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Abstract: Borders imply a distinction between collective identity and collective 
difference. But attempts to draw borders – that is, to define the nature of what is 
contained within them, whether nations or historical periods or literary genres – often 
reveal their own inadequacy. For what they designate tends to be an abstraction, which 
cannot be fully reconciled with the complexity of an empirical reality in which the 
relationship between self and other, domestic and foreign, is not fixed but interactive. 
While citing various examples of this paradox, the article focuses on the German 
reception of Ossian and Shakespeare, by which both became generically national bards 
in the service of the cause of specifically German literary nationalism. In the ideologically 
overdetermined selective historicization of Shakespeare by J.G. Herder and A.W. 
Schlegel, in particular, we see the same tension between historical and normative 
criticism that has attended the conceptualization of Romanticism.  
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Borders imply a distinction between collective identity and collective difference. 
But attempts to draw borders, whether national or historical or generic, often 
reveal their own inadequacy. What borders demarcate and contain typically has 
continuities or commonalities with what they exclude. The identity that they seek 
to define is always to some extent an abstraction, which cannot be fully reconciled 
with an empirical reality in which the relationship between self and other is not 
fixed and absolute but mutable, perspectival, indeed interactive. While 
individually experiencing space and time as continuous, we collectively 
conceptualize both as divisible units – as places on the one hand and periods on 
the other – in accordance with a need that Heinrich Wölfflin expressed in 
justifying art-historical classifications: “For us it is a requirement of intellectual 
self-preservation to order the infinitude” – Unbegrenztheit, literally “borderlessness” 
– “of events by means of some reference points.”1 The inherent tension involved 
in trying to contain the uncontainable by imposing borders on it is my subject here. 
More specifically, I want to suggest a structural parallel between attempts to assert 
national identity and attempts to define Romanticism. By way of trying to 
substantiate this suggestion, I shall consider the reception of Shakespeare in the 
simultaneously many-bordered and non-existent Germany of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries.  

Christoph Bode has reminded us that historical periods are not facts but 
constructs.2 This is of course true, but periodization, like botanical and zoological 
taxonomy, would serve little intellectual purpose if it could not claim an empirical 
basis. I attribute the persistent sense of the excessiveness or elusiveness of 
empirical Romanticism – its resistance to satisfactory definition – to the fact that 
the concept of Romanticism was overdetermined from the beginning of its 
formulation, over two centuries ago: at once historical and typological, diachronic 
and synchronic, descriptive and normative.3 If an historical definition can 
encompass heterogeneous phenomena by virtue of their contemporaneity, a 
typological definition can encompass non-contemporaneous phenomena by 
virtue of their homogeneity. In practice, A.O. Lovejoy’s pluralizing approach and 

 
1  Heinrich Wölfflin, Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Das Problem der Stilentwickelung in 

der neueren Kunst (Munich: Bruckmann, 1915), 238. This and subsequent quotations from 
texts in German translated by the author. 

2  Christoph Bode, “A Model of Models? Reconceptualizing European Romanticisms and 
the Form(s) of Historicity,” in Stefan Matuschek and Sandra Kerschbaumer, eds., 
Romantik erkennen – Modelle finden (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2019), 131-32. 

3  See Nicholas Halmi, “European Romanticism,” in Warren Breckman and Peter Gordon, 
eds., The Cambridge History of Modern European Thought, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2019), 1:40-43.  
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René Wellek’s singularizing approach to the problem of defining Romanticism 
represent not so much mutually exclusive alternatives as the poles between which 
Romanticists oscillate continuously.4 Thus the editors of Romanticism in National 
Context (Roy Porter and Mikuláš Teich, 1988), The Oxford Handbook of British 
Romanticism (David Duff, 2018), and The Cambridge History of European Romantic 
Literature (Patrick Vincent, 2023) have all proceeded from the assumption that 
national Romanticisms – whether of Europe or of the four British nations – possess 
individual coherence and integrity while also participating in a larger movement 
that transcends their individuality and merits the collective singular designation 
Romanticism. 

The challenge of defining this larger movement results from the sense that it is 
elusive but empirically real. Defining national identity involves a comparable 
challenge, which I want to illustrate with contemporary as well as Romantic-era 
examples. In the context of current European and North American politics, the 
porousness of national borders is regarded pragmatically as a failure to restrict 
immigration and physically prevent migration. But more importantly it is 
regarded ideologically as a threat to purportedly unitary social identities 
conceived in ethnic, linguistic, and/or religious terms. Donald Trump’s obsession 
with tariffs constitutes an extension of this ideological anxiety from people to 
things: the dissolution of American economic identity through the importation of 
foreign materials and products. Such anxiety was already known in the Romantic 
period, finding expression, to mention only a particularly well-known example, 
in De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1822), where fear and 
loathing of an imagined Asia was directly related to the irresistibility of imported 
opium to its European consumer. 

Exactly this tension in the Confessions between attraction and repulsion – a 
repulsion resulting from attraction – returns us to the broader question of the 
inadequacy of borders as such, and the instability of the identities that they are 
meant to protect. While the current preoccupation with asserting national identity 
and sovereignty by excluding the “foreign” is in part a reaction against the 
economic and social consequences of globalization, globalization was itself in part 
a response to consumer demand in Europe and North America – originally for 
commodities cultivated abroad (like tea, coffee, and spices) and for “exotic” 
household goods connoting cultural sophistication (like silk and porcelain), later 

 
4  See A.O. Lovejoy, “On the Discrimination of Romanticisms,” PMLA 39, no. 2 (1924): 229-

53; René Wellek, “The Concept of Romanticism in Literary History” and “Romanticism 
Re-examined,” in Concepts of Criticism, ed. Stephen Nichols, Jr. (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1963), 160-61 and 200-201. 
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a broader demand for goods producible more inexpensively abroad than 
domestically. The very desire for something foreign, whether materials or 
products or labour, induces the hostility to it. But that desire would not arise in 
the first place if the domestic were not regarded as somehow insufficient. This was 
the paradox of the consumerist Orientalism of eighteenth-century England: “The 
tension between the desire for the exotic and the protection of the economy and of 
national identities exposes the contradictions of a commercial and imperial 
expansion which on the one hand provokes an intensification of consumption and 
a [commodified] proliferation of the East in England, and on the other hand 
generates a strong and lasting resistance to this diffusion.”5 As trade with the East 
increased, so too did the fear of cultural “invasion” from those lands whose 
products were being imported. It was not the wholly other that generated this fear, 
but the no longer wholly other, precisely by destabilizing the distinction between 
self and other, between what lay inside and what outside the national borders.  

The institutionalization of borders, giving them an undeniable empirical 
reality, assists in naturalizing them and in reifying whatever they contain, whether 
a nation-state, a literary genre, or an academic discipline. So it is worth reflecting 
on the extent to which bordered things, as I shall call them for lack of a more 
precise term, are in fact abstractions. The state borders familiar to us now are a 
relatively recent historical development, a consequence of the emergence of the 
sovereign territorial state as the dominant political entity from the sixteenth 
century onwards, first in Europe and later by imposition or imitation in the rest of 
the world. In English the word passport came into general use after 1540, when the 
Privy Council assumed authority for issuing travel documents in England. As 
Alexander Diener and Joshua Hagen observe, state borders rarely correspond 
exactly to natural boundaries, while ethnolinguistic groups – which often provide 
a pretext for drawing state borders – rarely have precise boundaries.6 The 
relationship between states and their borders tends therefore to be highly 
contingent and subject to shifting geopolitical forces – witness the historically 
variable nationality of Alsace, East Prussia, and South Tyrol – while the self-
identity of states is often defined in terms of abstract social and civic ideals.  

Let me cite a contemporary example. According to guidance published by the 
UK Department of Education in 2014 and still current, Britishness consists in a 
commitment to five fundamental values: “democracy, rule of law, individual 

 
5  Diego Saglia, I Discorsi dell’Esotico: L’oriente nel romanticismo britannico 1780-1830 (Napoli: 

Liguori, 2002), 70. 
6  Alexander Diener and Joshua Hagen, Borders: A Very Short Introduction, 2nd ed. (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2024), 43-44. 
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liberty, and mutual respect and tolerance of those with different faiths and 
beliefs.”7 Now obviously there is nothing uniquely British about any of those 
values, let alone inherently related to the physical territory of the United 
Kingdom. To that extent, this official definition of Britishness cannot capture the 
characteristic itself, since any number of nations could claim those same values as 
integral to their identities. As Edmund Burke said in another context: “A definition 
may be very exact, and yet go but a very little way towards informing us of the 
nature of the thing defined.”8 

In its attempt to foster national identity with a set of abstractions, the British 
government’s guidance to schools might seem to vindicate Benedict Anderson’s 
argument that nationalism consists in the modern state’s exertion of control over 
autonomous subjects by means of the discursive construction of an imaginary 
communality. But Katie Trumpener rightly objects that Anderson’s account does 
not do justice to the collective appeal of nationalist discourse, with its promise of 
belonging to a group with a distinct history and culture.9 What is at issue here is 
not the imaginariness of the promoted community – a point to which I shall return 
presently – but the nature of its claim on its members. Emphasizing the role of 
print in standardizing language and rigidifying systems of classification, 
Anderson conceived nationalism essentially synchronically, as the formation of 
group identity among and with contemporaries. But in the cultural nationalism of 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which overlapped with but was by 
no means equivalent to the more specifically political nationalism with which 
Anderson was principally concerned, the cultivation of group identity in the 
present proceeded diachronically, by trying to establish a connection to a prior 
collectivity. Just as monarchies had based their claims to legitimacy on 
genealogical lineage, so national cultures could assert their independent values – 
over against the classical tradition, in particular – by appeal to historical longevity, 
that is, by virtue of having an identifiably distinct past. 

Here it is useful to distinguish between historical content and historical 
resonance. By the latter I mean a seemingly objective meaningfulness that 
stimulates cultural engagement with the past – preservation, narrativization, 

 
7  UK Department of Education news release, 27 November 2014, www.gov.uk/ 

government/news/guidance-on-promoting-british-values-in-schools-published, accessed 
25 March 2025. 

8  Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 
Beautiful, ed. James Boulton, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), 13. 

9  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
rev. ed. (London: Verso, 2006); Katie Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism: The Romantic Novel 
and the British Empire (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), 22-23. 
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mythicization. Traditions and histories need not be genuine to serve a profound 
social function, providing a focal point for collective self-definition and 
identification. To put this in the form of a paradox: a social imaginary based on an 
appeal to history can be no less real, in functional terms, for being factitious. In 
that respect Hugh Trevor Roper’s exposure of the fictionality of the Scottish 
Highland dress promoted by Walter Scott was beside the point.10 Indeed, fake 
traditions prompt the question of the purpose they fulfil even more strongly than 
genuine traditions, whose perpetuation can be attributed at least partly to the force 
of inertia. However historically inauthentic, tartans and kilts were culturally 
resonant symbolic forms, easily recognizable claims of kinship and group identity. 
This symbolic resonance remains sufficiently operative even now that Charles III 
appears in a kilt whenever he is in Scotland, as if to affirm his legitimacy to his 
Scottish subjects, much as William IV did on the visit that Scott organized in 1822. 

The starkly abstract definition of Britishness offered on the UK government’s 
website contrasts with the seemingly naturalized – though in truth no less abstract 
– concept of national character offered in the Encyclopédie, where d’Alembert 
defined the caractère des nations in general as “a certain habitual disposition of the 
spirit [l’âme] which is more common in one nation than in another,” while Diderot 
illustrated the caractère particulier of various nations with a list plagiarized from 
Ephraim Chambers’s Cyclopaedia of 1728: “it is proverbial to say, frivolous as a 
Frenchman, jealous as an Italian, grave as a Spaniard, nasty as an Englishman, 
proud as a Scot, drunk as a German, deceitful as a Greek, etc.”11 To be sure, that 
notion of national character, consisting in popular stereotypes, persists today, co-
existing with abstract concepts like the British government’s. Now as then, 
reducing national identity to a personal trait gives the classifications themselves, 
the nominal and conceptual borders between nations, more contour, even though 
it is obviously perfectly possible for an Englishman to be drunk and a Frenchman 
to be grave. This is not the assimilation of the individual to a fictional collective, 
such as Anderson theorized, but the extrapolation of the collective from the 

 
10  See Hugh Trevor-Roper, The Invention of Scotland: Myth and History (New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 2006), 189-236. 
11  Denis Diderot and Jean Le Rond d’Alembert, eds., Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné 

des sciences, des arts et des métiers, 28 vols. (Paris and Neuchâtel: Briasson et al., 1751-72), 
2:666 (“Caractère des nations”), 11:36 (“Nation”); Ephraim Chambers, Cyclopaedia: or, An 
Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences (London: James Knapton, 1728), 616 (“Nation”). 
Chambers’s definition of nation itself, however, emphasized territorial and 
governmental integrity rather than ethnic identity: “a Collective Term, used for a 
considerable People, inhabiting a certain Extent of Ground, enclosed within certain 
Limits, and under the same Government.”  
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allegedly typical individual. It is noteworthy, however, that the extrapolated 
qualities are attitudes or behaviours, that is, manifestations of character rather 
than character itself, which remains elusive, something assumed to exist but not 
directly accessible to cognition, like Kant’s noumena. More sophisticated forms of 
naturalized nationalism, based on the comparison of the nation not to the 
individual but to the family, would appear in Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution 
in France (1790), with its analogy between inheritance and governance (as a 
guaranty against presentist recklessness), and in Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s Reden an 
die deutsche Nation (1807-1808), with their analogy between filial love and 
patriotism. 

Benedict Anderson understood the imaginary communities promoted by 
nationalism as instruments of state control. But national identity can be defined 
without regard for actual political borders. In the Romantic period, German and 
Italian nationalisms were cultivated precisely in the absence of corresponding 
political entities, and partly in response to military occupation during and after 
the Napoleonic Wars. In both cases the impetus for political unification emerged 
from the prior appeal to a constructed ethnolinguistic identity – which is not to 
suggest, however, that an ethnolinguistically based nationalism is somehow more 
“authentic” than a political one. All concepts of national identity are constructs, 
and as such inevitably entail disjunctions with the empirical conditions that they 
seek to describe or exploit. Thus the idea of German nationhood required 
overlooking the confessional differences between Catholics and Protestants – 
hence the Prussian monarchy’s support for the completion of Cologne Cathedral 
as a national rather than religious project. For its part the idea of Italian nationhood 
required accepting an artificial literary language derived from fourteenth-century 
Florentine Tuscan as the basis of the national spoken vernacular. It was only after 
unification that this language became an empirical reality.12 

I have noted two basic factors that complicate the conceptualization of both 
national identity and Romanticism: first, a sense of the object’s resistance to being 
defined, and second, a tension between the synchronic and diachronic aspects of 
the definition itself. These complications also provide opportunities, however, for 
promoting cultural nationalism by ostensibly paradoxical means, such as 
appropriating artists and works from non-native cultures to serve as models for 

 
12  On the political motivations of the completion of Cologne Cathedral, see Michael Lewis, 

The Politics of the German Gothic Revival: August Reichensperger (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1993), 11, 34-42. On the development of standard spoken Italian in the nineteenth 
century, see Bruno Migliorini and T. Gwynfor Griffith, The Italian Language, rev. ed. 
(London: Faber, 1984), 348-402. 
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one’s own. I am referring in particular to the pan-European reception of Ossian 
and the German reception of Shakespeare, both of which occurred in the context 
of the assertion of the inherent value of vernacular literary cultures – over against 
classical literature – and the recovery of older, popular vernacular poetry such as 
English ballads and German Volkslieder. That both were already underway well 
before the 1780s and 1790s is very pertinent to my theme. For cultural naturalism, 
like other phenomena identified with Romanticism, did not originate in the 
decades in which the Romantic periods in Britain and Germany are conventionally 
regarded as having begun. Developments with a longue durée present a particular 
challenge to periodization, which creates the historical discontinuities whose 
possibility it presupposes.  

However specifically Scottish James Macpherson’s motives were for compiling 
and composing the Ossianic materials, the poems’ extraordinary success beyond 
the borders of Scotland, and indeed in translations from English, confirms that 
they answered a shared desire throughout Europe, which Joep Leerssen has 
identified as the “desire for foundational national texts.”13 Of course the 
receptiveness to these poems can be attributed to multiple factors, including their 
conformity to certain conventions of the sublime and to a notion of “primitive 
simplicity” that from the early eighteenth century was invoked in moral and 
aesthetic critiques of modernity. But as far as literary nationalism was concerned, 
the idea of an ancient national bard was more important than the specific 
nationality of the given bard – as Macpherson himself recognized in transplanting 
Ossian from Ireland, where he was known as Oisín and figured prominently in 
medieval Gaelic literature, to Scotland. So the most famous Scottish bard was an 
immigrant, so to speak. From the beginning of his eighteenth-century revival, 
then, Ossian served as a generic bard, adaptable in translation to different 
linguistic and literary conditions, but in any event fulfilling expectations, 
themselves generic, of primitive antiquity. The poems had the expected look of 
historicity, which protected their popularity against the almost immediately 
expressed doubts about their authenticity. Here too, as with Highland dress, Hugh 
Trevor-Roper’s forensic exposure of Macpherson in the name of historical truth is 
culturally irrelevant. 

The appearance (rather than the reality) of historicity was crucial, because, as 
Maike Oergel has rightly observed, the figure of the ancient bard symbolized a 
society in which “the artwork perfectly expresses and represents the culture it 
originates from when culture is first crystallized into art, creating identity, and 

 
13  Joep Leerssen, “Ossian and the Rise of Literary Historicism,” in Howard Gaskill, ed., 

The Reception of Ossian in Europe (London: Bloomsbury, 2008), 116.  
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eventually tradition.”14 To the extent that exactly this alignment of culture with 
artistic expression was thought to be lacking in modern European societies, bardic 
poetry offered both an historical precedent and a structural model for reclaiming a 
national past as the basis of a modern vernacular art, one that could claim to be 
uniquely representative of the nation in its present historical state. The cult of the 
bard projected into antiquity the realization of the national art that was desired in 
the present, just as Friedrich Schlegel, in the “Gespräch über die Mythologie” that 
he wrote for his periodical Athenaeum in 1798, attributed to the old mythologies 
(Greek and Indian) the socially and culturally unifying function that he wanted 
his envisioned new mythology to perform. 

That the significance of bardic poetry had little to do with its specific content 
accounts for Ossian’s wide translatability in more than a linguistic sense. The 
bardic nationalism perpetuated through Ossian encouraged the cults that 
developed around certain poets in the ethnically and linguistically distinct border 
regions of the Russian empire: Adam Mickiewicz in Poland, Taras Schevchenko 
in Ukraine, and Johan Ludwig Runeberg in Finland. In these cases, as Luba 
Golburt argues, “a shared Romantic imaginary” enabled cultural borders to be 
defined in the absence of corresponding political borders – and in defiance of 
Russian hegemony. This imaginary, which the eastern European nations shared 
not only with each other but with Scotland, consisted in the parallel situations of 
bordering and being incorporated by a dominant power: “both exotic and 
familiar, intractable and naturalised, and as riven by contemporary political 
conflict yet always bearing the imprint of historical pasts, as suspended on the 
cusp of modernisation, part pre-imperial, part the very essence of empire.”15  

From the beginning of his intellectual career, in the 1760s, Johann Gottfried 
Herder was preoccupied with what he perceived as the absence of a self-confident 
and self-assertive German national culture and literature, one that would not need 
to import its aesthetic standards and formal models from classical Greece and 
Rome or for that matter from neoclassical France, as Johann Christoph Gottsched 
and his disciples had been insisting since the 1730s. When Herder extravagantly 
praised Winckelmann in the Fragmente on recent German literature in 1766, it was 
specifically on account of the antiquarian’s German prose style rather than his 

 
14  Maike Oergel, Culture and Identity: Historicity in German Literature and Thought 1770-1815 

(Berlin: de Gruyter, 2006), 21. 
15  Luba Golburt, “Russian Empire and the Territories of Romanticism,” in Patrick Vincent, 

ed., The Cambridge History of European Romantic Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2023), 577. 
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Hellenizing aesthetic principles.16 The Ossian poems began to be translated into 
German already by the late 1760s, and Herder was quick to recognize the value of 
the bard, not only ancient but foreign, for the project of cultivating an authentic 
contemporary German literature. In 1771 Herder affirmed the cross-border 
transferability of Ossian’s authority in legitimizing the investigation and 
promotion of older vernacular literatures: “Precisely the bard Ossian, who sang of 
his world so singularly and magnificently, should teach us to sing of ours just as 
singularly and truly – and not to steal it!”17 In other words, the Germans needed 
a foreign bard to encourage them to overcome their dependence on foreign poetic 
authorities. It was Ossian who convinced Herder of the value of studying 
Volkslieder. Two years later, in an essay published in his collection Von deutscher 
Art und Kunst, Herder stated Ossian’s lesson to modern Europeans more broadly: 
“Let the French collect their old chansons! Let the English publish their songs and 
ballads and romances in splendid volumes! Let Lessing, perhaps the only one in 
Germany, trouble himself over Logau and Scultetus and Bardengesänge!” – referring 
to Lessing’s editions of neglected early seventeenth-century German poets.18 Here 
the structural parallels are made explicit: contemporary national cultures achieve 
authenticity and independence by embracing their own pasts. 

Ossian was not the only bard from the British Isles whom Herder commended 
to the Germans by way of encouraging them to cultivate their own literature. 
Another was Shakespeare, whose works, along with “songs of the bards and 
scalds,” he maintained in an essay of 1765, “must shape our poetry [müssen unsere 
Poesie bestimmen],” enabling the Germans to produce original odes.19 Although this 
proposal was not elaborated, his published essay on Shakespeare of 1773, 
commonly considered an inaugural work of Sturm und Drang criticism, reveals 
that Herder – rather like Lessing in his seventeenth Literaturbrief of 1759 and 
Goethe in a lecture on Shakespeare’s name-day in October 1771 – conceived the 
 
16  Johann Gottfried Herder, Über die neuere deutsche Literatur, in Werke in zehn Bänden, ed. 

Ulrich Gaier et al. (Frankfurt: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1985-2000), 1:241. On 
Gottsched’s poetics see Klaus Berghahn, “From Classicist to Classical Literary Criticism, 
1730-1806,” in Peter Uwe Hohendahl, ed., A History of German Literary Criticism, 1730-
1980 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1988), 29-38. 

17  Johann Gottfried Herder, review of [Johann Nepomuk Cosmas] Michael Denis’s 
Bardenfeyer am Tage Theresiens (1770), in Sämmtliche Werke, ed. Bernhard Suphan, 33 vols. 
(Berlin: Weidmann, 1877-1913), 5:333. Herder also reviewed Michael Denis’s German 
translation of the Ossian poems (1771): Sämmtliche Werke, 5:322-29. 

18  Herder, “Auszug aus einem Briefwechsel über Ossian und die Lieder alter Völker,” in 
Werke, 2:481. 

19  Herder, “Fragmente einer Abhandlung über die Ode,” in Werke, 1:86. 
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English playwright as a kind of untutored genius whose spiritedness and 
naturalness made him exemplary for northern Europeans, and hence an alternative 
not only to the Greek dramatists, who could no longer be viable models in the 
modern world, but also and more urgently to the French neoclassical dramatists.20 
One can see in the second half of the century a strong reaction against the 
Francophilia that had prevailed in German courts, especially Frederick the Great’s, 
in the first half of the century. French writers were anathematized as foreign while 
English and Scottish ones, so long as they could be enlisted in the service of 
German literature, were accepted in the cultural equivalent of a naturalization 
scheme for high-value immigrants. 

By stripping Shakespeare of his Englishness and proclaiming him the “poet of 
northern man,” capable of speaking “the language of all ages, people, and kinds 
of people,” Herder could promote him for the cause of an indigenous German 
drama and poetry. In that respect the claims made for Herder’s essay as an early 
example of historicist criticism need qualification, because its historicism was 
inconsistent where Shakespeare, as opposed to Sophocles, was concerned.21 
Herder needed to dehistoricize Shakespeare just enough to make him, under the 
rubric of the generically northern, a plausible model for German literature, thereby 
contesting the claim of the Greek and French dramatists to exemplarity. This was 
possible because Herder, whose essentialist concept of nationality was based on 
a naturalist concept of language – “Every nation speaks according to how it thinks, 
and thinks according to how it speaks” – was not concerned with strict formal 
imitation, as Gottsched had been.22 Hence the absence of analysis of the plays 
themselves in the essay on Shakespeare. Like Ossian, Shakespeare was exemplary 
in Herder’s view by virtue of having created noble works from humble popular 
materials – chronicles, legends, songs – of his national past. By imitating this 
method, as opposed to adopting Shakespeare’s plots or characters or formal 
techniques, German writers could affirm their own vernacular culture and 
establish their independence of the classical tradition. 

 
20  Herder, “Shakespeare,” in Werke, 2:509. 
21  For such claims see Friedrich Gundolf, Shakespeare und der deutsche Geist (1914) 

(München: Köppers, 1959), 191; and Roger Paulin, “Shakespeare and Germany,” in 
Fiona Ritchie and Peter Sabor, eds., Shakespeare in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 319-20. 

22  Johann Gottfried Herder, Über die neuere deutsche Literatur, 2nd ed. (1768), in Werke, 1:558. 
See also Jürgen Trabant, “Herder and Language,” in Hans Adler and Wulf Koepke, eds., 
A Companion to the Works of Johann Gottfried Herder (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 
2009), 117-39. 
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In the young Herder’s promotion of Shakespeare, we see united what Katie 
Trumpener distinguishes as two versions of the bardic poet: on the one hand the 
socially rooted “mouthpiece for a whole society,” and on the other the representative 
of poetry “transcending its particular time and place.”23 Or more precisely, we see 
this second version put into the service of the first. I linger on Herder because his 
essay on Shakespeare presents in nucleo, as it were, tensions that would persist 
into the nineteenth century as the playwright was gradually transformed in his 
German reception from a primitive bard into the exemplary modern dramatist 
and embodiment of Romantic critical principles. Tensions, I mean, between 
cultural exchange and self-assertion, between the appeal to authority and the 
valorization of originality, between universalizing and particularizing claims, 
between historicist and normative criticism. Already with Herder the selective 
historicization of Shakespeare had an unmistakably normative aspect, a point to 
which I shall return. 

German possessiveness towards Shakespeare increased from the later 
eighteenth century, assisted by a series of translations: Christoph Martin 
Wieland’s of 1762-66, revised and completed by Johann Joachim Eschenberg in 
1775-77; and August Wilhelm Schlegel’s (in collaboration with his wife Caroline) 
of 1797-1810, revised and completed by Ludwig Tieck (in collaboration with his 
daughter Dorothea) in 1825-33. Tieck indeed declared arrogantly in 1796 that 
“Shakespeare and his better contemporaries are also German” – a curious 
conflation of aesthetic judgement with cultural appropriation, almost implying 
that the superior English dramatists owed that status precisely to being “also 
German.”24 Inspired by Shakespeare’s plays, and more generally emboldened by 
the playwright’s indifference to the classical unities, Goethe in 1773 published an 
historical play of his own, Götz von Berlichingen, which Walter Scott in 1799 then 
translated freely into English – a translation that reflected not only Scott’s interest 
in how medieval history might be presented literarily, but his conviction of the 
necessity of renewing one’s national culture through encounters with foreign 
cultures. Just as the Germans had turned to Shakespeare in consciously forming 
a distinctly German literature, so (Scott argued retrospectively in 1819) “a fresh 
turning up of the soil, and awakening of its latent energies by a new mode of 
culture, was become absolutely necessary to the renovation of our dramatic 
literature. England was destined to receive this impulse from Germany […].”25 
 
23  Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism, 6. 
24  Ludwig Tieck, “Die Anfänge des deutschen Theaters,” in Kritische Schriften, 4 vols. 

(Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1848-52), 1:359 (quoted by Paulin, “Shakespeare and Germany,” 322). 
25  Walter Scott, “An Essay on the Drama,” in The Miscellaneous Prose Works, 6 vols. 

(Edinburgh: Cadell, 1834), 6:380-81. The essay was originally published as a supplement 
to the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1819. 
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Scott thus postulated a kind of cultural reciprocity between the two nations, each 
contributing to the other’s literary self-development.  

The prominence of Shakespeare in Goethe’s novel Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre 
(1794-96) – in Book 5 the protagonist, whose very name alludes to the playwright, 
translates Hamlet and performs the title role – prompted August Wilhelm Schlegel 
in an essay of 1796 to reflect on the extent of the German assimilation of the poet. 
Unlike Scott later – and I would say that Scott’s assessment of the role of cross-
cultural stimulation was more honest as well as more generous – Schlegel did not 
speak of realizing the potential of the native culture fully by means of embracing 
something foreign. On the contrary (and this establishes a context for Tieck’s 
remark, quoted above), he asserted that the Germans had assimilated Shakespeare 
so successfully precisely because the playwright was not wholly foreign to them 
in the first place, for reasons intrinsic to the German language and character. The 
contrast in this respect to the French dramatists was insinuated unmistakably. 
Shakespeare has, according to Schlegel,  

 
become increasingly native [einheimisch] among us […] one can boldly 
assert that next to the English he belongs to no people so singularly as to 
the Germans […]. And this is not some passing fashion; it is not that we 
have adapted to this form of dramatic poetry, as we are always inclined 
and ready to do before other nations, and to adapt to foreign ways of 
thinking and customs. No, he is not foreign to us: we do not need to deviate 
a single step from our own character to be able to call him “completely 
ours” [“ganz unser”].26  
 

By denying Shakespeare an essential foreignness, to an even greater extent than 
Herder had earlier, Schlegel sought to maintain the autarchy of the German 
character and literary culture. To be sure, these claims may have seemed less 
extravagant coming from a native of Hanover, whose electors since 1714 had also 
been the kings of Great Britain – a good example, in fact, of the complexity of the 
relationship between the political and national in the period.  

In 1808, now part of Germaine de Staël’s entourage (having been introduced 
to her through the agency of Henry Crabb Robinson, the personification of cultural 
exchange), Schlegel elaborated this concept of generically hybrid “romantic 
drama” in his Vienna lectures on drama, which would be published in 1809-1811 

 
26  August Wilhelm Schlegel, “Etwas über William Shakespeare bei Gelegenheit Wilhelm 

Meisters,” in Sämmtliche Werke, ed. Eduard Böcking, 12 vols. (Leipzig: Weidmann, 1846-47), 
7:37-38.  
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and widely translated throughout Europe, including in England in 1815. The 
lectures’ international success was doubtless due in large part to their historical 
range (from antiquity to the present, from Aeschylus to Schiller), accessibility to 
non-specialist audiences, and suggestive use of pairs of opposed general 
categories (classical / romantic, plastic / picturesque, organic / mechanical form, 
generic purity / hybridity, harmony / disharmony, fulfilment / longing). But in 
their original language and at their first publication – when Napoleon’s control 
extended from the Portuguese border to the Russian – they sought more 
specifically, as the conclusion to the fifteenth and final lecture made explicit, to 
encourage the cultivation of a dramatic literature that would be “worthy of the 
German character.”27 

Drama was a relative latecomer to German literature, Schlegel observed in his 
first lecture, and national modesty (“die deutsche Nationalität ist bescheidend”) 
had allowed this drama to be subject to “more than superficial foreign influences 
in form and content” – a point to which he would return at the end of the series. 
Hence the importance of understanding the distinctiveness of national literatures. 
But while insisting that the Germans must not merely “passively imitate” Greek, 
French, Spanish, or English drama, Schlegel also wanted, as Herder had earlier, to 
suggest how a genuinely national drama could be created.28 Under the historical 
rubric of the “romantic” he advanced a normative aesthetic and a contemporary 
cultural program by appeal to the examples of two dramatists who were neither 
German nor contemporary, Calderón and Shakespeare – and without resorting 
again to the rhetorical strategy of naturalizing the latter as a German. There was 
no need now for that strategy, for Schlegel’s concept of the romantic was 
sufficiently capacious to accommodate temporal, national, religious, and formal 
differences while identifying structural or methodological commonalities of 
relevance to German writers. René Wellek regretted what he considered Schlegel’s 
inability, in classifying drama as either classical or romantic, to distinguish 
between historical and typological categories, between descriptive and normative 
criticism.29 But exactly that indistinction served Schlegel’s nationalist purposes. 

Schlegel began the twelfth lecture, in which he repeated his famous definition 
of the romantic as “indissoluble mixtures,” by arguing that, despite differing from 
each other profoundly “in a physical, moral, political, and religious respect,” the 

 
27  August Wilhelm Schlegel, Vorlesungen über dramatische Kunst und Literatur, ed. Stefan 

Knödler, in Kritische Ausgabe der Vorlesungen, Vol. 4.1 (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2018), 439. 
28  Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 23-24. 
29  René Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism 1750-1950, 8 vols. (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1955-92), 2:60. 
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English and the Spanish were alike in having created autochthonous dramatic 
literatures – unlike Italy and France, which had always imitated ancient models. 
“Among the peoples of modern [i.e., western] Europe,” he averred, “only the 
English and Spanish so far (the German stage is only beginning to develop) have 
a thoroughly original national theatre that has grown in its distinct form into a 
lasting institution.” The national perspectives of Shakespeare’s contemporaries or 
Calderón’s, had either known the works of the other playwright, would doubtless 
have blinded them to this parallel; but the “mediating criticism” (vermittelnde 
Kritik) of an impartial German was perhaps best able to recognize and reveal it.30  

Having established the similarity of Shakespeare and Calderón as romantic 
dramatists – independent of classical precedents and precepts, seeking inspiration 
and material from their own peoples – Schlegel devoted most of the twelfth lecture 
to the English playwright, whose ten English history plays he particularly praised. 
In fact he interpreted these plays as a single work, “an heroic poem in dramatic 
form” – note the assumed compatibility of formal and thematic unity with generic 
mixture – presenting at once a living image of national history and practical 
political instruction “applicable to all times,” thus connecting the past to the 
present and future.31 Roger Paulin argues, persuasively to my mind, that Schlegel 
recognized in the history plays, which he had translated, a project of national 
formation and education, Bildung, such as he himself envisioned for Germany and 
alluded to in his preface to the published version of the lectures, observing that 
the cordial reception that he, a (Protestant) northern German, had received in 
(Catholic) Vienna testified to the sense of a single Germany, “founded on a 
common love for a nobler mental cultivation” and united culturally even while 
fragmented politically.32 Just as the concept of the romantic itself affirmed national 
identity, if paradoxically by establishing connections across geographical and 
religious and other borders, so Shakespeare’s English history plays offered a 
structural model for preserving and perpetuating the cultural memory of 
“Europe’s first and most glorious people,” which (as Schlegel reminded his 
audience by way of conclusion) was in danger of being effaced.33  

But no less essential to Schlegel’s concept of the romantic than what it included 
was what it excluded. Being by definition an expression of post-classical times, the 
romantic delegitimized the imitation of classical models and adherence to classical 
critical precepts as anachronistic and culturally self-alienated. Neoclassical drama, 

 
30  Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 283, 280, 282. 
31  Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 346. 
32  Paulin, “Shakespeare and Germany,” 325; Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 4. 
33  Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 440. 
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therefore, was not only inappropriate for the Germans to imitate – and Schlegel 
followed Herder in condemning Gottsched’s influence in that regard – but for the 
French to have cultivated in the first place. Enumerating in his ninth and tenth 
lectures the fundamental differences between the ancient Greek and modern 
French theatre, Schlegel concluded that the latter was neither faithful to its ancient 
models nor authentic to its contemporary context. Summarizing this critique in De 
l’Allemagne (1813), Staël added that the French dramatists had appealed only to 
the most educated class and isolated themselves from the national spirit, thereby 
frustrating the development of a popular French literature: “the arts in France are 
not, as they are elsewhere, native to the country itself in which their beauties are 
cultivated.”34 The implication was clear: only romantic drama could be true to its 
place and time. 

Capacious as it was, August Wilhelm Schlegel’s concept of romantic drama, 
which had its origins in Herder’s bardic nationalism, was less capacious than 
Friedrich’s of “romantic poetry” as defined in the Athenaeum (which the brothers 
had co-edited). Though also conceived as broadly post-classical and as generically 
hybrid, the latter sought to foster community – “society, sociability, friendship, 
and love” – not nationally, by appealing to a collective history, but epistemologically, 
by synthesizing intellectual disciplines and unifying knowledge.35 The inclusiveness 
of August Wilhelm’s concept of the romantic was calculated to serve its 
exclusiveness: the issue was not, as his editor Giovanni Vittorio Amoretti 
maintained, that Schlegel believed too much in the reality of his abstract categories 
to be able to appreciate the individuality of neoclassical plays.36 For the purpose 
of the “romantic” was to banish from the German-speaking lands at least the 
literary influence of that nation whose emperor then controlled most of Europe. 
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