only Lessing’s performance theory, but his dramatic theory as well, including that which one finds in the Hamburg Dramaturgy.

In Anglophone studies of Lessing’s journal, however, one rarely sees Lessing’s dramatic theory placed in conversation with his acting theory, reception theory, or performance reviews.3 Due to the short and contentious life of the Hamburg National Theater, historical narratives more often focus on Lessing’s strained relations with the performers in the Hamburg acting company. Such a focus, however, neglects the fact that Lessing’s acting theory supports his wider ideas about how theater might function as a force for social change. Although Lessing ceased to review the performances at the Hamburg National Theater after his 25th essay, the Hamburg Dramaturgy remains inflected by his career-long interest in the acting process, and this interest is a critical component of Lessing’s agenda for theatrical and cultural reform. To construct his unique understanding of performance and reception, Lessing borrows from French and English contemporaries, as well as the German philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729–86). Negotiating larger eighteenth-century international debates about physiology and performance, Lessing argues that theatrical emotion can be controlled and adjusted through a mechanistic regulation of the actor’s body.

Lessing’s interest in the technique of acting was somewhat unusual for his time. Most, if not all, critical discourse on the subject of acting in the eighteenth-century German lands focused less on the style and methods of German acting than on the morally questionable status of actors; theater reformers themselves, including Karoline Neuber and Johann Friedrich Löwen (1727–71), sought to make unimpeachable moral behavior a condition of employment for company members. Konrad Ekhof (1720–78), for example, included in his “Grammatik der Schauspielkunst” [“Rules for Acting”] (1753) admonitions to actors regarding their comportment.4 This critical emphasis on actors’ morals, rather than on their technique, when coupled with the unstable position of the theater in Germany, resulted in a dearth of serious German discourse on acting. Whereas England and France had produced important works of acting theory in both the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in the German lands, where the theater was still largely viewed as a disreputable pastime, the goals and methods of acting were for the most part left unexplored until the middle of the century.

Lessing’s more accepting view of the acting profession was connected to his belief in the theater’s potential as a civilizing force. In the preface to his journal Beyträge zur Historie und Aufnahme des Theaters [Contributions to the History and Development of the Theater] (1750), Lessing suggests that performance is a necessary component of dramatic poetry, with its own rules of “corporeal eloquence” (Beredsamkeit des Körpers); these can benefit not only actors, he suggests, but all those whose occupations require physical eloquence – including ministers (Beyträge 730). Ultimately, the moral conduct of individual actors was of less interest to Lessing than the theater’s larger potential to serve as a “school of the moral world,” within which the actor could serve as a catalyst for feeling and, in particular, as a catalyst for the spectator’s compassion, which for Lessing was at the heart of morality and ethical human behavior (“Essay 2” 40). For Lessing, it is impossible to think about theatrical reform and the attendant goal of creating a respectable, literary German theater without addressing the art of theatrical performance.

Hence Lessing’s need to wrestle with what constitutes good acting. Lessing notes in his opening notice to the Hamburg Dramaturgy that the art of the actor is always difficult to evaluate, due to its transitory and ephemeral nature (“Notice” 36–7). Moreover, since, for most of the eighteenth century, German acting, like German dramatic literature, answered to no particular system, critics in the German lands faced additional challenges. Whereas Lessing’s contemporaries in England or France could refer to rules of performance that had grown up alongside specific dramatic traditions, Lessing had no German equivalent to which he could refer. Actors learned their craft informally, essentially training themselves while on the job. “We have actors,” Lessing laments in the Hamburg Dramaturgy, “but no art of acting” (“Essays 101–104” 306). As long as actors lack a formalized system of acting, Lessing writes, they will continue to rely on their established lines of business, resulting in hit-or-miss performances that may or may not move the audience emotionally.

Lessing’s concerns regarding the affective qualities of the theater and the extent to which an actor is responsible for an audience’s emotional experience were hardly new. Theater practitioners and theorists have wrangled over the nature and function of theatrical emotion for centuries. A central question of these debates has always been whether an actor must experience emotion him- or herself in order to stimulate the emotions of the audience. In other words, are actors’ performances more effective if they actually feel the emotion they are representing for the audience? This question took on a particular importance in eighteenth-century Europe. New models of playwriting (such as bourgeois drama, sentimental comedy, and domestic tragedy) were becoming increasingly popular. Playwrights such as Lessing, Denis Diderot (1713–84), and George Lillo (1691/93–1739) were introducing middle-class characters as objects for audience sympathy and exploring a greater illusionism than their predecessors. These new dramatic forms, coupled with influential discourses of sentimental and natural philosophy, required that critics rethink the nature of theatrical performance and audience reception vis-à-vis the “sensible qualities” of the actor.5

As Lessing points out in the Hamburg Dramaturgy, however, the sensible qualities of an actor are notoriously difficult to identify (“Essay 3” 43–5).6 How can we be certain as to the presence of feeling on the part of the actor? After all, sensibility is elusive and hard to define. An actor, Lessing explains,



can have truly abundant feeling, and at the same time appear to have none. Among an actor’s abilities, feeling is undoubtedly always the most questionable. It can exist where one does not perceive it; and one can believe that one sees it where it does not exist.

(“Essay 3” 43)




The crux of the trouble, Lessing decides, is that “feeling is something interior, which we can only judge by its outward manifestations” (“Essay 3” 43). This theatrical conundrum reflects an Enlightenment preoccupation with human character and its exterior signs. Social reform efforts privileged emotional transparency, and thus the dissimulation of emotion remained a troublesome topic for proponents of the theater who suggested it could serve as an instrument of moral reform. Larger questions regarding theater’s ability to serve as a means of moral and social reform therefore drive Lessing’s concern regarding the expression and reception of emotion in performance.

Concurrent with the rise of sentimental philosophy, eighteenth-century proponents of the theater argued that its ability to stir the emotions of the audience proved that it could function as a force for social good, while its opponents worried about the potentially “infectious nature” of emotions aroused during a performance.7 According to the theater’s supporters, the better the actor’s performance, the greater the salutary effects of the theater on the audience members. If, however, as Lessing suggests in Essay 3 of the Hamburg Dramaturgy, the ability of the actor to feel and to accurately represent the passions remains questionable, and if an actor’s affective performance is prone to erroneous readings, how then might one continue to support the idea of a sentimental, morally useful theater? Lessing’s solution is to propose an intriguing synthesis of eighteenth-century theories of performance, suggesting that the affective experience of the actor and audience members can be systematically adjustable. This approach, both mechanical and sentimental in nature, allows for a shared emotional experience in the theater that is capable of regulation, thus permitting the theater to serve as a healthy mechanism for moral humanitarian advancement. What distinguishes Lessing from his contemporaries is the manner in which his model of acting and reception draws from opposing theoretical camps without forming a clear allegiance to either.

In the Hamburg Dramaturgy, Lessing demonstrates that competing eighteenth-century approaches to stage acting fail to fully address the illusive nature of the actor’s sensibility within a theater that calls for the perfect expression and reception of emotional signs. Throughout the century, acting theorists would suggest different means through which such a difficulty might be overcome, some privileging the imitation of models and others the actor’s imagination.8 Acting theorists from these two opposing camps were united in some regards, complicating what might otherwise be seen as a strict dichotomy, but their fundamental disagreement centered on whether acting was something that should be approached externally or internally. In the Hamburg Dramaturgy and other writings, Lessing directly and indirectly applies theories from both camps to his writing about the acting process.9

In Essays 3–5, for example, in which he reviews performances by leading actors Konrad Ekhof and Sophie Hensel (1738–89), Lessing reveals his long-held interest in the externals of an actor’s performance (gesture and the actor’s delivery), to which he returns repeatedly over the course of his career.10 Both Lessing’s early thoughts about acting and his writing about gesture in the Hamburg Dramaturgy draw on the theoretical works of art critics and “externalist” acting theorists, notably those of Antoine-François (Francesco) Riccoboni (1707–72), William Hogarth (1697–1764), and Charles Le Brun (1619–90).11 Writers who focused on the external figure of the actor believed that an affective theatrical experience could be generated best by the actor’s physical replication of universal signs of emotion, through which both the body and face could provide a transparent and universal register of authentic emotion. Their theories promoted an acting method predicated on the systematic study and imitation of such signs, which the externalists saw as being scientifically determinable.12 Externalists therefore codified physical expression and created a register of “natural” universal emotional expression that could be studied and copied, and, theoretically, allow an audience to correctly read the emotional signs performed by actors.13 The codification of emotion supported the argument that an authentic signification of the passions was possible and addressed concerns such as Lessing’s about a lack of correspondence between internal feeling and its external expression.14 According to externalist theory, regardless of what an actor actually feels, if he or she accurately performs these universalized expressions of emotion, the audience will share “the same idea at first sight” (Riccoboni 36).

Despite his long-standing attention to gesture and the external expression of emotion, however, Lessing’s acting theory also relies on the actor’s own experience of emotion and is indebted to the work of the “internalists,” that is, those who favored the actor’s imagination over the imitation of physical signs. Although both internalist and externalist acting theorists of the eighteenth century drew on a mechanistic understanding of the body derived from Descartes and those who followed him, those favoring an internalist approach dismissed what they perceived as an overly mechanical approach to acting. “What the actor himself does not feel,” wrote John Hill (1714–75) in 1755,



he will never make the audience feel, tho’ he copy ever so perfectly the best player who every pronounced a sentence. We see it is a mechanical exhibition in which nature has no part; and feeling nothing, we know he feels nothing.

(92)




Because they believed that imitative methods diminished the affective power of acting, internalists argued against what they saw as a misguided focus on physical externals and sought instead a means by which the actor’s emotion might best be internally generated, asserting that audiences would respond most strongly to spontaneous and individualized emotive expression rather than to the imitation of universal signs. Internalists such as Pierre Rémond de Sainte-Albine (1699–1778) argued that the actor needed to stimulate his or her own emotions in order to affect an audience. The key for these theorists was the actor’s imagination, which, they suggested, could trigger an appropriate internal and authentic emotional experience if the actor was capable of sympathizing with his or her character and that character’s circumstances.15

In his own writing about affective performance, Lessing relies heavily on the work of the internalists, although not without reservations. Sainte-Albine, for example, is essential to both Lessing’s early acting theory and discussions of performance in the Hamburg Dramaturgy. Analyses of specific performances by the Hamburg actors often echo Sainte-Albine, as does Lessing’s emphasis on an actor’s need for plasticity. Despite his reliance on the French theorist, however, Lessing ultimately concludes that, “the whole principle of [Sainte-Albine] should be reversed” (“Auszug aus dem Schauspieler” 310). The problem, Lessing believes, is that theatrical performance requires more than just an individualized and everyday expression of emotion. In the theater, Lessing explains, “one wants to see sentiments and passions expressed in the most perfect way” (“Auszug aus dem Schauspieler” 310). The need for a perfect expression of the passions leads Lessing to his own theoretical approach to the acting process, which integrates externalist and internalist ideas into a holistic model of affective performance – one in which the imitation of natural signs triggers an involuntary experience of authentic emotion for both the audience and the actors themselves. Lessing’s theory is driven in part by his recognition that German actors possess unequal talent and training. He proposes that it is possible to circumvent the weaknesses of individual actors through the imitation of a perfect model, ensuring a natural representation and regulated experience of the passions.

Ultimately, “corporeal eloquence” is the key that provides a solution to the troublesome question of the actor’s emotion. Lessing suggests that an outward manipulation of the actor’s body can effect internal changes, so that the external expression of a specific emotion generates an authentic physiological experience of that emotion within the body of the actor. Instead of relying on the actor’s soul for a perfect external expression of the passions, Lessing proposes that the physical markers of emotion, when embodied through performance, can generate the appropriate passion within the soul of the actor. The benefit of this “outside – in” approach is that focusing on the external performance of universal and natural signs of emotion allows one to circumvent differing aptitudes for empathy or imagination. So long as one has an appropriate model available for imitation, actors of lesser abilities can produce an authentic affective performance – they need only copy the physical expressions of a more gifted actor such as a Garrick or an Ekhof (“Essay 3” 43–4).16 Thus, in Essay 3, Lessing tells his reader that “modifications of the soul that bring about certain changes in the body can in return be produced by those changes to the body” (43). This mechanically generated emotion may not be as powerful as that which is produced naturally by the imagination of the mind/soul but will be nonetheless “powerful enough in the moment of performance to bring about some of the involuntary changes in the body from whose presence alone we believe we can dependably infer a person’s inner feelings” (“Essay 3” 43). These signs, although mechanically induced, are, according to Lessing, natural, universal, and authentic, allowing them to be immediately comprehended by the audience.

This mechanical production of authentic feeling within the actor is what distinguishes Lessing’s theory from that of his contemporaries and informs his broader thinking about theatrical performance, its reception, and its possible social benefits. Unlike Diderot in his Paradoxe, Lessing does not insist that the actor remain reflective and insensible. Neither does he intend that the actor function as a mere copyist or mechanical automaton. Rather, by relying on a type of “sensate cognition,” Lessing suggests that the body has its own form of intelligence, which is corporeal rather than rational. This sensate cognition resides in the bodies of both actor and spectator; both therefore respond to what Lessing believes to be natural and universal signs of emotion, which is why his essays in the Hamburg Dramaturgy so frequently return to (and address so specifically) the topic of gesture or other externals of performance.17 Passions may be universal, but an actor’s individualized experience of them must be coordinated with a natural and idealized expression of the passion’s physical signs if his or her performance is to reach its highest affective potential. In the theater, nature must be aided by scientific study in order to communicate clearly to an audience. Paradoxically, an actor’s attention to physical performance can ensure that his expression of a passion is “more natural” than his natural experience of it. The determination of a correct model, one that can be reproduced by an actor, whether “feeling” or “unfeeling,” allows for a performance that is both natural and capable of external regulation. Because the audience cannot help but respond to natural signs, the regulation of an actor’s emotion concomitantly allows for the regulation of the audience’s emotion.

Lessing’s model of acting, which relies on a shared affective experience between actor and audience, challenges antitheatrical views that emotional stimulation in the theater could be harmful to the spectator, while supporting sentimental approaches to the theater that argued for the beneficial social effects of compassion. Lessing’s “aesthetics of compassion” (Mitleidsästhetik; also referred to as his Mitleidsdramaturgie), which also underlies much of his dramatic theory in the Hamburg Dramaturgy, combines “corporeal eloquence” with compassion to suggest that theatrical performance creates a “sympathetic vibration” between the organisms of actor and spectator rather than creating a situation in which actors impose emotion upon the audience. Developed through his long-running epistolary dialogue with the philosopher Moses Mendelssohn and the bookseller and entrepreneur Christoph Friedrich Nicolai (1733–1811), Lessing’s Mitleidsästhetik refutes the “infectious” model of acting upheld by detractors of the theater, who argued that emotion in the theater was contagious and subjected audiences to excessive emotional stimulation.18 In Lessing’s model, the bodies of actor and spectator are contained and impermeable, so that the relationship between them is one of resonance rather than imposition and infection.19

Lessing explains that regardless of the emotions represented onstage, the only “primary affect” is compassion (Mitleid), which is internally originated through the audience member’s sympathetic reaction to a performance rather than being transmitted from performer to spectator.20 “This affect (compassion),” Lessing explains, “is not felt by the playing persons… rather it arises in us originally from the effect of the objects on us; it is not a communicated secondary affect” (“Brief an Moses Mendelssohn” 714). Lessing suggests that this relationship is analogous to the sympathetic vibration between two strings in a single musical instrument and that this “string metaphor” (Saitenmetapher) illustrates how an actor’s experience of the passions stimulates a reaction in the spectator, even though both bodily spaces are separated from each other and remain impermeable. “It is known,” he writes, “that when one gives two strings the same tension, and the first is made to sound through a touch, the other will sound with it, without having been touched itself” (“Brief an Moses Mendelssohn” 713). The sensibilities of actor and spectator function like these strings in that their sympathetic resonance causes an emotional reaction distinct from that which triggered it. In Lessing’s metaphorical example, the vibration of the first string affects the other only when the two share a particular correspondence through their tuning; the first string does not force the other to sound the same note but rather stimulates the other to sound its own note. When extended into the theater and applied to the acting process, the Saitenmetapher suggests that an actor, the “first string,” is able to stimulate, through the “sounding” of his passion, a sympathetic reaction in the audience’s body (the “second string”). Lessing establishes the bodies of actor and performer as discrete sites of emotional experience but nevertheless allows for the actor to have an emotional effect on the spectator.

The ability to stir the emotions of audience members through mechanical methods has important implications for how one views Lessing’s larger efforts toward theatrical, social, and cultural reform. Lessing’s discussion of actors and their art in the Hamburg Dramaturgy serves his attempt to forge a German theater distinct from neoclassicism and popular forms of theatrical entertainments, but it also allows for the development and regulation of “proper feeling” in the audience, not only through the individual stimulation of compassion but also through the shared experience of that compassion. In this model, the theater functions as a form of moral gymnasium because of its ability to stimulate sympathetic emotion. “Der mitleidigste Mensch ist der beste Mensch,” Lessing famously insisted – “The man of empathy is the most perfect man” (“Brief an Nicolai” 671).21 Theatrical performance, therefore, by providing a physiological strengthening exercise for humankind’s moral muscle, increases the potential for a person of ordinary human feeling to become a better human being and citizen. Human beings may have different levels of judgment, writes Lessing, but regardless of education, natural aptitude, or other factors, all human beings by definition have sensibility. Love for our fellow human beings is always present, it “smolders unceasingly, hiding itself under the ashes of other, stronger feelings, awaiting only a favorable gust of misfortune and pain and ruin to fan it into a flame of compassion” (“Essay 76” 243). As an art form centered on the stimulation of empathy, theatrical performance was central to the eighteenth-century civilizing process of which Lessing was a part; Lessing’s writing about acting suggests that the systematization and regulation of emotion can promote a new social community founded on compassion. Controlling the actor’s performance of emotion becomes the first step in that process.

Notes

1 “Wir haben Schauspieler, aber keine Schauspielkunst” (“Essays 101–104” 306). This chapter is excerpted from a longer article, “Corporeal Eloquence and Sensate Cognition: G. E. Lessing, Acting Theory, and Properly Feeling Bodies in Eighteenth-Century Germany,” which provides a more detailed explanation of Lessing’s Mitleidsästhetik (aesthetics of sympathy), as well as a greater exploration of the eighteenth-century acting theorists from whom Lessing draws; see Baldyga, “Corporeal Eloquence and Sensate Cognition.”

2 Nisbet’s biography is the definitive source for details of Lessing’s life and works.

3 For a list of those conducting excellent studies (both German and Anglophone) in this area, see Baldyga 181.

4 A theorist and practitioner, Ekhof, who is referred to as the “father of German acting,” sought for a systematic approach to acting and to better the status of the acting profession. In 1753, while in Schwerin, Ekhof established a short-lived acting “academy” made up of members of Schönemann’s troupe. For 13 months, he and his colleagues met every two weeks to consider practical matters as well as the nature of the acting process.

5 Within an eighteenth-century context, the sentimental theater was that which engaged the human faculties of “sensibility” (generally speaking, this implies one’s capacity to feel emotion, and especially compassion) and “sentiments” (impressions of emotion examined through reason) as a means of moral improvement.

6 Lessing is discussing Konrad Ekhof’s performance in Johann Friedrich von Cronegk’s Olint und Sophronia (1764).

7 The dangers of theatrical emotion, according to antitheatricalists dating back to Plato, include the potential overstimulation of spectators’ emotions and the possibility that spectators could be “infected” by onstage emotions, arguments that Jean-Jacques Rousseau employs in his Lettre a M. d’Alembert sur les spectacles [Letter to D’Alembert on the Theatre] (1758).

8 Some, such as Diderot, would reverse their original positions; Lessing would not have read his Paradoxe sur le comédien (written 1773–7 and published posthumously in 1830), which privileges the “unfeeling actor” of “equal aptitude.”

9 Lessing drew on an extensive list of sources in his writing about performance and reception; in addition to works noted in this essay, Lessing’s sources included the seminal Pratique du théâtre [The Whole Art of the Stage] (1657) by François Hédelin, the Abbé d’Aubignac, and Diderot’s Lettre sur les sourds et muets [Letter on the Deaf and Dumb] (1751), as well as his plays Le Fils naturel [The Natural Son] (1757) and Le Père de Famille [The Father of the Family] (1758), which Lessing translated, along with their accompanying Entretiens sur Le Fils Naturel [Conversations on the Natural Son] and Discours sur la poésie dramatique [Discourse on Dramatic Poetry].

10 Lessing’s preoccupation with gestural language and its effects can be traced back to early uncompleted projects: “Abhandlung von den Pantomimen der Alten” [“A Treatise on the Pantomime of the Ancients”] (dated 1749–50) and “Der Schauspieler: Ein Werk worinne die Grundsätze der ganzen körperlichen Beredsamkeit entwickelt werden” [“The Actor: A Work Wherein the Basic Principles of All Physical Eloquence Will Be Developed”] (dated 1750–54).

11 François Riccoboni’s seminal treatise on acting, L’Art du théâtre [The Art of Theatre] (1750), issued one of the first and most influential challenges to those who claimed that actors needed to experience emotion onstage.

12 “Universality” was the lynchpin of much eighteenth-century dramatic theory.

13 Lessing argues that actors can learn genuine and unaffected movement through the methodological consideration and application of “scientific” studies of gesture. Lessing also longs for the days of ancient oratory, when actors’ gesticulations followed a regularized system in which hand and arm movements had specific meanings; see “Essay 4” 45–6.

14 Acting theorists, and especially externalists, struggled with the idea that the representation of emotion could be feigned, as this undermined the moral mission of the sentimental theater.

15 The acting theory of the internalists, with its emphasis on what we might call imagined circumstances, can sound, to the twenty-first century reader, like contemporary psychological theories of acting. However, although this approach may remind modern readers of Stanislavsky’s system, or of Method acting and other approaches attendant on the actor’s psychology, eighteenth-century acting debates are rooted in an Enlightenment understanding of physiology. Emotion, when conceived of in terms of “the passions of the soul,” is simultaneously psychological, physiological, and metaphysical, according to a model of interactive dualism inherited from the seventeenth century.

16 Ultimately, says Lessing, the actor who feels much but does not appear to be feeling is much less useful to the theater than the actor of “indifference and coldness” who produces the illusion of feeling (“Essay 3” 43).

17 See, for example, Essay 3, in which Lessing describes the proper delivery of moral truisms.

18 Lessing contradicts himself in this (and other) matters; there are shades of “emotional contagion” in his discussion of Hamlet’s ghost (see Essay 11).

19 Lessing’s thinking about the emotional experience of the spectator is most fully developed in those essays in which he wrestles with Aristotle’s concept of catharsis, and in particular with the terms phobos (fear) and eleos (pity). See Essay 32 and Essays 74–78.

20 Parsing Lessing’s use of Mitleid is not always an easy task, and the word is variously translated as “pity,” “sympathy,” or “compassion”; see the Translator’s Note in [32.6].

21 Lessing italicized this sentence for emphasis.
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The Legacy of the Hamburg Dramaturgy


Michael M. Chemers



I demand just a voice in this company, where so many who claim one would be more silent than fish if they had not learned to parrot what this or that foreigner had said.

– G. E. Lessing, Hamburg Dramaturgy “Essays 101–4” 308



Perspicacious as he was, Lessing could hardly have understood the impact his Hamburg National Theater gazettes would have on the development of theatrical aesthetics over the ensuing 250 years. Read separately, the essays are notable for their erudite (if scathing) indictment of contemporary German aesthetic culture and their bold (if ill-timed) assault on French neoclassicism in general and Voltaire in particular. But when they were collected and published in two volumes in 1769, something extraordinary emerged – an Enlightened model of critical engagement with theatrical aesthetics that would prove compelling to centuries of theater artists not limited to playwrights, actors, and directors. Lessing’s “demand” for “a voice in this company” inaugurated the position of dramaturg in Western theaters.

Many factors contribute to the longevity of the Hamburg Dramaturgy’s influence, but there are three that his readers found particularly engaging. The first is Lessing’s use of Shakespeare to support his claim that French neoclassicism derived from a poor reading of the Poetics of Aristotle. The argument that Shakespeare was a better Aristotelian than Voltaire was shocking, but it represented an aesthetic frontier of the brutal, bloody, and intercontinental Seven Years’ War (1756–63) in which the German states allied with England against France.1 Shakespeare had suffered critical ambivalence in his native land since 1660, when Charles II brought Parisian neoclassicism with him from his exile, but in 1769 (the same year the Hamburg Dramaturgy was published) the British victory revels included an immense “Shakespeare Jubilee” in London that ridiculed French culture (and included personal mockery of Voltaire), presented by David Garrick (Mason 174–5). Shakespeare was reinvented as a national (and nationalist) hero. That same year Jean-François Ducis presented a popular French adaptation of Hamlet at the Comédie Française, albeit a neoclassical one without any ghost to speak of (Flatter 5). Insulted and horrified that Shakespearean aesthetics might corrupt French taste, Voltaire waged a literary crusade against Shakespeare that backfired, insofar as it only made him a better target for the emerging international cult of “bardolaters” as well as aesthetic revolutionaries like Lessing (Mason 174–5; Chemers, “Later classicism”). Voltaire waned while Shakespeare waxed, and Lessing waxed with him.

A second impactful trait of the Hamburg Dramaturgy is its treatment of serious theater as a tool for engaging in progressive social discourse. Lessing’s first major intervention into this kind of criticism appears in Laocöon (1766), which deals with painting, sculpture, and poetry, but in the dynamism and dialectical nature of live performance Lessing had already found a medium more conducive to his ideas. In 1756, Lessing wrote to his friend Christoph Friedrich Nicolai:



the power of tragedy is this: it should broaden our capacity to feel compassion. […] Anyone who makes us compassionate makes us better and more virtuous, and the tragedy that achieves the former also achieves the latter, or – it does the former in order to do the latter.2




The Hamburg Dramaturgy contains Lessing’s most cogent argument that a theater presented without critical engagement is one that cannot take best advantage of its power to transform individuals (and, by and by, societies) by deepening their capacity for compassion, thus advancing humanistic discourse toward a more just and harmonious society. In pursuit of this goal, the Hamburg Dramaturgy advances the notion of a “bourgeois tragedy” uncoupled from the Aristotelian insistence on aristocratic protagonists – in France, Diderot and Marmontel were already busy waging this war (see Essay 6).

The third significant element of the Hamburg Dramaturgy that would appeal to later dramatists is Lessing’s appreciation for the totality of the theatrical experience. Although predominantly focused on text, the Hamburg Dramaturgy provides investigations of acting theory and technique, gesture, the illusion of authenticity on stage, the effect of performers on specific audiences (and, significantly, vice versa), and many other factors. These investigations provide insight on, and likely helped to foster, the naturalistic experiments conducted by the Hamburg National Theater’s Konrad Ekhof and others that would contribute to the emergence of a performance style that continues to dominate Western theater 250 years later (Jürs-Munby 19–20). Lessing seeks to engage with the total process of creating theater in order to enrich its dialectical virtues; this notion remains central for modern theater artists.3 The theory of performance that thereby develops implicitly suggests that the development of a new mode of theatrical culture necessitates an equally original style of staging – he therefore presciently recognizes the extent to which “the medium is the message.” The major transformation the Hamburg Dramaturgy incited was this: the reimagining of the theater from a site of entertainment to one of edification, philosophical disputation, acculturation, and the promulgation of values (Luckhurst 40).

The impact of the Hamburg Dramaturgy in the German states was rapid and spawned imitators. Three prominent and politically allied Enlightenment thinkers (Otto Heinrich von Gemmingen-Hornberg, Adolph Freiherr von Knigge, and Heinrich Christoph Albrecht) published their own dramaturgies shortly afterwards (respectively the Mannheimer Dramaturgie in 1775; the Dramaturgische Blätter in 1788; and the Neue Hamburgische Dramaturgie in 1791) (Schechter 19; Romanska 2). The Hamburg Dramaturgy’s transmission of Shakespeare is generally credited for inciting the German Sturm und Drang and the subsequent Romantic movement in drama by directly inspiring the critic Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) and writer Johann Georg Hamann (1730–88) and the aesthetic philosophies of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831).4 Friedrich Schiller (1759–1805) echoed Lessing’s notions of aesthetics and compassion, his rehabilitation of Shakespeare and reframing of Aristotle, and his insistence on the potential for theater to become “the public mirror of human life” (Beiser 193). Ludwig Tieck (1773–1853) was hired as “dramaturg” at the Dresden Theater in 1824 and explicitly referred to himself by that title in writings throughout his life (Zeydel 258).5 In 1828, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) wrote: “Lessing would not allow himself the lofty title of a genius; but his permanent influence bears witness against him” (Oxenford 2: 42). In his 1861 essay “Zukunftsmusik” [“Music of the Future”], Richard Wagner (1813–83) applied Lessing’s ideas to music.

By the end of the nineteenth century the Hamburg Dramaturgy’s influence had expanded beyond Germany, influencing, for instance, the work of Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906) (Johnston 74). In 1895, the British playwright and Ibsen devotee George Bernard Shaw described Lessing as “the most eminent of dramatic critics,” who was known “for not only cutting off his victim’s heads but holding them up afterwards to show that there were no brains in them” (258). In 1924, the legendary Russian director Konstantin Stanislavski (1863–1938) placed Lessing among the greatest influences in Western drama (166). The twentieth-century American masters wrestled to shape the bourgeois tragedy of the eighteenth century into a modern “tragedy of the common man” and viewed as their responsibility Lessing’s call that the theater be a site for the advancement of personal enlightenment and social justice (e.g. Miller, “Tragedy and the Common Man”).

But in Germany of the late nineteenth century, right-wing scholars and critics committed to promulgating the works of eminent German nationalists also wrestled with modernizing Lessing according to their own terms. After the fall of Napoleon, Lessing was regularly cited by German conservatives as anti-French (despite his numerous admiring references to Molière, Diderot, Marmontel, and even Voltaire), and by the end of the century a strange revisionist historical movement managed to cast Lessing as a militant champion of the very racism and intolerance against which he had perpetually battled. By the end of World War I, schoolchildren in Germany were introduced to a Lessing who appeared in lockstep with the most reactionary right-wing elements of German society (Nisbet 662). It was in some part against this distortion of Lessing that the prolific intellectual and translator Helen Zimmern (1846–1934), a British subject of German-Jewish descent, engaged in the first English translations and biographies of Lessing, excoriating Germany for its departure from Lessingian humanism. Until now, Zimmern’s incomplete 1879 translation of the Hamburg Dramaturgy was the only version available to English readers.6

German dramaturgy’s relationship with Lessing grew even more muddled in the twentieth century. As Hitler’s propaganda master Joseph Goebbels (1897–1945) extolled the Hamburg Dramaturgy as a model for filmmaking, Nathan the Wise (Lessing’s masterpiece drama of tolerance and acceptance) suffered protests and demonstrations from the right. At the same time, Goebbel’s apprentice Rainer Schlösser (1899–1945), who as Reichsdramaturg [National Dramaturg] enforced complete control over German theater activities from 1933 to 1945, applied Lessing’s teachings in reverse. Schlösser did not merely eliminate anti-Nazi political theater – he eliminated all political theater, offering instead copious state subsidies for grand productions of Romantic drama and the bourgeois drama Lessing had advocated (and authored) while obfuscating Lessing’s writings on humanist social justice (particularly toward Jews) in plays, theology, and criticism. Schlösser went so far as to ban dramatic criticism in 1936 (Turner and Behrndt 106). In 1939, J. G. Robertson concluded his important English study of the Hamburg Dramaturgy by lamenting that German criticism had fallen away from Lessing’s clarity, and that therefore the text had become little more than a valuable historical artifact, out of touch with modern aesthetics – he does not mention the growing humanitarian crisis in Germany (489–91). But humanist playwrights like Erwin Piscator and Bertolt Brecht drew upon many key concepts from the Hamburg Dramaturgy, including those of the Gestus [gest] and the gemischte Charaktere [internally contradictory character].7 Indeed, a dramaturg appears as a character in Brecht’s play Dialoge aus dem Messingkauf [Messingkauf Dialogues] (written between 1939 and 1942).

During his tenure as Reichsdramaturg, Schlösser led a purge of prominent Jewish theater artists and intellectuals whom he forcibly reformed into an alliance known as the Kulturbund Deutscher Juden [Cultural Association of German Jews], a segregated network of all-Jewish theater artists and audiences; ostensibly a safe place for theatrical Jews but actually a heavily regulated tool for ghettoizing Jewish cultural influence and for lulling Jews into a false sense of security, since it was eventually used to turn theaters into concentration camp deportation centers. The Kulturbund inaugurated its extraordinary existence in 1933 with a grand production of Nathan the Wise. The Kulturbund changed the play’s ending, however: instead of the utopian reconciliation of Christianity, Islam, and Judaism that Lessing envisioned, the Jewish protagonist Nathan is left isolated, unable to participate in the harmony he created for non-Jews (Rovit 1). By way of repudiation of the Nazis, the first postwar theatrical production in Germany was Nathan the Wise at the Berlin Deutsches Theater on September 7, 1945, starring Paul Wegener (an actor who had trained with German-Jewish director Max Reinhardt but also had collaborated with the Nazis) in the title role. Brecht’s mentor Erwin Piscator presented a Nathan the Wise in Marburg in 1953 that used projected images of concentration camps and film footage from the Nazi era. Nathan remains a prominent feature of German theater to this day, and Lessing is celebrated (particularly in Hamburg) as a courageous Enlightenment humanist (Eckhardt 63–5).

As Europe reconstructed itself in the aftermath of the war, the position of dramaturg experienced various levels of popularity in different countries and periods, and even the job description of the dramaturg has been fluid between companies. The conventional professional dramaturg has evolved from the ones that worked in the theaters of Piscator and Brecht into two general types: in Europe and in Central and South America, the position’s portfolio includes selecting a repertoire, investigating and developing new works, providing research and analytical support for a play’s director, and providing content for notes in the program, designed, more or less like the essays of the Hamburg Dramaturgy, to place the current production into historical context and ongoing discourses of aesthetics or politics (Stegemann 45). Among the most influential of these was Heiner Müller, dramaturg and eventual artistic director of the Berliner Ensemble, who established dramaturgical training as integral for developing playwrights. In the UK, however, the dramaturg developed a different profile as more of a “literary manager,” charged with investigating and developing new writing for production, including helping playwrights revise their work. The most prominent of these was Kenneth Tynan, who became literary manager of the National Theatre in 1963.

In the United States, dramaturgy became prominent with emergence of important regional theaters, like the Guthrie and the American Conservatory Theatre, that were charged to develop new writing and so required a specialist on staff. Yale’s prestigious School of Drama began training students in theater criticism in 1966 and graduated the first Master of Fine Arts in Dramaturgy in 1977 (Turner and Behrndt 8). Americans were ambivalent about dramaturgs, but the position made significant inroads, and in 1985, the Literary Managers and Dramaturgs of the Americas society was founded to support dramaturgs in the US, Canada, and Mexico. In the 1990s, the Yale School of Drama’s dramaturgy programs flourished under the leadership of Mark Bly, generating influential American dramaturgs trained in the Lessing style who would become the progenitors of a vigorous international movement.

In the twenty-first century, dramaturgy has enjoyed both increasing respect from theater makers and interest from scholars in the English-speaking world, and the field continues to be shaped in direct reference to Lessing’s work. Several important recent publications have helped to support the establishment of undergraduate and graduate dramaturgy programs; these texts invariably ascribe the origin of the modern dramaturg to the Hamburg Dramaturgy (Pavis 124).8 Globally, dramaturgy as an artistic practice continues to adapt to sociocultural forces. India enjoys an unbroken tradition of dramaturgy millennia old (dating at least as far back as Bharatamuni’s Natyasastra), but the presence of an in-house dramaturg has only recently been seen as important (see Datta). Dramaturgy in Latin America, France, Poland, and Russia likewise has a vibrant tradition, but is only now starting to see itself as functionally distinct from playwriting.9 In Eastern Europe (including in the Czech Republic where, in 1993, the dramaturg and playwright Václav Havel became the first democratically elected president), dramaturgy often wrestles with the post-Soviet de-politicization of the theater; while in countries like Iran and China, where all theatrical production is under state control, some dramaturgs enforce censorship while others attempt to subvert it (see Moosavi; Sun). Dramaturgs in countries with brutal colonial legacies (particularly Chile, Australia, South Africa, and Brazil) work to employ theater in service of coping with national trauma and the formation of new national identities.10 In Japan, drama-turgs work to blend indigenous performance styles with Western imports.

Although the dramaturg is not universally welcome in all theaters, nor can be said to have a single consistent job description, some of the most celebrated theatrical directors and playwrights at the time of this writing have extolled the virtues of Lessing-style dramaturgy, prompting Edward Kemp to refer to Lessing as “the patron saint of dramaturgs” in his 2003 translation of Nathan the Wise (3). Dramaturgs are also widely utilized as translators. Dramaturgs increasingly are experts on critical theory as applied to the drama, as a means of linking the work more directly to social discourses. Springing from this base, dramaturgs are now making significant forays into opera, dance, film and television, and with the rise of digital media and the internet, into games, artificial intelligence, and social robotics.11

Lessing’s mark on this tradition is indelible. In the words of Dr. Martine Kei Green-Rogers, President of the Literary Managers and Dramaturgs of the Americas,



We are indebted to Lessing’s advocacy of the field without being beholden to how he originally thought of the work and theory of dramaturgy. That, I think, is the brilliance of the field he helped forefront. He realized the true value of dramaturgy may only manifest if we are on the “front lines” with theaters so that the field of dramaturgy may grow in tandem with the art itself.12




Notes

1 Particularly since Shakespeare was all but unknown to Germany in Lessing’s youth, and his exposure to the Bard likely came mostly through his reading of Voltaire; see Lamport 59; 153; and Brennecke 11.

2 G. E. Lessing, “Briefwechsel über das Trauerspiel” [“Correspondence on Tragedy”] (Letter 103) dated [13] November 1756, Werke und Briefe 3: 671. Emphasis in original. Translation by Wendy Arons. Original reads: “die Bestimmung der Tragödie ist diese: sie soll unsere Fähigkeit, Mitleid zu fühlen, erweitern. […]. Wer uns also mitleidig macht, macht uns besser und tugendhafter, und das Trauerspiel, das jenes tut, tut auch dieses, oder – es tut jenes, um dieses tun zu können.”

3 Including, for example, Eugenio Barba; see Turner and Behrndt 31.

4 Carlson 171; Joeres 182–3. A more traditional formulation of this argument is expressed in Shakespeare und der deutsche Geist (1911) by Friedrich Gundolf, the first recipient of the Hamburg Lessing Prize in 1930.

5 Zeydel chronicles at length Tieck’s self-acknowledged debt to Lessing and describes Tieck’s duties in Dresden as “1. Giving the director advice and aid in his literary tasks (selection of plays), 2. Training the younger and less experienced actors,” but Zeydel himself refers to the dramaturg as “the man of letters who rashly interferes in the business of theatre” (261). Tieck authored his own Dramaturgische Blätter (1826).

6 Her translation first appeared in 1879 as “Dramatic Notes” in Selected Prose Works of G.E. Lessing, ed. Edward Bell; this translation was reproduced, essentially unaltered, by Dover Books in 1962, ed. Victor Lange; Dover reprinted the text again unchanged in 1982.

7 See Spolders; White 229; and Willett 181.

8 A list of more recent English texts that tie modern dramaturgy to Lessing includes, but is not limited to: Bly, Production Notebooks v. I and II; Jonas, Proehl, and Lupu, Dramaturgy in the American Theatre; Rudakoff and Thompson, Between the Lines; Chemers, Ghost Light; Irelan, Fletcher, and Dubiner, The Process of Dramaturgy; and Romanska, Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. See also Lehmann, Post-Dramatic Theatre: although committed to dramaturgy as a practice, Lehmann argues that Lessing’s approach must evolve to encompass more subversive and nontraditional theatrical aesthetics (25).

9 See, for example, Espada; Bredeson; and Dabek. Note the difference between the Spanish terms dramaturgo (playwright) and dramaturgisto (dramaturg).

10 See, for example, Ward.

11 See, for example, Carpenter; Profeta; Warner; Eckersall, Grehan, and Scheer; and Chemers, “Lyke Unto.”

12 Personal Interview, 23 March 2018.

Works cited

Beiser, Frederick C. Schiller as Philosopher. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005. Print.

Bly, Mark. The Production Notebooks. 2 vols. New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1995– 2001. Print.

Bredeson, Kate. “The Making of La Dramaturgie in France.” In The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 50–56. Print.

Brennecke, Ernest. Shakespeare in Germany 1500–1700. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964.

Carlson, Marvin. Theories of the Theatre: A Historical and Critical Survey, from the Greeks to the Present. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993.

Carpenter, Faedra Chatard. “Reading and (Re)Directing ‘Racial Scripts’ on and beyond the Stage.” In The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 145–50. Print.

Chemers, Michael M. Ghost Light: An Introductory Handbook for Dramaturgy. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2010. Print.

———. “Later Classicism in the Drama: How Shakespeare’s Ghosts Came to Haunt the Eighteenth Century.” The Routledge Research Companion to Shakespeare and Classical Literature. Ed. Sean Keilen and Nick Moschovakis. Oxford: Routledge, 2016. 245–57. Print.

———. “Lyke Unto a Lively Thing: Theatre History and Social Robotics.” In Theatre, Performance, and Analogue Technology. Ed. Kara Reilly. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. 232–49. Print.

Dabek, Agata “Dramaturgy and the Role of the Dramaturg in Poland.” In The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 57–61. Print.

Datta, Ketakai. “Dramaturgy in Indian Theatre: A Closer View.” In The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 94–8. Print.

Eckersall, Peter, Helena Grehan, and Edward Scheer. New Media Dramaturgy: Performance, Media, and New-Materialism. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017. Print.

Eckhardt, Jo-Jacqueline. Lessing’s Nathan the Wise and the Critics, 1779–1991. Columbia, SC: Camden, 1993. Print.

Espada, Margaret. “Collaborative Dramaturgy in Latin American Theatre.” In The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 30–4. Print.

Flatter, Richard. Hamlet’s Father. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1949. Print.

Green-Rogers, Martine Kei. Personal Interview with Michael Chemers. 23 March 2018.

Gundolf, Friedrich. Shakespeare und der deutsche Geist. Berlin: Georg Bondi, 1911. Print.

Irelan, Scott, Anne Fletcher, and Julie Felise Dubiner. The Process of Dramaturgy: A Handbook. Newburyport, MA: Focus, 2010. Print.

Joeres, Ruth-Ellen Boetcher. “The German Enlightenment (1720–1790).” In The Cambridge History of German Literature. Ed. Helen Watanabe-O’Keilly. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997. 147–201. Print.

Johnston, Brian. The Ibsen Cycle: Design of the Plays from Pillars of Society to When We Dead Awaken. Altoona, PA: Penn State University Press, 1992. Print.

Jonas, Susan, Geoff Proehl, and Michael Lupu, eds. Dramaturgy in American Theatre: A Source Book. Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace, 1997. Print.

Jürs-Munby, Karen. “Of Textual Bodies and Actual Bodies: G. E. Lessing’s Abjection of Performance.” Theatre Research International 30.1 (2005). 19–35. Print.

Lamport, F[rancis] J. Lessing and the Drama. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981. Print.

Lehmann, Hans-Thiess. Postdramatic Theatre. Trans. Karen Jürs-Munby. Oxford: Routledge, 2006.

Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim. “Briefwechsel über das Trauerspiel zwischen Lessing, Mendelssohn, und Nicolai.” In Werke und Briefe in zwölf Bänden. Ed. Wilfried Barner with Klaus Bohnen, et al. Frankfurt-am-Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1985–2003. 3: 662–736. Print.

———. Nathan the Wise. Trans. Edward Kemp. London: Nick Hern, 2003. Print.

Luckhurst, Mary. Dramaturgy: A Revolution in Theatre. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006. Print.

Mason, Haydn T. “Voltaire vs. Shakespeare: The Lettre à L’Académie Française (1776).” Nineteenth Century Studies 18.2 (1995). 173–84. Print.

Miller, Arthur. “Tragedy and the Common Man.” New York Times 27 February 1949. New York Times: Books Online. www.nytimes.com/books/00/11/12/specials/miller-common.html. Web. 5 January 2018.

Moosavi, Marjan. “Dramaturgy in Post-Revolution Iran: Problems and Prospects.” In The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 68–74. Print.

Nisbet, Hugh Barr. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing: His Life, Works, and Thought. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013. Print.

Oxenford, John, ed. and trans. Conversations of Goethe with Eckermann and Soret. 2 vols. London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1850. Print.

Pavis, Patrice. Dictionary of the Theatre: Terms, Concepts, and Analysis. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998. Print.

Profeta, Katherine. Dramaturgy in Motion: At Work on Dance and Movement Performance. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2017. Print.

Robertson, John G. Lessing’s Dramatic Theory. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1939. Print.

Romanska, Magda, ed. The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Oxford, UK: Routledge, 2015. Print.

Rovit, Rebecca. The Jewish Kulturbund Theatre Company in Berlin. Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2012. Print.

Rudakoff, Judith, and Lynn Thompson. Between the Lines: The Process of Dramaturgy. Toronto: Playwrights Canada Press, 2002.

Schechter, Joel. “In the Beginning, There Was Lessing… Then Brecht, Müller, and Other Dramaturgs.” In Dramaturgy in American Theatre: A Source Book. Ed. Susan Jonas, Geoff Proehl, and Michael Lupu. Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace, 1997. 16–24. Print.

Shaw, George Bernard. “Told You So.” In Dramatic Opinions and Essays: With an Apology. London: Brentano’s, 1906. 258. Print.

Spolders, Sascha. Lessing und Brecht: Zwei Dramenreformmodelle in Vergleich. Munich: Grin Verlag, 2008. Print.

Stanislavski, Konstantin. My Life in Art. New York: Routledge, 1952. Print.

Stegemann, Bernd. “On German Dramaturgy.” The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 45–9. Print.

Sun, William Huizhu. “Official and Unofficial Dramaturgs: Dramaturgy in China.” The Rout-ledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 81–6. Print.

Turner, Cathy, and Synne K. Behrndt. Dramaturgy and Performance. Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008. Print.

Wagner, Richard. “Zukunftsmusik.” In Richard Wagner’s Prose Works. Trans. William Ashton Ellis. Vol. 3. London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., 1894. 293–347. Print.

Ward, Julie Ann. “Documentary Dramaturgy in Brazil.” In The Routledge Companion to Drama-turgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 35–9. Print.

Warner, Vessela. “Borderless Dramaturgy in Dance Theatre.” In The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy. Ed. Magda Romanska. Oxford: Routledge, 2015. 348–53. Print.

White, John. Bertolt Brecht’s Dramatic Theory. New York: Rochester University Press, 2010. Print.

Willett, John, ed. Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an Aesthetic. Trans. John Willett. New York: Hill and Wang, 1977. Print.

Zeydel, Edwin. Ludwig Tieck, the German Romanticist: A Critical Study. Princeton: Princeton University Press for the University of Cincinnati, 1935. Print.

Zimmern, Helen, trans. “Dramatic Notes.” In Selected Prose Works of G. E. Lessing. Ed. Edward Bell. London: George Bell and Sons, 1889. 227–493. Print.


4
Note on the Translation


Wendy Arons and Sara Figal


To date there has been only one translation into English of G. E. Lessing’s Hamburg Dramaturgy: the selectively abridged version produced by the German-born British author/translator Helen Zimmern (1846–1934). Zimmern’s translation was first published in 1879 in Selected Prose Works of G. E. Lessing, and, despite its dated prose style, has been regularly reprinted over the past century. That edition has been the sole source of access for English-language readers to this seminal work of dramatic theory and criticism since Lessing published the collected essays in 1769. Zimmern’s translation was never intended to convey the entirety of Lessing’s endeavor: Edward Bell, the editor of that volume, explains in his preface that her version of the text (which appeared under the title “Dramatic Notes”) is “somewhat abridged by the omission of passages unlikely to interest readers of the present day.”1 But that phrase “somewhat abridged” vastly understates the extent to which Zimmern edited Lessing’s work: her edition omits 19 of the 104 essays in their entirety, and also cuts about 30 percent of the text from among the included essays. Moreover, although Zimmern was a prolific translator (from both German and Italian) who made many otherwise inaccessible texts available to English readers, she writes in an antiquated Victorian style that can be off-putting to the contemporary reader.2 Her fustiness as a writer does a particular injustice to Lessing, a master prose stylist whose contribution to the German language itself is much celebrated. Within the Hamburg Dramaturgy, Lessing deftly employs a range of voices, from highly formal (particularly in the “Notice” and earlier essays) to quite personal (particularly in his final diatribe in Essays 101–104 over the piracy of his work and against his critics). His observations about current social norms and his frequent jabs at literary rivals are often laugh-out-loud funny. Our goal with this new translation, then, has been two-fold: first, to provide a complete and accurate translation of the text into English so that readers will have access to Lessing’s impressive scope of thought; and second, to develop a style of translation that would convey to English-language readers the range of rhetorical styles and sharp wit that marks Lessing’s prose. In his own day, Lessing’s dramaturgical essays conveyed a freshness and urgency that we were eager to capture – at the very least, we were determined to prevent those qualities from being suffocated by now-antiquated diction. In order to achieve those twin goals – accuracy and replication of style – we have had to make many artistic and methodological choices. This note briefly sketches out some of the choices we made and the rationale behind them.

To begin with, we sought, wherever appropriate, to use the active voice in English. Readers of German will appreciate that this decision is tantamount to throwing down a gauntlet. German – both now and in the eighteenth century – has a grammatical structure that differs in several significant ways from English, and one example is that the passive voice, generally avoided in English as indirect and rather flat, can, in German, be quite vigorous. Our aim was to convey the vividness and energy of Lessing’s writing, and we discovered that replicating his use of the passive voice in English not only made his ideas unnecessarily opaque, but the text itself became cumbersome, lacking idiomatic finesse and sounding quite clumsy. In such instances, we decided to honor what we identified as the spirit of Lessing’s style rather than adhere to a precise translation of his sentence structures into English. This may well provoke some healthy scholarly debate, but we hope it will also introduce the sheer delight of reading Lessing to a new Anglophone audience.

For similar reasons, we often split long, complex sentences into two shorter sentences, in order to render the expressed ideas into English with greater clarity. We also punctuated according to modern usage in English, choosing semi-colons where Lessing might place a comma, and restoring quotation marks around quotes that are unmarked as such in his text.3 Finally, although we were careful to avoid anachronisms (for example: terms like “empathy” or “lifestyle” that were not available in 1769), we did strive to use words, phrases, and sentence rhythms that would sound natural to a twenty-first century reader. While we strove for clarity, we also sought to accurately convey the complexity of Lessing’s writing and thinking. In a few instances this led us to reproduce ambiguities of meaning we perceived in the original German.

We also had to make significant decisions concerning the translation of key terms. Our intention with this translation has not been to weigh in definitively on the philo-logical debates over the precise meaning of terms such as Mitleid, Wahrscheinlichkeit, das Wunderbare, Genie, Affekt, Empfindung, etc., many of which Lessing was in the process of defining and clarifying as he wrote the Hamburg Dramaturgy. Rather, we aimed in each instance to choose an English term that we felt best conveyed Lessing’s meaning.4 In such cases, we provide a translator’s note to explain our choice of English term for the German and trust that interested readers will look more deeply into the etymological significance of those key terms.

Throughout the Hamburg Dramaturgy, Lessing quotes extensively from foreign languages – he excerpts dramatic and theoretical texts in French, Spanish, Italian, Greek, Latin, and English. To complicate matters, his quotes and references are not always completely accurate. Our source text, published in the scholarly Werke und Briefe in zwölf Bänden, faithfully replicates Lessing’s misspelling and Germanization of many names and titles (i.e., Lessing gives Ben Jonson’s name as Johnson and omits the accents in Molière and Cénie, to give only a few examples), and it also reproduces errors in Lessing’s quotations from foreign-language texts. We have silently corrected such misspellings and restored missing accents, unless the replication of an error was important to Lessing’s analysis of the text, in which case we note the salient difference in our annotations. We provide translations into English of all of the foreign-language quotes and phrases that appear in the body of Lessing’s writing in our annotations; but, with a few exceptions, we leave the foreign-language quotes that Lessing added to his own footnotes untranslated, on the principle that this reproduces, for the reader of our English text, the experience of Lessing’s original reader, who would have encountered a text that offered foreign-language source text in the footnotes.5 Where Lessing translates, into German, a text that was originally written in English, we restore the original (rather than translating his German back into English) and note the source in our annotations.

Titles of plays, as well as character names from plays, posed another set of challenges. In deciding how to translate titles of plays or character names that Lessing mentions in the Hamburg Dramaturgy, we began by first determining whether or not the given play already had an extant English translation; if so, we opted to use the title of the English translation and the character names as they appeared in that translation, on the principle that our reader might wish to consult the English version of the text, which we list in our bibliography. Where no English version of a play exists, we gave our own translation of the title, and, in general, we anglicized character names.

Our edition of the Hamburg Dramaturgy differs in another significant way from Zimmern’s 1879 translation: we provide annotations to the text to help contextualize the many references to historical and contemporary writers and works that Lessing mentions along the way. Entire books have been written about some of the ideas Lessing raises in the course of these essays, and it was tempting to write long discursive endnotes explaining the debates surrounding many of the issues he addresses. We resisted that urge. Although we explain the significance of important terms and seek to situate Lessing’s discussions within the context of both his own earlier works and larger eighteenth-century debates, we are primarily concerned with giving the reader the most immediate information necessary for understanding a particular essay. We have provided, for curious readers, references to both primary and secondary sources, should they wish to pursue a topic further. Within our endnotes, cross-references to other essays appear as a number in square brackets (e.g., [12] refers the reader to Essay 12; [12.3] refers the reader to endnote 3 of Essay 12).

While we are the primary authors of this translation, we had a great deal of help on many fronts. In particular, the Plattdeutsch dialogue that appears in Essay 28 challenged our comprehension; we are grateful to Karen Jürs-Munby and her father, Hans-Joachim Jürs, for their help decoding the dialect, and to playwright Savannah Reich for suggesting an English equivalent. Helen Zimmern’s 1879 English translation of the text remained, despite its flaws and omissions, an important reference text for us; an equally helpful resource was Jean Valentin’s 2010 translation of the Hamburg Dramaturgy into French. Beatrix Brockman reviewed our translation and offered many suggestions that improved both the accuracy and the stylistic consistency of our work; we are also grateful to Stephen Brockmann, Peter Erickson, and Daniel Smith for catching errors and infelicities in the version of this translation published online on MediaCommons Press.6 The text is much improved as a result of input from this community of scholars; any lingering errors or infelicities are, of course, are own.

It is our hope that this new, modern, complete, and annotated translation of the Hamburg Dramaturgy will not only offer to Anglophone readers previously unavailable access and insight into Lessing’s thinking about the theater and drama but also provide a sense of his wit, erudition, and (for lack of a better word) personality. We continue to find delight in the humor Lessing brought to his endeavor, and it’s our hope that this translation will invite a new generation of readers to take pleasure in Lessing’s invitation to wrestle with the aesthetic and social power of the theater.

Notes

1 Bell, “Preface” in Selected Prose Works of G. E. Lessing.

2 See Creffield.

3 Our source text for this translation was the edition prepared by Klaus Bohnen in Gotthold Ephraim Lessing Werke und Briefe in zwölf Bänden 6: 181–714. We chose this version because it is the most recent and definitive edition of the text to date and was prepared in accordance with modern standards for scholarly editions.

4 Our most controversial decision, perhaps, is in our choice to translate Mitleid as “compassion” instead of “pity”; see [32.6].

5 The footnotes Lessing included in his text are indicated, in ours, by a superscript symbol (*, †, §, ‡, etc.) Our own annotations appear as endnotes, and are referenced with superscript Arabic numerals.

6 The online version of our translation remains open for commentary at http://mcpress.media-commons.org/hamburg/.
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