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Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge

How he was known in 
his own time:

early and later career

Gustav Doré, The Ice Was All Around (1884)



Born 1772 in east Devonshire, 
youngest son (of ten children, only 
one died in infancy) of 
Reverend/headmaster family.

Unusual thirst for knowledge from 
very early age: inoculation age 2, 
could read chapter of Bible from 
age 3, then "Jack the Giant Killer"; 
Robinson Crusoe; Philip Quarll, The 
English Hermit (1724).

Around age 6 became obsessed 
with travel books (older brother 
John was lieutenant in India, sent 
vivid letters home) and exotic 
adventure books such as The 
Arabian Nights.Samuel Taylor Coleridge, by Peter Vandyke (1795).



"… my mind had been habituated to the Vast."

STC, letter to Tom Poole (1797,  I: 354): "I read every book that came in my way without 
distinction—and my father was fond of me, & used to take me on his knee, and hold long 
conversations with me. I remember, that at eight years old I walked with him one winter evening 
from a farmer's house, a mile from Ottery—& he told me the names of the stars—and how 
Jupiter was a thousand times larger than our world—and that the other twinkling stars were 
Suns that had worlds rolling round them—& when I came home, he shewed me how they rolled 
round.  I heard him with a profound delight & admiration; but without the least mixture of 
wonder or incredulity. For from my early reading of Faery Tales, & Genii &c &c—my mind had 
been habituated to the Vast."

Compare to the Latin epigraph to the "Rime" …

Richard Holmes, Coleridge: Early Visions (11, 1989): "The 

childish mixture of fantasy and superstition is acutely 

recalled: the beautiful virgin who is also a fearful spectre; 

the relentless moving finger of the sun which is also a kind 

of benevolent protecting power ... are themes that 

Coleridge would carry into his adult poetry of his late 

twenties, in 'Christabel' and the Ancient Mariner."



The years leading up to the “Rime”
1781: death of father; 1782: boarding at Christ's Hospital School, London (awarded 
top scholar prize 1788).

1791—1794: Jesus College, Cambridge, but had a crisis: dropped out, enlisted in 
Royal Dragoons under as "Silas Tomkyn Comberbache", older brothers arranged 
discharge; was re-admitted to Cambridge, but no degree awarded.

1794: met Robert Southey, proposed "Pantisocracy", need wives, married Fricker 
sisters 1795, lectured in Bristol, met William Wordsworth, writes "Eolian Harp".

1796: Established political/theological (Unitarianism) journal "The Watchman”; 
Poems of Various Subjects; 1797 moves to Nether Stowey, Wordsworth (and the 
Lambs) lives nearby, writes "Lime-Tree Bower", Rime of the Ancient Mariner, 
"Christabel".  Begins writing for Morning Post.

1798: Lyrical Ballads published.  Writes "Frost at Midnight", "Kubla Khan"; very 
popular sermons, but offered £150 by Wedgwoods to give it up and return to 
writing.  Travels Germany with Wordsworth (STC stays, studies).



The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere
 Written 1797-98, revised 1817 

with a marginal prose 
argument/gloss (a fascinating 
feature on its own).

 Overall plot: a wedding guest is 
stopped by a returned mariner, 
who must tell his story of how 
his initially favourable voyage is 
blown far off course, how he 
shoots an albatross leading 
them home, how the crew die 
slowly, but how he reacts to 
Nature, is saved, but must attest 
to this salvation forever.



Poetic techniques at work in “Rime”

• Form, structure: narrative poem, but a 
symbolic adventure?

Begins with ballad-like directness to introduce 
Mariner (hints of Cain, or the Wandering Jew): 
he has a "glittering eye" x2, is "bright-eyed", 
then lines 21 ff., nothing is threatening!

Control/deliberate variation of mood and tone, 
changes as events get stranger: ominous and 
exciting, lines 41 ff.  Emphasised with repetition 
("And … and … and", "The ice … The ice … The 
ice"), inescapable oppression of nature, yet it is 
sublime: "wondrous … mast-high … As green as 
emerald … It cracked and growled, and roared 
and howled"; dismal and beautiful, both 
rejected and desired. Mariner statue at Watchet, 

Somerset



Poetic features: order of incidents, scansion, visual details
 Selection and ordering of the incidents

o They left from Bristol, have been driven 
so far south they are near Antarctica, an 
albatross appears, and the ice splits; they 
head home with the tame albatross 
escorting them.  If this is a happy story, 
asks the wedding guest, what "fiends … 
plague thee thus!  Why look'st thou so?"

"With my crossbow / I shot the albatross."

 Manipulation of meter: usually four-line 
stanzas, unless "transition" verses.  Main 
form of ballad stanza (four lines: tetrameter, 
trimeter, tetrameter, trimeter).

o Controlled (practiced?) tale-teller: 
internal + abcb rhyme.

 Tension between familiar and exotic, factual 
and magical visual detail: “Nature”/the 
workings of the world are beyond our 
understanding/ability to describe?



Gothic genre elements

• STC’s use of “medieval” characteristics: archaic spellings 
in first edition, column commentary in later editions.

• Structure: story within a story—the Mariner tells his 
story to the Wedding Guest (a metaphor for the 
writer/artist and his audience?).

• Catholic imagery, supernatural occurrences.  Pagan and 
religious symbolism mixed together.

• Set in a distant past: details place it 15th-c, around first 
unsuccessful attempts to circumnavigate the Earth.



A (Christian) morality tale?

Anna Laetitia Barbauld said while 
she admired the “Rime” greatly, 
she found two faults in it: it was 
improbable, and had no moral. 

Detail from Nine Living Muses of Great Britain by Richard 
Samuel (1779)

STC responded, “As for the probability, I owned that that might admit some 
question; but as to the want of a moral, I told her that in my own judgment the poem 
had too much; and that the only, or chief fault, if I might say so, was the obtrusion of 
the moral sentiment so openly on the reader as a principle or cause of action in a work 
of such pure imagination. It ought to have had no more moral than the Arabian Nights’ 
tale of the merchant’s sitting down to eat dates by the side of a well, and throwing the 
shells aside, and lo! a genie starts up, and says he must kill the aforesaid merchant, 
because one of the date shells had, it seems, put out the eye of the genie's son.”

Is there a moral?



Spiritual/moral redemption, testimony.
• The mariner, "Alone, alone, all, all alone, / Alone on a wide wide sea!", is 

not alone (ll. 232-239).

• He is saved by recognising his connection to Nature?  "By the light of the 
Moon, he beholdeth God's creatures of the great calm" (gloss @line 272).  
They are alive like him, they have been created/of God like him, they are 
beautiful beyond description: "A spring of love gushed from my heart, / And 
I blessed them unaware" (ll. 284-5).

• He can now pray, the albatross falls from his neck, he is sent sleep by the 
Virgin Mary, he dreams that the buckets fill with dew, and next day they 
have, and a wind arrives to move the ship.  Water is very symbolic in the 
New Testament: the Mariner's thirst represents a spiritual need, faith 
quenches him; he sucks his own blood to speak: a hint of blood and flesh of 
Christ at Communion.

• Angelic spirits reanimate the rotting, dead crew, who sing.  The Spirit of the 
South Pole guides the ship homewards, but the Spirit "loved the bird that 
loved the man / Who shot him with his bow": more penance must be done.



The purpose of the Lyrical Ballads and how the “Rime” 
doesn't fit?

In his Biographia Literaria (1817), STC wrote: 

The thought suggested itself (to which of us I do not recollect) that a series 
of poems might be composed of two sorts.  In the one, incidents and agents 
were to be, in part at least, supernatural, and the excellence aimed at was to 
consist in the interesting of the affections by the dramatic truth of such 
emotions, as would naturally accompany such situations, supposing them real.  
And real in this sense they have been to every human being who, from 
whatever source of delusion, has at any time believed himself under 
supernatural agency.  For the second class, subjects were to be chosen from 
ordinary life .... 

In this idea originated the plan of the Lyrical Ballads; in which it was 
agreed, that my endeavours should be directed to persons and characters 
supernatural, or at least Romantic; yet so as to transfer from our inward nature 
a human interest and a semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these 
shadows of imagination that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, 
which constitutes poetic faith. ... With this view I wrote the 'Ancient Mariner'."



“We do not sufficiently understand the story to analyse it.” 
(Southey, Critical Review October 1798)

Poetry gives most pleasure when only generally and not perfectly 
understood.  (STC, Notebooks I: 389, 1799)

At the time, “Rime” confused people: the spelling was archaic, the gothic 
elements didn't quite fit alongside other texts like The Monk or other popular 
works.  “Rime” was felt to be too complex, too obscure, its innovations too 
extreme.

• Friends defended it (Charles Lamb wrote to Southey, "you have passed by 
fifty passages as miraculous as the miracles they celebrate. I never so 
deeply felt the pathetic as in that part, 'A spring of love gush'd from my 
heart, And I bless'd them unaware' … It stung me into high pleasure through 
sufferings. The Ancient Marinere plays more tricks with the mind than that 
last poem [Tintern Abbey], which is yet one of the finest written" 8 
November 1798), and the second generation of Romantic poets loved it.

• Southey's review convinced Wordsworth that the “Rime” was the weakest 
poem in the Lyrical Ballads, so it was moved from the beginning of the 
collection …



Wordsworth’s note to The Rime of the Ancient Mariner in the 2nd ed.

I cannot refuse myself the gratification of informing such Readers as may have been 
pleased with this Poem, or with any part of it, that they owe their pleasure in some sort to me; 
as the Author was himself very desirous that it should be suppressed.  This wish had arisen from 
a consciousness of the defects of the Poem, and from a knowledge that many persons had been 
much displeased with it.  The Poem of my Friend has indeed great defects; first, that the 
principal person has no distinct character, either in his profession of Mariner, or as a human 
being who having been long under the controul of supernatural impressions might be supposed 
himself to partake of something supernatural: secondly, that he does not act, but is continually 
acted upon: thirdly, that the events having no necessary connection do not produce each other; 
and lastly, that the imagery is somewhat too laboriously accumulated.

Yet the Poem contains many delicate touches of passion, and indeed the passion is every 
where true to nature; a great number of the stanzas present beautiful images, and are 
expressed with unusual felicity of language; and the versification, though the metre is itself unfit 
for long poems, is harmonious and artfully varied, exhibiting the utmost powers of that metre, 
and every variety of which it is capable.  It therefore appeared to me that these several merits 
(the first of which, namely that of the passion, is of the highest kind,) gave to the Poem a value 
which is not often possessed by better Poems.  On this account I requested of my Friend to 
permit me to republish it. 

"Coleridge, the most humble of of men, never objected to this treatment, though his later letters make 
it clear that it produced in him a loss of confidence in his powers as a poet.  Wordsworth himself must have 
realized the error of judgment he had made over the Ancient Mariner and the note was dropped from 
subsequent editions.”  Brett and Jones, Introduction to Lyrical Ballads, 1971.



"Greater Romantic Lyric": a legitimate new form
• "Greater" ≠ artistic greatness, but elevated, heightened contemplation

o specifically Pindaric ode conventions (traditionally sung, "grandeur") in 
contrast to less elevated Horatian lyric (individual inflection, writing about 
writing).  Usually opposites, both musical, and combined in GRL.

• GRLs feature

o philosophical themes and meditation, especially on mental processes

o an 'organic' logic to their focus and order of events

o something unexpected is learned: epiphany

• First appear in Coleridge's conversation poems, as well as later poems such as 
Wordsworth's "Tintern Abbey" (not an ode).

• Conventions of mode embraced by Percy Shelley and John Keats, and countless 
poets after the Romantic era (eg Browning's Dramatic Monologues).

• A sudden and legible break with Neoclassical 18thC traditions and an influential 
precursor of numerous 19th- and 20thC lyrics in the same vein.



Speaker observes location 
(often external), receptive, 

language is fluent vernacular

Provoked by aspect or change 
in aspect of location, poet turns 

inwards

Evokes memory, thought or 
anticipation which remains 

closely connected with location

Language changes to more 
formal speech as poet achieves 
insight, faces up to tragic loss, 
comes to moral decision, or 
resolves emotional problem

Poem's focus ends where it 
begins, but with altered mood 
and deepened understanding



"Frost At Midnight”: establishing silence

• Opens with not only lack of feeling, but with image of questing 
imagination.

• Blank verse iambic pentameter (with some irony): slow and 
controlled pace of rhythm, contrasts with flitting/complex 
tense.  M H Abrams (Correspondent Breeze 81) suggests rhythm 
imbued with sleeping infant's breathing (see also lines 44 
onwards).

• Like the new convention of the GRL, the opening stanza 
characterised by extreme consciousness, conscious of nothing 
but consciousness: Coleridge described the 'idling Spirit' and the 
'toy of Thought' as the operation of the the "self-watching 
subtilizing mind" (PW I.1.454).



"Frost At Midnight": creative act
• Negative quality: consciousness driven to connect 

by absence, but also via fictional experiences in an 
other.

– This process repeated in his memory of childhood…

"the Idea contains its necessity in its actual presence.  The so it 
must be is involved in the So it is" (CN V.5817).



The Frost performs its secret ministry,
Unhelped by any wind. The owlet's cry
Came loud—and hark, again! loud as before.
The inmates of my cottage, all at rest,
Have left me to that solitude, which suits
Abstruser musings: save that at my side
My cradled infant slumbers peacefully.
'Tis calm indeed! so calm, that it disturbs
And vexes meditation with its strange
And extreme silentness. Sea, hill, and wood,
This populous village! Sea, and hill, and wood,
With all the numberless goings-on of life,
Inaudible as dreams! the thin blue flame
Lies on my low-burnt fire, and quivers not;
Only that film, which fluttered on the grate,

Still flutters there, the sole unquiet thing.
Methinks, its motion in this hush of nature
Gives it dim sympathies with me who live,
Making it a companionable form,
Whose puny flaps and freaks the idling Spirit
By its own moods interprets, every where
Echo or mirror seeking of itself,
And makes a toy of Thought. 

But O! how oft,
How oft, at school, with most believing mind,
Presageful, have I gazed upon the bars,
To watch that fluttering stranger! and as oft
With unclosed lids, already had I dreamt
Of my sweet birth-place, and the old church-tower,
Whose bells, the poor man's only music, rang
From morn to evening, all the hot Fair-day,
So sweetly, that they stirred and haunted me
With a wild pleasure, falling on mine ear
Most like articulate sounds of things to come!
So gazed I, till the soothing things, I dreamt,
Lulled me to sleep, and sleep prolonged my dreams!
And so I brooded all the following morn,
Awed by the stern preceptor's face, mine eye
Fixed with mock study on my swimming book:
Save if the door half opened, and I snatched
A hasty glance, and still my heart leaped up,
For still I hoped to see the stranger's face,
Townsman, or aunt, or sister more beloved,
My play-mate when we both were clothed alike!



Dear Babe, that sleepest cradled by my side,

Whose gentle breathings, heard in this deep calm,

Fill up the intersperséd vacancies

And momentary pauses of the thought!

My babe so beautiful! it thrills my heart

With tender gladness, thus to look at thee,

And think that thou shalt learn far other lore,

And in far other scenes! For I was reared

In the great city, pent 'mid cloisters dim,

And saw nought lovely but the sky and stars.

But thou, my babe! shalt wander like a breeze

By lakes and sandy shores, beneath the crags

Of ancient mountain, and beneath the clouds,

Which image in their bulk both lakes and shores

And mountain crags: so shalt thou see and hear

The lovely shapes and sounds intelligible

Of that eternal language, which thy God

Utters, who from eternity doth teach

Himself in all, and all things in himself.

Great universal Teacher! he shall mould

Thy spirit, and by giving make it ask.

Therefore all seasons shall be sweet to thee,
Whether the summer clothe the general earth
With greenness, or the redbreast sit and sing
Betwixt the tufts of snow on the bare branch
Of mossy apple-tree, while the night-thatch
Smokes in the sun-thaw; whether the eave-drops fall
Heard only in the trances of the blast,
Or if the secret ministry of frost
Shall hang them up in silent icicles,
Quietly shining to the quiet Moon.



"Frost At Midnight": 
Immanence

The very being of Creation 
exists only because God is 
present within it:

Creation is like a projected 
image, with colour and 
form, but it owes its whole 
being to the light source.

Immanent

God is entirely 
independent of, and 
outside of, the Creation, 
which God creates by an 
act of will/volition.

Transcendent

The orthodox Christian view is that God is both immanent and
transcendent.

Pantheism – via Plato's Parmenides, and Spinoza's Ethics.



Subject, Object and Creation

God? X not-X

But there is no not-Being.  There is only Being.
If everything partakes of Being, are we unified, 

somehow? = in/by God?  
How could a Divine Origin/Principle separate itself?

Creation

leads onto 
the Trinity:

God = 3 & 1



All is One and Many

• Whether you call it God, or the Good (Plato), or the 
pre-Big Bang singularity (modern physics), this prior 
unity contains within itself the potential to be 
one/singular and all/multifaceted at the same time.
– For Coleridge, God is One until an act of self-consciousness, 

which creates an equal but other image of himself = the Son.  
But God's alternatively valid choice not to act ends up being 
a fallen byproduct of the perpetual self-recognition in an 
other.  This fallen byproduct is the created universe.  We are 
Many, unified by sharing one single quality: we exist, thanks 
to God raising us out of mere potentiality into actualised
reality.

– Note practical choices we can make, like the Ancient 
Mariner: love what is not you/the Other, instinctively 
recognise our community with everything that partakes in 
Being (Plato, Heidigger, etc).



The artist: create, and repeat
The reader: read, and re-create

origin
divine 

alphabet of 
Nature

inspired 
poet using 

Imagination

created 
poem

read by us 
using 

Imagination

We can create: our imaginations wish to re-enact this divine 
original act, but our imaginations are finite, instead of infinite.



"Frost At Midnight": realising an other

• Hartley's future in the "eternal 
language" (l. 60) mirrors what the 
poem is doing to us – we are 
reading symbols and using our 
imagination to realise the 
existence of an other.
– A poem about the creative act of 

the imagination: note hints of 
inspiration, mentions of images vs
reality (echoes and mirrors), the 
potential in the "stranger" (the heat 
film on the grate supposed to 
portend the arrival of an absent 
friend), the potential in Hartley's 
future.



Significant GRL conventions in 
"Frost At Midnight"

• Initial opening, Coleridge's concentration upon his 
location as he searches for a topic (waits for 
inspiration).

• Major language differences between opening 
stanza and inspired, heightened epiphany.

• Poem returns to the beginning, cycles through the 
seasons with Hartley, back to winter, but with the 
creative act of the imagination: "silent icicles, 
/Quietly shining to the quiet Moon" (ll. 73-4).



The purpose of all art: to unite

The common end of all narrative, nay, of 
all Poems, is to convert a series into a 
Whole: to make those events, which in real 
or imagined History move on in a strait
Line, assume to our Understandings a 
circular motion—the snake with its Tail in 
its Mouth.

STC to Joseph Cottle, 1815.



STC, the wanderer
1800 Recognised for journalism at Morning 
Post.  Moves from Nether Stowey to Keswick.  
Part Two of Christabel written but not 
finished: the poem is dropped from the next 
edition of Lyrical Ballads.

1801 Lyrical Ballads 2nd ed. published as “W. 
Wordsworth”, with new ‘Preface’ (partly 
written by STC); STC moves to London due to 
Morning Post.  

1803 Despite significant illness, publishes 
third edition of Poems; tour of Scotland with 
the Wordsworths.

1804 Travels to Malta; appointed secretary to 
Governor.  1806 Visits Rome; returns at end 
of the year; decides to separate from Sara 
Coleridge.

1807 STC stays with the Wordsworths; WW 
recites The Prelude; moves to London; 1808
lives at the Courier office; lectures at the 
Royal Institution on poetry; end of the year 
stays with the Wordsworths.

1809 Publishes successful periodical, The 
Friend, into 1810.

James Northcote, Samuel Taylor Coleridge 1804



Leading up to the Biographia Literaria
1810 Mutual friend of WW (Basil Montagu), passes on 
blunt, hurtful opinion.  1811 Lectures (Nov 1811-Jan 
1812) about Shakespeare and Milton (Morgan records).

1812 Last brief visit to the Lakes, returns to London in 
March; reissues The Friend, lectures on Shakespeare and 
Milton again (Nov 1812-Jan 1813).

1813 Remorse plays at Drury Lane (January); moves to 
Bristol, and lectures on Shakespeare and Milton; taken 
seriously ill.

1814 Lectures in Bristol again; moves to Ashley, Wiltshire, 
and moves in with the Morgans in Calne (December).

1815 Dictates Biographia Literaria to Morgan, and 
prepares Sibylline Leaves (poetry collection) for press.



Christabel (1816)

• Began 1797 for second edition of Lyrical Ballads, but not finished 
and published until 1816: had circulated in ms form, impressing 
Walter Scott, Byron, and Keats (influenced Eve of St. Agnes).

• Gothic and medieval subject matter

– gender roles, sexual boundaries transgressed

– Nature/the woods threaten, wild vs home

– Supernatural elements signal evil presence; no reassuring explanations 
(ala Radcliffe) for supernatural happenings 

– Christabel experiences fear and excitement

– Sun/moon veiled by clouds, bodies revealed, unspeakable, lots of 
uncertainty (thanks to narrator)

– Problematic parents …



Fruitful oppositions
• Coleridge particularly 

interested in having an 
accent rhythm throughout 
(no matter the metre) to 
contrast to the mystical, 
hints of evil and terror: 
stressed syllable = accent

• Autobiographical content: 
psychic vampirism …

H J Ford, Christabel (1891).



"A sight to dream of, not to tell!" (l. 247)

Emphasis upon conflict and oppositions: see establishing 
stanzas, where Coleridge employs subjectivity along with 
simple rhyme, repetition (chant-like, hypnotic) vs
disordering stressed accents like ‘but’ and ‘yet’ upset the 
internal rhythm, and offer conflicting impressions, 
creating an atmosphere that is ambiguous, ghostly and 
shrouded:

Is the night chilly and dark?
The night is chilly, but not dark.
The thin gray cloud is spread on high,
It covers but not hides the sky.
The moon is behind, and at the full;
And yet she looks both small and dull.        (Part I, second verse)



1816 Accepted as house patient by 
Dr James Gillman at Highgate. 
Christabel, Kubla Khan and The Pains 
of Sleep published in a volume by 
John Murray. The first of three 
projected Lay Sermons published.

1817 The second Lay Sermon; 
Biographia Literaria, and Sibylline 
Leaves published.

1818 Treatise on Method published; 
further literary lectures; prepares a 
revised edition of The Friend; lectures 
on the history of philosophy, and 
gives his last series of lectures on 
literature (ending March 1819).



1819 Meets Keats in Millfield Lane, Highgate in April. Hartley 
Coleridge is elected a Fellow of Oriel College, Oxford (1820 
Hartley loses his Fellowship).

1825 Publishes Aids to Reflection, and lectures to the Royal 
Society of Literature On the Prometheus of Aeschylus.

1828 Publishes his Poetical Works (3 vols.); a second edition 
follows in 1829; goes on a European tour with WW and 
Wordsworth's daughter Dora.

1830 Publishes On the Constitution of the Church and State.

1834 STC dies, 25 July.

1836 Table Talk published.

1843 Sara Coleridge (fille)

defends plagiarism of Biographia.

Max Beerbohm, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Table-
Talking, 1904. Illustration from The Poets. '


