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La simpatia alla prova delle teorie della recitazione 
nel Settecento francese

Emanuele De Luca

The first treatises on acting published in France in the 18th century offer a unique 
perspective for analysing the notion of sympathy. Although the word “sympa-
thie” was not used in France to mean empathy, and compassion is only a partial 
aspect of it, these treatises explore how the art of acting intersects with the theory 
of passions and the realm of human emotions, and thoroughly examine whether 
actors must truly share the feelings of the characters they portray to evoke those 
same feelings in their audiences. By studying the shift from the emotionalist theo-
ries of Luigi Riccoboni and Pierre Rémond de Sainte-Albine to the anti-emotion-
alist theories of François Riccoboni and Diderot, a new principle seems to emerge: 
the transmission of passions may rely not only on the sharing of a true emotion 
(whether negative or positive, pity or sympathy), but also on the mere observation 
by the audience of the physical effects of an emotion not actually experienced by 
the actor. Applied to real life, this principle suggests a theory of emotional trans-
mission in which the feelings that move us are not necessarily deeply felt by the 
person displaying them but are effectively communicated through their visible 
physical effects.
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Nell’Encyclopédie 1 tre accezioni sono date al termine simpatia: la pri-
ma, affidata a d’Alembert, corrisponde alla naturale attitudine di due 
corpi di unirsi o incorporarsi in seguito a qualche rassomiglianza o 
convenienza nell’aspetto, come il mercurio e l’oro, l’acqua e il sale, 
due gocce d’acqua tra loro. La seconda, da un punto di vista fisio-
logico, è firmata dal medico Louis de Jaucourt ed espone una conve-
nance di inclinazioni e di umori, un’attrazione «par laquelle deux 
âmes assorties se cherchent, s’aiment, s’attachent l’une à l’autre, se 
confondent ensemble». Ma verte poi più propriamente sul punto di 
vista medico. Si tratterebbe «de cette communication qu’ont les par-
ties du corps les unes avec les autres, qui les tient dans une dépen-

1 1765, vol. XV, pp. 735 e sgg. Cfr. edizione on-line http://enccre.academie-sciences.fr/ 
encyclopedie/ ad vocem.


