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CHAPTER I 

Co 1 e r i d g e ' s I n t e re s t i n, t he Su p e r n a tu r a 1 

Writing in an age of revolution, repression, and social 

reform, Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) began his poetic 

career with pieces of juvenilia on widely varied topics. 

While still in his mid-twenties he produced his three major 

poems: "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and 

'~ C h r i s t ab e 1 . " T h e s e po em s em p 1 o y t he s u p e r n a tu r a 1 mo t i f s 

in their setting, action, and characterization. The locales 

of their action are landscapes and seascapes which can be 

reached only through imagination; the action involves omens 

and spells, haunting nightmares and captivating visions, and 

mysterious voices and events. And the characters range from 

human beings to demon- and vampire-like figures to saintly 

persons, a holy hermit, or an angel. By enabling Coleridge 

to develop ethical, logical, and emotional appeal, these 

supernatural motifs enable him to express his thoughts and 

feelings with rhetorical success. Using the supernatural as 

a rhetorical focus, Coleridge attempts to present his views 

on subjects of contemporary and universal interest with 

sufficient ambiguity. Because of such ambiguity the three 
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poems give "most pleasure" by being "only generally and not 

perfectly understood." The part not understood continues 

to challenge the reader's imagination as it submits itself 

to the aesthetic and rhetorical power of the three poems. 

Since the poems provoke the imaginative response chiefly 

through the mystery of their supernaturalism, the super

natural is Coleridge's chief tool for developing the par

tially understandable themes, and any attempt to interpret 

the success of these poems is incomplete without a rhetori

cal analysis of the supernatural in relation to ethos, 

logos, and pathos--the three means of persuasion. 

Although the three major poems of Coleridge are not 

persuasive discourses, they lend themselves to a rhetorical 

analysis simply because they are not mere impressions. 

They are expressions designed to reach a diverse group of 

readers--readers who can be placed on different points of a 

s ca 1 e showing the naive and escapist reader on the o.n e end , 

and the sophisticated and serious reader on the other. The 

undiminished appeal, through more than a century, which 

these poems have held evidences Coleridge's successs in 

communication . Since successful communication takes place 

only when an author carefully employs all available means of 

persuasion and thus moves an audience into "a community of 

feeling and perception," one must analyze the success of 

Coleridge's poems by analyzing the elements of ethos, logos, 



and pathos actually within the poems; ethos, logos, and 

pathos ·, of course, are labeled as artistic proofs by 

Aristotle. 1 This study will address these concerns to 

demonstrate that the supernatur-al element of "The Rime of 

the Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel" is a 

rhetorical device employed to focus the reader's attention 

on Coleridge's themes in a comprehensive and arresting 

manner. The supernatural draws such proofs from the 

3 

rhetor's--narrator's--and Coleridge's personalities as make 

the reader well-disposed toward receiving the poet's mes

sage; it allows Coleridge to present his message with its 

inherent mystery, fascination, and horror; and it enables 

him to affect the reader with enchantment that calls for a 

"willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which 

constitutes poetic faith." While approaching the poems 

from this rhetorical stance, the study does not intend to 

suggest p merging of poetic and rhetoric or even to enter 

the critical debate regarding the extent to which a poem 

can be regarded as parallel to a rhetorical oration. It 

would only suggest that as long as there are diverse readers 

who acknowledge being delighted and affected by the three 

poems of Coleridge, the poems are more than opium dreams and 

more than solipsistic outpourings; they are communications 

Aristotle, The Rhetoric of Aristotle, trans. L.ane 
Cooper (Englewood Cliffs, · New Jersey: Prent i ce-Hall, In~., 
1932). 
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emitting signals toward reality in a manner which evokes 

corresponding echoes in the readers' minds. The tripartite 

analysis will explain the ethical, logical, and emotional 

aspects of these echoes. An evocation of such response is 

regarded as the aim of rhetoric by modern authorities who 

view rhetoric not so much as a means of persuasion but as a 

means of transporting the reader into a state of mind which 

enables him to identify with and participate in an author's/ 

speaker's view of reality. 2 

As this study attempts to delineate the means whereby 

Coleridge succeeds in transporting his readers into such 

common grounds with his poetic selves, it will approach each 

2 Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (1949; New York: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1950); Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of 
Fiction (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1961); William E. 
Tanner and J. Dean Bishop, eds., Rhetoric and Change 
(Mesquite: Ide House, Inc., Publishers, 1 982); W. Ross 
Winterowed, Contemporary Rhetoric: A Conceptual Background 
with Readings (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 
1975); and Richard A. Lanham, A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms: 
A Guide for Students of English Literature (Berkeley, Cali
fornia: Univ. of California Press, 1969). 

For a discussion of the attempts to merge rhetoric and 
poetic, refer to Charles Sears Baldwin, Medieval Rhetoric and 
Poetic to 1400 ( New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1 924); 
Wilbur Samuel Howell, Poetics, Rhetoric, and Logic: Studies 
in the Basic Disciplines of Criticism (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. 
Press, 1975); Fran~ois de Salignac F~nelon, Dialogues on Elo
quence, trans. Wilbur Samuel Howell (Princeton: Princeton 
Univ. Press, 1951); James Vincent Cunningham, "Logic and 
Lyric," in Rhetoric for Exposition, ed. Roger D. Chittick and 
Robert D. Stevick (New York: Appleion-Century-Crofts Inc., 
1961), pp. 80-93, a reprint from Modern Philology, 51 ( 1953), 
33-41; and Winston Weathers, "The Value of Rhetoric to the 
Creative Artist," in Rhetoric and Change, pp. 31-41. 
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poem as a supernatural fiction which speaks as much of the 

poetic voice of Coleridge as of Coleridge himself. Further-

more, the poem develops a sum of meanings while developing 

a sum of emotions--emotions which enable the reader to 

accept the meanings with a sense of conviction. For the 

suggestions about the author, the meanings, and the emotions 

one may use the rhetorical terms of ethos, logos, and pathos 

respectively. By analyzing the poems through these terms 

and thus investigating the employment of the supernatural 

primarily in relation to invention and arrangement, rather 

than in relation to other rhetorical concerns such as style 

and ornamentation or memory and delivery, the study may 

impress one as purely Aristotelian in its approach. However, 

the real focus of this study is not limited to the Arista-

telian view of these concepts. Therefore, instead of 

referring to the ethos, logos, and pathos as methods of 

inventional procedures referring to an author's drawing of 

proofs from character, logic, and emotions, this study will 

treat them as elements within the text. It will elaborate 

upon the ways in which these elements enrich Coleridge's 

poems and thus enable the poems to succeed with a variety 

of readers. Through this approach the study will demon

strate that, as opposed to the unidimensional structure and 

intent of a classical oration, the poems of Coleridge have 

many structural and suasive dimensions which delight and 



affect readers of diverse backgrounds, and delight and 

affectation are intertwined in rhetoric as well as in 

t . 3 poe ics. 

6 

In view of the rhetorical theory in general, this study 

will treat ethos as a suggestion of the intelligence, 

character, and good will not only of the rhetorical voice 

in each poem but ultimately of Coleridge himself. Since 

ethos may mean ethical proofs deliberately employed to win 

the audience as well as the suggestions_ incorporated within 

the composition, deliberately or unwittingly, of the rhetor's 

characteristic habit or action, discussion of ethos will 

examine the rhetorical stance of the speaker in each poem 

and then the character and disposition of Coleridge as 

revealed by his choice of subject, style, and other elements. 4 

It will elaborate upon the speaker's stance of a man who loves 

the good and the beautiful, sorrows over the encroachment of 

wantonness, ambivalence, or hate upon pure goodness ~nd 

innocence, and remains intellectually sensitive to the various 

facets of truth and thus unable to narrate without inter-

3 Howell, p.239. 

4 For elaborations upon the meaning of ethos refer to 
William E. Sattler, "Conceptions of Ethos in Ancient Rhetoric," 
Speech Monographs, 15 (1947), 55-65; Arthur B. Miller, 
"Aris tot 1 e on Habit ( \00, ) and Ch a r act er ( ~801 ) : Imp 1 i cations 
for the Rhetoric," Speech Monographs, 41 ( 1 974), 309-16; and 
George Campbell, The Philosophy of Rhetoric, ed. Lloyd F. 
Bitzer (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Univ. Press, 1963), 
p. 80; and Booth, · p. 20. 
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polating thoughtful comments. It will also elaborate upon 

the beliefs and traits, education and experience, and artistic 

and philosophical aims of Coleridge that led him to write 

these poems. Discussions of logos will elaborate upon the 

explicit and implicit, conscious and unconscious delineations 

of some social, political, and psychological problems and 

concerns. Furthermore, the study will demonstrate that 

Coleridge induces the reader's acceptance of these views 

through pathos by lending contextual probability to his 

supernaturalism and thus transporting his readers into a 

state of emotions such as those of pity, fear, and sorrow. 

The vicarious experience of such emotions colors the reader's 

judgment so that he receives the poet's message without 

feeling manipulated. 

Before one proceeds to a delineation of the rhetorical 

effectiveness of the supernatural in Coleridge's poems, one 

needs to ascertain the degree to which Coleridge was 

seriously interested in the supernatural. Such ascertaining 

would keep one from imposing a heavy weight of ideas on some

thing intended for escape from heaviness, and it will keep 

one from treating as escape or sheer entertainment what may 

have been intended to be taken seriously. 

That Coleridge took the writing of supernatural poetry 

seriously is evidenced by his acceptance of a special 

assignment for Lyrical Ballads. He agreed to write about 

supernatural characters and persons and to attempt "to 
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procure for these shadows of imagination that willing sus

pension of disbelief for the moment, which consititutes 

poetic faith." Thus he happily committed himself to the 

task of writing successful poems in the supernatural mode. 

His interest in the supernatural developed to the point that 

at one time he planned to write a "critical essay on the 

uses of the supernatural in poetry and the principles that 

regulate its introduction. 115 Although like many other plans 

about writing, Coleridge's plan for this critical essay 

never materialized, he seems to have had a thorough under

standing of the conventions in the use of the supernatural 

both to establish the point of view of a naive narrator and 

to exaggerate the natural. A note by Coleridge clearly 

indicates his understanding of the poetic promises of the 

supernatural element: 

In poetry, whether metrical or unbound, the super
natural will be impressive and obtain a mastery over 
the Imagination and feelings, will tend to infect the 
reader, and draw him to identify himself with, or 
substitute himself for, the Person of the Drama or 
Tale, in proportion as it is true to Nature--i.e. when 
the Poet of his free will and judgement does what the 
Believing Narrator of a Supernatural Incident, Appa
rition or Charm does from ignorance and weakness of 
mind,--i.e. mistake a Subjective product (A saw the 
Ghost of Z) for an objective fact--the Ghost of Z was 
there to be seen; or by the magnifying and modifying 

5 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. 
George Watson (1817; London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1956), 
p. 167. Subsequent references to the Biographia Literaria 
are to this edition and they will be documented with chap
ter and page numbers only. 



power of Fear and dreamy Sensations, and the additive 
and supplementary interpolations of the creative 
Memory and the inferences and comments of the preju
diced Judgement slipt consciously into and confounded 
with the Text of the actual experience, exaggerates 
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an unusual Natural event or appearance into the Miracu
lous and the supernatural.-

The Poet must always be in perfect sympathy with 
the Subject of the Narrative, and tell his tale with 
'a most believing mind'; but the Tale will be then 
most impressive for all when it is so constructed and 
particularized with such [traits?] and circumstances, 
that the Psychologist and thinking Naturalist shall be 
furnished with the Means of explaining it as a possible 
fact, by distinguishing and

6
assigning the Subjective 

portion to it's true power. 

Coleridge employed the supernatural with a conscientious 

effort to make it "a possible fact" which could be explained 

by "the Psychologist and thinking Naturalist." Therefore, 

a rhetorical approach to the supernatural in his three major 

poems must attempt to analyze not only the dramatic reality 

which makes the supernatural element a fact within the con

texts but also the reality of the poet's own experiences 

which serve as the generative force behind these contexts. 

In other words , it must devote significant attention. to 

ethos both as the ethical appeal of Coleridge's personae and 

as insights into the character and disposition of Coleridge 

who was 1deeply concerned about the "moral utility" of what 

he wrote, thought, or did. 7 

6 
Inquiring Spirit: A New Presentation of Coleridge 

from His Published and Unpublished Prose Writings, ed. 
Kathleen Coburn (New York: Pantheon Books, 1951), p. 191. 

7 Collected" Letters, II (Nos. 387 and 449), 707, 832. 



An approach which regards the ethos as a significant 

contributor to the logos requires that the reader examine 
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the content and tone of each poem closely and that he remain 

cognizant of the general thoughts and feelings of Coleridge. 

Important facts about Coleridge's emotional and intellectual 

evolution are available in the standard biographical studies, 

especially the work of W. J. Bate which has earned the 

reputation of providing an unbiased account of the poet's 

life; some facts can be gathered from Coleridge's letters 

and notes which have been collected, edited, and published 

by Griggs and Coburn respectively. 8 Coleridge's critical 

masterpiece Biographia Literaria, his Shakespeare and Milton 

criticism, his journalistic writing such as The Watchman and 

The Friend, his political writing such as Lay Sermons arid 

On the Constitution of Church and State, and his experimental 

dramatic writing such as The Fall of Robespierre (for which 

Coleridge collaborated with Southey) and Osorio (later 

revised as Remorse) provide valuable insights into his poetic, 

philosophic, and social aims. They acquaint us with Coleridge 

8 W. J. Bate, Coleridge (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
1968); Earl Leslie Griggs, ed., Collected Letters of Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, 4 vols. (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 
1959-68) and Unpublished Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 
2 vols., ed. Earl Leslie Griggs (1932; New Haven: Yale Univ. 
Press, 1933); and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Notebooks, ed. 
Kathleen Coburn (New York: Pantheon Books, 1957-73). 
Only three volumes out of the projected five volumes of 
Notebooks are currently available. 
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the man who was the energetic force behind Coleridge the 

poet. By providing such a comprehensive view these works 

suggest that the poet of "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," 

"Kubla Khan," and "Christabel" _was an emotionally and morally 

sensitive person. He was an intellectually inspired and 

active but physically suffering individual. His sensitivity 

caused him to look at his inner self and the inner selves 

of the individuals in the society around him in order to 

recognize and comprehend the various facets of his own psyche 

and that of the European man in general. His eagerness to 

succeed artistically and thus to relieve his financial 

worries led him to employ supernatural motifs because these 

supplied him with the topoi from a well-established and 

successful tradition. Moreover, the supernatural allowed 

him to give a free play to his imagination on the one hand 

and a rhetorically effective expression to his ideas on the 

other. 

The immediate literary tradition that supplied ·Coleridge 

with the topoi for the three poems was the late eighteenth

century tradition of gloom and horror. Although melancholy 

of one sort or another has always been present in English 

literature from the time of the Old English elegies "The 

Ruin," "The Seafarer," "The Wanderer," and "The Wife's 

Lament," the last phase of the eighteenth century was the 

first historical period that raised gloomy poetry to the 

level of a particular trend. Consequently, so much poetry 
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was composed within the tradition that some scholars have 

classified the melancholic poetry of this age into separate 

categories. Eleanor M. Sickels has noted that there existed 

four kinds of gloom tbat exhibitid itself in poetry: complaint 

of life, spleen or melancholy as a disease, love melancholy, 

and funeral gloom. 9 She has argued that the complaint of 

life was the result of the neo-classic devotion to virtue 

which necessitated a showing of the sorrows of life in order 

to present consolations of religion and immortality. 

Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy of 1621 inspired treatments 

of melancholy as a disease. Love melancholy continued as 

the age-old and ever-present tradition with its motifs of 

invitation to the lover and complaints about the absence 

and/or fickleness of the lover. Funeral gloom, the fourth 

kind of melancholy, became a topic for poetry because of the 

contemplation of death by the poets. The rapidly developing 

interest in science and mechanical explanations of things 

discouraged the preaching of religious terrors. Thefefore, 

literature of the period attempted to evoke a vicarious 

terror that filled in the vacuum created by the dying out 

of religious terrors of the sermon: 

Indeed the elements which terror-romanticism took 
from the medieval revival were the very elements which 

9 The Gloomy Egoist: Moods and Themes from Gray to Keats 
(New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1932). For continuation of 
the eighteenth-century odic and reflective style see W. J. 
Bate, Coleridge, pp. 42-44. 
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it had in common with black religious melancholy. It 
took the backgrounds of dim cathedrals, midnight church
yards, ghastly charnel houses, and gloomy monastic mid
night ruins. It took the death theme, and embroidered 
it with all the terrors of physical corruption and 
spectral visitation. It took the theme of sin, and 
added domestic and exotic - demonology, age-old tales 
of contracts with Satan, and the expiatory sufferings 
of the Wandering Jew. And out of the theme of sin, 
which is never far from the theme of death, it built 
its arch-types-- the criminal monk, the tyrant, the 
strong dark hero inwardly consumed by remorse. It is 
not suggested, of course, that the graveyard verse was 
solely responsible for the elements of black melancholy 
in the Gothic tales or in the Byronic hero-type; 
but that there is a real connection, and that it has 
deep psychological as well as f8cidentally literary 
roots, I am convinced is true. 

Certainly the ruined castles and abbeys and midnight ventures 

through trapdoors and hidden passages are the usual phenomena 

of the Gothic fiction, and abundant gloom is the staple of 

much churchyard poetry of the late eighteenth century. 

Gregory Lewis' The Monk (which was even reviewed by Cole

ridge)11 shows the hero as a man of obsession who encounters 

some strange experiences with Matilda and then uses her as 

an accomplice to make Antonia suffer the ravages of his lust-

an obsession that prompted him to murder her mother and use 

the magic potion to possess her. Works by Horace Walpole 

and Anne Radcliffe conform to similar patterns. 

Unrelieved gloom also pervades much of the graveyard 

school of poetry, the best example of which remains Thomas 

1 0 
Sickels, p. 160. 

11 
The Critical Review or, Annals of Literature, · 1 9 ( 1797), 

194-200. 



Gray's "Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard." In this 

elegy the poet laments the fate of humble rustics whose 

toilsome lives allowed them no time to discover and culti-

vate their talents. After lives of hardship they lie ob-

scure in death. Edward Young's The Complaint: or, Night 

1 4 

Thoughts on Life, Death, and Immortality is a discussion of 

mortality and immortality in a nocturnal setting. Its poet 

views life as a vale of tears and errors, most of which are 

caused by man's failure to adjust to the eternal flux of 

things. Oliver Goldsmith's "The Deserted Village" is a 

lament for a way of life which has become doomed in the wake 

of industrialization, and George Crabbe's The Village con

forms to the gloomy side but presents a view of village life 

different from that of Goldsmith. Crabbe shows the rustics 

caught in hopeless poverty and its degradations. Surely 

Coleridge's less known poems "The Vision of the Maid of 

Orleans" and "The Three Graves" may be read with the grave

yard and nocturnal poems and his three major poems may 

easily be labeled as the acme of his success in achieving 

these effects through a combining of the tradition with his 

individual talent. 

Besides being influenced by the tradition of gloom and 

terror of eighteenth-century poetry, Coleridge was influenced 

by the tradition of supernatural motifs in some ancient 

Scottish poetry. The ancient Scottish poetry had become 
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popular through James Macpherson's translation which appeared 

under the title Fragments of Ancient Poetry in the Highlands 

· (1760) and through Bishop Percy's collection entitled 

Reliques of Ancient Poetry in the Highlands (1765). The 

popularity and charm of the poems in these anthologies im

pressed the young Coleridge so much that he made both direct 

and indirect allusions to Ossian and to Ossian's poems and 

he echoed the Reliques in some poems which preceded the 

composition of his three major poems. Furthermore, he em-

ployed some of the same poetic devices that Macpherson's 

translation employed. Ossian often uses a primitive dra-

matic narrator to make the supernatural as plausible as 

possible, and he uses ancestral spirits to sound warnings 

about an imminent war. Ghosts and visionary experiences are 

vital to the movement of some Ossian poems. Coleridge em-

ploys all these techniques of Ossian very successfully. In 

fact, some early poems of Coleridge contain so many Ossianic 

elements that John Joseph Dunn has unequivocally asserted 

that Coleridge was attracted to Macpherson's work. Dunn 

traces some obvious borrowings from Ossian in Coleridge's 

"Anna and Harland," "Imitated from Ossian," and the "Com

plaint of Ninathoma," and asserts that the Ossianic influ

ence upon Coleridge was quite dominant during the five or 

six years before he wrote his major poems: 

Coleridge was interested in Ossian throughout the five 
or six years previous to the period of his greatest 
poetic achievement. "Anna and Harland," written around 
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1790, already reflects a thorough familiarity with 
Macpherson's work. Some three years later, he made an 
allusion to "the voice of Cona" in the Preface to his 
poems, and that same year he returned to Ossian to 
write two imitations. In 1795, he drew upon Ossian for 
an illustration in a political address. The following 
year, he projected an opera based on Carthon, and at 
about the same time, he planned to include an essay on 
Ossian in a projected history of English poetry. Per
haps it was in connection with one or both of these 
plans that he took both volumes of Ossian from the 
Bristol Library for a seven week period from January 
6th to February 24th. For the text of Carthon, he 
would have needed only the first volume, so presumably 
he still had a general interest in re-reading Ossian at 
that time. It is evident then, that Coler i dge was 
repeatedly attracted to Macpherson's work during the 
years previous to the inception of "The Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner," "Christabel," and "Kubla Khan. 11 12 

Complementary to the influence of Macpherson's Ossian is the 

influence of Percy's Reliques. The Reliques provided Cole-

ridge with both content- and form-oriented topoi. Some of 

the phraseology, scenes, events, characters, and plots of 

Coleridge obviously resemble those of the poems in Percy's 

collection. 13 

Another contemporary tradition which must have drawn 

Coleridge . to the realms of poetic supernaturalism is the 

tradition of the sublime. Besides using terror as a tool 

for sensationalism, the mid-eighteenth-century poets also 

12 
"Coleridge's Debt to Macpherson's Ossian," Studies 

in Scottish Literature, 7 (1969), 84. Also see Dunn's "The 
Role of Macpherson's Ossian in the Development of British 
Romanticism," Diss. Duke Univ., 1965, pp. 178-202. 

1 3 . 
Dunn, "Coleridge's Debt to Macpherson's Ossian," 

pp. 85-89, and Donald Reuel Tuttle, "Christabel Sources in 
Percy's Rel iques and the Gothic Romance," PMLA, 5 3 ( 1 938) , 
445-74. 
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used terror and the related supernatural element as an aid 

in achieving the sublime. Interest in Longin us' Peri 

Hupsous had led to theorizing in both poetics and rhetoric. 

In order to conform to these theories the writers introduced 

the theme of amazement into their compositions. Very often 

an unusual setting offered such possibilities; not less 

often the use of personifications and other "forms of imagi

nary beings" lent itself to similar effects: 

Although eighteenth-century attitudes toward the 
reality of the supernatural were various and frequently 
ambiguous, even highly rational critics commonly felt 
that supernatural personages had a legitimate place in 
poetry and drama, where they could function as imagina
tive creations. The precise nature of that place, how
ever, remained through most of the century a vexed 
question, and efforts to answer the question produced 
an appalling, if historically interesting, bulk of bad 
poetry. One solution, attempted frequently, was based 
on that favorite eighteenth-century variety of metaphor, 
the personification. Addison early noted the connection 
between personifications and other forms of imaginary 
beings; later critics followed him in considering 
ghosts, furies, and personifications as creatures much 
like one another, and poets exploited the similarity 
by creating fresh personifications, or re-creating 
classic ones, in which supernatural figures were l .abeled 
Revenge, Despair, Envy, and the like. 

Late in the century, however, a group of minor poets 
began to experiment with more radical methods. Theoreti
cally as well as practically concerned with the nature 
of personification, they tried to expand its possi
bilities, and prepared the way for Blake and Coleridge 
by their efforts to create truly "original" horror
personifications, with a new sort of elaboration added 
to the material of tradition.14 

1 4 
Patricia Meyer Spacks, "Horror-Personification in 

Late Eighteenth-Century Poetry," Studies in -Philology, 59 
(1962), 560-78. Material for the quotation has been taken 
from pp. 550 and 570. Also see Marjorie Hope Nicolson,· 
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The "new sort of elaboration" in the case of Coleridge came 

from his personal nature, the zeitgeist, and readings and 

experiences that had left indelible marks on his psyche. 

Therefore, a study of Coleridge's poems, especially of his 

three major poems, demands a knowledge of the poet's intrinsic 

nature and habits, the circumstances that shaped and developed 

his attitudes, and the emotional and intellectual influences 

that inspired and colored his poetic expressions. 

To understand Coleridge's temperament one can study his 

autobiographical letters. These letters show that as the 

youngest child in a large family Coleridge was prone to 

sibling rivalries and used to some special attention from 

his parents, that his upbringing was far from luxury and 

elegance, that he often gave way to fits of extreme temper, 

and that when at age nine he was sent to Christ's Hospital, 

he felt an extreme sense of deprivation. 15 Shunned by other 

Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory: The Development of the 
Aesthetics of the Infinite (Ithaca, New York: Cornell Univ. 
Press, 1959). 

15 
Most of the knowledge about Coleridge's childhood 

has been gained from his five autobiographical letters in 
Collected Letters, I (Nos. 174, 179, 208, 210, and 234), 
302-03, 310-12, 346-48, 352-55, and 387-89. These letters 
are addressed to Thomas Poole. From these letters we learn 
that Coleridge enjoyed his father's excessive fondness and 
resented Molly's hatred, and we learn that the dislike of 
his schoolmates coupled with his precociousness developed 
in him some definite attitudes of introspection. All refer
ences to Coleridge's letters in this and subsequent chapters 
comprising this study will be documented in abbreviated 
form only with proper identification of the letter, volume, 
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boys, he spent time reading romances and tales of adventure. 

Later in life, he came to believe that the kind of reading 

he had had chances to do was adequate for all young children. 

On October 16, 1797, he wrote 'to Poole: 

. from my early reading of Faery Tales, & Genii 
&c &c--my mind had been habituated to the Vast--& I 
never regarded my senses in any way~s~e criteria of 
my belief. I regulated all my creeds by my conceptions 
not by my sight--even at that age. Should children be 
permitted to read Romances, & and Relations of Giants 
& Magicians, & Genii?--I know all that has been said 
against it; but I have formed my faith in the affirma
tive.--I know no other way of giving the mind a love 
of 'the Great', & 'the Whole'.16 

The circumstances in which Coleridge grew up encouraged 

contemplation about things which persons in the eighteenth 

century and the nineteenth century understood only imper-

fectly. Day by day new scientific discoveries were opening 

men's minds to the mysteries of the universe--powers which 

and page numbers of the Collected Letters. Martin Smith
Seymour has noted that Coleridge never spoke of his mother 
"with real affection or even interest." See his Poets · 
Through Their Letters: From the Tudors to Coleridge (New 
York: Holt Rinehart, 1969). 

For the early formation of the philosophical cast of 
Coleridge's mind revealed in his letters refer to J. A. 
Appleyard's Coleridge's Philosophy of Literature: The 
Development of a Concept of Poetry (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard Univ. Press, 1965). Appleyard has noted Coleridge's 
tendencies to regard his personal experiences as the primary 
source and criterion of his knowledge, to avoid solipsistic 
self-reliance through earnest and extensive searching of 
theories of other persons, to use personal intuition as a 
guide for judgment, to feel a strong personal need for a 
religious view of life, and to regard philosophy as a 
necessary way of life. 

1 6 
Collected Letters, I (No. 210), 354. 
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had been by-passed rather than comprehended in the theories 

of eighteenth-century science. The biographers agree that 

the young Coleridge devoured new knowledge each day and 

puzzled over the meaning of events that occurred in his 

everyday experience and over the meaning of mysterious and 

magical events in medieval romances. Such reflections made 

him wonder about a possible relation of magic to human 

nature. Sensing a correlation between magic and the inner 

nature of man, Coleridge developed a special interest in 

medieval romances because they abound in motifs of magic-

from the feats of Merlin to those associated with the sword 

Excalibur of King Arthur. Often the romances show an aura 

of mystery associated with the major events of the plot. 

Holy fires of the grail or the light that shines from the 

mouth of Havelock the Dane may be cited as a typical motif 

of mystery in the romances. The courtly love that must 

remain unattainable in a socially acceptable way creates much 

need for secret meetings, disguises, and recognitions in the 

narrative. Sometimes to depict the irrational and their-

resistible nature of love the poets use the device of a love 

potion as in the story of Tristan and Isolt. Thus magic in 

one form or another remains a necessary part of most romances. 

Long before Coleridge wrote any poetry and long before he 

acquired the ability of mature thinking, he had spent hours 

in reading such stories as frequently as possible. In. an 
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effort to cope with the feeling of isolation Coleridge had 

dwelt on these tales of wonder, magic, and mystery until 

his mind became "habituated to the vast." This habituation 

is clearly the energetic force · that enabled him to move the 

minds of his readers over strange seas of slimy creatures, 

spirits, and nightmarish figures; over the incredibly 

beautiful and mysterious course of a sacred river; and over 

the thick woods that promise some nocturnal encounters with 

strange beings. 

While on the one hand the romances aided Coleridge to 

escape the boredom of inactivity and isolation, on the other 

they encouraged his habit of withdrawing from people. By 

isolating himself Coleridge could read and lose himself in 

thinking about what he read as his imagination presented the 

configurations of the world depicted in these stories, and 

by submitting to the pleasures of the imagination he devel-

oped a habit of contemplation and introspection. Often the 

introspective peeks into his own mind inspired a narcis

sistic self-confidence; sometimes they caused feelings of 

unrelieved guilt which were mainly associated with his feel

ings about his family, his wife and children, and his 

friends; and at other times they inspired detailed descrip

tions (in his letters) of his physical suffering caused by 

some of the ordinary ailments. Narcissistic self-confidence 

must have been the result of some early experience in the . 
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company of his uncle, who took him to different persons 

and allowed him to engage in serious discussions during the 

course of which Coleridge impressed them with his ability 

1 7 to argue like a man. Later this growing consciousness of 

personal charisma must have been strengthened by some con-

temporaries who referred to him as a poet magician. Lamb 

talked not only of Coleridge's conjuror-like looks · bu~ ~lso 

of the "whiff and wind" of his genius by virtue of which 

the poet was "throwing out grand central truths"; Hunt 

referred to him as "a good natured wizard"; and De Quincey 

spoke of his "magical brain." In the light of this informa

tion it is logical for us to assume that by the time 

Coleridge reached his annus mirabilis he had come to view 

himself as a Moses-like reformer and as a poet-magician who 

was destined to show the way revealed to him through his 

. 1 f . t ·t· 18 specia powers o in ui ion. He felt that his relation to 

common people was that of a watchman, friend, and prophet. 

While his journalism could appropriately allow him to engage 

in the roles of a watchman and of a friend, the poetic 

17 Collected Letters I (No. 233), 388. 

1 8 
John Beer, Coleridge's Poetic Intelligence (New York: 

Barnes and Noble, 1977), p. 39. 
The classical concept of the poet as prophet had been 

reinforced by pre-Romantics like Collins and Gray. Collins' 
"Ode on the Poetical Character" views the poet in the tri
partite role of a prophesier, a memory of the tribe, and a 
celebrator of God's creation. Gray's Odin and Macpherson's 
Ossian are also poets of similar character. 
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tradition showed him the possibilities of impressing the 

readers with his role as a prophet. In this tradition magic--

an essential part of the supernatural--was becoming more 

than the usual Romantic metaphor to describe the mysteries of 

art. In the words of Anya Taylor: 

The metaphor · of magic, unlike other prevalent metaphors 
for expressive theories of art, not only conveyed a 
living spiritual power hidden behind merely visible 
things, but it also provided a means of controlling and 
of talking about power in mysterious terms. It was 
natural that poets should begin imagining that their 
words were the incantations that might rouse an inert 
nature. 19 

Besides, argues Taylor, magic appealed to Coleridge because 

of his belief in the magical power of the imagination: 

Deeply knowledgeable about the Renaissance, steeped in 
the problems of his immediate predecessors of the late 
eighteenth century, and capable of seeing the philo
sophical significance of these problems in the context 
of European thought as well as their practical applica
tion to poetic techniques, Samuel Taylor Coleridge was a 
pivotal figure in the tradition that art is a kind of 
magic. This tradition was important to him because it 
contributed to solving the larger problem of the 
revitalization of spirit. Coleridge tried to revitalize 
spirit by proving that men were supernatural rather 
than natural beings, whose greater than natural powers 
separated them from the continuum of things.20 

In Taylor's opinion Coleridge seems to be concerned with 

magic as "a way of getting beyond the deadness of things or 

at least the thingness of things." To support her opinion 

Taylor cites Coleridge's references to imagination and love 

1 9 
Magic and English Romanticism (Athens: The Univ. of 

Georgia Press, 1979), p. 17. 

20 
Taylor, p. 64. 
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in terms of magic in his "Religious Musings" and "Effusion." 

In "Religious Musings" Coleridge refers to the power of 

imagination to call a host of new desires as the power of a 

conj u r or ; in " E ff us ion " he ref e·r s to magic of the be 1 o v e d ' s 

name because its spell calls forth the spirits of Love. 21 

John Beer holds the same view and asserts that Coleridge 

pursued a strong interest in the literature of magic and 

read what he could find on the subject; he points out that 

two important images of magic--the magician's wand and the 

magic circle--worked frequently in Coleridge's mind. 

Besides, as his intelligence penetrated into the nature of 

man and the ambiguities of evil, Coleridge "came to believe 

at an early stage that certain elements in traditional 

magical lore were in fact relevant to an understanding of 

human nature at its deepest levels. 22 

With reference to Coleridge's intellectual interests, 

one can infer that the magical aspect of supernaturalism 

seems to have had a heuristic value for him: it aided him 

in understanding and explaining the working of imagination 

While allowing him a free play of his own imagination. It 

also fulfilled--vicariously, of course--the deeply felt need 

for a better world by opening up a world in which reality 

21 
Taylor, p. 109. 

22 
Coleridge's Poetic Intelligence, p. 9. 
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could be transformed into better situations with the help 

of magic, mystery, and even poetic justice. Whereas the 

reality of his home held for him a promise of only due shares 

of parental love and attention -that had to be divided among 

several children, the romances carried him into a world in 

which a child was often brought up with loving care by 

foster parents; whereas the reality involved him in ambiva

lence of feelings toward his siblings in early life and 

in feelings of total deprivation at Christ's Hospital later, 

the romances depicted a higher self-annihilating kind of 

love. However, since Coleridge possessed both a highly 

imaginative mind and a highly introspective nature, often 

such escaping of reality became an escape into higher 

reality, particularly after he reached adulthood. This 

higher reality showed him the many facets of truth about 

himself and his ardently held ideals and about man and human 

society in general. At this stage he began to employ the 

supernatural--consciously as well as unconsciously--as a 

rhetorical mask for his moral, socio-political, and meta-

poetic ideas. Since by the 1790's--the time of Coleridge's 

composing his major poems--a variety of such ideas had 

already become a preoccupation of the poet's mind, "The Rime 

of the Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel" are 

Packed with extraordinary thematic richness. Although many 

Victorian critics felt confused about the meaning of these 
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poems, later Coleridge scholars have been digging for mean

ing in these poems by applying a variety of critical ap-

proaches. 23 

Whether Coleridge made a conscious effort to clothe his 

complex ideas with supernaturalism may be debatable, but the 

fact remains that the poems continue to haunt the reader 

with their mystery mainly because their supernaturalism is 

pregnant with suggestiveness about the idealistic yearnings, 

reformistic ideas, and philosophical opinions of Coleridge. 

His mind had become saturated with such material because he 

was living in a generation of young men whose early lives 

were full of enthusiastic approval of the French Revolution; 

he was receiving his mental nourishment from the neo

Platonists, Deists, Unitarians, and other philosophers; and 

above all he was living in an age when intellectual activity 

was reflected by writings such as Edmund Burke's Reflections 

on the French Revolution, Tom Paine's Rights of Man, and 

William Godwin's Political Justice. Coleridge's sincere 

23 In the opinion of Anya Taylor, "for Byron, as for 
Shelley, magic 1-eads -- to fx-e_e_d_om:--:f_t9Ql bodies, time, physical 
laws, and physical things. Wordsworth considers that this 
freedom is senseless and unrealistic, refusing to grant the 
reality of substantial things and the necessity of these for 
grounding character. Coleridge, on the other hand considers 
. ' it a creative freedom that confirms the supernatural origin 
of the imagination by demonstrating its power to make new 
beginnings." Magic and English Romanticism, p. 239. 

Studies of Coleridge's major poems range from dismissal 
as magical nonsense or source hunting to artistic, Freudian, 
and Jungian interpretations. 
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attachment to some ideas colored all his writing and lee-

turing. Ultimately, his brain became a store of many philo-

sophical ideas, and he became self-conscious about the fact 

that his poetry "sweats beneath a heavy burthen of Ideas and 

24 Imagery!" Even though when Coleridge started composing 

"The Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel" his 

ideas were in an experimental stage only, a survey of ideas 

that remain centripetal to Coleridge's intellectual activity 

may help us to approach his three major poems intelligently. 

Open expressions of these ideas first took the form of lec

tures and essays; later these matured into the Biographia 

Literaria, Aids to Reflection, and On the Constitution of 

Church and State. Consequently, a brief discussion first 

of the lectures and essays in general and then of the perti

nent thoughts in these works is in order. 

Lectures in Bristol occupied Coleridge during 1795. 

Influence of the radical agitators whom he met in London 

might have inspired Coleridge to enter the political life 

of his own country by expressing his opinions in these 

lectures. 25 Coleridge biographers are still uncertain 

24 
Collected Letters, I (74), 137. The letter is 

addressed to Robert Southey and is dated December 11, 1794. 

25 
Lectures 1795, On Politics and Religion, Vol. I of 

The Collected Works of -Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Lewis 
Patton and Peter Mann (Princeton, New Jersey: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1 971. 
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about the actual number of such lectures, but Cottle, to 

whom Coleridge had been introduced at the time, stated in 

his Reminiscences that three series of lectures were given: 

political lectures on contemporary problems; a course of six 

historical lectures given at the Assembly Coffee House 

(their title being "A Comparative View of the English Rebel

lion and the French Revolution"); and a series of six lee-

tures on "Revealed Religion, its Corruptions, and Political 

Views." 26 "The Plot Discovered" is an attack on the bills 

introduced by Pitt and Grenville to suppress seditious 

publications and to limit the right of public assembly. 

Freedom is the major concern of "A Moral and Political Lec

ture." In it, Coleridge stresses that everyone should be 

eager to offer advice in a state of emergency and that people 

should have a "prompt facility of adverting in all our doubts 

to some grand and comprehensive truth." He argued that the 

two political lessons that could be learned from the French 

Revolution are that if learning is restricted to the few 

they become victims rather than illuminators of the multi-

26 In fact Coleridge scholarship offers no certainty 
about the delivery of the six historical lectures, although 
a broadsheet (a copy of which is in the Berg Collection, 
New York) advertising them was published. The first lec
ture, delivered in January, 1791, was immediately published 
and called "A Moral and Political Lecture," and the second 
and third were later printed as a single lecture in November 
under the title "On the Present War." The only other lec
ture to be published was "The Plot Discovered." See John 
Colmer, Coleridge: Critic of Society (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1959), pp _. 9-30. 
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tude and that their indiscreet benevolence can easily become 

a dangerous and destructive force. Coleridge cautioned that 

the example of France might be used to identify the real 

friends of freedom in England and to determine the righteous

ness of their attitudes toward the methods of bringing about 

reform. He expressed the belief that persons who wished to 

reform society should clarify their positions with reference 

to the general principles of which the duties prescribed by 

religion are the vital part. Such a reference would enable 

England to be saved from the bloodshed that had accompanied 

the Revolution in France. 

Many essays in The Friend view life in the universe as 

an interrelated whole and make many references to the philo-

sophy of Plato and Aristotle. Biogr~phia Literaria expresses 

Coleridge's views about poetic diction, poetry, imagination, 

and associationism, and about some of his own poems and the 

poems of his contemporaries. Acknowledging that some of his 

juvenile poems do contain "the swell and glitter bot~ of 

thought and diction," the work states that some of these 

faults might have occurred because of his wrong choice of 

subjects. It tells us that his grammar school training had 

been geared toward recognition, appreciation, and practice 

of ease and simplicity of expression. From his master he 

had learned that poetry has a logic of its own and that 

great poets are extremely conscientious about the choice 



and position of their words. 

3.0 

The Biographia Literaria also 

gives us Coleridge's famous theory of imagination and fancy 

in which he assigns to the primary imagination the act of 

perception and to the secondary the esemplastic power that 

dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, and recreates. He explains 

the role of fancy as the lesser job of operating only 

through the law of association and thus operating in the 

domain of definites and fixities. 

Chapter fourteen of the Biographia Literaria presents 

details about the conception of Lyrical Ballads and of 

Coleridge's assignment for the work. It states that certain 

discussions about poetry led to the idea of composing a 

collection of poems. These discussions concerned two 

matters: the power of poetry to excite the reader's sympathy 

through a faithful adherence to the truth of nature and the 

power of poetry to give the interest of novelty by using the 

modifying colors of imagination. These matters led Coleridge 

and Wordsworth to write two kinds of poems for the anthology. 

The poets agreed that the first kind would concern subjects 

from ordinary life and employ characters and incidents which 

___ could be found in every village and its vicinity. They also 

agreed that the second kind would use incidents and agents 

Which were at least partially supernatural and which would 

attempt to arouse emotions that are natural to such situ-

ations. The chapter records that Coleridge agreed to write 



poems of the second kind, the kind that was designed to 

deal with the supernatural. It also records that the two 

poets held different opinions about poetic diction. 

Coleridge states that, unlike Wordsworth, he felt that 

excellent poetry could not limit itself to using the 
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language of ordinary people. Parts of chapters thirteen and 

fourteen of the Biographia Literaria are devoted to dis-

cussions of imagination. Through statements and examples 

Coleridge suggests that imagination is a vital force which 

conceives and develops an idea which in turn dictates the 

choice of genre, artistic structure, diction, and other 

matters related to poetry. Imaginative conception enables 

the poet to view higher re~lity which incorporates opposites 

within the whole. As he attempts expositions of the higher 

reality, the poet uses symbols rather than allegories, 

similes, 27 and metaphors. An imaginative reader can intui-

tively grasp the reality of the poet's symbols but may find 

it difficult to explain the symbols in exact ways. 

27 For Coleridge's discussion of symbol and allegory 
refer to The Statesman's Manual, ed. R. J. White, Vol. VI of 
The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge (Princeton, 
N. J.: Princeton Univ. Press, 1972), pp. 30-31. In a letter 
Coleridge states: "A poet's Heart & Intellect should be com
bined, intimately combined & unified, with the great appe'ar
ances in Nature--& not merely held in solution & loose mix
ture with them, in the shape of formal Similies. I do not 
mean to exclude these formal Similies--there are moods of 
mind, in which they are natural--pleasing moods of mind, & 
such as a Poet will often have, & sometimes express; but 
they are not his highest, & most appropriate moods." Col
lected Letters, II (No. 459), 864. 
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Analysis of Coleridge's opinions and beliefs expressed 

in his major non-poetic works suggests that he was indeed 

a man of deep thinking and deep feeling. Habits of deep 

thinking and feeling led him to, evaluate himself rather than 

to enjoy a solipsistic self-assurance. They also developed 

his ability to pursue an argument logically and hence persua

sively whether the subject concerned poetic diction, the 

French Revolution, or social reform. Most of Coleridge's 

thoughts and feelings centered on religion and the improve-

ment of mankind and human institutions. In his three major 

poems the supernatural is his rhetorical focus upon psychic 

experiences which are simultaneously fascinating and hor

rifying because they encompass all the above tendencies, 

concerns, and fears. Instead of becoming an emotional . block 

to the reader's reception of ideas, the supernatural in these 

poems is a beacon to Coleridge's ideas. For a thorough 

interpretation of the central ideas of "The Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel" it is neces

sary that the three poems be submitted to the tripartite 

analysis of rhetoric. Such an analysis would keep one from 

making fragmented approaches to the work of a poet who had 

react Plato when he was very young, read more books than any 

other young man of his society, and read every book that 

came to his hands, and a poet who _had stated in 1797, a year 

before · he composed the three major poems, that "My mind 
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feels as if it ached to behold & and know something great--

something one & indivisible . A rhetorical analysis 

is an approach based upon a cognition of the "one & indivisi

ble" because it interprets the -poems in view of the poet's 

chara c ter, message, and designs on the reader. In other 

words, it approaches the meaning of the poems through relat

ing it both to the creator and receiver of the meaning. 

Proposing a rhetorical interpretation of Coleridge's 

suc c ess in "The Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and 

"Christabel," this study involves a discussion of the ethos 

as the power exerted by the character and disposition of the 

speakers in Coleridge's poems and, by extension, the power 

exerted by the character and disposition of Coleridge him-

self. It elaborates on those aspects of the poet's 

personality revealed in the poems which give the reader a 

feeling that the poems are utterances of one who is sharing 

what he has experienced or observed first hand. Since 

behind the rhetorical voice in each poem is the real voice 

of Coleridge--a Romantic poet who viewed things from a sub

jective angle--the discussion of ethos will center more 

specifically on the ethical appeal exerted by Coleridge, 

i.e., Coleridge the poet, Coleridge the man, and Coleridge 

the intellectual. A discussion of Coleridge's beliefs and 

28 
Collected Letters, I (No. 209), 349. 



attitudes which influenced his selection and shaping of 

characters and incidents in the three poems will remain 

vital to delineation of the ethical appeal. 
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Discussions of logos will highlight Coleridge's rainbow

like projection of various ideas adopted and/or generated by 

him. They will show that by employing the supernatural to 

create sufficient mystery, Coleridge makes some of his ideas 

explicit as he leaves some ideas implicit. While Coleridge 

works in some ideas consciously, he projects some uncon

sciously. Coleridge proceeds to suggest the complexity of 

his themes by presenting them through supernatural fictions 

which are inherently mysterious. Instead of presenting his 

thoughts through a linear progression, Coleridge presents 

them recursively--and hence more fully--through dramatic 

interactions of characters and juxtapositions of contrasting 

settings, events, and attitudes. Overall arrangement of 

these elements impresses one with a succession of images 

Which focus on the central idea in each poem. As a result, 

the three major poems radiate ethical, social, biographical, 

psychological, and archetypal meanings. Perhaps to caution 

readers against narrow interpretations, Coleridge claimed 

that two out of the three poems are fragments so that while 

trying to supply the missing parts the reader may get a close 

View of the reality the poems are attempting to represent. 

Discussions of the pathos will elaborate upon the 

magical power with · which Coleridge presents his ideas to 
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make the nightmarish mystery and exotic beauty of the details 

a signal to deep truth. Beaconing concentrated attention, 

the signal launches the reader into a philosophical mood so 

overwhelmingly that the detail~ tend to linger in his mind 

even after he has finished reading the poems. Such reaction 

is provoked by the complementary progression of the serious 

subjects, meditative tone, suspense, and, above all, con

textual probability, for no reader would respond seriously 

to something that remains far from probability. A sense of 

probability, together with the exoticism, mystery, and horror 

of the supernatural element, induces fear and agitation in 

the reader's mind. As intense thinking supplants the 

temporary mental stasis, he begins to understand the poems 

as representatives of a philosophical whole in which the 

poet, the poem, the meaning, the structure, and the reader 

become one. 

As the analysis of the ethos, logos, and pathos of 

Coleridge's three poems establishes a oneness of the poems' 

meaning and structure through developing an awareness of the 

three means of persuasion, it establishes the interrelated

ness of the three poems themselves. Struck by the similarity 

of their message and their technique of presenting this 

message, one may read the three poems together and discover 

that they merge into a whole, although they do not allow the 

Whole to devour their individuality. Their individuality 

and their simultaneous tendency to merge into a rhetorical 
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and philosophical whole aid one in recognizing an analogy 

between the rhetorical approach and Coleridge's theory of 

imagination. Both are attempts at understanding successful 

communication. Coleridge's theory attempts to delineate 

those characteristics of a poet's mind which enaele him to 

assimilate and interpret the raw material and then to give 

it an eloquent expression. The rhetorical analysis explains 

this eloquence as the conjunctive power of the ethos, logos, 

and pathos as they are developed by an intelligent and 

imaginative writer. Since a poem is only one of the many 

expressions of the thinking and feeling being of an artist, 

it is natural for the poem to have affinities with other 

expressions from the same being. And expressions which 

employ the same techniques--as the three major poems of 

Coleridge do--must suggest additional facets of meaning when 

interpreted as one unit. Therefore, this study will apply 

. the tripartite rhetorical approach to the three poems first 

as units unto themselves and then as parts of a larger whole. 

It will also relate the rhetorical approach to Coleridge's 

theory of imagination to suggest the similarity of a rheto

rician's view and Coleridge's view of the poetic imagin~tion: 

The similarity suggests that perhaps Coleridge himself would 

like for his readers to approach the poems as art pieces 

Which developed out of the ethical, logical, and emotional 

Parts of his being, because he often recognized the con-
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junction of deep thinking and feeling within this being. 

Through this c onjunction evolves the visionary experience 

which the poems embody, and through this conjunction is the 

poet able to share his vision with many readers as success

fully as an accomplished rhetor shares his truth with a 

general audience. Furthermore, it is the correlative nature 

of the ethical, logical, and emotional aspects of the 

reader's bein g which aids his cognition of Coleridge's 

vision. 



CHAPTER II 

The Experience of ,the Outcast 

In 

"The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" 

The supernatural characters and events of "The Rime of 

the Ancient Mar-iner" which work as agents of the Mariner's 

misery and partial redemption are rhetorically significant 

because they aid Coleridge in presenting the central idea 

of the poem through dramatic action. The poem shows that 

the protagonist, horrified by physical and spiritual torture, 

begins to feel the need to love, to pray, and above all to 

exhort other persons to do the same. Coleridge uses the 

supernatural to add depth and detail to the protagonist~s 

suffering. As it portrays the Mariner's suffering, the 

supernatural reflects the ethos, logos, and pathos of "The 

Ancient Mariner." 

The ethos of "The Ancient Mariner" develops through 

three personalities: its anonymous narrator; the Mariner; 

and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, · who created the narrator and 

the Mariner. The anonymous narrator begins the tale , and 

then temporarily disappears from the scene, letting the 

38 
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characters play their assigned roles until it is time for 

him to make closing comments in the two final stanzas. 

However, the brief part which Coleridge assigns to him sets 

the tone and impresses the reader with the narrator's 

intelligence. It shows his full familiarity with the ballad 

conventions; he begins the tale in a simple manner and he 

uses short stanzas and archaisms like stoppeth, eftsoons, 

and spake. Between the simple beginning and the didactic 

and sombre ending, he marks the phases of the action by 

dividing it into parts. Before withdrawing from the tale 

he uses the present tense, which aids him in giving the tale 

a dramatic immediacy: "It is an ancient Mariner," and "He 

holds him with his skinny hand" ( 11. l, 9). 1 Quite skill-

fully, after the Mariner has finished telling his tale, the 

narrator uses the past tense and thus gives the poem a note 

of finality. Just as the present tense of the beginning 

aids in drawing the reader into the tale, the past tense at 

the close aids him in realizing that the tale has come to an 

end. Thus, these stylistic shifts in tense and diction show 

the narrator's sensitivity to poetic convention as they show 

his good will toward the reader who expects to- -f'ollow a 

I 

narrative easily from a clear beginning through the middle 

1 
All references to "The Ancient Mariner" are to the 

1817 version as printed in Vol. I of The Complete Poetical 
Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 2 vols., ed. Ernest Hartley 
Coleridge (1912; Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1968). The 
references will be incorporated within the text with line 
numbers. 
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to its end. Simple beginning, short stanzas, and archaisms 

are also hints about the genre so that the reader may know 

what to expect. 

Since a major portion of "The Ancient Mariner" is the 

story of the Mariner's experience as he himself tells it to 

the Wedding Guest, ethos must also be considered in relation 

to the Mariner as a rhetor. The tale exerts an ethical 

appeal by making the reader realize that its teller, the old 

sailor, is basically a good Christian who believes in leading 

a chaste and God-fearing life. More than once he mentions 

the Christian deities ( 11. 293, 487, 506). He believes in 

the virtue of prayer (11. 244-45, 610-18). He is patient 

and tolerant. In spite of the Guest's impatience, the 

Mariner remains patient, and in spite of the abusive language 

which other characters apply to him, the Mariner continues 

to use positive and objective language. The Guest calls him 

a "gr e.y- beard 1 o on" ( 1 . 1 1 ) and the Pi 1 o t ' s boy ca 11 s him 

"Devil" ( 1. 569). His fellow sailors accuse him of bringing 

bad luck, but the Mariner reports their looks and acts of 

curse objectively. This objectivity is the commendable part 

of his personality which recommends his tale not only to the 

Guest but also to the reader. Since his tale is an account 

of a personal experience, the reader tends to view him as a 

wise old man who has acquired superior wisdom after passing 

through the stages of wanton crime against a · cre~ture of God 
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to the stage of doubt and depression and penance to the 

ultimate stage of evangelical faith in God's grace. Conse-

quently, the glitter of his eyes is in a way a radiance of 

his faith and wisdom which mesmerize the Guest. These came 

to the Mariner through an intense experience which involved 

him in an outcast state. His dignity and fortitude during 

the experience show him as morally superior to his companions. 

Whereas his fellow sailors give way to anger and punish the 

Mariner by hanging the dead bird around his neck and by- with

drawing all love and sympathy for him, the Mariner remains 

capable of loving. He does not show any hate toward his 

companions, and he experiences a spontaneous gush of love 

for the sea snakes. This ability to love, together with his 

objectivity, gives the Mariner's suffering the dignity of 

the suffering of a tragic hero, urging the reader to forgive 

his killing of the Albatross and to acknowledge the worth of 

his exhortation that one must love all creatures because 

they are created by the same God. 

Adding substantially to the ethical appeal of ''The 

Ancient Mariner" is Coleridge's conscious and unconscious 

borrowing from his own personality to lend both digriity · and 

pungency to the Mariner's suffering. Coleridge adds to the 

ethos by demonstrating proofs of his poetic talent and sensi

tivity to the taste of his contemporary audience which had 

become accustomed to the sensationalism of the graveyard 



42 

poetry, the remoteness of the poetry of sublimity, and the 

horror of the Dothic literature. Coleridge freely borrows 

from his own disposition while selecting and shaping the 

major incidents, the tone in which the incidents are 

reported, and the characters who participate in the action. 

The major incidents of "The Ancient Mariner" are the 

following: a chance encounter between the old Mariner and 

a young Wedding Guest, the Mariner's stopping the Guest and 

then sharing with him the tale of his woe, and the Guest's 

casting aside of all his impatience and becoming a sympa

thetic listener and thus missing the wedding and becoming 

melancholy. 

Since the Mariner's tale occupies a major portion of 

the narrative, the chief emphasis of the Mariner's story is 

the key to the real ethos of "The Ancient Mariner." In the 

Mariner's story detail after detail focuses upon the Mariner's 

intense suffering and outcast state. The sensitivity with 

which Coleridge portrays these makes the Mariner a Cole-

ridgean creation in a very special sense. The Mariner 

impresses the reader less as a creation of imagination than 

as an imaginative creation by a poet who is fully familiar 

with physical and psychological suffering which makes one 

feel that he is an outcast. Throughout, loneliness and 

rejection are the necessary parts of the old sailor's experi-

ence. His ship sails away from his homeland. Soon it 

reaches the unfamiliar land of the South Pole during the 
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winter season when fog and peaks of ice enclose it in a 

world by itself--a world in which no animal or human sounds 

or movements are heard or felt until the appearance of the 

Albatross. The Mariner's thoughtless killing of the Alba-

tross causes his further isolation. His companions call his 

a c t a " he 11 is h thing . " They feel that he is the ha r b in g e r of 

bad luck. To overwhelm him with a sense of shame, they hang 

the dead bird around his neck. The Mariner's isolation 

increases when one by one all his companions drop dead and 

he is forced to live among two hundred dead bodies. It 

reaches the climax when he loses his ability to communicate 

with God through prayer. Even though things change for the 

better toward the end of his voyage, the memory of his utter 

loneliness remains fresh in the sailor's mind: 

0 Wedding-Guest! this soul hath been 
Alone on a wide wide sea: 
So lonely 'twas that God himself 
Scarce seemed there to be. 

(11. 597-600) 

The overwhelming feeling of intense loneliness is induced 

partly by self-consciousness of the guilt and partly by the 

accusations of his companions. Perhaps guilt and loneliness -

which mark the Mariner's outcast state are given such 

intensity by Coleridge because he himself had been haunted 

by similar feelings. 

It is a commonplace that the introspective nature of 

Coleridge had kept alive to him the guilty side of his 



personality and that his confining ailments and hard work 

in general had their definite share in cutting him aloof 
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from other persons. Adding to this aloofness was the poet's 

philosophical interest in evil and in figures of world 

literature who are victims of unthinking or unwitting acts 

of crime and the consequent guilt and suffering. Famili-

arity with such figures and reflections about the phenomena 

of guilt and suffering, in relation both to himself and to 

other persons, made Coleridge feel like an outcast from 

time to time. The feeling in turn enabled him to portray 

the Mariner's woe with intensity. 

Coleridge's writing reveals that his personal anxiety 

and guilt were associated mainly with his reflections about 

his looks, his quarrels, his inability to adjust to the 

failure of some idealistic plans, his disappointment in love, 

and his growing addiction to opium. Information ·about Cole-

ridge's dissatisfaction with his looks is scattered through 

his letters. One such letter is addressed to John Thelwall 

probably in November 1796; another is addressed to Matilda 

Betham on April 3, 1808. To Thelwall the poet wrote: 

Your Portrait of yourself interested me--As to 
me, my face, unless when animated by immediate elo
quence, expresses great Sloth, & great, indeed, 
almost idiotic, good nature. 'Tis a mere carcase of 
a face: fat, flabby, & expressive chiefly of inex
pression.--Yet, I am told that my eyes, eyebrows, and 
forehead are physiognomically good--; but of this 
the Deponent knoweth not. As to my shape, 'tis a 
good shape enough, if measured--but my gait is 



awkward, & the walk of the Whole man indicates 
indolence capable of energies.2 

In the letter to Matilda Betham, Coleridge wrote, "my poor 

face is a miserable subject fo~ a painter (for in honest 

truth I am what the world calls, and with more truth than 

3 usual, an ugly fellow)." Drawing upon these and other 

references to the poet's looks, Walter Jackson Bate has 

commented, 

If Coleridge's eye strayed to the mirror, it was 
less from vanity than with the despairing check of 
those who chronically dislike their appearance and 
are resigned to hoping that it is becoming no worse 
than before. What bothered him about the "ugly 
arrangement of features, with which Nature has dis
tinguished me" was not the ugliness per se, if there 
was any, but the particular form it took=-the 
"idiotic" and adenoidal expression, with the heavy, 
open lips; the "fat vacuity of face" ( "a carcass of 
a face," as he said in his stoical description of 
himself to Thelwall). It was only too symbolic of 
what he disliked most in himself generally--like the 
suction sounds he feared he made while eating, or 
like his first name, "Samuel." 4 
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2 Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 4 vols., 
ed. Earl Leslie Griggs (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1956), I 
(No. 156), 259-60. References to Coleridge's letters are to 
this four-volume edition and to The Unpublished Letters of 
Coleridge, 2 vols., ed. Earl Leslie Griggs (1932; New Haven: 
Yale Univ. Press, 1933). 

3 Collected Letters, III (No. 688), 83. Other persons, 
including Dorothy Wordsworth, often referred to Coleridge as 
handsome, but perhaps because of his overly self-critical 
nature Coleridge really felt that he was ugly or at least 
that he was unable to have a personality that could create 
the kind of impression he would have liked to crea.te. 

4 Co 1 e r f d g e ( Lo n do n : We i de n f e 1 d an d N i co 1 so n , 1 9 6 8 ) , 
p. 9 4. 
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Such a negative attitude toward his looks naturally made 

the poet of "The Ancient Mariner" suffer from a deep-rooted 

self-loathing. Evidently, the development of some warm 

friendships was insufficient to - relieve the poet from such 

feelings. He must have continued to feel that he was as 

condemnable as an outcast. 

Again in relation to ethos, Coleridge's quarrels also 

contributed to his feelings of an outcast state. Quarrels 

that usually involved persons Coleridge loved and/or admired 

greatly were emotionally devastating. With their usual 

aftermath of guilt and self-loathing these quarrels served 

as a catalyst to the poet's harsh self-analysis. The ear-

liest example of Coleridge's violent quarrel and the conse

quent self-criticism is the quarrel described in his letter 

to Thomas Poole dated October 16, 1797: 

From October 1779 to Oct. 1781.--I had asked my 
mother one evening to cut my cheese entire, so that I 
might toast it: This was no easy matter, it being a 
crumbly cheese--My mother however did it--/I went into 
the garden for some thing or other, and in the mean 
time my brother Frank minced my cheese, 'to disappoint 
the favorite'. I returned, saw the exploit, and in an 
agony of passion flew at Frank--He pretended to have 
been seriously hurt by the blow, flung himself . on the 
ground, and there lay with outstretched limbs--I hung 
over him moaning & in a great fright--he leaped up, 
and with a horse laugh gave me a severe blow in the 
face--I seized a knife, and was running at him, when my 
Mother came in and took me by the arm--I expected a 
flogging--& struggling from her I ran away, to a hill 
at the bottom of which the Otter flows--about one mile 
from Ottery.5 

5 Collected Letters, I (No. 210), 352-53. 
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The remainder of the letter gives some details of the poet's 

eventual overcoming of both anger and fear and going to 

sleep on the cold hillside. It also reports that the rough 

October weather which had made -him cold and stiff at night 

made him "subject to the ague for many years after." The 

letter shows a sense of double guilt of Coleridge: one about 

being so impulsively angry that he saw himself close to 

becoming another Cain and the other about being so obstinate 

and resentful that he exposed himself to the cold and wet 

weather for so long that it caused prolonged ailments. 

Since the young Coleridge was given to such violent impulsive

ness during his childhood, his quarrels could not have 

remained confined to the members of his own family. On 

occasions he must have reacted violently to some childish 

tricks of his playmates. The natural consequence of such 

reactions is rejection and ridicule which must have thwarted 

warm companionships. Unable to participate in the boyish 

sports of his schoolmates, he usually withdrew into the 

world of books. By involving him in fantasies and philo-

sophical thinking, books isolated him even more. As his 

reading developed into a regular habit the poet spent more 

and more time in seclusion--a state which encourages the 

tendency to feel deeply and to react extremely. 

Coleridge's tendency to feel deeply and then . to over-

react continued through his mature years. 

he felt strong philanthropic and patriotic 

As a young adult 

concerns. Com-



bined with these feelings was the poet's perception of 

general ignorance of common people, including that of the 

members of his own family. By placing ideas and realities 

side by side Coleridge irked the churchmen and aristocrats 

of the day. 

his youth: 

They dismissed his opinions as "falsehood" of 
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They abhorred my person, I abhorred their actions: they 
set up the long howl of Hydrophoby at my principles, & 
I repaid their Hatred & Terror by the bitterness of 
Contempt. Who then remained to listen to me? to be 
kind to me? to be my friends--to look at me with kind
ness, to shake my hand with kindness, to open the door, 
& spread the hospitable board, & to let me feel that I 
was a man well-loved--me, who from my childhood have 
had no avarice, no ambition--whose very vanity in my 
vainest moments was 9/10ths of it the desire, & delight, 
& necessity of loving & of being beloved?--These offices 
of Love the Democrats only performed to me; my own 
family, bigots from Ignorance, remained wilfully 
ignorant from Bigotry. 6 

Suffering from rejection and lack of understanding, Coleridge 

overzealously attached himself to some young persons who 

apparently espoused the causes which overwhelmed him. 

One such person was Robert Southey and the other was William 

Wordsworth. However, Coleridge's impulsive nature caused 

difficulties in the relationships. Southey became the object 

of Coleridge's criticism almost as easily as he had earlier 

become the object of his reverence. Initially Coleridge had 

regarded Southey as a great man whose virtue inspired 

emulation and noble ideas such as the plan for the Pantiso-

6 
Collected Letters, II (No. 522), 1000. 



cracy--an ideal community which Coleridge and his friends 

planned to establish on the banks of the Susquehanna River 

in America. Warm regard for and friendship with Southey 
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prompted Coleridge to marry the - sister of Southey's wife in 

spite of his attachment to Mary Evans. However, the basis 

both of friendship and of his marriage made him realize the 

folly of his judgments. Details about the Pantisocracy 

brought disillusionment in Southey. His wish to take ser-

vants clashed with the purely democratic plan of Coleridge. 

Consequently, on November 13, 1795, he wrote a long letter 

to Southey and condemned him as one lost to virtue and 

therefore to his esteem. 7 Their relations were never the 

same again. Similarly, at the beginning of his poetic 

career Coleridge had regarded Wordsworth as the greatest poet 

of the day and he had felt very good about living in Nether 

Stowey because Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy had moved 

to the nearby Alfoxden House. He enjoyed a warm friendship 

with the Wordsworths especially because they shared his 

interest in nature and poetry. The ultimate result of this 

friendship and common interest was Lyrical Ballads, the 

publication of which marks the beginning of a new age in 

7 Collected Letters, I (No. 93), 163-73. Coleridge 
refers to Southey's earlier remark that the idea of the 
Pantisocracy was the "Promethean Fire" which animated his 
soul. He also states that such apparent dedication to 
ideals had inspired him to revere Southey as a model of 
virtue and as "the Sheet Anchor" of his own virtue. 
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English literature. But a few years later Wordsworth's 

remark about Coleridge's annoying habits left Coleridge 

angry. Although the bitterness between the two poets 

occurred much later than the co~position of "The Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner," it remains significant in that it reveals 

Coleridge's tendency to respond to little incidents of life 

with more than the normal sensitivity. S.uch sensitivity is 

definitely the creative force for the portrayal of the Mari-

ner, who perceives a curse even in the eyes of the dead 

·1 8 sai ors. Guilt about impulsive marriage gnawed at Cole-

ridge's heart all his life. Gnawing guilt always involves 

one in feelings of an outcast state. 

Spiritual torment of Coleridge was caused not only by 

the guilt and anxiety related to hi~ looks and th~ di~

illusionment in and quarrels with persons he loved, but also 

by the disappointment at his own inability and the inability 

of other persons to fulfill some i?eal plans for a better 

society. Disillusionment with the French Revolution, the 

failure of his journal The Watchman, the collapse of the 

Pantisocracy, and the marriage to a woman he did not love 

8 Coleridge's biographers have dated the Coleridge
Wordsworth estrangement about October 1810, and their re
conciliation about May 1812. For a brief summary of the 
circumstances that led to the estrangement and then to the 
reconcilement see head note to Coleridge's letter to Words
worth on May 11, 1812, in Collected Letters, III (No. 869), 
403-07. Also see Introduction, Collected Letters, III, 
41-43. 
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increased his sense of hopelessness and worthlessness. The 

feeling was further augmented by the thoughts and feelings 

associated with opium addiction. 

Like some other intelligent young men of his generation, 

Coleridge initially supported the French Revolution but 

later, horrified by its extremes, came to regard it as a 

warning to England about the possibility of seeing the 

nation "wading to their Rights through Blood"; at the same 

time, he came to recognize in its excesses the limits of his 

earlier radicalism. As a consequence of this insight Cole-

ridge opposed the Whig reforms and championed the church 

establishment. Nevertheless, unlike his well-known contempo-

raries Wordsworth and Southey, Coleridge remained a vision-

ary who rejected cynicism of all kinds. He selected as his 

heroes only those persons who encouraged some idealism: 

He came to defend and admire aristocracy, but his 
aristocrat was young Harry Coningsby, not Lord Monmouth. 
Coleridge had always admired Burke, but never the 
younger Pitt. He never could accept the kind of prag
matic conservatism that eschews idealism altogether. 
It is this that makes him so distinctive among con-
servatives. Like so many of his generation, he 
learned from the bloody failure of the Revolution about 
sin, about the inevitable limits of human endeavor. 
But he remained an idealistA convinced of the need for 
a positive political faith.~ 

Although idealism remained a passion with Coleridge, his 

pursuit of ideals remained doomed. To disseminate political 

9 David P. Calleo, Coleridge and the Idea of the Modern 
State (New York: Yale Univ. Press, 1966), p. 5. 
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wisdom he founded Th~ Watchman and ambitiously dedicated it 

to the motto "That all may know the Truth/And that the Truth 

may make us Free!!" To promote the journal he worked dili-

gently and traveled extensively. He planned to use the 

proceeds from this journal for the Pantisocracy. However, 

in spite of his best efforts and intentions, The Watchman 

could not survive beyond the tenth issue and the plan for 

the Pantisocracy could not survive beyond the quarrel Cole

ridge had with Southey. 

Perhaps the pain of these failures would have lost part 

of its intensity if the poet had found adequate marital 

bliss. Such bliss was not possible for Coleridge. He had 

entered the solemn contract knowing that it was a mistake 

and that he was not in love with Sara. Therefore, after 

his marriage his attraction for Mary Evans prevented the 

poet from developing deep love and understanding for Sara. 

Besides, Dorothy Wordsworth and Sara Hutchinson claimed 

some of Coleridge's attention and thus added to his emotional 

problems. Coleridge recorded his emotional tension in his 

letter to Southey written in December 1794. In this letter 

he openly admits a sCrong attachment to Mary Ev~ns and he 

openly verbalizes his equally strong dislike of the idea of 

marrying Sara Fricker without really feeling any love for 

her: 

To lose her!--I can rise above that selfish Pang. 
But to marry another--0 Southey! bear with my weakness. 
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Love makes all things pure and heavenly like itself:-
but to marry another woman whom I do not love--to 
degrade her, whom I call my Wife, by making her the 
Instrument of Low Desire--and on the removal of desul
tory Appetite, to be perhaps not displeased with her 
Absence!--Enough!--These Refinements are the wildering 
Fires, that lead me into Vice. 

10 Mark you, Southey! I will do my Duty. · 

After his marriage on October 4, 1795, Coleridge did experi

ence a very short-lived satisfaction--perhaps only out of 

the physical relation. Two days after his marriage he wrote 

to Poole that he was happy to be "united to the woman whom I 

love best of all created beings." Similarly, when away in 

Germany, Coleridge wrote rather affectionate letters to Sara, 

and quite often he expressed much pleasure in seeing his 

babes with their mother. 11 But in fact, his marriage never 

really worked. After causing friction for many years, the 

incompatibility of his and his wife's personalities resulted 

in an actual separation. Thus the outcast among boys at 

Christ's Hospital and the outcast among hypocrites and 

bigots and ignorant people during his youth became an out-

cast from marriage at a later age. The complicated emotions 

related to this state remain in the background of "The 

Ancient Mariner." The presence of the emotions adds pun-

gency to the suffering of the Mariner. Noting this pungency, 

Martin Smith-Seymour has asserted that the poem may not be 

1 0 
Collected Letters, I (No. 77), 145. 

1 1 
Collected Letters, II (Nos. 376, 377, 403, 411, 417, 

448, 478). 



considered without the biographical knowledge: 

. · it is most important, especially in considering 
the poems of 1797 and 1798, to realize that the sus
piciously ecstatic phrasing of the letter written to 
Poole three days after his wedding was part of a new 
and tragic process of self-delusion. He did not now 
love Sara as he had loved Mary Evans; rather he was 
making her the "Instrument of low Desire,' and was 
therefore, for the time being, consciously satisfied. 
But when his 'desultory Appetite' was finally satis
fied, he would be by no means 'displeased with her 
Absence'; guilt because of his error, and love for 
another, sexually inaccessible woman, were to under
mine his happiness for the next twenty years of his 
life. 12 
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Additional attention to Coleridge's life and beliefs 

suggests that to some extent Coleridge's excessive guilt 

which contributed to the outcast feelings might also be the 

result of his Calvinistic belief in original sin. The 

belief must have developed to a serious and overwhelming 

stage because more than one person in his family had a 

career in religion. Besides, the poet had himself con-

sidered a career as a Unitarian minister. That Coleridge 

took the belief in original sin seriously is clear in his 

letter to George Coleridge on July 1, 1802, in which he 

explicitly states: 

My faith is simply this--that there is an original 
corruption in our nature, from which & from the con
sequences of which, we may be redeemed by Christ--not 
as the Socinians say, by his pure morals or excellent 
Example merely--but in a mysterious manner as an effect 
of his Crucifixion--and this I believe--not because I 
understand it; but because I feel, that it is not only 

12 Poets Through Their Letters: From the Tudors to 
Coleridge (New York: Holt, Rinehart, 1969), p. 373. 
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suitable to, but needful for, my nature and because I 
find it clearly revealed.--Whatever the New Testament 
says, I believe--according to my best judgement of the 
meaning of the sacred writers. 13 

This letter, written long after ''The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner," is important because it shows Coleridge's fatal-

istic thinking. Such thinking is the creative force behind 

much of the action in the poem. The protagonist has little 

control over what happens to him. A little thoughtless act 

throws the Mariner out of his companions' and God's favor, 

and the pity of his guardian saint restores him to God's 

grace. His ship is at the mercy of the winds, his life on 

the ship is no more than a game between Death and Life-in

Death, and his ultimate relief is a matter to be decided 

by the debating angels. Thus the Mariner's story illus-

trates Coleridge's belief that the Mariner's original de

pravity induced the motiveless killing of the Albatross. It 

also indicates that intellectual probing into fai ·th hampers 

the spontaneity of prayer. Utterly unyielding to God's will, 

which caused his difficulties on the sea, the Mariner passes 

through a stage in which his intention to pray brings only 

a wicked whisper to his parched throat. The portrayal of 

the Mariner's difficulty in praying might have been inspired 

by the poet's own experience of similar difficulty. His 

letter to Martin Estlin on May 14, 1798, projects an 

1 3 Collected Letters, II (No. 443), 807. 
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intellectual wrestling with faith: 

Conscious of frailty I almost wish (I say it confiden
tially to you) that I had become a stated Minister: for 
I find true Joy after a sincere prayer; but for want of 
habit my mind wanders, and I cannot pray as often [as] 
I ought. Thanksgiving is pleasant irlthe performance; 
but prayer & distinct confession I find most service
able to my spiritual health when I can do it. 14 

Once more in relation to ethos as representative of 

eoleridge, one notices that physical suffering contributed 

to Coleridge's spiritual agitation. He believed that the 

morally reprehensible part of one's nature brings sickness. 

Before the composition of "The Ancient Mariner" he was 

becoming increasingly susceptible to many physical problems: 

rheumatism, neuralgia, internal pains, swellings, and 

attacks of dysentery. His apparent lack of fortitude and 

occasional hypochondria had made him increasingly dependent 

upon opium, which was the usual prescription for such ail-

ments. The drug evidently eased his pains but subjected 

him to some nocturnal problems. In a letter to Poole 

written long before the composition of "The Ancient Mari.ner," 

Coleridge described the nightmare that frequently interfered 

with his sleep: "Frequently have I, half-awake & half

asleep, my body diseased & fevered by my imagination, seen 

armies of ugly Things bursting in upon me, & these four 

angels keeping them off. II 1 5 A similar nightmare becomes 

1 4 Collected Letters, I (No. 2 4 5) , 407. 

1 5 Collected Letters, I (No. 208), 348. The four angels 
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the subject of "The Pains of Sleep," a poem that he wrote 

about half a decade after "The Ancient Mariner." In it, the 

poet sees himself sinful: 

The third night, when my own loud scream 
Had waked me from the fiendish dream, 
O'ercome with sufferings strange and wild, 
I wept as I had been a child; 
And having thus by tears subdued 
My anguish to a milder mood, 
Such punishments, I said, were due 
To natures deepliest stained with sin,-
For aye entempesting anew 
The unfathomable hell within, 
The horror of their deeds to view, 
To know and loathe, yet wish and do! 

(11. 37-48) 

Evidently, the poet sees himself sinful because of the 

social disapproval of addiction to opium. How similar is 

this feeling .to that of the Mariner who reads a look of 

curse even in the eyes of the dead sailors because they 

never forgave him while they were living! Again, just as 

the Mariner feels that his kind saint's pity enabled him to 

pray, Coleridge tells Poo1e that his guardian angels save 

him from fiends of his nightmare. The Mariner's guilt con-

tinues to live in his mind long after the deed that brought 

it upon him, and Coleridge, because of his habitual intro

spection, continued to sorrow and to regret his various 

impulsive acts long after they were committed. The con-

tinuous sorrow and regret in his own mind aids Coleridge in 

Coleridge refers to are the four angels invoked in his daily 
bedtime prayer. This letter is dated October 9, 1797. 
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developing similar feelings in his Mariner. The fiends of 

his nightmare aid him in employing the supernatural agents 

which torment the Mariner. In brief, by borrowing from 

some circumstances and experiences of his personal life, 

Coleridge creates a protagonist who suffers and wanders 

endlessly, who believes that the universe is supervised by 

powers which approve of the good and punish the bad, and who 

seeks companionship but finds himself outcast because of a 

careless and thoughtless act. Awareness of Coleridge's 

borrowing from his own disposition and philosophical 

thoughts to create the character of his Mariner creates one 

aspect of the ethical appeal of "The Ancient Mariner." 

Another aspect of the ethical appeal is created by the 

poetic qualities of the narrative. It impresses the reader 

as the work of a poet whose mind has a remarkable omni

science and synthesizing ability which enable him to give 

poetic expression to what he knew as a thinking and feeling 

man. Additionally, it is the work of a poet whose imagina-

tion keeps him sensitive to the demands of his readers. The 

reader easily notices that the poet of "The Ancient Mariner" 

is familiar with the medieval romances and medieval poetry 

in general. Like these "The Ancient Mariner" relies on 

magical numbers and belief in omens and supernatural beings. 

Like the sundry tales of Chaucer the poem contains elements 

of the exemplum and the confessio. Again, like much medieval 
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poetry, it uses the ballad form, although it does not limit 

its subject matter to conventional ballad subjects. 16 By 

developing these several elements in the poem, Coleridge 

impresses the reader with his intelligence and originality. 

He adds to the effect by showing good will toward the reader, 

and by providing him reading aids of a headnote and gloss in 

the final revised version, he impresses one with the serious-

ness of his purpose. The division of the narrative into 

seven parts, the internal rhyme of the quatrains, the 

repetition of certain images, and the overall fast pace of 

the narrative are proofs of Coleridge's attempts at making 

it easy for the reader to follow the poem and thus to feel 

favorably disposed toward the poet, because a person is 

less likely to approve of a poem's author if the poem 

remains difficult to follow. By helping the reader with 

functional repetitions, guiding gloss, and a structure and 

style which point to the ballad genre 17 in the very begin

ning, Coleridge's poem can hold an impatient and hostile 

reader as successfully as the Mariner's tale can hold the 

Guest because these strategies suggest that the poet knows 

16 Richard Harter Fogle, "The Genre of the Ancient 
Mariner," Tulane Studies in English, Vol. VII, ed. Aline 
Taylor (New Orleans: Tulane Univ. Press, 1957), 111-23. 

17 For Coleridge's functional distortions of the ballad 
stanza see Tris tram P. Coffin, "Coleridge's Use of the Bal
lad Stanza in · 'The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, 111 Modern 
Language _Quarterly, 12 ( 1951) , 437-45. 
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his craft. Hence, one regards the poet favorably. One 

regards him as a sensitive man of romantic temperament whose 

poetic education had acquainted him with some motifs and 

genres which acquired originality when touched by his genius 

and as a man whose life had acquainted him with many 

m·iseries. And these miseries imposed upon him both physical 

and psychological isolation which made him feel like an out-

cast from time to time. It is the intensity of this experi-

ence which enables Coleridge to project the outcast state of 

his Mariner successfully. 

The supernatural element which develops the ethos of 

"The Ancient Mariner" through sympathetic suggestions of its 

poet's personal problems and his artistic skill and origi

nality also serves as an important tool for the development 

of the logos. It develops the many dimensions of the outcast 

state by juxtaposing the horror of the Mariner's tale against 

the merrymaking of a wedding in progress. The strangeness 

of the tale imposes an air of mystery upon the logos. 

Attempts to understand this mystery have uncovered many 

layers of meaning. They have led to an interpretation of 

the poem as a Christian epic dealing with sin, suffering, 

and redemption; a Freudian confession dealing with the poet's 

venting of his feelings of guilt; a representation of the 

Jungian archetype representing rebirth; the existential 

paradigm showing the effect of alienation; a protest against 

slavery; and a symbolic portrayal of the poetic imagination. 



Each of these interpretations is supported by the super

natural details of the text. 

That the logos of "The Ancient Mariner" concerns a 

Christian view of life becomes apparent in many details of 

6 1 

the supernatural element in the poem. The poem begins with 

the old sailor's stopping a man on his way to a wedding, 

and it ends with an admonition to combine prayer with love. 

Medially, it mentions Christ, Mary Queen, Heaven, Him Who 

died on the cross, the Dear Lord in Heaven, and a holy Her-

mi t. Perhaps the most important scene in the whole poem is 

the blessing scene at the end of Part IV, and the most im

portant statement is the one that eulogizes God as the great 

maker and lover of His created beings. Elaborating upon the 

Christian aspect of the poem, Robert Penn Warren has stated 

that one of the themes within "The Rime of the Ancient Mari-

ner" is the theme of "sacramental vision of the theme of 

'One Life. '" 18 This theme is embodied in the narrative 

of crime, punishment, and redemption. By killing a harmless 

bird the Mariner commits a crime; by suffering guilt, loneli-

18 "A poem of Pure Imagination: An Experiment in Read
ing," in Twentieth Century Interpretations of The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner: A Collection of Essays (Englewood Cliffs, 
N. J.: Prentice Hall, Inc., 1969), pp. 21-47. Warren's 
essay originally appeared in Kenyon Review, 8 (1946), 391-427. 
Also see Eliott B. Gose, "Coleridge and the Luminous Gloom," 
PMLA, 53 ( 1938), 238-44. Gose gives a symbolic and Platonic 
interpretation to the religious theme and states that by 
seeing the divine in the shadows of this world the Mariner 
becomes aware of the Divine. 
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ness, and an outcast state he suffers punishment; and by 

noticing beauty and by feeling love he earns redemption and 

partial forgiveness. James D. Boulger has treated the epic 

aspect of the Christian story. Acknowledging the poem's 

debt to the ballad tradition in its meter, the archaisms of 

the first version, the swift pacing of the events, the 

repetitions, and the Gothic elements, Boulger argues within 

the Lowes tradition19 by stating that the "most striking and 

enduring supernatural elements" of the poem have come from 

Coleridge's wide reading in travel literature, in Neoplatonic 

and other occult traditions, and in reading from certain 

· 20 philosophers, particularly George Berkeley. He asserts 

that "for this reason the sense of the poem as a ballad, 

though true in part, gives way to a greater sense of the 

poem as a peculiar example of the epic tradition." The major 

images in the poem are the Mariner, the Albatross, the 

voyage, the water snakes, and much of the supernatural 

machinery. These have their roots in two kinds of popular 

19 John Livingstone Lowes, The Road to Xanadu: A Study 
in the Ways of the Imagination (1927; Boston: Houghton Mif~ . 
flin Company, 1955). Complementary to this study is the 
study of Patricia M. Adair, The Waking Dream: A Study of 
Coleridge's Poetry (London: Edward Arnold Ltd., 1 967) and 
a recent one by Arnd Bohm, "Georg Forster's A Voyage Round 
the World as a Source for the Ancient Mariner: A Recon
sideration," ELH, 50 (1983), 363-77. 

20 I · h · h d ·1 h ( 685 5 ) An ris bis op an phi osop er 1 -17 3 who 
attempted making philosophy compatible with spiritualism. 
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eighteenth-century reading: travel books of exploration and 

discovery and ballads of popular taste. In content the poem 

blends many travel accounts and in form it blends the popu-

lar ballad and the literary ballad. Recognizing the blending 

of such elements, James D. Boulger asserts that in genre 

"The Ancient Mariner" must be called a ballad, although it 

is "unique" in ballad literature and "shares more qualities 

with epic than with ballad tradition." Continuing the argu

ment Boulger asserts: 

There is abundant evidence in the Notebooks, Letters, 
and elsewhere that Coleridge contemplated an epic in 
the late 1790's (as indeed he continued to do through
out his life), and while there is no evidence that he 
considered "The Ancient Mariner" an epic in miniature 
at the time of original publication, there is much 
evidence that with hindsight he came to view the poem 
as a short symbolist epic.21 

Indeed, "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" is filled with 

Christian references. Like an epic the poem is fairly long. 

It is carefully divided into parts. The Storm-Blast, Polar 

Spirit, Night-mare Life-in-Death, and "a troop of spirits 

blest" give the poem the usual supernatural machinery. 

However, it does not present any battle, and it does not 

celebrate the achievements of a culture hero. ( T he· Mar i n e r 

is more an antihero than a hero). Nevertheless, Boulger 

21 Introduction, Twentieth Century Interpretations, 
pp. 5-6. Also see Karl Kroeber, "The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner as Stylized Epic," WASAL: Transactions, Wisconsin 
Academy of Arts, and Letters, 46 ( 1957), 179-87. 
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is quite complex like that of an epic. It is the com-

plexity of meaning that has led to various interpretations 

of the poem's logos. 

Critics who are fascinated by the Freudian insights 

into the human mind have looked upon the action of the poem 

as representative of the unconscious infantile fantasies 

associated with the mother image, especially the infant's 

becoming aware of the shape and function of the maternal 

breast and his feeling rejected during weaning. The result 

of these fantasies is a tendency toward masochism, homo-

sexuality, and ambivalence. Sometimes, it results in 

regression to the pregenital level and to the life within 

the womb. Subscribing to such theories, Arthur Wormhoudt 

has asserted that in "The Ancient Mariner" Coleridge 

expresses the basic situation of the mother-infant relation

ship in symbolic terms. He has argued that all important 

details of the poem can be interpreted in terms of this 

relationship. To him Coleridge's choice of a sailor for the 

protagonist represents his awareness of the sexual perver

sions of sailors ranging from homosexuality to a belief in 

their hermaphroditic and androgynous beings. The Mariner's 

leaving behind the kirk, the hill, and the lighthouse top 

symbolizes the widening rift between the mother and the 

child; his holding the Wedding Guest with his glittering eye 



65 

is associated with the aggressive tendency of the infant who 

does not like to leave the breast. The sun, the sea, the 

mast, and the bird are treated as Freudian correlatives of 

the aggressive infant, the womb, the phallus, and the 

22 breast. By presenting these ideas Wormhoudt has related 

the poem to the sexual neurosis which he deems to be the 

essential inner experience of Coleridge and of the entire 

human race. 

Although Freudians remain satisfied with the pointing 

out of symbols that suggest the sexual neurosis of the poet, 

the Jungians are more concerned with the archetypal nature 

of the experience presented in the poem. A study of "the 

emotional patterns activated i~ response to the poem" and of 

the "felt significance" of these patterns is necessarily 

archetypal in the sense that the study emerges from the 

associative links supplied by the "hooks and eyes of memory" 

not only of Coleridge himself but also of readers of diverse 

backgrounds. Elaborating upon this aspect of the poem, Maud 

Bodkin has argued that our racial memories combine in our 

22 The Demon Lover: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Litera
ture (New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1968), pp. 32-33. 
Also see Douglas Angus, "The Theme of Love and Guilt in 
Coleridge's Three Major Poems," Journal of English and 
Germanic Philology, 59 ( 1960), 655-68; David Beres, "A Dream, 
a Vision, and a Poem: A Psycho-analytic Study of the Origins 
of the Rime of the Ancient Mariner," The International 
Jou r n a 1 of P s ·y ch o an a 1 y s is , 3 2 ( 1 9 5 1 ) , 9 7 - 1 1 6 ; and J . Garth 
Ware, "Coleridge's Great Poems Reflecting the Mother Imago," 
American Imago, 18 (1961), 331-51. 
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participation in the Mariner's guilt and suffering: 

The Mariner's crime, though not against a human being, 
has the nature of a crime against the sanctity of a 
guest--the sin which, according to ancient feeling, 
incurred the special wrath of Heaven and called out 
the Erinys upon the track pf the offender.23 

The Mariner, then, continues Bodkin, represents a rebirth 

archetype whose experience has made him sadder but wiser. 

To metaphysically inclined critics, the primary concern 

of the logos of the poem is to comment upon man's place in 

the universe. To them Coleridge's poem is a demonstration 

of the fallacy of eighteenth-century rationalism, which 

viewed things in terms of cause and effect. They base their 

conclusion upon the poem's use of the Wedding Guest, repeated 

mention of the wedding ceremony whose music and other merry

making noises keep on interfering with the narrative's 

progress, Coleridge's referring to the poem as a "work of 

pure imagination," and the overall dreamlike atmosphere of 

the action. In view of Coleridge'~ familiarity with the 

use of the wedding as an analogue for spiritual union in the 

scriptures, his friendship with William Wordsworth--the poet 

who had dedicated himself to the composing of the "spousal 

verse"--and Coleridge's own expression of a belief in the 

23 Archetypal Patterns in Poetry: Psychological Studies 
of Imagination ( 1934; Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1978). 
That Coleridge did believe in the sanctity of the guest is 
also made clear by his discussion of a mice problem in a 
letter to Cottle in April 1797. See Collected Letters, I 
(No. 186), 322. 
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)Millennium that would follow the storm of the Revolution, 

Milton Teichman asserts that "The Rime of the Ancient Mari-

ner" is concerned to show the Mariner's--and by extension 

man's--marriage to the world. Stagnation, thirst, wind, and 

rain mark the various stages of the Mariner's progress 

toward this union, and throughout Coleridge is "using one 

plane to externalize intimacy on another," a union on a 

material level to reveal a union basically spiritual. Thus 

the concrete, material world of a wedding celebration helps 

t 1 h t . th . . . "bl 24 o revea w a is o erwise invisi e. Teichman notes 

that Coleridge had come to believe that the working out of 

the biblical prophecy depended not upon external revolution 

but upon spiritual change within the individual and that 

"The Ancient Mariner" is a dramatization of such a change in 

man's world-view. 25 In it, the changed outlook is not 

limited to the Mariner only; it is an essential part of the 

experience of the Wedding Guest himself: 

Reading the Mariner's central expression as a 'mar
riage, '_we find a special appropriateness in the 
Mariner's auditor being specifically a wedding guest 
and not some person on his way to a festivity other 
than a marriage, or on his way to conduct some urgent 

24 "The Marriage Metaphor in the Rime of the Ancient 
Mar i n e r , " Bu 11 e t i n o f T he New Yo r k Pub 1 i c L i b r a r y , 7 3 ( 1969) , 
46-47. For Coleridge's poetic expression in the belief in 
the Millennium see his "Religious Musings" in which the 
poet visualizes the creating of a new heaven and earth and 
a new life out of the dead. 

25 Teichman, p. 44. 
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business. The Wedding-Guest is deterred from attending 
a wedding feast, but he ends up,itonically, listening 
to a compelling wedding tale. Vicariously, he is a 
guest at a strange and sublime wedding of a man to 
created things. But an even more effective touch lies 
in the suggestion that the Wedding-Guest himself ends 
up on the threshold of becoming a 'groom'--his bride, 
the world the Mariner has come to embrace. We should 
note that the closing lines of the poem focus upon the 
Guest who chooses not to attend the wedding feast after 
all. Just as the Mariner sets the walk to the church 
above the feast, so the Guest sets something above the 
celebration. The Guest who rises a sadder and a wiser 
man ("sadder" in the older sense of serious and grave) 
has had a vision of the higher marriage of man to God's 
world.26 

Appropriately, Coleridge presents this vision of the 

higher marriage in a poem of dreamlike reality which reveals 

as false the rationalistic view of cause and effect. The 

reality presented in the poem defies syllogistic reasoning 

even though it creates the surface appearance of such 

reasoning. The details do not conform to any set pattern. 

Dealing primarily with imagination, the world of the poem 

differs both from our world and the usual world of our imagi-

nation in significant ways. James D. Boulger has classified 

this difference into the following four aspects: 

1 . the "Dream" quality of the voyage and al 1 its even ts 
with the participation of reality, living and non-

26 Teichman, pp. 46-47. For a discussion of the drama
tic immediacy which the Guest's role adds to the narrative 
see Lionel Stevenson, "The Ancient Mariner as a Dramatic 
Monologue," The Personalist, 30 ( 1949), 34-35. Also see 
Ward Pafford, "Coleridge's Wedding Guest," Studies in Philo
logy, 60 (1968), 618-26. 



69 

living in one organic whole, and the unending series 
of shifts between subjects and objects, sights and 
sounds, in the phenomena of the perceived world; 

2. a special kind of logic, or "non-logic" if you will, 
in the main events and symbols of the poem; 

3. a machinery of "spirits" of various orders not found 
in the ordinary world; 

4. a special definition of appearance and reality, sub
stance and surface, developed in the description of 
objects, especially the sea, during the voyage.27 

Boulger further asserts that "taken together, this special 

world contributes to define the nature of the parable (fall, 

redemption, scepticism, spiritual will, and faith) not by 

mere fiat and statement, but as the total poetic logic of 

the poem," and that the poem is designed to suggest that 

one must give up "all fetishes" of common sense to make 

contact with the spiritual reality which is "spectral, un-

28 knowable, yet immensely dangerous to complacent man." 

The narrative suggests that the Mariner's suffering was 

caused by the revenge of the Polar Spirit which loved the 

bird that the Mariner had killed and that it was the 

Mariner's penance that finally brought about a positive 

change in his lot. Thus the narrative creates the impres-

sion that things move in an order of cause and effect. 

27 Introduction, Twentieth Century Interpretations, 
pp. 11-12. 

28 Introduction, Twentieth Century Interpretations, 
P . 1 7 . 
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However, by showing the Mariner's suffering as out of all 

proportion to the crime, the poem further suggests that the 

belief in causal operation of nature may be only a man-made 

illusion. 

and horror. 

The operations of nature may be full of mystery 

However, since the action does not end with 

the appearance of the spectre ship but continues through 

the Mariner's blessing of the water snakes and his regaining 

of love for God, the logos exemplifies the Hartleyan system 

of the psychology of associationism. This system involves 

sensations leading to an attitude. At one stage of his 

experience on the sea the Mariner instinctively admires the 

beauty of the sea snakes. Their beauty creates a gush of 

love within his heart and, simultaneously, it enables him to 

recognize the beneficence of God. 29 Thus the association 

29 Dorothy Waples has argued that "The Ancient Mariner" 
is a continuation of the undeveloped ideas' of Coleridge's 

· fragment on Cain and that like Wordsworth's "Peter Bell" it 
has the object to "narrate the spiritualizing of an unfeel
ing man through the psychological process." She further 
argues that in doing so Coleridge's poem successfully avoids 
becoming a metrical tract of the Hartleyan system. It pre
sents the ideas through the characters of both the Mariner 
and the Wedding Guest. The Mariner's tale shows him ini
tially unresponsive but ultimately responsive to beauty. 
It shows his heart's opening to theopathy. Whereas his 
earlier attitude led to the killing of the Albatross, his 
later attitude led to the blessing of the snakes. Simi
larly, in the beginning the Guest is not a sensitive and 
empathetic ind i vidual. He is more interested in going to 
the wedding than in listening to the woeful tale of another 
hu man being. However, through a vicarious participation in 
the Mariner's suffering he matures into a sadder and a wiser 
man. See "David Hartley in 'The Ancient Mariner,'" Journal 
o f Eng l i sh a n d Germanic Philology, 35 (1936), 337-51. 



of beauty with love and God becomes perceptible in the 

logos. Earthly beauty leads the Mariner to a perception 

of higher beauty. 
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Besides showing associatfonism the logos of "The 

Ancient Mariner" also concerns a portrayal of the imagina

tion in the act of perception itself. The act is the usual 

focus of the typical portrayals of Romantic quests in 

literature. Recognition of the quest theme leads one to 

read the poem along existential lines because all quests 

are essentially existential in nature. One interprets the 

Mariner's irrational and meaningless shooting of the Alba-

tross as an essentially existential act. The act plunges 

him into a conflict with the universe of the supernatural 

forces. In this respect the Mariner is like another 

character of Coleridge, Osorio ( of Osorio). Osorio also 

kills for an irrational impulse. There is neither a motive 

nor a meaning in the murder he commits. Indeed, "motiveless 

malignity" was one of the subjects of Coleridge's study and 

comment. Viewed in this light the Mariner's tale has much 

vaster implications than the one of conventional morality 

which deals with the idea of absolution or of kindness to 

living things, or even of the virtue of worshipping in a 

church. It concerns the development of a new consciousness 

in the Mariner. It is a consciousness about the Value of 

co mp an io nship and compassion for all living things. These 
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developments in the Mariner's conduct indicate that as a 

representative of an existential man he creates for himself 

a world of will and reason so that he may cope with the 

treacherous nature of the reality over which he really has 

no control. His tale is a tale of the "utter aloneness of 

the individual consciousness." The loneliness of his out

cast state that brought this consciousness has made the 

consciousness concomitant with fear and the attendant neces

sity of sharing his experience with a sympathetic listener. 30 

This necessity brings his realization of the value of com-

panionship. The realization is a sad wisdom that dawns 

upon the Mariner as he takes a psychic pilgrimage with the 

aid of his imagination. Coleridge's deep awareness of the 

power of imagination to fuse thought and feeling and of the 

tendency of ~ xtreme terror to create apparitions led him to 

create "The Ancient Mariner" as a parable of the life of a 

sensitive man who encounters utmost loneliness and despair 

and feels that his life is a game in the hands of super-

natural powers. The sea journey is a journey into experi-

ence that shatters the illusions of 
. . 31 naive innocence. 

30 Alvin D. Alley, "Coleridge and Existentialism," 
Southern Humanities Review, 2 (1968), 451-61 and A. M. 
Buchan, "The Sad Wisdom of the Mariner," in Twentieth 
Century Interpretations, pp. 92-110. 

31 Anca Vlasopolos, "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner as 
Roman tic Quest," Wordsworth Circle, 1 0 ( 1 979), 365-69. 
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In view of Coleridge's theory of imagination and his 

reference to "The Ancient Mariner" as a work of pure imagi

nation, the supernatural--the part which is represented by 

the moonlight, the Albatross, and the wind--may also be 

regard~d as a specific symbol of imagination. The general 

dreamlike atmosphere in which the moon, the Albatross, and 

the wind move the action of the narrative represent the mode 

of operation of the imagination, and Coleridge's belief in 

the redemptive power of imagination supports such a view. 

Interpreting the moonlight as the main symbol of imagination, 

Warren has pointed out that all joyous activity of the nar-

rative takes place in moonlight. The favorable winds and 

the Albatross also come during the time of moonlight. There

fore, both of them .are also related to imagination, and the 

Mariner's crime against the bird is a crime against imagina

tion. The consequence of the murder of imagination is an in

evitable encounter with the horrors of the reality of the 

universe. These horrors are clearly represented by the 

estrangement of the Mariner from his companions, the tropical 

heat, drought, and other difficulties that victimize the 

protagonist. From such intense suffering man can only be 

redeemed by his imagination which enables him to see order 

and meaning in the reality in spite of its horrors. Warren 

argues that to suggest such an idea Coleridge has shown that 

the Mariner's redemption takes place when the sea is lit by 

the moon. In the light the Mariner recognizes happiness and 
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beauty, blesses the water creatures, and becomes free from 

the spell and enjoys the refreshing rain. Thus the "moon 

of imagination" and the "storm of creative vitality" join 

to celebrate the Mariner's salvation: the primary moral 

theme of the poem thus combines with the secondary theme of 

th th t . . . . 32 e aes e 1c 1mag1nat1on. 

By focusing upon the Mariner's guilt in a horrifying 

way the supernatural of Coleridge's poem suggests yet an-

other meaning. It invites an analysis of the poem's logos 

in view of Coleridge's protest against slavery and his feel

ing that the institution of slavery had placed enormous 

guilt on the European man's conscience. An advocate of 

abolition who from an early age was fully aware of the riots 

and Negro insurrections of the 1790's in the French colonies, 

Coleridge had expressed himself on the issue repeatedly. 

Ebratson has discussed the poet's expressions of these feel

ings in Coleridge's poems like "Religious Musings," "Ode to the 

Departing Year," and "Fears in Solitude," and in his letters 

32 Robert Penn Warren, "A Poem of Pure Imagination: An 
Experiment in Reading," in Twentieth Century Interpretations, 
PP. -- 21 -47. 

Whereas Warren reads the moral meaning of the poem 
chiefly through the symbols of the moon and the sun, Wilcox 
reads it through the water and dryness. See Stewart C. 
Wilcox, "The Water Imagery of the Ancient Mariner," The 
Personalist, 35 ( 1954), 285-95. For a similar approach and 
a comparison of the poem with T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land 
see Florence Marsh, "The Ocean-Desert: The Ancient Mariner 
and The Waste Land," Essays in Critic ism, 9 ( 1 959), 126-33. 
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33 and The Watchman. In "Fears in Solitude" Coleridge lashes 

at his countrymen: 

Even so, my countrymen! have we gone forth 
And borne to distant trib~s, slavery and pangs, 
And, deadlier far, our vices, whose deep taint 
With slow perdition murders the whole man, 
His body and his soul! 

(11. 49-53) 

In the fourth number of The Watchman Coleridge argues that 

the institution of slavery is not only unnecessary but also 

highly reprehensible. He asserts that slavery envelops in 

guilt all persons who are accomplices and/or acquiescents in 

the committing of this guilty act. Ebratson also notes that 

at times Coleridge tended to become too direct in his criti

cism and so he omitted some parts of his writing in re-

visions. For such a reason when Coleridge published his 

"France, an Ode," he omitted a stanza concerning the minis-

terial guilt over the trade. 

Ebratson concludes: 

Through such illustrations 

I am therefore proposing that the central act of The 
Ancient Mariner, the shooting of the albatross, may -se
a symbolic rehearsal of the crux of colonial expansion, 
the enslavement of native peoples; and that the punish
ments visited upon the Mariner, and the deaths of his 
shipmates because of their complicity, may represent 
European racial guilt, and the need to make restitution. 
The Mariner, in regaling strangers with his ghastly 
tale, and leaving them sadder and wiser, is acquainting 
them with crimes committed in their name, and warning 
of the wrath to come--a common theme in abolitionist 
literature. 

33 J. R. · Ebratson, "Coleridge's Mariner and the Rights 
of Man," Studies in Romanticism, 11 (1972), 171-206. 
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Thus The Ancient Mariner, while portraying maritime 
expansion and enslavement, articulates Coleridge's pri
vate neurosis. It is the strength and audacity of this 
great poem that it also speaks of European guilt and 
the need for restituti_on. Little wonder, then, that 
the Wedding Guest could not choose but hear: the Mari
ner ' s ta 1 e was of a s e ism i ,c tremor of r a c i a 1 conscious -
ness, one which reverberates still.34 

While experiencing such racial guilt may be typically Euro

pean, experiencing some degree of personal guilt about some 

careless acts or remarks can be a necessary characteristic 

of the human situation in general. By showing the sheer 

helplessness of the Mariner the supernatural suggests this 

aspect of the logos of "The Ancient Mariner" as strongly as 

it suggests the other aspects which have been elaborated 

above. 

The third rhetorical appeal--the pathos--is also devel

oped by the supernatural in "The Ancient Mariner." It 

serves as Coleridge's chief tool for developing pathos, 

which enables the reader to submit himself to the - teaching 

of the tale by the Mariner. Coleridge develops the pathos 

by lending probabi~ity to the reality he presents. The 

supernatural aids him in making the horror of this reality 

as vivid and as palpable as possible. The opening verses 

of the poem suggest that Coleridge is following some 

familiar Gothic patterns. He creates fear by suggesting the 

34 
Ebratson, pp. 1 98-206. Also see Malcolm Ware, "Cole-

ridge ' s ' Spec t ·r e - Bark ' : A S 1 ave Ship ? " Phi 1 o 1 o g i ca 1 Qua r -
terly, 15 (1961), 589-93. 
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Mariner's haggard but hypnotic personality. In spite of 

imp re s s in g t he Gu e s t as a " grey- t;): e a r ct 1 o o n , " t he Mar i n e r i s 

able to hold him with his glittering eye and skinny hand so 

that he may listen like a "three year's child." The subse

quent details develop this impression by showing that in 

spite of his best intentions to go to the wedding and in spite 

of the haggard and fear-inspiring personality of the Mariner 

the Guest stayed to hear the woeful tale. As the tale ended, 

he carried its details in his mind and became exceedingly 

melancholy. Such melancholy, the strangeness of the tale, 

and the strange personality of the protagonist are the char-

acteristics of the Gothic school of writing. However, "The 

Ancient Mariner" evokes a more intense and more complex res-

ponse than the response evoked by Gothic romances. It has 

details which make it a much richer and much more human story 

than the romances. Although the poem introduces the usual 

Gothic action of crime and secret suffering, it does not set 

the action in a medieval castle and thick woods. Among its 

characters there are no vampires in the real sense of the word. 

Its setting is the boundless sea, and its story concerns an 

old sailor who recollects his horrible experience on the sea. 

The spirits that figure in this experience are not the ghosts 

of the dead who are seeking some satisfactions . . They are in

visible spirits of the universe of some neo-Platonic kind 

whose chief interest is to watch the right and wrong of human 
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actions. Its protagonist suffers from the necessity of re-

lieving his agony by sharing his experience with another 

person as and when possible because he knows that such shar

ing will affect the listener in -a spiritually wholesome way. 

Thus the protagonist of "The Ancient Mariner" is far from 

the sadistic or masochistic protagonists who encounter 

ghosts and magicians and other beings of the kind as they 

play their assigned roles in the Gothic tales that are 

especially designed to instill horror. In short, both the 

setting and the characters of "The Ancient Mariner" are of 

novel conception. 35 This novelty is further enhanced by the 

poem's blending of the natural and the supernatural to sug

gest a reality that has psychological, chemical, and moral 

dimensions at the same time--a fact that enables the reader 

to submit to the Mariner's hypnotic tale without asking 

questions. 

In various ways Coleridge blends the natural with the 

supernatural. In the tale which involves spirits, Night-mare 

Life-in-Death, Death, voices of angels, and a crew of dead 

men, he works in details which have a psychological reality 

supported by folklore, superstition, and situational context. 

He assigns a very significant role to the Albatross, takes 

his protagonist through utmost loneliness and friendlessness, 

35 C. M. Bowra, "The Ancient Mariner," in The Romantic 
Imagination (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard Univ. Press, 
(1949), 51-57. 
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and uses a group of spirits that do not fit the patterns of 

the traditional vampire-lore. The Albatross is a species 

reputedly capable of arousing the superstitious fear of 

· 1 36 sai ors. Similarly, the nightly fires of the sea could 

be a superstitious illusion. 37 They could also be a chemi-

1 l 't 38 ca rea i y. Since Coleridge was well aware that terror 

can produce apparitions, the horrifying figures that the 

Mariner sees may be no more than the figments of his imagi

nation as he faced a variety of problems on the vast ocean. 

This awareness of the effects of terror coupled with know

ledge of chemistry enables Coleridge to deal in his poem 

with much more than the poems of the horror tradition and 

the romances of the Gothic tradition do. In addition to 

fear, "The Ancient Mariner" portrays several emotions with 

adequate success: guilt, remorse, suffering and relief, hate 

and forgiveness, and sorrow and joy. It does so through a 

careful selection and arrangement of the details. Conse-

36 For the sailors' tendency to see the albatross as 
the ghost of some · king or of some evil sea captain see The 
Annotated Ancient Mariner: The Rime of the Ancient Mariner 
by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Martin Gardner (New York: 
Charles N. Potter, Inc., 1965), n. 25, pp. 46-49. 

37 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "Dreams and Apparitions," 
from Coleridge "Criticism" in The Portable Coleridge, ed. I. 
A. Richards (1950; New York: The Viking Press, 1978), p. 405. 

38 In this context "The Ancient Mariner" reflects Cole
ridge's interest in chemistry, and the spirits inhabiting 
the universe are merely natural forces. See H. W. Piper, 

N a tu re and the Su p e r n a tu r a 1 in "T he An c i e n t Mari n e r " ( 1 9 5 5 ; 
Sidney: Halstead Press, 1969), pp. 1-25. 



80 

quently, the poem does not convey chilling sensations of 

fear so much as it conveys the utmost spiritual agony caused 

by the Mariner's rejection ~y his companions and God because 

he had committed a wanton act. 

Besides the psychological and chemical reality behind 

the supernatural in "The Ancient Mariner," medievalism 

enhances the pathos. By placing the action in medieval 

times Coleridge lends it an air of probability. He also 

imitates the ballad stanza and presents the events rapidly. 

Like the composers of old ballads he uses careful repetitions 

of words and phrases such as the following: 

·The ice was here, the ice was there 
( 1. 5 9) 

Water, water, every where 
(1. 119) 

I bit my arm, I sucked the blood 
And cried, A sail! a sail 

(11. 160-61) 
He prayeth best, who loveth best 
All things both great and small; 
For the dear God who loveth us, 
He made and loveth all. 

(11. 614-17) 

Certain similes such as the one describing the Albatross's 

and the ship's sinking like lead and the one that refers to 

the bride as "Red as a rose" are clearly repetitive and 

trite in the ballad style. Other ballad motifs are the use 

of the mystic numbers such as three, seven, and nine and the 

use of the archaisms such as "countree" for country, "ken" 

for know, and . "swound" for swoon. These motifs, archaisms, 

and trite metaphors highlight the medieval setting of the 
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poem. The medieval setting is also figured through refer-

ences to the cross bow, which was a medieval weapon. The 

Mariner states that he shot the Albatross with his cross bow 

and that souls of his companions passed by him as swiftly as 

the shot from his cross bow. Cognizance of the medieval 

setting prepares the reader to accept the superstitious be-

lief in the existence of spectres and spirits. Suspending 

his disbelief for the moment, the reader takes all action 

as probable action. The circumstances of the Mariner's 

experience do not shock the reader's credibility because the 

Mariner's experience is of a distant past when a ship in 

trouble did not have a successful way of calling for help. 

It is perfectly natural for a sailor aboard such a ship to 

feel completely abandoned and rejected especially when he 

has no living person around him. Unable to relieve his 

agony through communication, such a person may magnify it by 

dwelling upon it day and night. The ghosts and spirits of 

the poem are possible incarnations of this agony. Since 

these incarnations are the work of the unconscious imagi

nation, the simple-minded Mariner of the Middle Ages takes 

them to be real. 

In addition to the obvious medievalism "The Ancient 

Mariner" exploits the characteristics of dream to aid the 

reader in suspending disbelief in the eerie events of the 

narrative. Tbe Mariner refers to his companions' falling in 

a swoon and to his own awakening after rain as though he had 
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been dreaming. After the rejuvenating rain he states, "I 

thought that I had died in sleep,/ And was a blessed ghost" 

(11. 307-08). He also refers to his being picked up by the 

Pilot's boat after a period of many agonizing days--days 

that he remembered vaguely as though they had been part of a 

dream. Such references lend adequate credibility to the 

supernatural in the poem. 

To add to the effect Coleridge has arranged the narra

tive's progress with adequate suspense. Each of the seven 

parts adds a new twist to the plot. In Part I the ship 

sails in good cheer, but it soon encounters much ice and 

fog; the clearing of this atmosphere coincides with the 

appearance of the Albatross, which the Mariner thoughtlessly 

kills. Part II tells of the accusing of the Mariner and the 

hanging of the Albatross around his neck as a visible token 

of his guilt. Part III gives an account of the ship's 

entering the tropical zone, the approach of the skeleton 

ship, and the death of all except the Mariner. Part IV 

concerns the Mariner's instinctive blessing of the snakes 

and then regaining the ability _to pray and feeling enlight

ened after the falling off of the Albatross into the sea. 

Part V shows the coming of rain, the inspiriting of the dead 

bodies, and the discussion of the two .angels concerning the 

Mariner's lot. Part VI reports the Mariner's viewing of his 

native shores · and the approaching of a boat. And Part VII 

shows him aboard the Pilot's boat entreating the Hermit to 
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shrieve him and it presents his being subjected to continued 

penance. Thus, not only is the action of the poem climacti-

cally arranged~ it is brought to an end in a way that sug

gests the Mariner's continued iuffering. 39 Consequently, the 

poem elicits and maintains a pleasing anxiety about the pos-

sible turn of events. It is this continued thoughtfulness 

which urges the reader to take time to delve below the 

poem's surface to comprehend the entire meaning. 

The poem's affective power is also enhanced by the por-

trayal of the Mariner as a basically good person. He is not 

a man who suffers from an act of malice but a man who suffers 

from an act of wantonness. The poet refers to him as the 

"ancient" rather than the old sailor, and thus he endows a 

special worth and superiority to his being. Because of the 

Mariner's ethical superiority, our empathy for the Mariner 

acquires the quality of tragic pity and fear. Additionally, 

the Guest's initial impatience with but later involvement in 

the tale lends the poem some dramatic qualities which also 

encourage the reader's empathetic attention. By thus carrying 

the reader with him throughout the poem Coleridge impresses 

the reader as a poet-rhetorician. 

39 
This aspect of the poem has led to interpretations of 

the narrative as an allegory of the Wandering Jew. For Cole
ridge's own reference to the legend see The Annotated Ancient 
Mariner, ed. Martin Gardener, n. 170, pp. 102-03. For a dis
cussion of the theme of the Wandering Jew see Bryan O. Fulmer, 
"The Ancient Mariner and The Wandering Jew," Studies in 
Philology, 66 ( 1 969), 797-815. 



CHAPTER III 

Glimpses of the Ideal in "Kubla Khan" 

The supernatural in Coleridge's "Kubla Khan" is repre

sented by the setting, the events reported in the narrative, 

and the characters involved in the action. Coleridge fo-

cuses upon these elements in such a way that they suggest 

the poet's much-sought-after ideal. The pleasure dome, the 

virgin caves and the fragrant forest, the Abyssinian maid, 

and the inspired poet persona of the last stanza of "Kubla 

Khan" represent this ideal as a perfection which can be 

reached only through imagination; the depth and darkness of 

the icy caves, the sunless and lifeless ocean, and the wail

ing woman are sinister elements which, by being proximate to 

the elements which represent the ideal, suggest the remote 

and unattainable nature of the ideal. As the overall en-

chanting beauty of the environment of "Kubla Khan" represents 

the ideal in visible forms, the haunting elusiveness of its 

environment suggests that although the ideal may become 

palpable through imagination, man's ardent pursuit of the 

ideal may lead him only to an ultimate discovery of its 

inaccessibility. Through a curious mixture of the possible 

with the impossible, the natural with the supernatural, and 

84 
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the enchanting with the haunting, the poem presents a 

multi-faceted ideal which is a symbol of the ideal poet, 

the poetic inspiration, an ideal society, and the ideal 

truth. To explore these facets one must analyze the com

plementary progression of the ethos, logos, and pathos of 

"Kubla Khan." It is the development of these elements 

which makes "Kubla Khan" a substantive text reflecting the 

ideal in its various forms through an employment of the 

supernatural. Therefore, one must begin an interpretation 

of the meaning and effect of "Kubla Khan" in the context 

of its ethos. 

Coleridge builds the ethos of "Kubla Khan" around the 

eloquent "I" of the poem. This "I" reveals itself in the 

last one-third of the poem. In this portion the "I" pre

sents himself as a visionary who acknowledges a vision about 

an Abyssinian maid and then indulges in a vision . about him

self in which he sees himself as a fascinating and success-

ful poet. Before presenting this visionary part, the per-

sona gives many details about the locale of Kubla's palace. 

He describes the landscape, as well as the visions, in de

tails which have no resemblacne to the things within the 

range of common human experience. By presenting the extra-

ordinary in this way and by making the extraordinary the 

object of his aspiration, the persona depicts the ideal--the 

ideal as the miracle palace which combines the best of heat 
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and cold and the best of light and darkness in its sunny 

pleasure dome and caves of ice, the ideal as the landscape 

which combines the best of enchantment by suggesting both 

Eden-like beauty and haunted savagery, the ideal as the 

vision of supernal melody of the Abyssinian maiden's song, 

and, finally, the ideal as a heavenly poet who inspires awe 

among his earthly admirers. All these details establish the 

ethos of a good man, because by nature we admire those who ap

preciate and aspire for the highest good in spite of human 

limitations. 

Adding to the impression created by the persona is the 

impression created by Coleridge himself. The persona pre-

sents himself as a visionary who loves the ideal because it 

transcends the contraries. Attraction for the ideal endows 

his vision with a power which inspires awe and wonder. By 

creating such a persona and by arranging his thoughts and 

feelings in an aesthetically pleasing and rhetorically 

appealing order, Coleridge presents himself as no less than 

the visionary. Both the Preface and the poem display 

Coleridge's good-natured intelligence, artistic skill, moral 

inclination, and rhetorical sensitivity. By explaining in 

the Preface the apparently fragmentary end of "Kubla Khan," 

Coleridge ·displays his good will toward the reader who may 

be expecting a conventional narrative. By using words that 

combine sound and sense and images that mystify and yet 



explain, the poet suggests some artistic and moral aspects 

of the ethos. 

As one analyzes the artistic aspect of the ethos of 

"Kubla Khan" one realizes that the supernatural element of 

the poem is a device that suggests Coleridge's aspirations 

for a superhuman genius which may enable him to create 
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superior poems. In quick succession the poem presents three 

artists--Kubla who orders a miraculous palace, the maiden 

who sings a melodious song, and the persona who sets himself 

above ordinary persons. The succession of these images 

makes one realize that Coleridge--the creator of these 

images--is deeply concerned about the necessity of superior 

art. However, since the persona--who represents Coleridge 

to some extent--views his superior self only as a possibility 

that may be realized in the not-so-distant future, one views 

the Coleridge of "Kubla Khan" as a poet who is conscious 

that his craft falls short of perfection. To support this 

line of thinking one interprets the Preface as an apology 

for the poem's abrupt and inconclusive end. In the Preface 

Coleridge explains the circumstance of the composition of 

"Kubla Khan." He states that while reading Purchas' 

Pilgrimage he had fallen asleep and that during his sleep 

he had had a vision in a dream which supplied the contents 

of a poem of about two or three hundred lines. Upon awaken-

ing, he had begun to write on paper what he had already 
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composed in sleep, but because of an interruption by a 

person from Porlock he had failed to recollect the entire 

corpposition. Consequently, what , we have as "K°ubla Khan" is 

no more than a piece of the whole. The rest of this whole 

became irretrievably lost to oblivion. Through this state-

ment the Preface creates the impression that "Kubla Khan" 

is no more than an incomplete opium dream, interpretations 

of which may be more important to psychologists who look for 

the unconscious projections of some repressions of the 

Freudian kind than to readers who respond to the poetic 

charm of "Kubla Khan" or to the critics who look for ade-

quate means of explaining this charm. Thus the ethos behind 

the poem is that of an opium somnambulist who is fully aware 

of his limitations, although he is very anxious to improve 

his art. He would like to improve his art to the point 

where it may have an enchantment resembling that of the 

Abyssinian maiden's song and a miraculous beauty like that r 

of Kubla's palace. Nevertheless, a close analytical reading 

of the poem cancels this impression altogether. Such a 

reading reveals that the poet of "Kubla Khan" is a virtuoso. 

Both the Preface and the avowed search for better expres

sion are only devices of rhetorical distance and rhetorical 

mask of posing as a naive poet. In reality, the poem con

tains enough of artistic embellishments to indicate that 

Coleridge has already developed skills he pretends to seek. 
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The stanzaic division of the content; the arrangement of 

words into the alliterative, onomatopoetic, and other sound 

patterns; and the pictorial quality of the images are evi

dences that the poet of "Kubla Khan" , is a master ·craftsman. 

Coleridge has divided the central idea of "Kubla Khan" 

into a clear pattern of thesis, antithesis, a'nd synthesis. 

The first stanza presents details about the carrying out of 

Kubla Khan's decree. Kubla had ordered that his pleasure 

dome be built in Xanadu. The ten-mile site for this stately 

palace was marked with walls and towers. It was a place of 

ancient hills that were covered with thick forests. The 

thick foliage of the trees blocked the sunshine from reach

ing the greenery under them. Sweet fragrances from the many 

gardens that grew near some "sinuous rills" filled the air. 
\ 

Adding to the effect was the sacred river Alph, which flowed 

through the area and penetrated the deep and dark caves that 

came in its way. All these details of the first stanza 

create an atmosphere of exotic ·beauty and calmness. The 

next stanza presents the antithesis to this atmosphere. 

Instead of the fragrant forests and the sunny spots of 

greenery, the savageness of the hillside and the outburst of 

the fountain demand attention. The details focus on the 

fountain's violent beginning. The poet states that under 

the cedar trees that cover the hillside the earth had been 

experiencing some congestion and consequently great diffi-
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culty in breathing. Finally, as it was panting for breath 

the accumulated force below burst open its surface and a 

powerful fountain forced itseif out. Ever since, the faun-

tain's water has gushed out in half-intermitted bursts. 

Each new gush also expels some rocks. The sudden force with 

which these rocks bounce reminds one of hailstones or of re

bounding grains when they are beaten by a thresher. Besides 

the intermittently gushing fountain and the bouncing rocks, 

there is turbulence in the river's final merger with the 

"lifeless ocean." This merger is tumultuous, and the tumult 

in turn is caused by the ancestral voices that prophesy a 

war. Thus, noise and breach of peace remain the core of the 

second stanza. 

Stanza three moves into details that suggest a synthe

sis . . The poet states that exactly at the spot where one 

could hear the mingled murmur of the fountain and the , icy 

caves one could see the reflection of the pleasure dome. 

The point which combines the two noises is the point of syn-

thesis. The attainment of this synthesis inspires the poet 

to see the possibility of achieving perfection in his own 

art. For emphasis and elaboration he carries this idea into 

the next stanzi, which highlights the synthesis--the ideal-

by presenting it through music, the archetypal motif of 

harmony. The stanza shows that the poet views the possi-

bility of creating poems the melody of which would match the 



supernal melody of the song of the Abyssinian maid. Like 

her, the poet would become a marvelous artist whose art 

would inspire visions of perfection. The remainder of the 

poem celebrates his future self. By arranging his details 

in this logical and climactic order Coleridge shows effec

tive control over his material. 

9 1 

Coleridge demonstrates his superior artistry also by 

using certain sound patterns to create a musical effect. He 

creates the alliterative effects by repeating the consonants 

like~'~' and~ as in the first stanza and by repeating 

these and other sounds in the subsequent stanzas; he com

bines sound and sense with the use of onomatopoeia as in 

"Five miles meandering with a mazy motion" (1. 25) . 1 These 

effects and line divisions with appropriate marks of punc

tuation are evidences of Coleridge's ability to enclose his 

2 thoughts in a pleasing pattern. Minute details such as 

1 All references to "Kubla Khan" are to The Complete 
Poetical Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 2 vols., ed. 
Ernest Hartley Coleridge (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1912). 
These will be incorporated within the text with line numbers 
only. 

2 For a discussion of the structural beauty of "Kubla 
Khan" see Alan C. Purves, "Formal Structure in 'Kubla Khan,'" 
Studies in Romanticism, I ( 1962), 187-91, and Richard Gerber, 
"Keys to Kubla Khan," English Studies, 44 (1963), 321-41. 

Purves argues that a detailed study of the poem's line 
lengths and rhyme schemes indicates a formal pattern and a 
tightly knit whole; Gerber argues that the poem's .structure 
is comparable to that of a sonata with its four-part struc
ture: exposition in lines 1-5, development in lines 6-30, 
recapitulation in 31-36, and coda in the last stanza. 



those about the gushing fountain and the zig-zag course of 

the river show Coleridge's ability to give vivid descrip

tions; use of the exotic, of the nocturnal, and of mystic 

numbers like three and five shows his familiarity with the 

conventions of the supernatural. Because of these easily 

noticeable evidences of artistic skill, the poet's wish to 

improve his craft by imitating the miracles of the palace 

and of the maiden's song represents the age-old motif of a 

9 2 

poet's modesty. Time and again very accomplished poets have 

invoked the aid of a deity or a well-known poet. The young 

poet of "Kubla Khan" had often acknowledged the talents of 

Bowles, Gray, Wordsworth, and other poets. It is natural 

for him to pose as a modest poet who seeks to imitate 

superior poetry. However, in spite of this admission of the 

need to learn better craft, the poem shows superior skill in 

its style and arrangement of details. 

In addition to the artistry, the details of "Kubla Khan" 
~ 

build the ethos through suggestions of some religious and 

cultural inclinations of its poet. The garden, the vision, 

and the direct reference to paradise as the place of honey 

dew and milk establish the fact that the world-view of Cole-

ridge is framed by religion; the reference calls to mind the 

statement of Moses and the Word of God that the promised 

3 land will be flowing with milk and honey. The biblical 

3 Exodus 3: 8, and Jeremiah 11 5. 
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idea ·was always present in Coleridge's mind in his daily 

life. Comforted by a loving letter of Thomas Poole on a day 

of much suffering, he refers to the milk and honey in re

lation to the comforts of friendship: 

Thou hast been 'the Cloud' before me from the day that 
I left the flesh-pots of Egypt & was led thro' the way 
of a wilderness--the cloud, that hast been guiding me 
to a land flowing with milk & honey--the milk of Inno
cence, the honey of Friendship!4 

Because of his religious training the poet is inclined to 

have apocalyptic visions about the society and about his own 

role as a poet-prophet. Therefore, the paradise of "Kubla 

Khan" may be viewed as a wish fulfillment of a Utopian dream 

to which Coleridge h~d seriously attached himself during the 

period of his youthful radicalism. He had felt that he was 

the divinely appointed watchman and friend of the common 

people and that his essays, lectures, and poetry could bring 

reform. He had felt that he could be instrumental in 

creating an ideal society called the Pantisocracy. All of 

these feelings are the basis of Coleridge's viewing of him

self as an inspired poet in the last lines of "Kubla Khan." 

By describing the ideal landscape in the beginning and by 

expressing a yearning to become an ideal poet in its end 

"Kubla Khan" also establishes Coleridge's affiliation with 

4 Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 4 vols., 
ed. Earl Leslie Griggs (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1956-59), 
I (No. 151) , · 150. Subsequent references to Cole~idge's let
ters will be documented with letter, Volume, and page. numbers 
only. 
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the Romantics whose spiritual agony was caused mainly by 

their inability to attain the ideals they wished to attain. 

In brief, it establishes him as a Romantic visionary whose 

vision is inspired by idealism and religion and as a poet of 

superior imagination and skill. 

·J us t as t he s u p e r n a tu r a 1 po i n t s to t he many as p e c t s o f 

the ethos, it suggests many layers of the logos of "Kubla 

Khan." On the surface the poem remains a lyrical statement 

that describes Kubla's palace and the poet's vision, but on 

the analytical level the poem contains a set of meanings 

which have allegorical, symbolic, biographical, Freudian, 

and archetypal aspects. The configurations of these occur 

in the supernatural phenomena of the unusual prox~mity of 

the opposites. These are represented by the sunny dome and 

the icy caves, the romantic chasm and the wild and savage 

valley. The details which develop the proximity of such 

opposites make the poem representative of an ideal art, an 

ideal concept, a perfect society, and an ideal attitude in 

general. 

The remote and inaccessible but beautiful setting of 

"Kubla Khan" suggests artistic perfection. Man cannot reach 

the caverns near the miraculously beautiful palace just as 

he cannot grasp the entire meaning of a great work of art. 

Caves symbolize the nuances of meaning which the reader may 

recognize only vaguely. Besides the caves, the pleasure 
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dome itself symbolizes great art because it is a "miracle , of 

rare device." It is a miracle because it imitates and yet 

transcends reality. The simult~neous imitation and tran-

scendence are the essential attributes of great art. The 

truth of its imitation and the level of its transcendence 

constitute its beauty and power, i.e., its miracle. 

That the logos of "Kubla Khan" concerns a represen

tation of an ideal concept is suggested by the song of the 

Abyssinian maid. The supernatural beauty of her song 

enraptures the poet only for some moments, but its effect ! 

is lasting in the sense that it inspires the poet to attempt 

writing poems of comparable merit. In the same way one may 

arrive effortlessly at an ideal concept, and the effect of 

such a concept may be lasting in that it may inspire one to 

perform noble de .e-ds. The vision of supernal melody repre-

sents the ideal in yet another way. "Kubla Khan" shows that 

the vision of melody and beauty vanished almost irretriev-

ably. As a symbol of the ideal, this vanishing may be inter-

preted as an awakening into reality. Sometimes this 

awakening is as painful as the torment experienced by the 

wailing woman whose lover is not a human being. How appro-

priate in this case is the supernatural in showing that the 

lover is a demon and that the woman wails for him in a 

savage place under a waning moon! Youthful attachment to 

ideals is indeed strong like the mutual attachment of lovers, 



but middle age brings a shock of both the declining belief 

in the ideal--or at least in its practicability--and a 

decreasing life span. Once alive and glowing but now 
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proven impracticable and ' hence fading in its glow, the ideal 

becomes ghostly. 5 Nevertheless, the fervor of the previous 

attachment keeps on urging one to lament the diminished 

st·ature of the ideal--the all-important longing of one time. 

In this . context the savage place is the human society that 

has been unreceptive to the ideal, the waning moon is the 

waning life span, and the nocturnal visit with the demon

lover is the private indulgence ' in a solitary contemplation 

of the ideal which co.n tinues to attract as it remains remote. 

By the time Coleridge wrote "Kubla Khan" he had already 

experienced some setbacks to idealistic yearnings. The 

Watchman, in spite of its dedication to the dissemination of 

truth and to the promotion of geperal freedom, had failed, 

and the dream of the Pantisocracy had had to be abandoned. r 

Coleridge had thus realized that a perfect society based 

upon truth, beauty, and freedom was not really possible in 

this world. Insofar as "Kubla Khan" shows an imaginary re-

alization of the visionary ideal, it suggests that the only 

attainable perfection is of a perfect balance between oppo-

5 Indeed, Coleridge had a tendency to refer to lost 
happiness and hope as ghosts. In a letter to Poole dated 
December 13 ·, 1796, he mentioned "the hideous Ghost of de
parted Hope." See Collected Letters I (No. 163), 273. 
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sites. That is why the dome of Kubla can be built only at 

the point at which these two extremes are reconciled in the 

" m in g 1 e d me as u r e . " T hi s " m i n g 1 e, d me as u re " a 11 ow s the c o -
I 

existence of the turbulent fountain, the slow-moving river, 

the calm and green hillside, the savage valfey, the deep ·and 

dark caves, and the cautionary ancestral voices. 

By allowing the co-existence of the pleasant and the 

unpleasant the poem focuses on the balance between opposites 

and so develops the logos. Since Kubla's palace, the dam-

sel's song, and the poet's own wish are concerned with art, 

the subject of "Kubla Khan" is art and the palace of Kubla 

is the palace of art. Therefore, the centpal message of the 

poem is that the poet can achieve artistic balance only by 
'" 

checking the excesses of the spontaneous and energetic over

flow of inspiration and by checkin~ fhe exceis of eighteenth-

century rationalism. A. B. England has stated that since 

Coleridge himself subscribed to such ideas in his Shakes

peare criticism, the ancestral voices of the poem can be 

interpreted as the voices of literary tradition: 

The contrast between the fountain and the caves is a , 
contrast between that which bursts into life and that 
which encloses and carries down towards death. It is 
between an extreme of energy and an extreme of contain
ment which iry the final "tumult" is in conflict with 
that energy. However, the sacred river does not reach 
the caverns immediately after thrusting out from below 
the surface--it progresses through a limited degree of 
containment of which . the final devital i sing encl_osure 
by the caverns may be regarded as ·an extreme form. And 
it is at the mid-point between the fountain and the 
caves that the pleasure-dome is appropriately built. 
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The river initially bursts to the surface in the form 
of a violent fountain, it then settles into a more 
steady course, contained within its restraining banks, 
but is eventually swallowed up by the caverns, through 
which it falls, protestingiy but inevitably, into the 
sterile sea.~ At a ,certain' point in its course, while 
it possesses the energy of its source without the 
chaos with which that energy was at first accompanied, 
and while it is contained within banks that control it 
without depriving it of life, a kind of harmony between 
energy and containment is achieved, and it is there 
that the pleasure-dome is constructed.6 

As the logos concerns a dramatization of the need for 

artistic "harmony between energy and containment," it also 

concerns a dramatization of the rise and fall of artistic 

inspiration. Evidently, the river's sudden beginning, 

mazy course, and tumultuous end in the lifeless ocean con

stitute a poetic restatement of the message contained in the 

Preface. The poet sees his mind as a sea of thought which is 

not productive all the time. Creative moments burst on it 

during some times of special inspiration, and yet, in spite 

of deep inspiration, his thoughts may not run a straight 

course. Ultimately, the poet loses his special inspiration 

in the same way as he gains it, i.e., suddenly and uncon-

sciously without the influence of any external agent. This 

I 

mysterious rising and ending of inspiration images the real 

subject of the super?atural even as it images the mysterious 

beginning and ending of the river Alph. 

6 
A. B. England' "I Kub la Khan I Again: the Ocean' the 

Caverns, and the Ancestral Voices," ARIEL: A Review of Inter
national English Literature, 4, No. 4 (1973), 66. 



At the biographical level the supernatural beginning, 

the course, and the end of the river, the location of the 

pleasure dome, and the vision about the "damsel with a 

dulcimer" represent Coler i'dge's Pantisocratic dream which 

had deluded him. Initially it had seemed very real and 

possible but later it had proved to be no more than an im-
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possible dream. The locale of Kubla's palace with its sug-

gestions of paradisiacal beauty is the kind of locale 

v i sualized by Coleridge on the banks of the still-unspoiled 

Susquehanna. The walls and towers of the park and the 

palace itself suggest the specific blueprint of Coleridge's 

plan, the details of which included the number of persons 

who would participate in the project and the line of duty 

each would follow. · The energetic beginning of the river, 

its flow through a mere five-mile area, and i t s ultimate 

ending in the lifeless sea represent the enthusiastic plan

ning of the Pantisocracy and then the quick abandoning of 

this plan. In addition to the wish for an ideal society, 

Coleridge's wish to become and be recognized as a superior 

poet is also the subject of "Kubla Khan." The last lines o f 

the poem are clearly a wish fulfillment of this nature. 

Here we see Coleri?ge ·concentrating on the portrait of the 

artist as a visionary brought up in heaven. With the glow 

of the visionary knowledge in his eyes and the waves of 

inspiring winds blowing his hair, the p~et inspires awe 
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among his admirers. Coleridge liked to see himself as a 

successful poet and as a man of superior understanding of 

things. He would have liked to have his audience recognize 

his super,iori ty and acknowledge that he had a visionary 

knowledge of tru~h. He felt that given such an understand-

ing, he could get results from his dedication to the pursuit 

and dissemination of truth. 

Just as the logos of "Kubla Khan" traces some positive 

aspects of Coleridge's life, it also reflects the unfavor-

able side of his personality. For a discussion of ,, this side 

one may read the interpretation of Robert Graves. Assuming 

that whi~e wiiting this . poem Coleridge was thinking of him

self as Kubla, Graves suggests that the meaning of the poem 

·can be made fully intelligible only by relating events and 

incidents of the poet's life to what is depicted in the 

poem. From this point of view Kubla's pleasure dome repre-

sents the bower into which Coleridge frequently retreated by . 

means ~of opium. Prophecies of war represent his general 

physical and mental insecurity and ~he prophecy of evil fate 

for him made by men like Charles Lamb and Charles Lloyd, and 

also the threat to England from a war with France. The 

w a i 1 in g woman rep res e n·t s Co 1 er id g e ' s wife , who at some ear 1 y 
'\ 

point of her marriage started bewailing the absence of the 

poet's former strong passion, and the caves into which the 

river sinks Are a sexual symbol alluding to the current 
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pregnancy of Mrs. Coleridge. The Abyssinian maid is Cole-

ridge's poetic equivalent for an unidentified beloved who 

could be near him only in his dre~ms, and his purely intel

lectual attachment to Dorothy Wordsworth is represented by 

the caves. Coleiidge's inner need for justification of 

his poetry is represented in the poem's closing. 7 

Complementary to the personal allegory is the arche-

typal allegory. The archetypal meaning, like the personal 

meaning, is also supported by the supernatural details of 

"Kubla Khan." The awareness of the possible archetypal 

meanings has inspired many symbolic interpretations of the 

poem's logos. G. Wilson Knight has fo~nd a representation 

of the archetypal imagery of heaven in the round dome of 

Kubla's palace. H. W. Piper feels that it is the landscape 

and structure of "Kubla Khan" that evoke two paradises--the 

original paradise and the paradise of the Book of Revelation. 

He feels that Coleridge must have assimilated the charac

teristics of the two from Milton, Ezekiel, and Saint John. 8 

7 Robert Graves, The Meaning of Dreams (London: ~~delphi 
Publishing Co., 1924), pp. 145-48. 

8 Piper has suggested that the "outline" of the second 
Paradise w~s estabiished by Ezekiel's final vision of the 
new Temp 1 e o n Mo u n t Z i o n . "F r om the sou t h s i de o f t he a 1 t a r 
in this Temple a river ran eastwards, that is to say through 
the Valley of Hinnom and its continuations, to the Dead Sea, 
where, in a kind of harrowing of Hell, it brought li~e to 
some but not all of the waters. This pattern affected the 
traditional picture of the first paradise so that, though 
there is no mountain of Paradise in Genesis, it had acquired 
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The paradise of John Milton appears in the following lines: 

Southward through Eden went a River large, 
Nor chang' d his course, but .through the shaggy hill 
Pass' d underne.ath ingµlft, for God had thrown 
That Mountain as his Garden mould high rais'd 
Upon the rapid current, which through veins 
Of porous Earth with kindly thirst up-drawn, 
Rose a fresh Fountain, and with many a rill 
Water'd the Garden; thence united fell 
Down the steep glade, and met the nether Flood 
Which from his darksome passage now appears, 
Runs diverse, wand'ring many a famous Realm 
And Country whereof here needs no account, 

Groves whose rich Trees wept odorous Gums and Balm, 
Others whose fruit burnisht with Golden Rind. 

( Paradise Lost, Book IV ; 223-49) 

The river, the fountain, the garden, and the trees that emit 

good smell are traditional symbols of paradise used success

fully by John Milton in picturing the biblical paradise, and 

they are used with equal ·success by the poet of "Kubla Khan." 

The only difference is that Coleridge uses these symbols to 

show a man-made paradise of Xanadu and a poetic paradise of 

the dream-world conceived by the poet himself. The specific 

decree and the marking of the site of Kubla's palace suggest 

that the pleasure palace is Kubla's view of the paradise 

that can be attained on this earth; the poet's visioq about 

one in tradition before Milton described it in Paradise Lost, 
and it had °'cquired . also the fountain which Saint John intro
duced as the source of the river in Revelation." He also 
feels that the demon lover had Apocalyptic associations for 
Coleridge because in the part of "Religious Musings" which 
deals with the Last Days, the poet described the Great Whore 
of Revelation as "She worked whoredom with the Demon Power." 
See H. W. Piper, "The Two Paradises in Kubla Khan," The 
Review of English Studies, 17 (1976), 148-58. 



103 

the unattainable makes Kubla's paradise appear to be an 

inspiration to the viewing of the higher paradise. The 

sinister element of this higher paradise which figures in 

the savage valley, the wailing woman, and the demon lover is 

the palpable ambivalence toward the cherished garden of 

heaven. The mystic tradition in general, as well as the 

biblical view, had depicted paradise as a golden age of 

man's harmony with himself, other creatures, and God. It 

had used a serene garden as the locale of such harmonious 

living. However, by the time of Coleridge this view had 

succumbed to ambivalence: 

The locus amoenus was no more free of ambivalences 
and hesitancies for Coleridge than was for him the 
identification of the endless reaches of the heavens 
with the hortus conclusus. By the time of the Renais
sance it had acquired sinister connotations. Whereas 
the Greeks had kept the Blessed Isles distinct from 
the bewitched island of Circe, the late medieval and 
Renaissance man pictured the garden as both the place 
of ultimate redemption and of destructive temptation. 

The earthly paradise was easily transformed into 
an enchanted garden whenever the tree of life was 
ignored for the tree of knowledge, the sacred spring 
abandoned for a Narcissan fountain, agape jilted for 
eros.9 

As the idea of showing the temptations within the garden 

developed, the ideal garden of the biblical traditio~ deve-

loped many sinister elements. Coleridge's garden of Xanadu 

9 Max F. Schulz, "Cole r idge and the Enchantments of 
Earthly Paradise," in Reading Coleridge: Approaches and 
Applications, ed. Walter B. Crawford (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. 
Press, 1979), p. 135. 
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is the garden of the second tradition, which incorporates 

many insidious temptations. Its savagery and its wailing 

woman can be explained because "the wailing woman takes her 

place as the latest in the lineage of the enchantresses that 

stretches from Circe ' and Eve to Alcina and Acrasia. " 1 O 

As tradition explains the significance of the wailing 

woman, it also explains the Abyssinian woman. Building upon 

the perception of syncretism by W. S. Shaffer and of arche

typal patterns of Maud Bodkin, Schulz points out the tradi

tion of the divine guide in "Kubla Khan": 

Equally embedded in the literary-biographical under
song of the poem is the tradition of the divine guide. 
Dante is led by Beatrice in his ascent to paradise. 
Coleridge is helped in his "imaginative experience of 
transition from personal desire to ideal aspiration" by 
his vision of "an Abyssinian maid," a persona for the 
female inspiration who assumes the role of divine guide 
in his poetry. 11 

The overt mention of Paradise in the poem's last line adds 

credibility to this view. However, inspired by the elusive 

but haunting mystery of the supernaturalism of the poem, 

some scholars believe that the poem is much more than a 

moral allegory and that its logos must be analyzed in view 

of the multiple nature of its symbols. They view the images, 

the characters, and th ~ action as symbols of many ideas and 

1 0 
Schulz, p. 149. 

1 1 Sch u 1 z , p . 1 5 1 . A 1 so see Kath 1 e en Raine , "Trad i t ii on a 1 
Symbolism in 'Kubla Khan,'" Sewanee Review, 72 ( 1964), 626-42. 
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feelings of Coleridge. Drawing upon Coleridge's distinction 

between allegory and symbol in his The Statesman's Manual 

and in his Miscellaneous Criticis~, Suther has asserted that 

"Kubla Khan" is a development from habitual symbolism of 

Coleridge. Like a rhetorician trained in tagmemics he has 

studied the poem in the context of Coleridge's other poems, 

engaging himself in a Lowes-like task of tracing images of 

"Kubla Khan," with the only difference being that he has 

limited himself to Coleri·dge' s poems and to the support of 

his own hypothesis that every poet writes only one or at the 

most two or three poems. He has traced adumbrations of the 

images of "Kubla Khan" in Coleridge's early poems, their 

vivid appearances in the poems of the annus mirabilis, and 

their continued use in his later poems. He has demonstrated 

that Coleridge's poetic expression has often resorted to 

"women wailing for their demon-lovers; the demon-lovers wail

ing for their women; the castles--mountains--temples over

looking turbulent streams of violent and mysterious origin; 

the sun-ice juxtapositions; the isolated paradises; the caves 

and the chasms; the bewitching melodies; and so on and on." 1 2 

As one studies the repetitive nature of Coleridge's 

images and thus scrutihizes them rather closely, one becomes 

1 2 Marshall Suther, Visions of Xanadu (New York: Colum-
b i a Uni v . P re s s , 1· 9 6 5 ) , p . 2 5 . A 1 s o s e e T he Co 11 e c t e d W o r ks 
of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Vol. 6, ed. R. J. White (Prince
ton Univ. Press, 1972), pp. 30-31. 
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aware of the fact that some of Coleridge's characters and 

thoughts are recastings from folklore material. Kubla is no 

exception to such recasting. Gol¢stein states that the 

figure of Kubla Khan is "a sophistication upon the folk 

1 3 figure Prester John.~ Like the poet-prophet of Coleridge's 

poem, men in Prester John's kingdom live on manna; they gain 

powers of magic and incantation; and John himself possesses 

magic stones which can turn water into milk or wine and can 

control the temperature for "a five mile radius." Just as 

Kubla can hear "ancestral voices prophesying war," Prester 

John's oracular shrine has a magic mirror which "reveals 

all plots in John's and 'his neighbour's domains." Similarly, 

parallels exist for the fountain and the river. These 

parallels and the repetition of some images in the Coleridge 

canon are clear evidences that Coleridge remembered some 

twice-told tales. Their tendency to claim a hold on the 

poet's memory proves Suther' s point - that some ideas and 

images are so central to a poet's thought that the poet 

really writes only one poem or at the most only two or three 

poems. They also strengthen the assumption that Coleridge 

must have felt drawn to some images again and again because 

13 Neal L. Goldstein, "Coleridge's 'Kubla Khan': Mythic 
Unity and an Analogue in Folklore and Legend," Queens Quart
erly, 75 ( 1968), 647. Also refer to "Prester John," in 
'standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mytho1ogy and Legend, 2 
vols., ed. Maria Leach ( New York: Fl.ink & Wagna11·s Co., 1 950), 
II, 85-86. 
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these had the power to lend themselves to symbolic inter

pretations, and, therefore, the adequate capacity to serve 

as tools of expression for his complex ideas. Thus viewed, 

Kubla is more than a historical ruler. He is in a way the 

traditional Tartar kipg , because he is fierce as indicated by 

the harsh plosive sounds of the first line, which introduces 

Kubla, and the second line, which introduces his "decree": 

"In Xanadu did KuE_la Khan/ A s.!:_a.!:_ely .2_leasure-iome iecree:" 

(11. 1-2). Additionally, ·the connotations of decree also 

make Kubla an eighteenth-century man trying to impose a 

rational order on the universe. Beer, Woodring, and Lowes 

see him as a tyrant Tartar. At the opposite extreme of this 

view is that of G. Wilson Knight, who finds in Kubla a sym

bol of God and compares him to the Emperor in Yeats's "Sail

ing to Byzantium." Interpretations of Humphrey House and 

Dorothy F. Mercer fall between these two extremes. To House 

he is a representative man; to Mercer he is a "man generi-

cally," but a "prince of man, hence a man able to . . dis-

solve, diffuse, and dissipate the facts of experience and to 

recreate them so all may participate in his insight. 14 Bate 

believes that Kubla is Everyman as he would like to be--as 

one capable of fulfilling his dream. He is also like the 

14 Humphrey House, Coleridge: The Clark Lectures, 1951-
52 (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1953); Dorothy F. Mercer, 
"The Symbolism of 'Kubla Khan,'" Journal of Aesthetics and 
Art Criticism, 12 (1953-54), 44-46. 
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Ethiopian emperor Seged (and others of the kind), who, after 

securing peace in his domain, retreated to a secluded place 

for ten days. The place failed to secure his happiness 

because he continued experiencing troublesome dreams of 

disaster or invasion ~hreatening the safety of his kingdom. 

Kubla's peace is similarly disturbed by the ancestral voices 

which forecast a troublesome future. 15 

Just as the protagonist inspires a multiple interpreta

tion, so the caves, the river, and the sea of "Kubla Khan" 

suggest many ideas about its logos. Many critics have 

associated these ideas with poetic activity. They focus 

upon the analogy between the movement of the river and the 

flow of the mind. The banks contain the river's powerful 

flow; similarly, good literary judgment checks the spon-

taneous overflow of powerful feelings. Therefore, the 

underground sea into which the river falls must image the 

subconscious mind which remains the reservoir of impressions 

which give birth to conscious thoughts and feelings. These 

acquire aesthetic forms in a work of art. The river of 

"Kubla Khan" is therefore the river of poetic imagination, 

and just as the river can penetrate the deep and inaccessible 

caves, the poetic imagination can penetrate the unconscious. 

The inherent mystery of this unconscious is represented by 

15 Walter Jackson Bate, Coleridge (London: Weidenfeld 
and Nicolson, 1969), p. 80. 
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the fathomless depths of the ocean which ultimately receives 

the river. Just as the river merges with the sunless and 

lifeless ocean, the poetic imagination may lose itself in 

the poet's unconscious, making it difficult for him to 

interpret his own poem ~ To suggest that some parts of the 

unconscious may never become parts of the creative energy, 

the poet connotes defeat, death, and sterility through 

adjectives such as "sunless" and "lifeless." The contrast 

between the powerful fountain that creates the river and the 

powerless or stifling ocean which receives it also relates 

the logos to the tension created by the conflict between 

poetic spontaneity and literary tradition. The sterility 

of the ocean may represent the loss of freshness of some 

literary conventions, or it may represent the smothering 

influence of the mind. The banks contain the river's power

ful flow; similarly, good literary judgment checks the spon

taneous overflow of powerful feelings. Therefore, the under

ground sea into which the river falls must image the sub

conscious mind which remains the reservoir of impressions 

Which give birth to conscious thoughts and feelings. These 

acquire aesthetic forms in a work of art. The river of 

"Kubla Khan" is therefore the river of poetic imagination, 

and just as the river can penetrate the deep and inacces

s i ble c aves, the poetic imagination can penetrate· the uncon

scious. The inherent mystery of this unconscious is repre-
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sented by the fathomless depths of the ocean which ulti-

mately receives the river. Just as the river merges with 

the sunless and lifeless ocean, the poetic imagination may 

lose itself in the poet's unconscious, making it difficult 

for him to interpret h~s own poem. To suggest that some 

parts of the unconscious may never become parts of the 

creative energy, the poet connotes defeat, death, and steri

lity through adjectives such as "sunless" and "lifeless." 

The contrast between the powerful fountain that creates the 

river and the powerless or stifling ocean which receives it 

also relates the logos to the tension created by the con

flict between poetic spontaneity and literary traditon. The 

sterility of the ocean may represent the loss of freshness 

of some literary conventions, or it may represent the 

smothering influence of the well-made genres, styles, and 

figues of speech. The power of inspiration is clearly repre-

sented by the violent beginning and tumultuous ending of the 

river. Literary traditions and rationalizing intellect 

which thwart the spontaneous overflow of thoughts and feel

ings are represented by the cautioning voices which predict 

a forthcoming war. A. B. England comments on this aspect of 

the logos with the force of conviction: 

... it may be possible to regard the image of the 
river falling through the caverns as a metaphor that 
describes a spontaneous, energetic overflow . being de
prived of its life by an excess of containing ratio
cinatiDn. If this is in any way an approximation to 
what the image means, then the moment of descent is 
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a moment at which the river and the caverns are very 
much in opposition to each other. That, I suggest, is 
why the river falls "in tumult," as if protesting 
against what is being done to it. The relationship 
between river and cavern at this point is therefore one 
that involves a degree of struggle. And one must re
member that it is precisely amid the tumult of the 
river's descent in.to the caverns that Kub la hears 
"Ancestral voices." They come to him "from far," but 
their prophecy of war is in some way associated with 
the tumult of the river's descent. Whereas for most of 
the river's course the energy suggested by the foun
tain and the containing effect suggested by the caves 
are not in conflict, the caves finally become the enemy 
of the fountain. Thus, when either the spontaneous 
energy or the analytical intellect seeks to dominate 
its opposite it engages in a battle with it, and the 
result is "tumult." Certainly, "war" would not be an 
inappropriate word with which to describe a conflict 
of this kind. 16 

By suggesting energy in the river's beginning and ending and 

by suggesting the opposite of energy in the lifeless, sun

less, and silent sea Coleridge is dramatizing the same idea. 

By stating in the Preface that "Kubla Khan" is a fragment 

and then bringing his poem to a logical completion in its 

fifty-four lines, he is urging the reader to dispense with 

expectations of a neatly arranged narrative. The tension 

between the intellect which dictates conformity to the con

vention and the inspiration which asserts its spontaneity 

occupied Coleridge even while analyzing the work of other 

writers. For example, in his discussion of Shakespeare, his 

1 6 ", Kub la Khan, Again: The Ocean, the Caverns, and the 
Ancestral Voices," ARIEL: A Review of International English 
Literature, 4 (1973), 69-70. 
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ideal poet, Coleridge states that in Shakespeare's poetry 

"the creative power and intellectual energy wrestle as in a 

war embrace." Perhaps the wailing woman and the Abyssinian 

maiden are additional representations of the two counter 

forces. By devoting a major portion to the Abyssinian maid 

Coleridge is suggesting that higher forms of poetry are 

generated by heavenly inspiration. The power of beauty and 

love remains fundamental to this inspiration and such a 

power is the special trait of the maiden as symbolized by her 

t . . d . 1 7 exo icism an music. Analysis of the mystery of this 

power leads to further discoveries about the logos of 

"Kubla Khan." 

At one level the murky nature of the supernatural of 

"Kubla Khan" lends itself to psychoanalytical interpreta-

tions of its logos. Attributing Coleridge's inhibition of 

sexuality and creativity to the repressive morality of his 

time, Bliss and Bliss have approached the meaning of the 

poem by equating images in the poem with sexual parts. 
1 8 

Correlating his observations of thirty-five marijuana addicts 

in an Air Force hospital during World War II and Coleridge's 

O p i Um ad d i C t i o n , Ma r C O V i t Z h a S. V i e We ·a -" KU b 1 a Khan II as II a 

1 7 Raine, p. 639. 

1 8 Hi 1 de Scheuer and Don a 1 d Thayer B 1 is s , "Co 1 er id g e ' s 
'Kubla Khan,'" American Imago, 6 (1949), 261-73. 
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dream epitomizing the psychology of addiction." He states 

that like a dream of the addict the poem ''reflects conscious, 

preconscious, and unconscious processes and meanings that 

were significant to Coleridge at the time. 1119 He argues 

that the only way to und~rstand the poem is to approach it 

clinically by uncovering the dreamer-poet's associations. 

One such association is the guilty memory of a fight with 

his brother Frank for which Coleridge had escaped punish-

20 ment. Another association is the memory of the maternal 

breast. Whereas some poems of 1799 sing of infants at the 

breast, "Kubla Khan" sings of it indirectly by referring to 

the pleasure-dome because--suggests Marcovitz--the "twice 

five miles" of the poem must be the hands of the infant 

around the mother's breast. 

As usual with Freudian interpretations, the romantic 

chasm and the mighty fountain are seen as symbols of the 

genitalia and the sex act. The Freudian critics believe 

that an Oedipal theme figures in the poet's treatments of 

the theme of guilt and in his avoiding of references to his 

mother in his writing. Since the early death of his father 

1 9 E 1 i Mar co v i t z , " Bemo an i n g t he Lo s t D re am : C o 1 e r i ct~g e ' s 
'Kubla Khan' and Addiction," International Journal of Psycho
Analysis, 45 (1964), 411-25. 

2° For the details of the adolescent Coleridge's quarrel 
with his brother, refer to page 46 of Chapter II. 
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had left Coleridge with his mother during the impressionable 

years of his life, it is qui·te likely that he had experi

enced or even developed some Oedipal attachment toward her. 

Therefore, avoiding discussions of her is his avoiding 

recollections of guilty 'memories. Dwelling on guilt in 

Osorio and in "The Ancient Mariner" is the poet's purging 

of himself from this excessive guilt. A vicarious turning 

to the mother of the oral period is represented by his 

lifelong tendency to turn to people who could "mother" him: 

He was unable to accomplish successfully the transi
tion to manhood. During adolescence he had a close 
relationship with the Evans family. He was closest 
to tqe mother and could treat the daughter Mary only 
as a sister. Some years later, as soon as it was too 
late, he realized his love for her. At Cambridge he 
attempted to become manly by drinking, running up 
large debts, and being a religious and political radi
cal. When the situation became untenable he secretly 
enlisted in the cavalry under an assumed name--Silas 
Tomkyn Comberbach. This was clearly another -attempt 
to attain manhood by seeking out a situation of ordeal 
with the help of another identity. Yet he chose a 
situation designed for failure. His attempt to 'wage 
wars', to be a hero, was a humiliating failure. We 
can see that in the 'ancestral voices prophesying war' 
Coleridge has transformed Anchises' promise of great
ness for Aeneas into a prophecy of doom.21 

The interpretation takes a ridiculous extreme in suggesting 

that the person from Porlock who intruded upon Coleridge's 

fantasy is the typical fat~er or older brother who blocked 

the poet's total possession of mother-love and that the 
\,. 

poet persona of the last lines represents the typical 

21 M . t arcovi z, pp. 416-17. 
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revenge fantasy of the Oedipal child. Furthermore, it sug-

gests that Coleridge did not publish "Kubla Khan" for 

several years because in the fantasy of the poet-king of 

the poem Coleridge found himself "unconsciously most re

vealing."22 

A development from the Freudian opinion is the Jungian 

approach, which also uncovers much meaning in the poem's 

supernatural. The arguments of Heninger in this context 

carry much greater force than those of the Freudians. 

Heninger keeps in view Coleridge's own statements about the 

nature and function of poetry and recognizes the closeness 

22 
F o ·r exp o s i t i o n s o f t he rev e a 1 e d p a r t re f e r to Doug 1 as 

Angus, "The Theme of Love and Guilt in Coleridge's Three 
Major Poems," Journal of English and Germanic Philology, _·59 
(1960), 655-68; Gerald Enscoe, Eros and the Romantics: Sexual 
Love as a Theme in Coleridge, Shelley and Keats (The Hague: 
Mouton Publishers, 1967), pp. 25-60;J. Garth Ware, "Cole
ridge's Great Poems Reflecting the Mother Imago," American 
Im ago , 1 8 ( 1 9 6 1 ) , 3 3 1 - 5 1 ; David Beers , " A Dre am , A Vision , 
A Poem," Journal of Psychoanalysis, 32 (1951), 97-116;and 
Eugene H. Sloane, "Coleridge's Kubla Khan: The Living Cata
combs of the Mind," American Imago, 29 (1972), 97-122. Angus 
has emphasized that the central figure of "Kubla Khan" is 
fi'rst a female and then the poet himself, and since each re
mains a "taboo" the central concern of the poem is the Oedi
pus complex--"a hopeless dream"; Enscoe believes that the 
poem deals with the erotic that cannot be restrained; Ware 
argues that during his psycho-sexual development the young 
child comes to view his mother as an "amalgam" of all that 
is good and all that is bad, and above all as a· powefrul ~ 
figure equipped with the "creative essence of the male," and 
Coleridge's fixation on this tnfantile image caused , · 
both the sinister and the beatific imagery of "Kubla Khan"; 
David Beers . has emphasized the poet's "oral character"; and 
Sloane has sugg~sted that "Kubla Khan" presents a birth dream 
related to pre-natal existence and the ordeal of birth. 
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of Coleridge's statements to Jung's statement that "poetry 

is the communication of archetypal wisdom." Affirming 

Jung's opinion that poetry is the intelligible statement of 

submerged truths and thus the communication of archetypal 

patterns which reside within the human unconscious, he 

asserts that "Kubla Khan" is an expression of commonly 

shared ideas which well up from the primordial region of the 

mind and the poem's "success" with readers depends upon "each 

reader's intuitive response to its primordial symbols, though 

few readers have been able to recognize them in conscious 

terms." Heninger has suggested that the details of "Kubla 
I 

Khan " co n c e r n t he co n c e p t o f o r i g i n a,l s i n , t he co n c om i tan t s 

of which are the endless conflicts between the body and soul 

and the conscious and the unconscious levels of existence: 

Since the prophesying voices are "ancestral," they may 
very well belong to our first ancestors, Adam and Eve, 
who from their own unsettling experience proclaim the 
folly of seeking to know the unknowable, the futility 
of seeking to integrate the unconscious.23 

In many ways the details suggest the psyche's attempt at 

individuation--more commonly recognized as the Romantics' 

quest ,. for identity. Heninger points out that the symbols 

of "Kubla Khan" commonly appear in the case histories and 

23 S. K. Heninger, Jr., "A Jungian Reading of Kubla 
Khan," Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 18 (1960), 
365. Also see Darrell Gray, "The Poem As Mandala," in 
Essays & Dissolutions (Madison, Wisconsin: Abraxas Press, 
1977), 4,1-46. 
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alchemical treatises discussed by Jung. Coleridge's Xanadu 

itself is similar to the design of the typical Tibetan man-

24 dala of Jung. Moreover, the river's name Alph suggests 

the first--the beginning, the primordial; the river's begin

Qing and ending in the sunless sea clearly suggests the 

mysterious and unconscious which comes to surface only momen-

tarily. The agitated working of this unconscious is sym-

bolized in the fountain's intermittent bursts and ceaseless 

turmoil. As the subconscious acquires a level of conscious-

24 The usual design of the mandala involves a circle 
with a center. Its interior is a Labyrinthine design with 
several overlayings of the triangular and/or quadrangular 
designs. According to Jung it is a perfect symbol of the 
self, of which no clear understanding or picturing is pos
sible. The self is both the center and the circumference of 
the conscious and the unconscious systems. As the con
scious mind attempts to come to terms with the symbols of 
the self, the mandala appears in the dreams. The mandala 
is different from the World Wheel, which represents the 
course of human existence in its various forms ·as conceived 
by the Buddhists. Its projection in dreams is frequent be
cause people avoid confronting their true selves: 

People ·will do anything, no matter how absurd, in order 
to avoid facing their own souls. They will practise 
Indian Yoga and all its exercises, observe a strict 
regimen of diet, learn theosophy by heart, or mechani
cally repeat mystic texts from the literature of the 
whole world--all because they cannot get on with them
selves and have not the slightest faith that anything 
useful could ever come out of their own souls. 

See Carl G. Jung, "Individual Dream Symbolism in Relation to 
A 1 chem y , " in The Port ab 1 e Jung , e d . Joseph Camp be 11 , trans . · 
R. F. C. Hull (New York: Penguin Books, 1971), p. 362. For 
forms of the mandala dream see "The Mandalas in the Dreams," 
in The Portable Jung, pp. 363-455. Page 359 has a picture 
of the typical mandala. 



ness, the earlier agitation subsides, and the river Alph 

begins a rather languid flow of "meandering with a mazy 

motion" ( 1. 2 5 ) . The water's murmuring sounds that bring 
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voices which prophesy war may refer to the distractions of 

everyday living, to Coleridge's fears of an actual war, or 

to the constant conflict between the body and the soul, the 

senses and the spirit, and the conscious and the unconscious. 

The shattering of the mandala, "the unfulfillment of Kubla' s 

plan for individuation," is represented by line 31 of "Kubla 

Khan," which refers to the pleasure-dome as a "shadow." 

Heninger argues that the reference is a clue to the fact 

th a t the do m e i s " de s t r o ye d , " and , h·e n c e , t he po em d e s c r i b e s 

only a process with no end product. The mysterious Abys

sinian maid is "Coleridge's soror mystica" with whose help 

he will be able to affect the desired integration, and then 

the poet would .become an archetypal figure whom Jung 
labels "the old wise man." This figure has extended 
his awareness of the unconsciousness farther than other 
men, and he feels compelled to share his insight with 
others. The Ancient Mariner, after his experience with the 
unconsciousness in the moon-drenched Land of Mist and 
Snow, becomes such an archetypal figure.25 

The last lines of "Kubla Khan," which show the common people 

to be "frightened" by the poet, may depict the natural reac

tion of ordinary people as they encounter an archetypal figure. 

25 Heninger, p. 366. This fear has also been interpreted 
as the "daemonic." See Charles I. Patterson, "The Daemonic in 
'Kubla K;han .': To~ard Interpretation," PMLA, 89 (1974), 1033-42. 
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Since the poem describes only the process of individuation, 

with an imaginary projection of the consequent reaction of 

people toward an individual who has consciously ex~e~ieneed 

such a process, Heninger says, "Kubla Khan" is a finished 

poem. 

Heninger's view is extremely valuable for ·interpreting 

the mysterious supernaturalism of "Kubla Khan," but it con

tains a slight misreading of line 31, which refers to the 

shadow of Kubla's palace. To me, i -t is a reference to the 

dome's reflection in water rather than a reference to its 

being shattered or destroyed. Most of the Orienta~ emperors 

have built their pleasure palaces and gardens on river banks. 

The Chashma Shahi and Verinag gardens of Kashmir are built 

around natural water springs. A perennial spring serves as 

the source of the river Jhelum, one of the five rivers of 

the pre-partition Punjab of India. Carefully designed 

waterways carry the spring water into different parts of a 

garden which is full of a vast variety of flowers and trees. 

There is no doubt that Coleridge had read descriptions of 

such gardens and that his own imagination was active enough 

to add details of his own. (In Purchas' description of 

Ku b 1 a ' s p a 1 a c e t he re is no r iv e r ) . 

All the metapoetic, Freudian, and Jungian interpretations 

of the logos of "Kubla Khan" suggest that the poem's subject 

matter itself evokes wonder, horror, and mystery and that 

Coleridge succeeds in evoking these reactions by using the 



120 

supernatural element as the central focus of the details. 

He includes · enough illogicalities by juxtaposing discordant 

elements to allow the poem to continue haunting the reader 

with its music and mystery. Consequently, the reader re-

ceives the poem through both the mind and the heart. This 

ability to make the readers feel in their hearts is what the 

rhetoricians call pathos. Analysis of how the supernatural 

in the poem serves this function shows that the poet has 

used many devices to make the supernatural element in "Kubla 

Khan" plausible. To make the reported action probable 

Coleridge uses the exotic, the distant past (in general, not 

in any historical sense), superstitibus rites, nocturnal 

atmosphere, a dream within a dream, and a mingling of the 

everyday with the unusual and the uncanny. Writing near 

the end of the century, he chooses his protagonist from the 

medieval China and he chooses the protagonist of the dream 

within the dream from a yet older civilization. Although an 

Englishman by birth and residence who is writing primarily 

for an English audience, he chooses to sing of an imaginary 

place, Xanadu, and of a proto-historical place, Abyssinia. 

Naturally, such a place may have virgin forests, tumultuous 

springs to feed sacred rivers, and trees to give ample shade 
I ~ ' 

and fragrance. It may also have some dark, remote, and 

fearsome places marked by some "caverns measureless to man" 

(1. 27) and by t~e wailing of a woman for her demon lover. 

The inhabitants of such a land may live in much fear, which 
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may induce a belief in demons. It may also inspire the 

practice of some superstitious rites as cautionary measures 

of warding off danger. Such simple people would naturally 

experience great awe of a person possessing superior skill 

and knowledge of the philosophical/metaphysical ·kind. 

Weaving three circles around the poet and closing their eyes 

with holy dread are probable reactions of such people (11. 51 ~ 

5 2) • The unsophisticated nature of their lives and the moun-

tainous nature of the terrain of violent springs and deep 

and 'dark caves could cause them to have many fearful halluci-

nations at night. The place is "savage," untouched by civili-

zation and probably very thinly populated. In other words, 

the poem concerns a world to which the logic of our world 

w o ·u 1 d no t a p p 1 y . 

Although the poem is successful in transporting the 

re ad e r in to an o t he r w o r 1 d , t he pa t ho s o f " Kub 1 a. Khan " i s e s -

pecially effective ~ecause the poem allows the reader to 

maintain touch with the workaday world. Coleridge chooses 

some details which (ocus on the known world so that the 

poem will not appear as supernatural nonsense. One such 

detail is the comparing of the bouncing rocks to the bounc

ing grains from under a thresher's flail; another is the 
(. 

presentation of the persona--indirectly himself--as a man of 

this world who aspires to transcend his mortal limitations. 

Inspired by his vision, he gives way to the fantasy of setting 
I 

himself above others; but, knowing like the poet of Keats's 
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"Ode to a Nightingale" that "fancy cannot cheat so well," . he 

keeps the conditional dominant in the last stanza. He does 

so through expressions such as "Could I," "'twould," "I 

would," and "all who heard should see," and "all should 

cry." Because of these expressions the poet of "Kubla Khan" 

remains an ordinary mortal who dares to dream of the impos

sible and ask, "Why not?" 26 

Having established rapport with the reader, the poet 

can confidently sing of the impossible. By incorporating a 

dream within a dream--one reported in the Preface and the 

other contained in the poem itself--he can exaggerate the 

natural to the point of the supernatural because anything 

is possible in a dream. , Moreover, Coleridge believed that 

dreams incarnate feelings: " . how subtly our Feelings 

are drawn out & continued, & how they rise up again magni

fied into monsters in our Dreams--." 27 The dream element 

26 On February 3, 1804, Coleridge wrote to William 
Godwin: "I am not a man to be much troubled about Conse
quences: it is the Causes of Things that sink deep into me." 
See Collected Letters, II (No. 551), 1057. On January 12, 
1818, Coleridge wrote to C. A. Tulk: "A sincere Lover of 
Truth will, according to the importance which he attaches to 
any particular conviction and in proportion to the opposi
tion which it encounters, be more delighted at finding than 
in ma.king a Convert: and most of all, when the fellow- ' 
believer has arrived at the same Conclusion by a different 
road." Collected Letters, IV (No. 1 096), 804. Both letters 
show the poet's belief in personal explorations. 

2 7 C o-11 e c t e ct 1L e t t e r s , I I ( No . 5 5 1 ) , 1 0 5 6 - 5 7 . 
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even allows him to leave the poem as an apparent fragment~ 

By stating in the Preface that he was unable to complete the 

poem, he adds to the pathetic appeal because, after reading 

fifty-four lines of the printed version, the reader tends to 

think of the possible ways the poet could have ended the 

poem; however, after much careful analysis, he realizes that 

there could not be a better ending than the extant one. By 

creating the illusion of an abrupt end, the poem suggests 

the ethos as that of a poet who yearns for an ultimate 

rounding off of the experience into a neat explanation but 

remains too cautious to tie himself down to any one explana

tion. This caution, inspired by an intellectual awareness 

of the complexity of human experience, enables him to cre

ate a complex logos by using the supernatural element to 

build mystery as it builds charm--charm of the ethos and 

pathos which frame Coleridge's captivating logo·s. Through 

this charm Coleridge makes his logos attractive to a variety 

of readers as successfully as a rhetor makes his truth 

attractive to the masses. 

I• 



CHAPTER IV 

"Christabel" as an Encounter with the Jungian Shadow 

By creating a haunting mystery, the supernatural in 

Coleridge's "Christabel" invites interpretations of the 

poem's mysterious details and thus emphasizes the ethos, 

logos, and pathos which are clothed in the supernatural. 

Ultimately, the interpretation aids one in recognizing the 

poem as a concrete representation of the Jungian shadow-

that inferior self that clamors for recognition but gets 

pushed back into semi-oblivion by the socially conscious 

persona. Usually, an individual discovers this shadow 

during moments of intense introspection, and the discovery 

inspires both attraction and ~epulsion. In order to cope 

with the phenomena of his daily life, the individual rejects 

the shadow and thus dooms it to remain in the unconscious 

and semiconscious regions of the psyche. Consequently, 

whenever introspection pulls it to the surface, its appear-

ances remain both evanescent and mysterious. This mysteri-

ous phenomenon is successfully portrayed by "Christabel" as 

it portrays its protagonist's encounter with Geraldine--a 

representative of the supernatural. Since the encounter 

with this supernatural being is the focal point of the 

124 
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narrative, the overwhelming mystery that surrounds Geraldine 

intrigues the reader. By doing so it engages the reader's 

thoughts and feelings and thus encourages him to view the 

supernaturalism as a rhetorical ' strategy -which suggests more 

than it shows and thus focuses upon the poem's ethos, logos, 

and pathos. 

''Christabel" concerns a love-sick and inexperienced 

young lady, Christabel, who leaves her father's castle at a 

midnight hour to pray for her lover's safety and welfare 

under an oak tree. There she finds another woman, Geraldine. 

Christabel feels drawn to the woman because of the latter's 

moans and beautiful but forlorn appearance. After stepping 

to the other side of the oak, Christabel engages in a get

acquainted conversation and learns that Geraldine has suf-

fered utmost humiliation and injury. She takes the 

apparently suffering woman to her father's castle and shows 

her hospitality by offering Geraldine some wine and by shar-

ing a bed with her. As they retire for the night, Christabel 

engages in an experience which makes her feel vaguely sinful. 

Her partner in the experience, Geraldine, casts a spell of 

silence upon her so that Christabel cannot reveal the nature 

of her experience to anyone. 
I 

On the following morning, 

Christabel presents Geraldine to her father, the Baron. The 

Baron promises an all-out aid to search for and punish 

Geraldine's abductors and then to restore her to the one 
I 
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whom she claims to be her father--Sir Roland of Tryermaine, 

who is also a one-time friend of the Baron. Showing genuine 

concern for and showering affectionate attention upon 

Geraldine, the Baron orders his' loyal Bard to travel to 

Tryermaine and convey the news of Geraldine's safety and 

well-being to her father. Unable to forget or to share her 

experience of the previous night and noting that her father's 

prompt concern for Geraldine is more than mere chivalric 

concern for the daughter of a dear--although estranged--
..... 

friend, Christabel succumbs to spiritual agitation and re-

quests that the strange woman be sent away. However, the 

Baron simply ignores her request. Admonishing the Bard for 

delaying his journey of good tidings to Tryermaine, he leads 

Geraldine away in spite of Christabel's disapproval of her 

and in spite of the caution advised by the Bard. The poem 

breaks off suggesting a new relation between the Baron and 

Geraldine (hitherto a stranger). It also suggests the de-

velopment of a new sense of melancholy in Christabel, who 

had carried the stranger into the castle without fearing any 

harm. The narrator of "Christabel" who gives an account of 

---- --~--- -
these mysterious events, the protagonist around whom the 

incidents revolve, and the poet whose imagination is the 
/ 

shaping force behind it all--all contribute to the ethos, 

logos, and pathos of "Chris tab el." The tone, die tion, and 

other details of the poem point to the ethos by suggesting 



1 2 7 

the ethical qualities of the anonymous narrator; the naive, 

passionate, and timid but understanding and sympathetic 

heroine; and the sensitive, intellectually alert, and philo

sophically complex poet whose imagination created Christa

bel, Geraldine, and other characters in the poem and selected 

and organized the mysterious events which involve them .. 

Therefore, a discussion of the · ethos of "Christabel" must 

begin with a statement of the ethical qualities of its nar

nator, expl~in the positive virtues of its central character 

Christabel, and elaborate upon the characte~ intelligence, 

and moral inclination of Coleridge. 

The ethical qualities of the narrator are his moral 

stance, objectivity, and intelligence. From the poem's be-

ginning through its fragmentary end, the narrator displays 

moral stance by approving of the good and lamenting the bad. 

Since Christabel is obviously the good character in the poem, 

he remains on her. side. He describes her as lovely, sweet, 

and innocent; he prays for her safety whenever she is facing 

an ordeal. When Christabel is approaching a moaning 

stranger, the narrator spontaneously prays: "Jesu, Maria, 

shield her well" ( 1 .. 54), and later when Geraldine looks sus

picious 1 y at· Christ ab e 1 , he ex c 1 aims the same ( 1 . 5 8 0 ) . J 

-1 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "Christabel," in The Complete 
Poetical Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 2 vols., ed. Ernest 
Hartley Coleridge , ( 1 91 2; London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1 968). 
All _references to "Christabel" are to this edition, and these 
will be documented with line numbers within the text. 
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Because of his love of the good and the ideal, he becomes 

overwhelmed with sorrow and shame on becoming aware of the 

mixed motives ' and mixed feelings of Christabel as he com-

ments upon these in the Concluiion to Part I. His reaction 

is again of sorrow and shame when he notes the Protean ele

ment of human love as he observes Leoline leading Geraldine 

away in spite of Christabel's wish to the contrary. Leo-

line's sudden rejection of his beloved child's wish prompts 

the narrator's comments in the Conclusion to Part II where 

he regrets the sudden changing of a father's love into 

anger. These comments guide the reader's response away from 

mere empathetic concerns for Christabel and focus his atten

tion on the general human situation presented by the narra-

tive. By doing so they show the narrator's _ intelligence 

that enables him to keep his position and the poem's focus 

clear. The comments also show his good will toward the 

reader because they show his deliberate adjustment of the 

narrative to the readers who expect to grasp the intended 

meaning without much difficulty. 

Another fact that impresses one with the ethical superi

ority and intelligence of the narrator is his objectivity. 

Although he takes sides with the good and innocent Christabel, 

he recognizes the positive in Geraldine through expressions , 

such as "a damsel bright," "beautiful," and "poor Geraldine." 

By avoiding details of Geraldine's deformity, he shows his 
I 
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good taste in avoiding elaborations of the ugly while he 

shows his intelligence in keeping his fpcus on Christabel--

the real heroine of the narrative. Addi tionallv, the 

e v as i o n k e e p s t he mys t e r y o f " c·h r i s t ab e 1 " a 1 iv e b y s u g g e s t -

ing many interpretations through understatement. In brief, 

by selecting his details and expressing himself with ade

quate objectivity the narrator of "Christabel" becomes 

reminiscent of the classical orator who impressed his audi-

ence as a good man speaking well. Consequently, his 

thoughtful comments within the narrative claim the reader's 

attention and thus draw the reader into a serious considera

tion of the theme of "Christabel." 

The ethos ·of "Christabel" is also developed through 

Christabel herself. She enhances the ethical appeal because 

she is endowed with many positive virtues. She is of a lov-

ing nature and she is concerned about the welfare of other 

~ersons. Overwhelming love for her absent knight urges her to 

pr~ y under an oak tree at nig~t. Humanitarianism urges her 

to shelter a stranger. Love for and understanding of her 

father make her bold enough to invite a stranger to the 

hospitality of his castle, and considerati6.n '.··for htm makes 

her walk cautiously lest her footsteps awaken him. Obedi

ence to him keeps her ff'om demanding too strongly the ,des

patch of Geraldine. Because of such innate quaiities of 

~hristabel the rea,der of "Christabel" feels that the poem is 
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centered on an essentially good person whose experiences are 

narrated by a good man. 

Knowing that both the good narrator and the good pro

tagonist are speaking and actini only according to the speci

fic roles assigned to them by Coleridge, the rhetorical 

analyst must extend his analysis of the ethos of "Christabel" 

to include the suggestions of the character of Coleridge 

himself--Coleridge as a poet, a man, and a philosopher. As 

a poet he impresses us with his sensitivity to the readers' 

taste and his skill in the poetic craft; as a man he shows 

spiritual sensitivity to the shifts in human relationships; 

and as a philosopher he concentrates upon exploring the dark 

regions of the human mind. 

Coleridge's sensitivity to his readers' taste is evi

denced by the fact that in view of his immediate audience 

that enjoyed the sensationalism of the graveya~d school of 

poetry, the exoticis~ of the poetry of sublimity, and the 

horror of Gothic literature, Coleridge chooses the super

natural topics for his expression of complex ideas. The 

structure, style, and setting of the expression show that 

the poet of "Christabel" has an imagination educated on the 

romances and fairy tales. An orphan, a damsel in distress, 

castles and woods, knights and horses, and supernaturai 

creatures of all kinds usually have important roles in these 

stories. The romances also use certain night fowls such as 
I 
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a cock or owl to suggest some imminent danger. "Christabel" 

employs each of these strategies in one way or another. It 

deals with a heroine who is half orphan because she has not 

had a mother since birth. Besides, she is living in a 

lonely castle in the woods and her only relative, her father, 

seems to be somewhat self-righteous. He loves her dearly, 

but he can easily ignore her as he wishes. Her betrothed 

knight is away, evidently on some dangerous expedition. 

These details portray ~hristabel as a victim of unpleasant 

circumstances. Coleridge develops the idea of the victim 

further by working in the motif of a damsel in distress. 

For this development he focuses the reader's attention on 

the second major character of the poem, Geraldine. He shows 

that the mysterious Geraldine has been supposedly abducted 

and ravished by as many as five warriors. She enters the 

poem with moans inviting Christabel's and the reader's 

sympathy, and Christabel accepts the responsibility of shel

tering and comforting Geraldine as readily as a medieval 

knight usually accepts similar responsibility for a young, 

beautiful, and suffering woman. Again, like a knight she 

shows muscular strength in carrying Geraldine across the 

threshold of the castle. 

Coleridge is familiar not only with the medieval ro

mances but also with the Gothic romances which were still in 

vogue in his time. , He shows his familiarity with the trend 
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One such motif is the time 

of midnight, another is the ominous groan of the toothless 

bitch when Geraldine is being brought to the castle, and yet 

another is the narrator's statement that the strange barking 

of the old bitch has often inspired a belief that she sees 

the spirit of the deceased baroness. Five white horses 

which Geraldine's abductors used, the owl whose voice 

awakens the cock, the cock's crowing which disturbs the 

quiet atmosphere of the night, the angry groan of the bitch 

which suggests its instinctive sensing of danger, and the 

snake and dove which figure in the Bard's dream are the ad

ditional details that enhance the effect of eerie mystery. 

As in most romances of the kind, dreams and spells play an 

important role in "Christabel." Dreams about her absent 

knight have disturbed Christabel's peace. Geraldine is 

reported to have the power to cast spells which· aid her in 

gaining complete control over Christabel, in driving away 

the wandering spirit of Christabel's mother, and in winning 

the attention of Christabel's father. 

Close attention to the ethos suggests that Coleridge's 

familiarity with the romance and with Gothic conventions was 

not a superficial familiarity only. He knew well the motifs 

and the overall patterns of plots of the romances. He makes 

the action of "Christabel" parallel to the action of ro-

mances in many ways ! "Christabel" adheres to the usual 
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romantic pattern of moving the major characters through 

separation and/or estrangement to eventual union and recon-

ciliation. In it, we recognize this pattern in the separa-

tion of the heroine from her lover, in the separation of 

Geraldine from her father, and in the long estrangement 

between Sir Leoline and Sir Roland. Even though the poem 

ends as a fragment, its events foretell a reconciliation of 

the two friends and of the two fathers with their daughters, 

and--as clearly suggested by the Gillman summary--a reunion 

and marriage of the lovers. The fact that "Christabel" 

moves within the usual romantic pattern of love and separa

tion and/or estrangement and the fact that it incorporates 

many motifs of romances in general and of the Gothic ro

mances in particular are clear evidences of Coleridge's full 

familiarity with the romance tradition. However, many 

details that work the motifs into the overall pattern of the 

narrativ~ do not fit the romance tradition perfectly. 

The typical protagonist of most romances is usually the 

victim of a cruel turn of fate. Because of such a turn he 

becomes subjected to abject poverty and cruelty. Ul ti-

mately, a noble hero or some supernatural agency which loves 

the good and the noble brings about a change for the better. 

However, in "Christabel" the central character is not a 

victim of such circumstanaces. Her emotional distress is 

not caused by the ~11 treatment of others; it is caused by 



the absence of her lover. Besides, she is surrounded by 

much physical comfort, and--at least in the beginning of 

the poem--by parental love, even though only one of the 

parents in living. Additionally, her character is more 
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complex than that of the protagonist of a typical romance. 

While Christabel shows an overt philanthropic concern for 

Geraldine, the poem contains enough details of the kind that 

suggest some of her hidden motives of self-interest. Simi-

larly, the second important character of the poem, Geral-

dine, is no less complex. She is introduced as a kind of 

femme fatale and, in a way, that is what she remains 

throughout because during the course of the action she casts 

spells upon Christabel, upon the spirit of Christabel's 

mother, and eventually upon Christabel's loving father. How

ever, she is shown as experiencing a compulsion in her ap-

proach toward Christabel. Fu~thermore, the third important 

character, Sir Leoline, is far from being a stererotyped 

loving and sacrificing parent. He loves his daughter dearly, 

but when the Bard tries to communicate his fears about her 

safety, he associates the dove of Bard Bracy's dream with 

Geraldine, a woman whom he has just met. Furthermore, when 

Christabel requests him to send Geraldine away, he simply 

ignores the request. The abundant attention he shower~ upon 

Geraldine and the chivalry with which he takes the responsi

bility of sheltering Geraldine, of taking revenge upon her 
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abductors, and of reconciling her with her father and recon

ciling himself with his estranged friend--all are indica-

tions of mixed motives. Although Bracy disapproves, the 

Baron orders him to leave for Tryermaine, and although 

Christabel desires that Geraldine depart, the Baron decides 

to keep Geraldine in his castle. 

Besides the traits of the major characters, an impor

tant event of "Christabel" is atypical, and so is its tone 

in some parts of the narrative. In a romance, it is a gal-

lant warrior who normally rescues the lady in distress, but 

in "Christabel" it is a young, gullible, and rather in

experienced lady who comes to the aid of such a one. The 

Conclusion to Part I, as well as The Conclusion to Part II, 

assumes a philosophical tone. The first conclusion recog-

nizes the ambivalent emotions of Christabel and states that 

heavenly benevolence is universal: "That saints will aid if 

men will call: /For the blue sky bends over all!" ( 11. 330-31). 

The second conclusion comments upon a father's withdrawing 

his love for his child and makes a statement about the ten

dency of "unlike" thoughts and feelings to reside close to 

each other: 

And what, if in a world of sin 
(0 sorrow and shame should this be true!) 
Such giddiness o f heart and brain 
Comes seldom save from rage and pain, 
So talks as it's most used to do. 

( 11. 673-78) 
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Because of such comments scattered through the narrative 

"Christabel" becomes a poem unique in genre. It is a poem 

very much in the romance tradition although it deviates from 

some romance conventions of pl~t, ~haracter, and motif when 

necessary to the purpose of its poet. Coleridge's self-

co n f i d en c e an d m 1a tu r i t y as a po e t mu s t have ins p i re d h i m t o 

combine philosophical thoughts into a romantic tale. 

Another fact concerning ethos which the supernatural in 

"Christabel" highlights is the religious belief of Coleridge. 

Repeated references to Jesus and to the virgin place the 

poem in the context of the Christian faith. Consequently, 

we attach the usual Christian symbolism to the snake and the 

dove in the Bard's dream and to the snake-like narrowing of 

eyes and hissing of Christabel. The action takes place in 

the month of April, which is the time of rebirth. 

valves around a beginning of new human relations. 

It re

It shows 

a kind of spiritual rebirth of Christabel and in a way of 

her father. Moreover, Christabel is reminiscent of Christ 

by virtue of her name and by virtue of her suffering for 

other persons--for her betrothed knight in her thoughts and 

for Geraldine in b0th thought and body. Christ-like carry- · 

ing of the sins of other persons is represented by Christa

bel's carrying of the sinful Geraldine across the threshold. 

The serpent that is reported to be crouched nea~ the dove 

b · h h b 1 · '\ ecomes symbolic of Geraldine, w o as een ying near 
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Christabel all night. Thus a consciousness of the poet's 

Christianity inspires a Christian and moral reading. In ad-

dition to viewing the poet as one who is well informed about 

the conventions of the romance genre, the reader ultimately 

views him as one who remains poetically independent of the 

romance conventions to suggest Christian intellectualism. 

The poetic and intellectual independence of Coleridge 

enables him to introduce a highly complex logos in the super

natural details of "Chr i stabel." Just as the supernatural 

in "Christabel" points to the ethos to highlight its poet's 

poeti~, moral, and intellectual training, it fosters the 

poem's ambiguities to the point where they suggest a multi

layered logos. The ambiguities that envelop the words and 

deeds of the major characters indicate that "Christabel" is 

Coleridge's dramatic portrayal of the Jungian shadow. The 

sympathetic protagonist moving through the poem's dark, 

mysterious, and fear-inspiring events suggests that the 

logos of the poem is concerned with a study of good and bad, 

of virtue and vice, of ambivalence that remains inevitably 

associated with certain drives, and of the discrepancy that 

often exists between professed and hidden motives. 

The Christian and moral view of the logos of "Christa

bel" which recognizes a treatment of good versus bad ve

gards the heroine as a pure and innocent person. It regards 

Christabel as completely incapable of recognizing guile of 
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any kind. Certainly, at the beginning of the poem, she is 

both good and innocent. Overwhelmed by her love for her 

betrothed knight, she dares to ignore the hazards of the 

forest at a late hour of night ·and goes there to pray under 

an oak. When she encounters a stranger in apparent distress, 

her complete innocence keeps her from foreseeing any danger 

in extending her help. The scanty information Geraldine 

gives her about her condition completely satisfies Christa-

bel. However, as the action moves forward, Christabel goes 

through experiences which lend her new ihsights into other 

human beings and into her own self. After becoming a victim 

of Geraldine's spell she tries to make her father avoid the 

pain of similar disillusionment. More than once she asks 

him to send Geraldine away from his castle, but Geraldine's 

charm succeeds with the Baron as easily as it had earlier 

succeeded with his daughter. At this point in the narrative, 

however, ~hristabel's character acquires a new dimension. 

Now, she can recognize evil, experience jealousy, and roll 

her eyes with hate. Nevertheless, she has yet to become com-

pletely self-assertive. Because changes in her behavior 

appear momentary, the reader continues to be sympathetic. 

Her double helplessness encourages the reader's favorable 

attitude toward her, as does the intuitive response to the 

ring of her name. It is obvious that her helplessness in 

having her way is caused by both the spell of silence cast 
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by Geraldine and the authoritative and impulsive nature of 

her father. The poem has already stated that the Baron has 

had a serious quarrel with "his heart's best friend" and 

that the quarrel was over a mere triviality. Additionally, 

it has noted that he is now willing and anxious to . reconcile 

with the friend. Thus, he can easily shift from one atti-

tude to its opposite whenever his feelings dictate the 

shift. In Part II when the Baron ignores Christabel's de-

sire that Geraldine leave, Christabel can only resign her-

self to his decision. 

his authority. 

She continues to be submissive to 

The good-versus-evil theme receives further develop

ment in the possible significance of Christabel's name. Her 

name indicates that she is like Christ, i.e., willing to 

accept the task of saving the wicked through her virtue. 

Therefore, when she sees Geraldine pleading for comfort and 

shelter, she eagerly accepts the responsibility of shelter-

ing her. Whether she is convinced of the truth of Geral-

dine's account of her recent misfortune is immaterial. 

Christabel's exposing herself to the dangers of the forest 

at midnight is related to the same sacrificial tendency be

cause she wishes to offer special prayers for her lover. 

She disregards all possibilities of danger. Toward the 

poem's fragmentary end, she is willy-nilly sacrificing her 

' feelings when she allows Gerldine and the Baron to have 
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their way. Thus, throughout the poem, Christabel is more 

acted upon than acting. The suffering such incidents cause 

and the connotation of her name create the impression that 

Christabel is a kind of Christ . surrogate. That Coleridge 

might have endowed her with Christ-like qualities can be 

supported by a knowledge of his belief that heavenly bliss 

can be attained only through an attempt to imitate Christ. 

On September 28, 1796, Coleridge wrote to Charles Lamb: 

We cannot arrive at any portion of heavenly bliss with
out in some measure imitating Christ; and they arrive 
at the largest inheritance who imitate the most diffi
cult parts of his character, and, bowed down and 
crushed underfoot, cry in fulness of faith, 'Father, 
thy will be done ! ,2 

It is quite natural that such a poet would take special 

pleasure in associating the virtues of Christ with a fie-

tional being meant to represent the good. However, if the 

analogy of Christabel's virtues and those of Christ is 

pushed too far, it falls short in many details. No miracles 

are associated with either the birth or the life of 

Christabel. Unlike Christ, she lacks foreknowledge of evil 

and she fails to remain above evil. When she offers her 

hospitality to Geraldine, she has no idea that Geraldine may 

do some evil; when she takes Geraldine to the Baron on the 

2 " Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 1785--
1800, 4 vols., ed. Earl Leslie Griggs (Oxford: The Clarendon 
Press, 1956-59). Refer to volume I (No. 143), 239. All 
subsequent references to the letters of Coleridge will be 
documented with volume, letter, and page numbers of the 
Griggs edition only. 
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following morning she has no idea that her own father will 

. 3 
be drawn away from her and drawn toward the strange woman. 

Besides, Christabel's behavior toward the end of Part II 

suggests the presence of evil in her own character. Because 

of these evidences of her limitations and imperfections 

Christabel may be regarded only as Coleridge's portrayal of 

a type of the potentially Christ-like. Since the type 

represents an ordinary human being, its major purpose in 

"Christabel" is to dramatize the shortcomings of human 

beings. 

written: 

Commenting upon this point, Walter Jackson Bate has 

Innocence, unless it is to be a mere accident within a 
vacuum, is forced to come close to evil in some way, 
though in the process it may be destroyed or altered. 
More specifically, open heartedness--that welcome and 
interest Coleridge felt himself to offer to all comers, 
all opinions--will inevitably expose itself and admit

4 (precisely because it is so open) what could harm it. 

Christabel represents open-heartedness and the dangers 

thereof; conversely, Geraldine represents evil and manipula-

tion. During the initial encounter when Christabel hesitates 

to approach, Geraldine urges her to "Stretch forth thy hand, 

and have no fear!" (1. 75). Such urging and the narration 

of the circumstances which led to her state in the woods are 

3 For a discussion of the phallic suggestion in 
Geraldine's name and personality see Arthur Wormhoudt, The · 
Demon Lover: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Literature (1949; 
New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1968), pp. 27-29. 

4 Coleridge (1968; London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
1969), pp. 69-70. 
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devices of her manipulation. She recognizes the need to 

offer assurance of her harmlessness. After winning Christa-

bel's confidence she tells a tale of her abduction and 

creates a sense of urgency by stating that the abductors . 

are expected to return soon. As part of her scheme she 

makes it a point to mention that "My sire is of a noble 

line" ( 1. 79). Noticing Geraldine's elegant clothes and 

general charm, Christabel has no difficulty in believing 

that the stranger must be from a "noble" line. Realizing 

the expediency of the situation, Christabel wastes no time 

in taking Geraldine to the castle. The poet hastens to 

suggest the possible wickedness of Geraldine. As the two 

women approach the castle, the old bitch gives a groan as 

though it instinctively senses some evil. As Geraldine 

approaches the castle gate, she cannot cross the threshold 

unaided. She pretends to be too faint and hurt to go on. 

The only way she could cross the threshold was by baing car-

ried across it by Christabel. The effect is further en-

hanced when the two are inside the castle hall. As Geraldine 

passes by the fire therein, the dying fire suddenly flames 

high. Once inside Christabel's chamber, Geraldine begins 

her black magic. She talks to the spirit of the dead mother 

of Christabel and sends her off and casts a spell on Christa-

bel. The disgust all these characteristics arouse is marked 

by a revelation of Geraldine's hideous form. Through these 
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characteristics Geraldine shares affinities with vampires 

and demons, who are always evil. Geraldine's similarities 

to such evil characters have inspired some scholars to trace 

the sources of "Christabel" in the Gothic tales and to 

accept the belief that Geraldine's character can be under

stood only in relation to the vampires in literature: 

What else could such a creature be but a vampire? 
Of course, in the hands of a poet like Coleridge, it 
would not be common graveyard variety of vampire, or 
ghoul, with a gaunt body bloated to repletion, with 
eyes (preferably blue in color) inflamed and glowing, 
with flesh cold as ice, with sharp white canine teeth, 
and with full, sensual lips beslobbered with gore . 

Nor does this vampire stalk only at night, being 
doomed at cockcrow to crawl again into its tomb, where 
it lies quietly, distended and bloody, until conditions 
are favorable again for its resuscitation. 5 

5 Arthur H. Nethercot, The Road to Tryermaine: A Study 
of the History, Background, and Purpose of Coleridge's 
"Christabel" (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1939), pp. 
56-57. Nethercot evaluates Geraldine's character with 
references to Montague Summers' The Vampire, His Kith and 
Kin and other books of similar nature. For a ·study of this 
aspect of "Christabel" also see Donald R. Tuttle, "Christabel 
Sources in Percy's Reliques and the Gothic Romance," PMLA, 53 
( 1 938), 445-75, and Arthur H. Nethercot, "Coleridge's--
' Christabel' and LeFanu' s 'Carmilla, "" Modern Philology, 47 
(1949), 32-38. 

W. J. Bate has commented that like a vampire Geraldine 
has the "need for human welcome and embrace if it is to be-
come completely alive and fulfill itself. The two 
principle [sic] prototypes of Geraldine's character supple
ment each other. To begin with, she is a sort of vampire-
that is to say, a creature partly living through or by means 
of human beings, and to that extent dependent on them,, like 
evil itself, for what she can be or do. At the same time 
she is a kind of 'lamia,' shifting between a mortal and 
immortal state; and with this is the implication that she 
may--just possibly--be a phantasm existing immortally merely 
rn-potentia, able to attain concrete existence only through 
"'the mind of a human being." See Coleridge, p. 68. 
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This opinion has led to a view of Geraldine as an amalgama

tion of elements from the vampire and lamia legends after 

these had filtered through Coleridge's mind. The result of 

this amalgamation is the creatjon of a being who represents 

the ambiguities of evil because while she shares traits with 

the vampires and lamias of the Gothics, she also shows some 

positive traits that make her very different from these 

beings. This mixture of some good traits with the generally 

bad makes us realize that the "real" concern of Coleridge is 

the multi-sidedness of evil, its mercurial ability, when 
we think we have pinned it down or defined it, to take 
almost any shape, and share chameleon-like in any color, 
and, above all, to derive its strength, to fulfill it
self, only through human cooperation. Finally, Geral
dine is far from single-minded; she has moments of 
hesitation and self-misgiving. She is not, in fact, 
altogether free. As she approaches the maid's bed, 
"Ah! what a stricken look was hers." She seems to be 
trying to "lift some weight"; and she "seeks delay. 11 6 

These poetic touches make Geraldine a "gruesome" but "fasci

nating" bei.ng who inspires both desire and loathing in her 

host. Since Christabel becomes a victim of Geraldine's 

designs, the piyotal point of "Christabel" seems to be "the 

betrayal of openheartedness"--the idea that "through our 

virtues . . we become vulnerable. 117 

Just as Coleridge succeeds in creating the Gothic 

atmosphere in "Christabel" even as he deviates from the 

6 Bate, p. 69. 

7 Bate, p. 71. 
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usual patterns of the Gothic, he succeeds in endowing Geral

dine--a major borrowing from the characters of Gothic fie-

tion--with novel traits. The novelty enables the reader to 

realize that the poem does not , merely juxtapose good and 

evil: it does not merely show that the innocent Christabel 

comes close to the evil Geraldine. It also provides counter 

evidence to the opinion that Geraldine is evil incarnate. 

Some of its details indicate that Geraldine may represent : 

the positive virtue of Eros. The idea is suggested by the 

narrator's sympathetic attitude toward Geraldine, Geraldine's 

own avowed concern for the well-being of Christabel, and 

Geraldine's rejuvenating and wholesome influence upon Sir 

Leoline. The narrator refers to Geraldine as a "damsel 

Bright," "Beautiful exceedingly," and "fair Geraldine." He 

states that her voice was "faint and sweet." He further 

refers to her as "lofty lady" and "most beautiful," and he 

states that she seemed to be "like a lady of a far countree" 

(1. 224). Perhaps to guide the reader's response away from 

the negative in Geraldine the poet avoids developing the 

negative aspects of her personality and action. He mentions 

her loathly aspect only once, and he avoids making clear the 

exact ·nature of the two women's nightly involvement. Even 

though the reader's initially favorable impression of Geral

· dine undergoes modification early in the poem, ·it does not 

fade away completely. A feeling li~gers in the reader's 

mind that perhaps not all Geraldine intends or does is 
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purely bad. She shows concern that what she intends for 

Christabel may be somewhat painful. She states that she 

would definitely like to requite Christabel well (11. 23-31). 

Besides, Geraldine exercises a .rejuvenating influence on the 

Baron. Her presence in the castle makes the Baron wish to 

renew a friendship of his youth. Even ~hough he becomes 

somewhat indifferent to his own daughter, he does feel a 

gush of affection and concern for one who has declared her-

self to be the daughter of a friend. Perhaps he ignores 

Christabel only through a sense of chivalric honor which 

makes it incumbent upon him to fulfill some responsibilities 

toward a friend or even a stranger. Viewing these positive 

suggestions of Geraldine's role in the poem and considering 

the sexual suggestions of Christabel's experience in the 

bedroom, Jonas Spatz has argued that "Christabel" is a 

dramatization of the poet's ideas about human sexuality and 

its relation to love and marriage. Whereas scholars like 

Nethercot and Bates consider Geraldine's having herself 

carried across the threshold and her ability to cast spells 

as indications of her vampirism, Spatz sees these as indi

cations of her symbolizing the erotic and the carnal. She 

invites tactile responses. If one concentrates on the 

positive in Geraldine, one is likely to regard her as a life 

force that adds value to the life of Christabel and to that 

of her father. To lend credibility to his opinion, Spatz 

refers the reader to Coleridge's expressions of identical 
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ideas in his letters, notebooks, and poems. Then he con-

eludes that "Christabel" is the "final symbolic expression" 

ft ·ct 8 o he same 1 eas. 

Spatz suggests that Gillman's summary is the appro

priate ending for "Christabel" because it relates the logos 

to some •well-known European fairy tales which treat similar 

8 "The Mystery of Eros: Sexual Initiation in Coleridge's 
'Christabel,'" PMLA, 90 ( 1 975), 1 05-16. Among other things 
Spatz refers to~eridge's Notebook entry 2495, his letter 
No. 904 (in Vol. IV of Collected Letters), and his poems 
entitled "The Happy Husband," "Love," "The Ballad of the 
Dark Lady," and "Osorio." The Notebook entry is about the 
poet's own "normal but guilt-ridden urges" inspiring the 
following statements: 

the Pressure of the Husband's Hand or swelling 
chest on the bosom of the beloved Wife shall appear as 
strictly and truly virtuous, as Actively virtuous, as 
the turning away in the heat of passion from the Daugh
ter of Lust or Harlotry. 0 best reward of Virtue! to 
feel pleasure made more pleasureable, in legs, knees, 
chests, arms, check .;lq~s [sic] all in deep quiet, a 
fountain with unwrinkled surface yet still the living 
motion at the bottom, that "with soft and even pulse" 
keeps it full--& yet to know that this pleasure so 
impleasured is making us more good, is preparing virtue 
and pleasure for many known and many unknown to us. 

Coleridge's letter states that love is a friendship plus "a 
Desire of the whole being to be united to some object, as 
necessary to its ~ompletion," and that through the legitimacy 
which marriage confers on it, sexual intercourse becomes 
transformed into a sacred ritual that actually intensifies 
the love between a man and his wife. Spatz cites Coleridge's 
"The Happy Husband" as a poem that shows the poet's belief in 
the superiority of marital love and sex since it conquers the 
"jealous fears" and "coy denying" of the virgin; "Love" and 
"The Ballad of the Dark Lady" as poems that explore the 
traditional mythology that divides women into the spotless 
virgin and the degraded whore and then show the convergence 
o f t he two · image s ; an d ".Q s o r i o " as a po em t ha t t re a t s the 
theme of an adolescent girl's fear of her developing sexuality. 
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themes. Most of these demonstrate a young girl's fear of 

and eventual accepting of her sexuality. The idea is pre-

sented through a depiction of the lover as a kind of monster 

who later changes into a prince. Similarly, Gillman indi-

cates that Geraldine was to change into the knight whom 

Christabel loved and that the poem was to end in their happy 

marriage. The lines that state that Christabel has had 

dreams about her betrothed knight for the entire night and 

that these dreams have impelled her to pray for his welfare 

on the succeeding night (11. 26-30) are regarded as clear 

evidences of the erotic arousal of Christabel. Therefore, 

when Christabel is praying under the oak, Geraldine's appear

ance on the scene is a kind of materializing of her prayers. 

The two are together in the rest of the poem. The conflict 

which mars this togetherness is not a conflict between help-

less innocence and supernatural evil. It is a conflict be-

tween two of Christabel's own attitudes toward her own 

sexual awakening. Surely, "that vision blest" alternates 

with "the vision of fear"--Christabel's expectation of 

sexual delight in marriage and her fear of losing virtue 

through the new awakenings keep moving in both complementary 

and contradictory positions. Their simultaneity is also 

represented by the serpent of Bracy's dream since its 

coiling around the dove strongly suggests seduction as well 

as strangling. In the context of these arguments one may 

agree with Spatz who reaches the conclusion that "Christabel" 
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revolves around its heroine's rising awareness of her sexual 

desires and of the complicated emotions associated with 

these desires: 

"Christabel" traces its heroine's attempt to come to 
terms with her sexuality, to recognize its essential 
role in her love for her absent knight and in their 
approaching marriage, and to progress from adolescence 
to womanhood. Geraldine is the projection of that 
sexuality, with its desire, fear, shame, and pleasure. 
The "witchcraft" that makes her beautiful or ugly, 
inviting or menacing, depends on Christabel's changing 
attitude toward herself. In Christabel's dreams, 
Geraldine is the woman she at once yearns and fears to 
become. Much of the poem's suspense arises from the 
question of whether Christabel will expel her uncon
scious fantasies by acting them out with Geraldine or 
whether these fantasies will destroy her. 

Christabel's confrontation with Geraldine . . has 
gone through several stages, each one more revealing 
and upsetting than the last. Geraldine has imper
sonated Christabel as threatened virgin, ardent lover, 
resigned bride, mistress, and finally the stepmother 
as wife and incestuous daughter. As the snake imagery 
and Christabel's increasing disgust indicate, she is 
approaching the secrets of her unconscious and the dis
covery that her identification of sex with violation 
(five lusty knights), death (the strangling dove) and 
primal taboo (her passionate father) are all masks for 
her fear of marriage and all it implies.~ 

Spatz further suggests that if Coleridge had continued the 

narrative to its conclusion, the different stages of the 

heroine's experience would have ultimately ended in a meta

morphosis of Geraldine and Christabel's own joyous acceptance 

of this changed being--an action which would have symbolized 

9 Spatz, pp. 111-15. Also see his summary statements 
about "Beauty and the Beast" and "The Frog Prince" on p. 
114 of "The Mystery of Eros." 
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her mature view of Eros. To such a mature view Eros is a 

"beautiful" being rather than a "diabolical" force. 

Coleridge's interest in the Eros-related conflict 

becomes even clearer if the logos of "Christabel" is inter

preted by silhouetting the critical opinion of Spatz against 

a notebook entry of the poet. The entry shows that Cole-

ridge was fully aware of the psychic conflicts experienced 

by an adolescent who seBks to curb his sexual urges to 

comply with the social inhibitions: 

I was meditating on the fact & musing what the final 
cause might be, that Providence had ordained in the 
great majority of men that the sexual disquietudes 
should commence several years before the gratification 
could have been intended, even if the Lad were con
sidered only as an animal, & no other final cause 
existed but that of continuing the species in vigor. 
But when we say, Providence, we cannot but remember 
that man has a moral end--therefore it could not be 
the purpose of divine wisdom that men should marry, 
till their reasonable faculties were developed, their 
education finished--21 years the earliest--25 the 
properest age!--Then it struck me like a ·flash of 
Light--Here is a proof indeed from Nature herself, if 
we only (concede) a moral governor of the World, that 
Virtue has a worth as virtue--& not merely for its conse
quences--While we yet remain under subjection & in fear, 
these disquietudes arise, that we may form a habit of 
submitting our desires to reason, of which the Parent 
& the Tutor are the substitutes. Think now what the 
consequence would be, if that impetuous passion should 
first awake at 25!--What time for thought! What rash 
marriages! What violation perhaps! What an inrush!--
A most important, & I Imagine, an original Suggestion!10 

The above notebook entry as a kind of backdrop to the action 

10 Notebook III, 3098, ed. Kathleen Coburn (Princeton: 
Princeton Univ. Press, 1973). 
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of "Christabel" helps the reader to interpret the logos. 

The "Sexual disquietudes" which Coleridge is discussing here 

are pivotal to "Christabel." To give these disquietudes the 

dignity of artistic indirection he employs the supernatural 

with its motifs of spells, omens, and spectres. To suggest 

that Christabel is passing through a stage of life in which 

the rigor of these disquietudes is inevitably felt, Coleridge 

begins the action of his poem in the month of April--the 

time of rebirth and regeneration. He shows the heroine 

under an oak tree whose bare branches have mistletoe on them. 

These are fertility symbols. They are directly opposite to 

the mechanical, aging, and loveless life of the castle which 

is suggested by its clock, the toothless mastiff, and the 

widowed baron respectively. Similarly, Coleridge relates 

the bedroom scene to the setting of one star and the rising 

of another (1. 302). All these are subtle suggestions that 

Christabel's personality is evolving into new developments 

without any conscious effort on her part. The only con-

scious effort on her part is the spontaneous exertion of her 

will against the social inhibitions, and the consequence of 

this assertion is a sense of shame and sin. Her attraction 

to the new desires remains mixed with apprehension. The end 

of Part I shows her smiling and weeping alternately. Per

haps, provision of an insight into such ambivalence is the 

major concern of the logos. 
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To make ambivalence a conspicuous aspect of the logos 

Coleridge makes the action, comments on the action, and the 

characters of "Christabel" revolve around ambivalence. The 

action presents a cause to rejoice and a cause to lament 

because as new relationships develop old ones begin to weaken. 

The Baron admits Geraldine into his affection and he decides 

to renew his friendship with Sir Roland. However, he be-

comes cold to his beloved child who does not have even the 

second parent to turn to. Just as he changes his attitude 

toward Christabel, the Baron also becomes unmindful of the 

sincere advice of his Bard. Similarly, comments which 

interrupt the narrative focus on ambivalence. One such com

ment is made through the ·non-verbal reactions of Christabel 

when she shows joy and sorrow over her experience. Another 

is made by the narrator in his statement about the setting 

af : one star and the rising of another. He also refers to 

the heroine's experiences of a vision of joy and a vision of 

sorrow. In The Conclusion to Part II he makes a statement 

about the joy a father may experience on observing his child 

and the coldness with which such a father may withdraw his 

love and pity. All these comments alert the reader to the 

concern of the logos with ambivalence. 

Coleridge develops his concern with ambivalence through 

projections of duality in the major characters of "Christa

bel." They respond to different circumstances with mixed 
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Christabel and the Baron display a dual motive in 

comforting and sheltering Geraldine. Mixed with their phi-

!anthropic concern is a vaguely erotic concern. Geraldine 

shows similar mixture of motives in more than one way. In 

the poem's beginning she moans in agony and refers to her

self as a forlorn maid who must be sheltered immediately. 

She adds expediency to her circumstances by stating that her 

abductors may return soon. Yet, in spite of the fear of 

their hasty return, she takes time to mention some trivi-

alities as though there is no such fear. She takes time to 

mention the color and number of horses as though no danger 

is imminent. Later in the poem, she states that she means 

to requite Christabel well for Christabel's act of courtesy, 

and she approaches the bed with a stricken look as though 

something about the young lady was causing her an immense 

concern. Yet she experiences no qualms about dismissing the 

wandering spirit of Christabel's mother and about casting a 

spell of silence over Christabel and ultimately about becom

ing the cause of Christabel's estrangement from her father. 

Geraldine knows that Christabel wants her mother: "0 mother 

dear! that thou wert here" (1. 202). However, she unhesi

tatingly commands: "Off, woman, off! this hour is mine" 

(1. 211). Thus the actions of Geraldine, like some actions 

of Christabel and the Baron, show some discrepancy between 

the professed and the true motives. 
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The conspicuousness of dual motives has inspired a 

highly symbolic interpretation of the logos. It has in-

spired some scholars to see in "Christabel!' a poetic repre

sentation of the struggles between opposites, an assertion 

of the poetic fancy, and above all a representation of the 

rising to the conscious level of the subliminal self of 

Christabel, of Coleridge himself, and by implication of 

human beings in general. 

As representative of the struggle for power among the 

opposites, the action of "Christabel" lends itself to the 

schema. This struggle is embodied in Ch~ista~el's venturing 

out into the woods, her sharing her bed with Geraldine, and 

her plea to send Geraldine away. As the narrative pro-

gresses through these stages, the power of the opposites 

shifts. Jane A. Nelson has observed that frequently one op-

posite generates the other and that sometimes . the very domi

nance of power of one figure transfers power to its opposite. 

Because of such continuous struggle for attaining supremacy, 

the state of the opposites stays in a flux and "no equilib-

. . . d "1 1 rium is sustaine . Obviously, a struggle between the two 

opposing forces commences when Christabel leaves the castle. 

By leaving the castle she leaves the world of human order 

and culture and goes to the world of nature. She decides 

1 1 "Entelechy aqd Structure in 'Christabel,'" Studies 
in Romanticism, 19 ( 1 980), 382-83. 
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to do so because the power exerted by the natural forces 

within her has disturbed her sleep. These forces become all 

the more powerful once she realizes the necessity of embrac-

ing them in the person of Geraldine. In the woods Geral-

dine--the representative of the other force--is weak and 

somewhat helpless. Christabel is energetic both emotionally 

and physically. On hearing Geraldine's story, she immedi

ately offers Geraldine her sympathy and assistance. 

Christabel's power over Geraldine continues until she car

ries her into the castle. Then, sure of her full acceptance, 

Geraldine assumes the dominant role. Suddenly, she can com-

mand all the living and the dead around her. Her power 

increases to an extent that Christabel, her once-powerful 

opposite, is now reduced to total helplessness. The spell 

of silence and the coldness of the Baron have reduced 

Christabel's earlier energy to the minimum. Earlier she was 

so sure of her father's love and understanding that on her 

own accord she invited a stranger to the comfort and shelter 

of his castle; now she has no power to make him grant her 

request concering the sending away of Geraldine. This kind 

of interaction between Christabel and Geraldine seems to be 

the natural course of things in the world of nature and in 

the world of human beings. The rise in power of one force 

is concurrent to the fall of its opposite. Social and 

political history of man evidences such invevitable shifts 
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in power. The diurnal and seasonal cycles in nature are 

caused by the transfer of energy from one force to its op-

posite. In the words of Jane A. Nelson: 

. the mysterious ebbing and flowing of Geraldine's 
power (long noted by critics) belongs to that larger 
system of binary oppositions in which each rise in 
"power" on the part of one elernent or figure generates 
its opposite as inexorably as the owl wakes the cock 
in the first few lines of the poem or the devil answers 
the matin bell at the beginning of Part II.12 

In addition to suggesting the system of binary opposi

tions of the naturalistic order, the opposites of "Christa

bel" point to the dialectics of vision and the conflicts 

which are caused by sexual neurosis. Edward Strickland 

interprets these opposites as representations of the dialec

tics of vision which informs the logos of "Christabel." He 

regards Christabel as the poet surrogate and the encounter 

of Christabel with Geraldine as an encounter of the poet 

w i th the Muse-, re pres en ting a v is ion a r y u n ion of the n paten t 

and latent self" of Christabel. Th~refore, the seduction of 

Christabel is a psychological seduction. Her disorientation 

after this seduction parallels the disorientation of other 

figures in Romantic literature. In Strickland!s wotds it 

parallels "the isolation of the Mariner, Endymion at the 

rites of Pan, Shelley's apocalyptic solipsist Poet, 

Melville's Pierre, and Keats's haggard knight after their -

12 
Nelson, pp. 382-83. 



1 57 

encounters with the Muse." 13 Thus "Christabel" is a 

"metonym" of the tradition of the Romantic quest. However, 

its representation of this quest remains somewhat vague 

because Christabel's experience does not involve the long 

journey and its attendant hardships and/or the tenacious 

yearning which is the hallmark of the Romantic search. 

Since art takes its form from both the conscious and 

the unconscious parts of the artist's imagination, the op

posites of "Christabel" also suggest another dimension of 

its logos. They represent the unconscious neurosis of the 

protagonist, and in so doing encourage the psychologically 

oriented scholars to read projections of some unconscious 

conflicts of Coleridge himself. Since Christabel is on the 

verge of adulthood and since the poem contains many sexual 

innuendoes in describing her experience with Geraldine, to 

some extent Geraldine represents "a loving woman against 

whom the growing girl can feel jealousy for 'possessing' the 

father, the adolescent first-for~ of the 'lover that's far 

1 4 away'." Like Christabel, Coleridge may have had many 

feelings buried in his unconscious. Although most of these 

were related to his opium addiction and neglect of his 

1 3 "Metamorphoses of the Muse in Romantic Poesis: 
Christabel," ELH, 44 (1977), 647. 

14 Paul Edwards and Emslie MacDonald, "Thoughts So All 
Unlike Each Other's: The Paradoxical in Christabel," English 
Studies, 52 (1971), 236-46. 
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family, some may have been related to his repressed eroti-

cism. Interpreting his physical suffering as a chastisement 

for moral laxity (although mostly of the venial kind), Cole-

ridge often blamed himself. Because of this tendency he 

sometimes had shocking dreams which he described in his let

ters, notebooks, and conversations. One such dream is the 

subject of his poem "The Pains of Sleep." He gives full 

vent to his guilt and self-loathing associated with his 

addiction in a letter to John Morgan on May 15, 1814: 

Often have I wished to have been . . trodden and 
spit upon, if by any means it might be an atonement for 
the direful guilt that (like all others) first smiled 
on me, like Innocence! then crept closer, and yet 
closer, till it had thrown it's serpent folds round and 
round me, and I was no longer in my own power! Some
thing even the most wretched of Beings (human Beings at 
least) owes to himself and this I will say and dare 
with truth say--that never was I lea-To this wicked 
direful practice of taking Opium or Laudanum by any 
desire or expectation of exciting pleasurable sensa
tions; but purely by terror, by cowardice of pain, 
first of mental pain, and afterwards as my System be
came weakened, even of bodily Pain. 15 

Referring to this passage from Coleridge's letter, Edward E. 

Bostetter asserts that the dreams of Coleridge reflect a 

"blurred interaction of opium and sexual desire," and that 

since Coleridge often used sexual imagery for describing 

the effect of opium, the influence of Geraldine upon 

15 Unpublished Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 
Including Certain Letters Republished from Original Sources, 
2 vols., ed. Earl Leslie Griggs (London: Constable & Co. 
Ltd., 1932), II, 112-13. 



Christabel is both narcotic and sexual. 16 

Another unconscious projection of a psychic conflict 

that surfaces in "Christabel" can also be traced in the 
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poet's own life. Again, Coleridge made open statements of 

this conflict in his letters. In his letters to Morgan and 

W ad e;, Co 1 e r i ct g e a c cu s e s hims e 1 f o f an u n n a tu r a 1 c rue 1 t y to 

his children. 17 Perhaps the behavior of the father in The 

Conclusion to Part II of "Christabel" is an unconscious 

projection of his own sense of an unnatural cruelty to his 

children. Stating that such cruelty is the result rather 

than a cause of the poet's addiction to opium (which had 

its roots in a psychological disorder), Bostetter concludes 

that between 1800 and 1816, when he published "Christabel" 

as a fragment, Coleridge's condition was similar to that of 

Christabel. As a result, any attempt to continue the poem 

16 "Christabel: The Vision of Fear," Philological 
Quarterly, 36 ( 1957), 187, n. 9. The discussion concerns 
Coleridge's fear of dreams and his tendency to describe them 
in details that are identical to the horrors of "Christabel": 

The dreams described in The Pains of Sleep express 
sexual attitudes whose origins are undoubtedly inde
pendent of opium. But the dreams occurred apparently 
during periods in which Coleridge was trying to abandon 
opium. His use of sexual imagery for the description 
of opium indicates that the two evils were inextricably 
entangled in his mind. 

17 In one Coleridge accuses himself of "barbarous 
neglect" of his family; in the other he lashes himself for 
his "unnatural cruelty to my poor children." Unpublished 
Letters, II, 110-12. 
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would have proved a "torture" to his feelings because a 

1 t t t 1 t "bl 18 sou ion o hese fee ings was no possi e. In Bos-

tetter's opinion the poem is a study of "madness"--a 

paralysis of the will as it confronts evil. This evil-

madness is as much a part of the poet's own life as it is 

of Christabel's because the poet considered himself deeply 

stained with sin, and this consideration took many forms in 

his imagination. 

With Bostetter's position, however, I do not fully 

agree. Although the highly introspective Coleridge may have 

blamed himself in many ways, he may not have been aware that 

he was projecting his own guilt into the poem. Coleridge's 

conscious expositions of his guilt in other places are inade

quate proofs of his treatment of such guilt in "Christabel." 

That Coleridge felt that the poem's idea was too _subtle and 

difficult is also no proof that the subtlety of the idea was 

concerned with unconscious guilt. 19 Nor can one be sure of the 

1 8 Bostetter, pp. 193-94. 

19 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Table Talk and Omniana, 
ed. T. Ashe (London: George Bell & Sons, 1884), p. 241. 
About Coleridge's inability to complete "Christabel" Roy P. 
Basler holds the same opinton as that of Bostetter: 

He analyzed himself, his wife, children, and friends, 
and studied the psychological implications of the 
preternatural elements in folklore and legend, but what 
he brought up from the depths could not be utilized 
artistically in the instance of Christabel without 
endangering the precious remnants of respectability to 
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extent to which Coleridge was aware of embodying the psycho-

analytic theory and imagery. Surely, Coleridge suffered 

both in his dreams and in his waking life in ways that made 

him experience "hell," and he behaved in his dreams in ways 

that made him feel ashamed, but he associated this suffering 

and shame with a weakness of will which to him represented 

his sinful nature. "The Pains of Sleep," which provides a 

graphic account of the poet's nocturnal suffering, shows 

that his agony consisted of his inability to check the 

opium habit. Whether Coleridge had a pre-Freudian knowledge 

of the conflicting sides of the psyche remains subject to 

doubt, but as far as the psychoanalytical interpretations of 

"Christabel" deal with the poet's unconscious projections of 

his personal guilt and conflicts into the narrative, they 

remain plausible. 20 

which he clung as did the proverbial drowning man to 
his straw. It may even be doubted that he ever got the 
consent of his conscience to the work which he conceived, 
for though his unorthodox speculation5 intrigued his 
intellect, his theological and moral orthodoxy tended 
to forestall his acceptance of them. 

Sex, Symbolism, and Psychology in Literature, (1948; New 
Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1967), pp. 49-50. 

20 Douglas Angus asserts that Geraldine is the ageless 
witch figure symbolizing the poet's repressed, guilt-laden, 
and incestuous attachment to the mother. It is Coleridge •·s 
Oedipus complex and sentimental fixation on the images of 
babe and bosom that enable him to create Geraldine as a 
mixture of love and evil. See "The Theme of Love and Guilt 
in Coleridge's Three Major Poems," Journal of English and 
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Many interpretations of the logos speculate about the 

causes of Coleridge's guilt feelings that found release 

through Geraldine's victimization of Christabel. Since 

Coleridge wrote Part II after he had met and fallen in love 

with Sara Hutchinson, these interpretations suggest that 

some neurosis of Coleridge was caused by his guilt over the 

circumstances he was placing his children and wife Sara in. 

Sir Leoline's walking away with Geraldine at the end of the 

fragment may represent the wish fulfillment of the author. 

Evidently, such interpretations over-emphasize the uncon

scious and ignore the full significance of the conscious 

intent. Moreover, during the time of the poem's composition 

( 1798-1801), Coleridge was equally curious about different 

philosophical and psychological systems and explanations. 

Therefore, too much attention to psychological theory leads 

to misleading interpretations of the logos. The best way to 

approach the logos of "Christabel" is to read the poem by 

downplaying Coleridge's comments about his difficulty in 

completing the narrative. Although a fragment, the poem 

Germanic Philology, 59 ( 1960), 655-68. 
Arthur Wormhoudt believes that the ghost of Christabel's 

mother and Geraldine are different aspects of the same am
bivalent mother image and that through Geraldine's sleeping 
with Christabel as a mother with a child, the poet expresses 
psychic masochism to which experience the child is initiated 
during the weaning period. See The Demon Lover: A Psycho
analytic-Approach- te Literature (1949; New York: Books for 
Libraries Press, 1968), pp. 17-50. 
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lends itself to an analysis which is not based on external 

sources, be they biographical, philosophical, or literary. 

An interpretation which takes into account its carefully 

designed pattern can take one closer to the meaning. Abe 

Delson asserts that The Conclusion to Part II of "Christabel" 

surfaces such a pattern, and because of its ability to do so 

and because of Coleridge's complete satisfaction with the 

Conclusion one may regard it as a kind of "coda" to the 

t . 21 en ire poem. When Coleridge published "Christabel" in 

1816, he must have felt fully satisfied with the part's 

ability to serve as a concluding statement to the apparently 

fragmentary narrative. Such satisfaction could obviously be 

based upon the nature of the comments which this part con-

tains. These are psychologically oriented because they are 

"reflections over a father's gratuitous explosion of verbal 

abuse directed at his little child." Moved by an excess of 

delight in observing the child's carefree joy, the father 

displays anger which, in the opinion of Delson, is Coleridge's 

way of representing the "psychological instability" in human 

experience. The phrase "sorrow and shame" of the coda, which 

is a verbal echo of the two earlier uses of Part I, is the 

idea which rises to the reader's consciousness. While here 

21 "The Function of . Geraldine in Christabel: A Critical 
Perspective and Interpretation," English Studies, 61 ( 1980), 
131-41. 
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the poet laments that such an instability is the true nature 

of human experience, in the earlier scenes he uses it in 

connection with Geraldine and with Christabel. Geraldine 

refers to her deformity as a "mark of my shame" and a "seal 

of my sorrow," and the narrator laments Christabel's "fear

ful dreaming" about forbidden subjects by exclaiming, "0 

sorrow and shame! Can this be she/ The lady, who knelt at 

the old oak tree?" ( 11. 296-97). The sorrow and shame of 

the narrator reflect "a psychological contrast" between his 

joy of seeing Christabel praying for her beloved and his 

grief over noticing her mental state when she is with 

Geraldine. 22 Delson further states that even though the 

third important character, the Baron, does not figure in 

the bedroom scene where these statements about sorrow and 

shame occur, he is as much an illustration of the theme of 

the instability of human experience as Christabel and 

Geraldine are. The Baron illustrates the theme through his 

withdrawal of love from persons he.loves very dearly. In 

the past he has had a quarrel with his best friend over an 

apparently trivial issue. Now, he overlooks the interest of 

his loving daughter by ignoring her request about sending 

Geraldine away. To suggest the contradictory elements which 

cause such emotional shifts in the Baron's nature, the poet, 

22 . 
Delson, pp. 138-39. 
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casts dual light on his personality. On the one hand he 

suggests that the Baron is a model of chivalry, but on the 

other he presents him as ridiculous. Well aware of the 

Baron's chivalric conduct, Christabel--at her own initiative-

brings a stranger to avail of his courtesy and generosity, 

and as soon as the matter is brought to the Baron's atten

tion, he begins to work for the comfort of the stranger, 

Geraldine. He instantly provides her an assurance of safety 

and he sends a message to her father. All these details 

impress the reader with the Baron's chivalry; however, these 

are juxtaposed against details that suggest the ridiculous 

in his character. A mocking treatment of the sacristan's 

ritual of obedience to tbe Baron's command points to the 

ridiculous in the command itself. Furthermore, mockery is 

also suggested by the Baron's act of apparent chivalry to-

ward Geraldine. By ignoring his daughter's wish and by 

misinterpreting the Bard's dream, the Baron reveals some 

sexual attraction for Geraldine. His interest in Geraldine 

and his interest in renewing his friendship with Sir Roland 

are the new beginnings of his emotional life. As his emo

tional stasis is dispelled, Christabel gains an opportunity 

to observe her father experience a wide range of feelings. 

She sees him suffer regret over a lost friendship, show 

determination to renew it, feel sympathy for a woman, fail 

to understand a warning contained in Bracy's dream, and show 
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cruelty toward her. In other words, she sees in him the 

traits of pride, gallantry, fickleness, obtuseness, and 

betrayal. Therefore, the coming of Geraldine is an "educa-

tional" experience for Christabel. Geraldine adds to her 

awareness about the human situation, of which sexuality is 

an inevitable part. Her jealous hissing on taking note of 

the physical contact between her father and Geraldine is 

caused by her trauma over the sudden "realization of un

expected sexuality: her father's, her mother's, her lover's, 

23 and her own." Since Geraldine is responsible for evoking 

these contradictory responses., Coleridge has presented her as 

the embodiment of the protean quality: 

The chief characteristic of Geraldine is her protean 
quality: good-bad, feminine-masculine, dove-like
ophidian, alluring-repulsive, passive-aggressive. 
Symbolically, she is the vehicle for Christabel to 
experience relationships otherwise denied her, and on 
this level Geraldine lacks specific identity either as 
female or male. 

Christabel must accept what the snakes represent in 
human nature. Geraldine is sincere when she states 
that her mission is providential and for Christabel's 
own good. By experiencing in concentrated form the 
flux of human relationships, Christabel will be able 
to transcend the tendency toward it dramatized by her 
father, the personages represented by Geraldine, and 
herself. 

Unlike St. Teresa's, Christabel's is a secular 
martyrdom. Her sufferings inflicted by others are to 
make her more human and, ultimately, a more effective 
agent for the happiness of others. The pessimism of 
the coda that makes love and pity dependent on cruelty 

23 Delson, p. 140. 
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behavior. 24 
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Thus, the ultimate message of the poem seems to be that the 

banishment of the spirit of Christabel's protective mother 

and the psychological violation of Christabel by Geraldine 

are necessary to encourage "Christabel's development and 

self-reliance in the world of experience." Through such a 

development Christabel will achieve a love and pity which 

need not incorporate cruelty like that of her father in 

Part II and like that of the father in the coda. By sug-

gesting this idea the poem remains basically optimistic. 25 

Such a view of the logos is very valuable in that it focuses 

on the poem as it is rather than on the Coleridge canon or 

Coleridge biographies. Surely, the mystery created by the 

supernatural element of the poem is congruent with the 

mysterious part of human nature. 

24 Delson, pp. 140-41. 

25 The optimistic note has also inspired a Hartleyan 
interpretation of "Christabel." Annabel Wetzel Kitzhaber 
has noted moral optimism in Geraldine's overt intention of 
working for the good of Christabel (11. 227-28, 231-32) and 
the fulfillment of the triumph of good in the Gillman plan. 
She has noted the deterministic conception of the characters 
in Part I and explained Coleridge's departure from this con
ception in Part II as a mark of his tra~sition from the 
Hartleyan system of thought to the metaphysical system. 
That Part II was written after the poet returned from Ger~ 
many is an evidence that such transition had already taken 
place. See "David Hartley in Christabel," Research Studies, 
State Coliege of Washington~ 9 (1941), 213-22. 
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Growing consciousness of the mysterious part of human 

nature in the post-Freudian and post-Jungian era has also 

inspired a yet more subtle interpretation of the logos of 

"Christabel." It has led to a recognition of a familiar 

Coleridgean motif: an intruder who~e appearance is often 

dramatized in the five-part detail of silence, surprise, 

surrender, crisis, and accommodation. Michael E. Holstein, 

who has e 1 ab orated on the five - part de ta i 1~ has traced this 

mysterious intruder in Coleridge's romantic ballads, con

versation poems, meditative odes, and philosophical poetry. 

He has noted that the intruder usually disrupts the normal 

routine of the person it intrudes upon. It threatens to 

overwhelm his mind by attempting a changing of his pattern 

of thinking. 

ing: 

The pattern of this encounter is the follow-

The Intruder is resisted at first and then gradually 
tolerated, so that by the end of the encounter, the 
"host" accommodates himself to the Intruder and may 
even reap unforeseen benefits from the visit. In this 
way, the irritating interruption of Coleridge's dream 
by the man from Porlock, the uninvited arrival of the 
Mariner at the wedding feast, and the "stranger" at the 
door of young Coleridge's schoolroom are paradigmatic 
of his art . 26 

In Christabel" such an intruder is represented by Geraldine, 

who is suddenly and startlingly discovered under an oak. 

She acts as a "catalyst for psychological change" in the 

26 "Coleridge's Christabel as Psychodrama: Five Per
spectives on the Intruder," Wordsworth Circle, 7 ( 1976), 120. 
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major characters; in addition, she inspires different re-

actions among them. As the characters accommodate them-

selves to her, they pass through "a hierarchy of progres....; 

sively more mature bahavior." The impact of such modifica

tions in behavior is clearly perceptible in the behavior of 

Christabel. She is presented as a complex and ever-evolving 

personality. She faces a psychological crisis while strug

gling to come to terms with the pleasurable and fearful 

after-effects of her encounter with Geraldine. Her diffi-

culty is caused by her "acute consciousness that she is 

somehow guilty, her inability to define the source of guilt, 

and a general paralysis of will that keeps her from acting 

or from warning others." 27 Christabel's bewildered and 

ambivalent feelings and the nature of her experience within 

the presence of Geraldine illustrate Coleridge's anticipa

tion of Jung's theory about the psychological crisis brought 

on by a confronting of the shadow. A consciousness of the 

dark aspects of personality--the shadow--is necessary for 

gaining maturity. Coleridge seems to have recognized this 

need, in spite of the ascetic morality supported by Chris-

tianity. Therefore, continues Holstein, "Geraldine's tale 

of rape, flight, and escape answers Christabel's longing 

for erotic fulfillment and desire to escape from the 

27 Holstein, p. 122. 
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restraints her sick, authoritarian father imposes on her 

freedom. Geraldine represents the chthonic, buried self in 

Christabel which she meets, listens to, and embraces. n
28 

Holstein sees Christabel's incapacitating bewilderment in 

Part I and her "fallen" behavior in Part II as evidences of 

her accommodations to her dark, subliminal self. He points 

out that Coleridge presents the ambiguous experience repre

sented by Geraldine through five psyches, "each of which 

shifts the thematic center of the poem." Besides Christa

bel's stunned responses there are the responses of the medi

eval narrator, Bracy the Bard, the Baron, and the "modern" 

narrator of the Conclusion to Part II. For the medieval 

narrator the Christabel-Geraldine story is a kind of 

morality play depicting Christabel's unwitting aiding of 

her fall "by 'stealing' too far into the night where, cut off 

from law, religion, and paternal protection," . she is cor

rupted by "a monstrous evil." The Bard is presented with 

greater understanding than the narrator or Christabel her-

self. He realizes the ridiculous nature of the Baron's obses-

sive mourning, and after his dream about the Baron's pet dove 

he realizes the need for delay of his trip to Tryermaine and 

a need for immediate action at Langsdale. Through this realiza-

tion, the Bard responds to an imaginative experience "brought 

28 t . Hols ein, p. 123. 



1 7 1 

to light by dreams." 

Still another perspective from which Geraldine is pre

sented in the poem is the perspective of the Baron. The 

Baron embodies the formalized and inhibiting tradition that 

is antithetical to Eros. His welcome to Geraldine is only 

intuitive. Since he regards Geraldine strictly in terms of 

chivalry and romance, he fails to see her as more than a 

passive victim, remaining as blind to her malevolence as 

other characters remain to her benevolence. To some extent 

he "represents that disposition to act on first impulse 

without caution or thought, the temptation to live reck

lessly on a heroic plane. 1129 The Baron also tends to view 

Geraldine in chivalric terms. However, underneath his 

chivalric concern which professes itself in spontaneous 

orders to the Bard and promise to Geraldine that proper 

measures will be taken to revenge the wrong she has suffered, 

the Baron betrays an erotic concern. Perhaps it is the 

sudden welling up of this erotic concern which makes him 

disregard his daughter's request, even though he may be con

scious of devoting much attention to Geraldine out of the 

chivalric code of ethics only. 

The comment of the "modern" narrator at the close of 

Part II is more complex than the stunned and confused 

29 Holstein, p. 126. 
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response of Christabel, the moralistic response of the 

medieval narrator, the intuitively chivalric but anti

thetical response of the Bard, and the professedly chivalric 

but inwardly erotic response of the Baron. It is, argues 

Holstein, the voice of Cbleridge himself because the last 

lines are a borrowing from Coleridge's letter of 1801 . 30 

The concluding comment can be interpreted with reference to 

the plot or the psychological problem presented by the poem. 

In relation to the plot it points to an incompletion, but, 

in relation to the crucial psychological problem which the 

poem attempts to explore, it points to "the sudden realiza

tion of the inextricable combination of malignancy and 

vitality in experience. In the sudden welling up of love 

and anger in him as he looked at his young son at play, the 

poet found an analogue for the disorientation, fear, and 

emotional ·exhilaration Geraldine causes in all the charac

ters."31 This part of the poem contrasts the fanciful world 

of the child with the real world of the father. The first 

reflects pure joy; conversely, the second reflects sorrow 

even in the face of perfect happiness because love's excess 

brings forth only "words of unmeant bitterness." In doing 

so it portrays the tendency of the mind to host contradictory 

3° Collected Letters, II (No. 376), 668. 

31 Holstein, p. 127. 



opinions and to encourage contradictory attitudes. Insofar 

as these opinions and attitudes represent the dark side of 

human nature, it is quite clear that encounters with the 

dark side are made not through moral superiority or intel

lectual insight but through sympathetic understanding of 
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man's fallen nature. To focus on such awareness is the real 

function of the Conclusion, and Holstein concludes: 

Thus the modern narrator takes the shock of recogni
tion out of the world of Gothic tale, medieval romance, 
and Christian morality play and places it in the modern 
world, appealing to our knowledge of how overwrought 
fathers react to their children to help us understand 
the best disposition one may adopt in the face of the 
paradoxes of the human psyche. Coleridge chose not to 
resolve that paradox that he had evoked with Geraldine 
in fictional terms and was not satisfied with the 
answers implied by Christabel's passivity, the medieval 
narrator's conscience, Bracy's poetic art, or the 
Baron's robust action, even thoagh the progression of 
attitudes in these characters is toward the integration 
of the effects of meeting Geraldine into everyday life. 
Coleridge elects to view ambiguous human responses from 
an experiential rather than a moral, aesthetic, or 
heroic perspective and moves the poem to · a tragic 
vision of life and . a broad tolerance of richly contra
dictory human experience. The poem may very well have 
remained unfinished because the poet had found an emo
tionally satisfying attitude toward his dominant philo
sophical concern, the fearful beauty of the mind. How
ever ungraceful the coda, it enables him to speak virtu
ally in his own voice, without the mediation of dramatic 
action or characters, and to accept directly the 
Intruder that lurks within the self.32 

By presenting Geraldine through five psyches, Coleridge 

suggests that our responses to the shadow are varied and 

also changing. At times we are attracted to it, at other 

32 Holstein, pp. 127-28. 
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times we spurn it, and yet at other times we remain simply 

dazed and confused while confronting it. Its integration 

into the personality demands an acknowledgment of its truth 

with its attendant shame and sorrow. Such shame and sorrow 

are the natural result of an acknowledgment of the shadow 

because the moral opposite which the shadow represents is 

not beyond one but within one. Coleridge is successful in 

suggesting a close coexistence of the heroine and the shadow 

by placing Geraldine on the other side of the oak under 

which Christabel is praying. Since she appears during 

Christabel's moments of deep thoughts and feelings, she is 

the new insight Christabel has gained into herself. The 

encounter with Geraldine enables Christabel to realize that 

she cannot continue a life of utmost restraint any longer 

and that she must accept and embrace her shadow even if it 

entails the risk of awakening her father--a ~epresentative 

of social restraint and culture at this point. Once given 

full recognition, the shadow is most likely to demand its 

continuous stay in the life of an individual; hence it is 

impossible for Christabel to banish Geraldine. Geraldine 

also becomes symbolic of the shadow of Leoline because 

through her avowed kinship with his estranged friend she 

represents the estranged, neglected side of his shadowy 

self which the conscious will had repressed. The Baron's 

resolution to renew the . friendship is his recognition of 
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this side, and his leading away of Geraldine in spite of his 

daughter's wish to the contrary indicates his recognition of 

the erotic self which had remained buried under obsession 

with mourning over his dead wife. 

To aid the reader in gaining an insight into the por

trayal of the shadow in "Christabel" Coleridge presents 

Geraldine side-by-side with Christabel. He shows that 

although the dove of the Bard's dream is called by the same 

name as the Baron's d~ughter Christabel is, the Baron re-

lates the dove to Geraldine. Bard Bracy succumbs to 

anxiety because he associates the dove with Christabel. 

Naming the pet dove after Christabel, allowing one character 

to associate the innocent bird with Christabel, and allowing 

another character to associate it with Geraldine subtly 

suggest that the two ladies are not two in the real sense of 

the word. In addition to providing this subtle suggestion 

which invites a complex interpretation of Geraldine's role, 

Coleridge aids the reader to sense some original facets of 

the logos by taking care to deviate from the Gothic trap

pings so that he may not discard Geraldine as a mere vampire 

and the poem that presents her as mere escape literature. 

He deviates from the vampire motif by endowing Geraldine 

with traits (already discussed) that do not fit her into .the 

category of vampires of such literature. He further deviates 

b y w o r king i n a k i n ·d of " p a rod y " of the Go t hi c s c e n a r i o 
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in the narrative. 33 As a consequence of such suggestions 

the supernatural in "Christabel" functions as a rhetorical 

focus. Its fearful mystery becomes a fictional exposition 

of the fearful mystery of the Jungian shadow. 

While projecting the logos through its fearful mystery, 

the supernatural of "Christabel" also serves as an effica-

cious device of the pathos. It allows the poem some resem-

blances to Gothic fiction and thus inspires in the reader an 

anticipation of an arresting narrative. It allows Coleridge 

to lay his action in medieval times and thus to give the 

poem the charm of the distance. Coleridge makes his nar-

rative arresting by using a series of supernatural cliff-

hangers. He shows Christabel praying to secure the safety 

of her lover. This praying creates the impression that her 

lover must be away on some dangerous expedition. Leaving 

unexplained the exact nature of the danger he is in, Cole

ridge hastens to add to the reader's anxiety by bringing 

Geraldine on the scene. He creates expediency in the situa-

tion by stating that the warriors might return soon. Later 

33 See Edward I. Dramin, "Amid the Jagged Shadows: 
Parody, Moral Realism, and Metaphysical Statements in Cole
ridge's Christabel," Diss. Columbia Univ., 1 973. Dramin 
argues that the tone of specific parts of "Christabel" indi
cates that Coleridge intends to ridicule the Gothic practices. 
It contains much material to parody- such fiction. It pre
sents a critique of innocence in the character of Christabel, 
of the Gothic villain in Geraldine, and of the ideals of 
knighthood in the Baron. 
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when Christabel and Geraldine are together in the bedroom, 

he creates suspense by suggesting the possibility of the ' 

mother's interference in Geraldine's plan. The mystery of 

the spell of silence and the mysterious happening in the bed

room add to the effect. The reader progresses through the 

narrative hoping to find answers to these mysteries. In

stead of relie~ing this anxiety, Coleridge adds to it by sug

gesting an imminent threat to Christabel through Bracy's 

dream and through Leoline's neglect of her wish. As the 

poem breaks off, our anxiety for Christabel continues. Thus, 

by continuing a pleasurable anxiety throughout the narrative 

and beyond the fragmentary end of the narrative, Coleridge 

develops a superior pathos. 

In addition to the cliff-hangers Coleridge employs the 

device of creative repetition to build the rhetorical pathos. 

These repetitions call the reader's attention to the mystery 

and strangeness which are the chief attributes of the super

natural and of the shadow. Without any conscious effort, 

the reader contemplates the mystery which becomes so dar-

ingly conspicuous in the poem. Lawrence D. Berkoben has 

analyzed these functional repetitions as "echo" motifs which 

develop the ambiguity of what he considers to be Coleridge's 

central concern in "Christabel"--an attempt to find an 

answer to the question "Why does evil befall the innocent?" 

He has pointed out echoes that occur in the form of re-



petitions which focus on certain traits of the major 

characters. 34 
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A view of the narrative's progress shows that actions 

and reactions of the major characters are carefully inter-

woven in ways that repeat themselves. For example, in the 

beginning of "Christabel" it is reported that the owl's 

hooting has awakened the cock; later it is reported that 

the chimes of the clock have called forth the barking re-

sponse from the bitch. Similarly, Coleridge uses rhetorical 

questions throughout the narrative and leaves the answer 

either implied or stated in a way that adds to the mystery. 

As Christabel appears under the oak, the narrator asks why 

she is in the woods at that late hour (11. 25-26) and then 

he answers by stating that she is there to pray for the 

safety of her lover about whom she has had some disturbing 

dreams all night (11. 27-30). Coleridge's subtle use of 

rhetoric is very effective here. He only hints at the evil 

that may befall Christabel's lover; he leaves it to the 

reader to imagine the exact nature of this evil. As Christa-

bel is startled by a moaning sound, the narrator again asks 

a rhetorical question. He asks if the startling sound is 

that of the wind. Then without giving an overt answer he 

adds details which stress loneliness and desolation (11.43-

34 "Christabel: A Variety of Evil Experience," Modern 
Language Quarterly, 25 ( 1964)· , 400-11. 



1 7 9 

5 2) • The details echo the mood of Christabel. Noting the 

functional and thematic use of numerous questions, Berkoben 

comments: "By means of their oscillatory effect on the 

reader, these and many other rhetorical questions intensify 

the interaction between the protagonists, acting contra-

puntally, as it were, to develop the echo motif." 

opens with an echo of the chimes motif from Part I. 

Part II 

In Part 

I the clock chimes elicit a response from the mastiff; in 

Part II they focus on the theme of death in life: "Each 

matin bell, the Baron saith,/ Knells us back to a world of 

death" (11. 332-33). Berkoben argues that by showing the 

devil's distortion of the moral and sober purpose of the 

bells and by echoing several images of desolation "Christa

bel" presents the picture of a moral universe in which good 

and evil remain inextricable: 

This image and others in the echo cluster picture a 
moral universe gone awry--a universe in which evil is 
a re-fl e c·r ro_n -o f good, in Which Virtue i S ind i St ingu i Sh
able from vice. The distorted and ambiguous echo 
imagery serves as an apt backdrop for Christabel's 
corruption and dovetails neatly with the action of the 
tale. The devil's merry peal awakens Geraldine, who 
"rises lightly" and clothes herself in "silken vest
ments white." Dressed in colors representative of 
purity, Geraldine then goes on to pervert the guileless 
Christabe1.35 

In addition to using the echo motif to blur the .distinction 

between good and evil, Coleridge uses it to suggest the 

35 Berkoben, p. 408. 
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The nar-

rator repeats epithets like "lovely" and "sweet" in certain 

references to Christabel and "beautiful" and "lofty" in 

references to Geraldine. In this manner he emphasizes the 

inner charm of Christabel and the outward glitter of Geral-

dine to channel the pathos in the right direction. State-

ments about the silk robe and gems of Geraldine add to the 

same effect, and statements about the blue eyes (11. 290, 

612) of Christabel and the narrator's prayers for her (11. 

54, 254) show his genuine liking of Christabel. Addition

ally, the epithet "bright" is used both for Geraldine (1. 58) 

and for the snake of the Bard's dream (1. 549). In this 

way, Coleridge develops an intricate progression of images 

which enhance the mystery as they develop the theme and as 

they guide the reader's response--the pathos of the poem. 

The supernatural of "Christabel" also enhances our 

interest in the fate of Coleridge's sympathetic protagonist. 

Nearly all of Christabel's experiences in the poem are 

enveloped by the supernatural. When she initially ap

proaches Geraldine, she invokes divine aid; when she brings 

Geraldine to the castle, the old dog makes an instinctive 

groan; when she shares an experience with Geraldine, she 

becomes a victim to a spell. Such use of the supernatural 

indicates Coleridge's ability to build the rhetorical pathos 

by intensifying his protagonist's intense fear and helpless-
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He employs the supernatural to mark stages of Christa-

bel's fear and helplessness. At first the feelings which 

cause this state are only within as represented by Christa

bel's prayers, later the feelings are caused by an agent who 

is visib1y present near her, and still later they are both 

within and without as she is left speechless and neglected. 

Coleridge enhances the pathos of the supernatural by 

mixing superstition and dreams with the usual phenomena of 

the supernatural. A suggestion of superstition is enclosed 

in the details about the bitch. It is stated that people 

tended to think that the old dog was able to see the ghost 

of the dead baroness. In view of this reference to the 

ghost, when we recall that the owl's loud hooting had caused 

an untimely awakening of the cock and that Geraldine had 

claimed faintness at the castle threshold, we assume that 

the poet is suggesting the evil and the sinister, the exact 

nature of which may not be defined. tike the superstitions, 

dreams play an important part in the narrative. Coleridge 

uses more than one dream as a catalyst to the action. 

Christabel's dreams are the cause of her perplexity, which 

has prompted her to pray in a special way at a special time 

and a special place. Her experience with Geraldine is more 

like a dream than a reality. The Bard's dream has disturb~d 

him enough to request a delaying of his leaving the castle. 

These dreams, together w~th superstitions, make the super-
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natural plausible as a psychic reality. Adding to this 

plausibility is the exotic which is suggested by more than 

one detail. Christabel's lover has gone on some dangerous 

and distant expedition, the abductors of Geraldine are en 

route to , some similar adventure because according to Geral

dine's story they acted in great hurry, and Geraldine is 

reported to be majestic like a lady of a distant country. 

The plausibility of the supernatural is also suggested 

by Coleridge's skillful placing of the supernatural in close 

proximity to the natural and the possible. The poem opens 

in a natural setting and it comes to an abrupt end by focus-

ing upon a journey through the woods. The Conclusion to 

Part II focuses upon a familiar father-child relationship. 

The peculiarity of this relationship and the movement of the 

narrative in natural surroundings seem to suggest that the 

supernatural and its ally the mysterious are not beyond 

nature but in nature, not above man but within man. As the 

poem breaks off, the reader begins to think not only about 

its possible ending 36 but also about the possible naturalism 

36 In view of the usual pattern of such stories, the 
information provided by Coleridge's biographers, and the 
poet's own comments about "Christabel" and his other writ
ing, one attempts to project the narrative's end. Sometimes 
one feels inclined to think that the Gillman summary indi- 
cates the rightful end; at other times one feels that the 
poem is complete as it is, at least thematically. For a dis
cussion or' these aspects see B. R. McElderry, "Coleridge's 
Plan for Completing Christabel," Studies in Philology, 33 
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of its supernaturalism. If one cannot arrive at definite 

explanations of the mysteries in the poem, it is simply 

because no perfect explanations to these mysteries exist. In 

other words, the poem's subject matter is as complex as 

human nature, and any attempt to present it in literature 

must resort to supernaturalism because of the supernatural's 

mysterious nature. Perhaps we can better understand this 

mystery by relating it to other literary expositons of the 

theme. The best analogue to the idea of Coleridge's 

"Christabel" is John Keats's discussion of the changes in 

human imagination as it passes from a healthy boyhood to a 

naive adolescence to mature manhood. The passage causes the 

inevitable losing of the balance between good and evil ·and 

thus a throwing of the psyche face to face with many equally 

dark passages. Keats describes this passage in his letter 

to Reynolds on May 3, 1818: 

I compare human life to a large Mansion of Many Apart
ments, two of which I can only describe, the doors of 
the rest being as yet shut upon me--The first we step 
into we call the infant or thoughtless Chamber, in 
which we remain as long as we do not think--We remain 
there a long while, and notwithstanding the doors of 

(1936), 437-55. McElderry gives a thorough discussion of 
the reasons that make the Gillman summary of "Christabel" 
fully acceptable because it carries the story through a 
foiling of Geraldine's plans and a rewarding of Christabel 
in her marriage to her true lover; Nelson and Holstein tend 
to view the poem as thematically complete especially because 
The Con~lusion to Part II echoes the central idea of the 
narrative. 
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the second Chamber remain wide open, showing a bright 
appearance, we care not to hasten to it; but are at 
length imperceptibly impelled by the awakening of the 
thinking principle--within us--we no sooner get into 
the second Chamber, which I shall call the Chamber of 
Maiden-Thought, than we become intoxicated with the 
light and the atmosphere, 'we see nothing but pleasant 
wonders, and think of delaying there for ever in de
light: However among the effects this breathing is 
father of is that tremendous one of sharperning one's 
vision into the ··. heart and nature of Man--of convincing 
one's nerves that the World is full of Misery and 
Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness and oppression--whereby This 
Chamber of Maiden Thought becomes gradually darken'd 
and at the same time on all sides of it many doors are 
set open--but all dark--all leading to dark passages-
We see not the ballance of good and evil. We are in a 
Mist--We are now in that state--We feel the "burden of 
the Mystery," . 37 

Indeed, at the abrupt end of the narrative with The 

Co n c 1 u s ion to Par t I I o f " C hr i s tab e 1/' mys t e r y ab o u t t he 

poem's logos remains in the reader's consciousness like a 

"burden." Through an imaginative use of the supernatural 

Coleridge succeeds in creating such burdensome mystery to 

embody the Jungian shadow in a concrete poetic form. 

37 In English Romantic Writers, ed. David Perkins (New 
York: Harcourt, 1967), pp. 1214-15. 



CHAPTER V 

Common Rhetorical Methods and Concerns in the Employment 

Of 

The Supernatural in Coleridge's Three Major Poems 

The preceding chapters have indicated that Coleridge's 

"The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and 

"Christabel" employ the supernatural to convey complex views 

of the human situation and that the poems succeed in doing 

so because of the rhetorical congruence between the enchant

ment, mystery, and horror of the supe~natural and the en

chantment, mystery, and horror of the visionary experiences 

the poems embody. The enchanting mystery of the super-

natural challenges the reader to read and re-read these 

poems in order to comprehend their central ideas. The 

general concern of these poems is to present a moral, poetic, 

and philosophical vision of live. Such a vision incorpo

rates some mysterious longings, secret sufferings, and 

inevitable confrontations with both the pleasant and the un-

pleasant in human life. Since a purely rational explana-

tion of these phenomena succumbs to limitations and since 

the irrational--even the supra-rational--remains a necessary 

part of a· comprehensive vision of life, Coleridge employs the 

1 85 
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supernatural to dramatize the irrational, supra-rational, 

and unconscious which control many acts of the mind, includ

ing creativity itself. The supernatural with its motifs of 

the angelic and the ghostly, the blessed and the cursed, and 

the beatific and the horrific serves as an appropriate tool 

for this dramatization. Because the poems share a common 

t~chnique of supernaturalism for an exposition of their 

themes, it is incumbent upon a Coleridge scholar to read the 

three poems as a rhetorical unit. Such a reading highlights 

the common methods and concerns of the poems as it high

lights some additional aspects of their ethos, logos, and 

pathos. 

Common elements of the ethos of "The Rime of the Anci

ent Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel" can be grouped 

under artistic, moral, social, political, and psychological 

headings. Artistically the poems point to the ethos of 

,their poet as that of an accomplished artist whose poetic 

confidence and skill en~bie h~m to sacces§f~lly combine 

the Gothic and the imaginative. Additionally, he is fully 

aware of the conscious and unconscious workings of a poet's 

mind. Whereas the style and ornamentation suggest conscious 

artistry, the subtitle and Preface to "Kubla Khan" and the 

generally dreamy atomosphere of the three poems suggest a 

delineation of the working of the unconscious. In relation 

to social · and political concerns, the mind behind these , 
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poems is deeply concerned with improving the society through 

an improvement of human heart and understanding. "The An-

cient Mariner" pleads for- an. empathetic understanding of the 

goodness and beauty of all life·; "Kubla Khan" demonstrates 

the need for noble ideals; and "Christabel" pleads for an 

acceptance of the· shadowy as·pects of the personality. In 

regard to psychological concerns, the ethos of the three 

poems suggests that their poet is fully acquainted with the 

tortuous part of life which submits one to existential 

loneliness. It also indicates that he is cognizant of the 

imaginative part of human experience insofar as it enables 

one to aspire to perfection. Guilt and loneliness are the 

focus of the Mariner's story; high artistic ambitions which 

reach for supernal perfection are pivotal to "Kubla Khan"; 

and an ambiguous sense of shame and sin is the focus of 

"Christabel." The depth and the detail of the port1:1ayal - of 

these feelings and ideas in the three poems suggest that the 

ethos that generates these portrayals must have personally 

experienced similar feelings and held similar thoughts. 

C~leridge biographies support this suggestion since they 

~ecord many ambitions and frustrations related to Coleridge's 

career. They record the poet's : tendency to tbink and f~el 

deeply, to read . intensi.vely and extensively, and to maintain 

his intellectual independence by remaining above a foolish 

consistency to any one system of thought. They also record 



Coleridge's sense of shame and sinfulness related to his 

quarrels and opium addiction. 1 
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Just as the supernatural details of Coleridge's three 

major poems reflect some important aspects of the ethos, 

they suggest some significant aspects of the logos, espe-

cially when they are read together. Such a reading shows 

tpat the poems have deep moral, artistic, social, and 

psychological meanings. Individually they exp6urid these 

deep meanings only partially; however, collectively they 

present something like an entire vision related to moral, 

artistic, social, and psychological matters. 
-.) 

As a panorama of Coleridge's moral vision the three 

poems represent hell, purgatory, and heaven'. G. Wilson 

Knight has stated that "Christabel" represents hell, "The 

Ancient Mariner" represents Purgatory, and, "Kubla Khan" 

1 At least one of the three poems elaborates upon a 
quarrel between two best friends. See "Christabel" ( 11. 
408-26) in The Complete Poetical Works of Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, 2 vols., ed. Ernest Hartley Coleridge (Oxford: 
The Clarendon Press, 1912). All references to Coleridge's 
poems are to this edition, and these will be documented in 
the text with line numbers only. Lines 408-26 of "Christa
bel" are a little dissertation about the cause and p a_ in 
of the loss of friendship between Leoline and Roland. The 
statement that "whispering tongues can poison truth" reminds 
one of the gossip that led to Coleridge's estrangement from 
Wordsworth, whom Coleridge considered his "heart's best 
friend." For a brief discussion of the Coleridge-Wordsworth 
estrangement and eventual reconciliation refer top. 49 of 
Chapter II; for the poet's quarrel with his brother Frank 
refer to pp. 45-46 of Chapter II; and for elaborations of 
Coleridge's feeling of sinfulness related to his opium 
addiction refer to pp. 55-56 of Chapter II. 
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2 represents heaven. The locales, tones, and actions of the 

three poems lend validity to Wilson's opinion. "Christabel" 

contains details that make it analogous to the unpleasant 

and tortuous environment of he~l. It focuses upon the noc-

turnal and the eerie by working in the motifs of the devil 

and serpent in more than one part ( 11. 358, 549, 571, 583-

9 5) • In addition, it emphasizes the irrational changing of 

love into anger--an emotion of hell. Part II shows anger in 

the irrationalism of the Baron, and The Conclusion to Part 

II shows it in the father who is delighted in seeing his 

child at play but then suddenly angry as though excess of 

love has led to the opposite emotion. Whereas "Christabel" 

con~entrates on such gloomy details which make it represent 

hell, "The Ancient Mariner" concentrates on presenting a 

cleansing of the soul--the function of the mythical purga-

tory. The poem moves its protagonist through crime, suffer-

ing, and repentance to penance and acceptance in God's love. 

While ,"Christabel" and "The Ancient Mariner" portray the 

hellish and the purgatorial respectively, "Kubla Khan" con-

centrates upon -- a portrayal of the ·heavenly. The locale of 

its action is similar to the garden of the mythical paradise. 

Its pleasure-dome, its music represented _by the Abyssinian 

maiden, and its direct reference to heaven in the last 

2 The Starlit Dome: Studies in the Poetry of Vision, 
( 1 9 4 1 ; London : 0 x ford Univ. Press , 1 9 71 ) , p. 8 3 . 
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stanza add to the effect of the enchanting and fragrant 

garden. When read together the ~hree poems suggest the Ro-

mantic correlative to the three regions of religious faith. 

The Romantic ideas of the human form divine and the idea that 

the kingdom , of God is within man are perceptible in the 

spiritual states embodied in the three poems. "Christabel" 

pr~sents the stage in which one rejects the ~hadowy part of 

his Being; "The Ancient Mariner" presents the stage in which 

one accepts the shadowy part but remains unable to rise above 

it, i.e., instead of possessing knowledge one becomes pos

sessed by knowledge; and "Kubla Khan" presents the stage in 

which one transcends the shadow by striving for the ideal in 

spite of the wailing woman and the unpleasant prophecies. 

To present these stages Coleridge involves his protagonists 

with the supernatural or at least the supra-rational. Geral-

dine, the irrational, and the sinister represent the shadow 

respectively in the three poems. , In each poem the protagonist 

confronts the shadow somewhat differently. After vacillating 

between attraction and repulsion for Geraldine, C.hristabel 

continues to desire that Geraldine be sent away; after gain

ing an insight into the need for loving all creation and 

regretting the irrational act which had caused a rift between 

him and God's creatures, the Mariner continues to live the 
I 

experience that brought such cognition by telling his tale to 

impressionable listeners; and after recognizing the sinister 
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as coexist~nt with the sacred in the romantic chasm, the 

poet persona of "Kubla Khan" continues to hope that he will 

compose s~perior poetry. 

Even though the three poems lend themselves to a moral 

interpretation, one must remain cautious in tracing a per-

feet ieligious allegory in their details. Each poem con-

tains some details which prevent it from fitting neatly into 

the pattern of the mythical region it seems to be represent

ing. Some parts of "Christabel" suggest that not all that 

happe~s to Christabel is purely hellish and not all that the 

antagonist does is purely Satanic. Christabel's experience 

with Geraldine is beneficial and joyful to her in some ways. 

It aids her in gaining new insights into herself and into 

her father. Geraldine is neither a vampire nor even a 

purely harmful character in a real sense. Even though her 

charm is linked with the charm of a snake ( 11.. 58, 549), her 

actions as the priniciple of Eros generate somB good which 

cannot be easily nullified. In a like manner, parts of "The 

Ancient Mariner" have more affinities with hell than with 

purgatory. Al t hough Part IV--the central part of the nar-

rative--shows the beauty of the sacramental unity and 

although the subsequent parts show positive changes in the 

Mariner's plight, it is difficult for the reader to forget 

the details of the Mariner's sufferings, especially those 

catalogued in Parts II, III, and IV. In these parts, his 
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sufferings are analogous to the sufferings of the tormented 

beings of hell. His ship becomes stalled in a tropical 

zone. Before long, the ship's water supply is exhausted. 

The ugliness of the rotting sea and its slimy creatures and 

the appearance of Death and Life-in-Death on their skeleton 

ship create a scene of total hopelessness. As all of his 

companions fall dead, the Mariner is left alone amid two 

hundred dead bodies. To his utmost agony, he reads a look 

of curse in the eyes of the dead sailors. Unable to relieve 

his misery through prayer, the Mariner becomes a haunted and 

a hunted man--the kind one reads about in portrayals of hell. 

It is this tortured state of the Mariner that stays in the 

reader's mind even after the Mariner's redemption begins, 

and the details which imprint this state on the reader's 

mind are more peculiar to hell than to purgatory. Similarly, 

as one · traces the religious allegory in . "Kubla Khan," one 

realizes that some details of "Kubla Khan" fall short of the 

qualities of the mythical heaven the poem seems to be repre-

senting. Its wailing woman, demon-lover, icy caves, sunless 
. 

and lifeless ocean, and its poet with the unfulfilled wish 

do not suggest paradise. 

That only some details of the three poems lend them

selves to a reading of a religious allegory of hell, purga

tory, and heaven is a clue that Coleridge has a broader mes

sage than most allegories : convey. His logos is engendered by 
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a vision which incorporates artistic, social, and psychic 

concerns. And . these concerns are treated by each poem in 

different aspects and/or stages. 

As representatives of Coleridge's artistic vision, "The 

Ancient ~ariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christa?el" employ the 

supernatural to portray successfully his view of the artis

tic imagination and of the contending opposites which are 

ultimately reconciled in higher states of the mind and in 

the products inspired by this higher state. That imagina....; 

tion is a central concern of "The Ancient Mariner" is 

clearly suggested by the poet's response to the remarks of 

Mrs. Barbauld. In these remarks Coleridge referred to "The 

Ancient Mariner" as "a work of such pure imagination. 113 

Moreover, in the 1800 edition of Lyrical Ballads, he added 

to it the subtitle "A Poet's Reverie." Fully aware that the 

horrifying experience of the supernatural is · usually an 

imaginative response to guilt and terror and that the imagi

nation that can thus horrify can also bring about the 

spiritual redem~tion of man, Coleridge arranges the material 

of his poem in a way which shows both the horrifying and the 

redemptive pdwer of the Mariner's imagination. The poem's 

success in portraying this power has been ~laborated by 

3 The Table Talk and Omniana, ed. T. Ashe (London: 
George Bell and Sons, 1884), p. 87. 
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Robert Penn Warren. He treats the Albatross an~ the moon as 

symbols of imagination and argues that much that is good and 

benevolent takes place when either the Albatross or the moon 

or both- are present in 
' 4 

the poem. The Albatross's appear-

ance coincides with the breaking of ice peaks which were 

thwarting the ship's progress. It also encourages friendli-

ness of the sailors. They enjoy feeding the bird and regard 

it as a Christian soul. However,· after the bird is killed--

the imagination is murdered--the Mariner and his companions 

become exposed to Death and Life-in-Death and other miseries 

of the tropical zone. The second symbol of imagination--the 

moon--begins the Mariner's redemption. By allowing him to 

see the water snakes and recognize their beauty, the moon 

reawakens the Mariner's imagination. Once his imagination 

is thus reawakened, the Mariner begins to yearn for the moon 
I 

and blesses the water snakes, almost simultaneously. Thus 

he regains his ability to love God's creatures. Addi-

tionally, he regains all that.is worthwhile: the ability to 

pray and God's mercy and love in the form of favorable winds 

and rain. Born anew, he continues his journey and penance. 

4 "A Poem of Pure Imagination: An Experiment in Reading," 
in Twentieth Century Interpretations, ed. James D. Boulger 
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, . Inc., 1969Y, 
pp. 21-47. This article of Warren or{ginally appeared in 
Kenyan Review, 8 (1946), 391-427. Later in the year it was 
publish~d by itself. 



1 9 5 

As "The Ancient Mariner" concerns the beneficent power 

of imagination, "Kubla Khan" concerns the creative power 

of imagination. It employs the supernatural to lend mystery 

and otherworldliness to the objects which represent the 

nature of this faculty. To dramatize the sudden welling up 

of the creative inspiration and the inexplicable loss of 

this inspiration, the poem employs many symbols. The cen-

tral symbol of this power is the sacred river; additional 

symbols are the damsel who produces heavenly music, the 

woman who wails for her demon lover, and the moon which 

serves as a backdrop for the details about the wailing 

woman. The river bursts into life and after a mazy flow of 

a mere five miles, it falls into the sunless and lifeless 

sea. Its sudden and energetic beginning is clearly like the 

sudden outbursts of a poet's imagination which breaks all 

I 

kinds of boundaries in acquiring "that sublime faculty, by 

which a great mind becomes that which it meditates on." 

Identifying so strongly with the objects of its contempla

tion, the poetic psyche undergoes as many changes as are 

dictated by the thoughts and feelings of the poet. Yet, in 

a way, it remains the same. The sameness of the psyche is 

similar to the seeming sameness of the water of a river. 

The river water continues to modify the speed and directi-0n 

of its flow as it amalgamates new objects on the way. 

The imagination of a poet continues to receive new ideas and 
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impressions and new directions all the time. Cognizant of 

this ever-evolving nature of the poetic psyche, Coleridge 

considered the psyche as an appropriate subject for poetry: 

The so called music of savage tribes as little 
deserves the name of art for the understanding, as the 
ear warrants it for music. Its lowest state is a mere 
expression of passion by sounds which the passion it
self necessitates;--the highest amounts to no more than 
a voluntary reproduction of these sounds in the absence 
of occasioning causes, so as to give the pleasure of 
contrast,--for example, by the various outcries of 
battle in the song of security and triumph. Poetry is 
purely human; for all its materials are from the mind 
and all its products are for the mind. But it is the 
apotheosis of the former state, in which by excitement 
of the associative power passion itself imitates order, 
and the order resulting produces a pleasureable pas
sion, and thus it elevates the mind by making its 
feelings the object of its reflexion. So likewise, 
whilst it recalls the sights and sounds that had ac
companied the occasions of the original passions, 
poetry impregnates them with an interest not their own 
by means .of the passions, and yet tempers the passion 
by the calming power which all distinct images exert 
on the human soul. In this way poetry is the prepara
tion for art, inasmuch as it avails itself of the 
forms of nature to recall, to express, and to modify 
th~ thoughts and feelings of the mind.5 

The above comment of Coleridge about poetry in general is 

certainly applicable to his own poem "Kubla Khan." Its sub

ject, the mind, is treated through the archetypal symbol of 

the mind--the river. The beginning, course, and end of the 

river Alph are fictional presentation of the beginning, 

course, and end of inspiration which moves the mind to 

5 "On Poesy or Art," in English Romantic Writers, ed. 
David Per.kins ( New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1 967), 
pp. 491-92. 



1 9 7 

creativity. Its mazy flow through the enchanted-savage land 

is a symbol of the poetic experience in its twofold nature 

6 of the pleasant and the unpleasant. The measureless caves 

which receive the river's water but continue being inacces

sible to man are the poetic insights represented in a work 

of art. A work of art incorporates a variety of such in-

sights, but it continues to defy exact interpretations of 

one kind or another. The measureless caves are the uncon-

scious, which remains beyond the scope of the rational mind. 

Journey to these caves--the unconscious--is sometimes full 

of wonder as figured by the poem's enchanted land of 

fragrant trees and sinuous rills. Sometimes the journey is 

full of horror, which is represented by the haunted and 

savage woods and by the ancestral voices which prophesy war. 

By focusing upon the river's course, "Kubla Khan" deals with 

the awakening and somnolence of the imagination, and by 

taking the river through two entirely different environments 

6 Twofold use of imagination was also a favorite topic 
of John Keats. His "Sleep and Poetry" and "Ode to a Nightin
gale" are outstanding examples of this theme. In the former 
the poet delineates his ten-year plan of writing poetry and 
states that he would first allow his imagination some wan
dering over the realms of Flora and Pan but later use it to 
realize the "great end" of poetry by dealing with reality 
and attempting "to sooth the cares, and lift the thoughts . of 
man." In the latter the poet actually takes a flight on 
"the viewless wings of Poesy" to get away from "the weari
ness, the fever, and the fret" of life only to realize that 
"fancy cannot cheat so well." 
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it focuses on the twofold nature of its experience. 

Poetic experience and its twofold nature are also the 

subject of "Christabel"--the third poem of the rhetorical 

unit. In it, this duality becomes the chief focus and 

Geraldine--a representative of the supernatural--becomes the 

chief representative of the duality. Throughout the poem 

Coleridge presents Geraldine in dual light, and to suggest 

that she may be a symbol of the Muse he presents her in 

white attire on a moonlit night. 7 He shows that Christabel's 

experiences with Geraldine are of contradictory nature: of 

joy and sorrow, of attraction and repulsion. Geraldine her-

self has contradictory aspects in her personality. The 

lofty nature of her beauty which is noted both by the nar

rator and by Christabel and later by the Baron makes them 

believe that she may be of "a noble line"; the loathly 

aspect of her deformed body suggests her kiriship with the 

lamias and vampires of literature. The narrative develops 

both sides of her personality successfully. As the white 

goddess of the beginning of the poem approaches the castle, 

the old bitch instinctively moans. As she approaches the 

threshold, she seeks physical aid as though the castle that 

7 For discussions and descriptions of the Muse see 
Robert Graves, The White Goddess: A Historical Grammar of 
Poetic Myth ( 1948; New York: Noonday Press, 1 969), p. 70. 
Also see Barbara Fass, La Belle Dame sans Merci and the 
Aesthetics of Romanticism (Detroit: Wayne State Univ. Press, 
1974). 
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enshrines an innocence like that of Christabel refuses to 

let her in in full vigor because she is evil. As she passes 

near the dying fire, it flames high as though she has some 

occult powers. Within the castle she shows such powers by 

casting spells. It is interesting that as she begins cast

ing spells, the spell of her beauty passes away. In the 

beginning the narrator had exclaimed about her great beauty, 

but now he suggests her disgusting ugliness through rhe

torical evasion: "Behold! her bosom and half her side--/ A 

sight to dream of, not to tell!" ( 11.· 252-53). Such de-

tails, together with the narrator's prayers for Christabel's 

safety (whenever Christabel is near Geraldine) and Geral

dine's causing an estrangement between Christabel and her 

father, lead to negative views of Geraldine. However, some 

of her actions and influences tend to negate this impres

sion. She has a wholesome influence on Christabel in that 

she awakens Chriitabel to the need for self-reliance and the 

need for recognizing, rather than suppressing, her sexual 

needs; she has a rejuvenating influence on Sir Leoline in 

that she renews his humanitarian inclinations. He plans a 

reconciliation with his estranged friend. He also recog

nizes the sexual side of his personality which had , been 

suppressed by his obsessive mourning. 

A comprehensive view of the actions of Geraldine and 

other charac t~rs' reactions to Geraldine leads to an -
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interpretation of her role as a symbol of imagination. She 

has no fixed identity of any kind because imagination has no 

fixed identity of any kind. She becomes whatever the imagi

nation of those she is around makes her--a forlorn and 

magnificent woman of high birth, a disgusting woman with 

lamia-like and vampire-like characteristics, and above all 

a dove to Leoline but a serpent to Bard Bracy. In this 

light she is nothing but a concrete representation of what 

Shakespeare called an "airy nothing" that has acquired a 

local habitation and a name through the creative imagination 

of Coleridge. That is why she evokes such shifting res

ponses as the Albatross of "The Ancient Mariner" and the 

river of "Kubla Khan" do. The sailors refer to the Alba

tross as "the bird that made the breeze to blow" ( 11. 93-96) 

and also as "the bird that brought the fog and mist" 

(1. 100). Similarly, the river of "Kubla Khan" is sacred 

but it brings voices which prophesy war. In each case the 

supernatural--by being a necessary attribute of the object-

makes the duality of the symbol dramatically alive. 

In addition to representing the duality of the imagina

tion, the three poems of Coleridge explo~e the idea that 

imagination, the distinctive quality of human beings 
8 

is a 

8 s am u e 1 Tay 1 or Co 1 er id g e , "The Education of Chi 1 d re n , " 
in The Portable Coleridge, ed. I. A. Richards ( 1 950; New 
York: Penguin Books, 1978), pp. 401-03. 
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special attribute of the creative artist. Its cultivation 

sets an artist above his fellow human beings. Therefore, 

alienation becomes his inevitable lot. Each of the three 

poems deals very successfully with the theme of alienation. 

Again, each poem employs the supernatural to enhance the 

effect of alienation, although each poem emphasizes a dif-

ferent aspect of this alienation. In "The Ancient Mariner" 

the Mariner represents the artist because the Mariner is a 

man of intense experience and of artistic ability to com-

municate this experience. Unfortunately this ability 

alienates him from all persons to whom he might communicate 

his experience. Therefore, he stops a stranger and forces 

the stranger to listen to him. Because of his intense 

experience the Mariner has acquired looks which are both 

haggard and hypnotic. Supernatural forces such as the Alba-

tross, Polar Spirit, Death, and Life-in-Death enhance his 

alienation. Although it may be primarily his vision--his 

experience--which endows him with strange looks that compel 

the Guest to stop and listen, the major agents of the Mari

ner's alienation are the supernatural beings external to his 
- --·---- - . -- -

own being. 

Even more directly than "The Ancient Mariner," "Kubla 

Khan" concerns the alienation of the artist. In it, more 

than one character represents the artist and more than one 

technique suggests that the alienation may sometimes be 



202 

self-imposed. The poet persona and Kubla represent the 

artist, and each of the two has entirely different artistic 

aims. The inspired poet of the last stanza who has dared to 

give life to the shadows of his imagination is alienated 

from other persons by the intensity of his perception. His 

insights have given him a wizard-like look which causes 

ordinary persons to fear to mingle with him. To ward off 

all danger, they would like to weave circles around the poet 

whenever they cannot avoid close encounters. Similarly, the 

second representative of the artist--Kubla Khan--is alien

ated from the rest of humanity. Coleridge successfully 

suggests that Kubla is an artist by relating the poet 

persona's wish about artistic perfection to the miraculous 

palace of Kubla which was made according to his specific 

decree. The imagination of Kubla allowed him to conceive 

this work of great wonder. Since his work--the palace--is 

designed to seclude him from society, Kubla represents the 

artist's tendency to dwell apart in his ivory tower. That 

Kubla's blissful isolation is disturbed by the threat of war 

is an indication of the inherent limitations of his desire 

for seclusion. 

"Kubla Khan" develops the idea of the artist's aliena-

tion more completely ,by showing isolation of two important 

symbols of the artistic imagination--the wailing woman and 

the Abyssinian maiden, one attached to a fixed image, the 
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They serve respectively as sym-

bols of poetic fancy and imagination. The woman suffers 

complete alienation because as a mortal she cannot expect a 

perfect union· with her demon lover, and having a demon for a 

lover is in itself a cause of her estrangement from human 

beings with whom she may be living during the day. Because 

of her peculiar attachment she remains unable to belong 

fully to either one of the two worlds. The Abyssinian maid 

sings songs that please human beings, but she appears only 

in a dream as though she cannot be accepted by the waking 

world. Imitation of her melody creates the possibility of 

similar distance of the poet persona from his audience. 

The third poem of the group, "Christabel," also intro-

duces the theme of the alienation of the artist. However, 

instead of emphasizing the alienation caused by the inten

sity and depth of the vision, it em,phasizes the sense of 

alienation suffered by the artist because of a neglect of 

his vision. The narrative allows only brief space to the 

artist, Bard Bracy. Through the Bard's compliance with the 

Baron's command and the Bard's ineffectual presentation of 

his vision, the poem shows the artist's submission to the 

patron's wish. However, by assigning a very important 

vision and role to the Bard it shows the worth of the artist. 

The Bard's dream asserts his superior ability to interpret 

reality. Leoline's entrusting him with the solemn ceremonial 
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visit of good will and good tidings to the court of Lord 

Roland shows Coleridge's belief in the positive role of the 

artist. However, the Bard's insight (his dream about the 

dove and snake) remains unused, and his advice about de-

laying the visit to Roland is disregarded. Coleridge viewed 

such disregard and neglect as the essential lot of the 

artist, including himself. In a letter to Poole he stated: 

I am assured, that such is the depravity of the public 
mind, that no literary man can find bread in England 
except by misemploying & debasing his Talents--that 
nothing of real excellence would be either felt or 
understood.9 

An artist who refuses to submit to these pressures of "the 

depravity of the public mind" suffers rejection and conse-

quent alienation. Whereas the taste of the public is guided 

by the milieu, the taste and vision of the poet are guided 

by a sense of timelessness because he is capable of viewing 

the present, past, and future. Since the a~tist's attempts 

at influencing the spirit of the times fail to bring the 

desired results, the artist tends to view himself as one who 

is under the control of forces too powerful for him. Such 

forces are adequately represented by the supernatural beings 

of the three poems. In "The Ancient Mariner" the Polar 

Spirit, Death and Life-in-Death, and angels and God control 

9 Go 11 e c t e d Le t t e rs , I I ( No . 3 8 8 ) , 7 1 0 . 
dated March 23, 1801. 

The letter is 
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the Mariner's happiness; in "Kubla Khan" ancestral voices 

infringe upon Kubla's happiness and the wailing woman mars 

the happiness of the enchanted land of poetic seclusion; and 

in "Christabel" Bracy is unable to force his advice on the 

Baron because Geraldine's supernatural charms have already 

influenced the Baron. 

Another feature common to the supernatural as it re

veals the logos of the three poems is Coleridge's thematic 

interest in the union of opposites. Coleridge presents this 

idea by using character foils, juxtapositions of the pleas

ant and the unpleasant, and shifts from one kind of emotion 

to its opposite. In "The Ancient Mariner" he presents a 

dramatic encounter between an old Mariner and a young Wed

ding Guest. He presents a horrifying tale while keeping a 

wedding as a backdrop to the action. The tale itself fre

quent 1 y j u x tap o s es opp o s i t es to high 1 i g ht them . At one 

stage it shows a living Mariner surrounded by dead com

panions for many days and a ship in deep waters of the ocean 

without a drop of drinking water. In addition, it moves the 

action through extremes of weather ranging from polar ice to 

tropical heat. The second poem of the unit, "Kubla Khan," 

works in the opposites in the details about the chasm, the 

river's flow, and the pleasure dome itself. The romantic 

valley is a place both of enchanting beauty and of haunting 

fear: on the one hand it is a fresh and green place because 
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its thick and old forests have fragrant trees and zig-zag 

streams, but on the other it is a savage place because its 

forests are rather wild and desolate and haunted. Similarly, 

the river bursts into being violently by breaking open the 

panting earth, but then it flows slowly and ultimately falls 

into a silent, sunless, and lifeless ocean. The beauty of 

the valley through which the river flows and the lazy motion 

of the river's flow suggest peace, but in the sounds the 

river makes Kubla hears messages of a forthcoming war. The 

pleasure palace itself is reported to be a "sunny" place, 

but its foundations are laid on caves of ice. The damsel of 

the poet's vision sings a song which attracts the poet, but 

an imitation of its melody inspires a strange kind of fear 

in his own audience. 

The last of the three major poems, "Christabel," ap-

proaches the theme of opposites in greater detail than "The 

Ancient Mariner" and "Kubla Khan" do. Its major characters 

are foils to each other and embodiments of the opposites in 

their own personalities as well, and its action moves from 

one setting to another. The blue-eyed Christabel is inno

cent and heavenly; the bright-eyed and bejewelled Geraldine 

is a manipulating sorceress. The entire narrative centers 

on the meeting of the two and the consequences of this meet

ing. The most interesting opposites in the poem are em

bodied in the actions and attitudes of the major characters. 
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Almost like Shakespeare's Desdemona, Christabel impresses us 

as "a maiden never bold." First, she is afraid to wake her 

father while she and Geraldine are passing near his room at 

night. Second, in Part II she is not bold enough to try 

persuading him to agree to her request. Although at this 

point her boldness might be hampered by the spell of silence, 

she impresses the reader as rather timid because she avoids 

repeating her request and painfully submits to her father's 

neglect. Yet in Part I she is bold enough to go to the 

woods at midnight, and she is bold enough to offer shelter 

to a stranger. She also shows mixed emotions throughout the 

poem. On hearing Geraldine's moan she approaches the appar-

ently suffering woman with concern and fear. Humanitarian-

ism encourages her to comfort and shelter Geraldine. How-

ever, on the very next day anger, hate, and jealousy become 

the dominant emotions which control her behavior. Her keen 

interest in sheltering Geraldine changes into a keen desire 

to send Geraldine out of the castle. Mixed emotions are 

also the hallmark of her reaction to the nighttime episode 

(11. 463-69). After a period of trancelike state during 

this experience, she recovers full awareness of her situa

tion and acknowledges the effect of the experience through 

tears and smiles. At times her facial expression become~ 

sad and soft, and at times it becomes enlightened and eager 

like the face of an infant who suddenly sees a light 



208 

(11. 311-31). 

Christabel's father is another model of contradictory 

emotions. He is moved to love as easily as he is moved to 

anger. He is reported to be a ·1oving and caring father, but 

he suddenly begins to ignore his child. He has been es

tranged from Lord Roland for years but shows sudden determi

nation to renew his friendship. To focus more closely on 

this changeful side of the Baron's nature Coleridge shows a 

similar character in The Conclusion to Part II. In the Con-

clusion the father is first overhwelmed with love on seeing 

the effortless and hence innocent happiness qf his child, 

but he soon becomes angry with the child without any reason 

as though the excess of love led to its opposite. 

Geraldine, who triggers all action in "Christabel," is 

an embodiment of the opposites in her appearance and her 

actions and in the responses her appearance and actions 

evoke from others. The narrator presents her as both a 

lofty and beautiful lady and as an ugly hag. He is anxious 

to impress us with her beauty, but he is equally anxious to 

impress us with the extreme ugliness of her deformed body. 

He repeatedly refers to her as fair or beautiful and makes 

it a point to remind the reader that her rest at night has 

enhanced this beauty (1. 374). He suggests that Geraldine's 

beauty is bewitching by its combination of a touch of melan

c ho 1 y ( 11 . 7 2 , 4 7 7 ) and a to u c h o f t he ex o t i c ( 11. 2 2 4 - 2 2 5 ):;, 
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In fact, this combination makes her appear to be "a thing 

divine" (1. 476). However, the narrator also takes care to 

suggest the trickery involved in this superficial beauty 

by drawing attention to the ugliness hidden under the satin 

robe. He refers to the wild glitter of the gems in her 

hair (11. 64-65) and to her conscious seductiveness in the 

way she "tricks her hair in lovely plight" (1. 365). Above 

all, he points out the utmost ugliness of her deformed body 

(11. 252-53). 

Like the narrator, Christabel also responds to Geral-

dine in two ways. Throughout her encounter Christabel 

experiences both attraction and repulsion for Geraldine, 

with one feeling becoming alternately dominant over the 

other. Even though the experience of the night has alceady 

revealed to her the full ugliness of Geraldine, Christabel 

wakes up noticing that Geraldine is "fairer .yet" ( 1. 374). 

Even though she feels vaguely sinful after the nighttime 

experience, she reflects about it with mixed feelings 

tll. 311-31). Dual responses to Geraldine become most con

spicuous through the other two characters, the Bard and the 

Baron. The Bard associates her with the Snake of hi~ dream, 

bat:: Leoline associates her with the dove of the dream. To 

him she is the wronged child of a friend whose wrongdoers 

need to be punished; to the Bard she is the evil that has 

come too close to the innocent Christabel. 
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Developing the logos of duality are the activities of 

Geraldine herself. These are framed by the opposites. She 

states that she means to requite Christabel well (1. 232), 

yet she involves Christabel in an experience which neces

sitates that Christabel be put under a spell of silence. 

After adding to Christabel's misery in this way she does not 

feel any sense of wrongdoing. Toward the end of Part II, 

when she becomes the obvious cause of Christabel's estrange-

ment from her father, Geraldine feels no guilt. Once in the 

castle, she assumes such a strong and commanding role that 

the reader tends to forget that it is the same woman who 

only the previous night had presented herself in a very 

weak and helpless state. 

Just as "Christabel" has numerous shifts in emotion, 

motive, and action, it has shifts in the background to the 

action. The action alternates between the outside and the 

inside. The poem begins in the woods, but the narrator 

informs us that what is taking place in the woods had begun 

inside the castle on the previous night when Christabel 

experienced rather disturbing dreams about her betrothed 

knight. It is the fear engendered by those dreams which has 

brought Christabel under the oak to offer prayers. After a 

few lines of introduction about the second important char~ 

acter, the action again moves into the castle. In Part II, 

while the action is still inside the castle, the poem gives 
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The details of the dream are 

of the woods. Thus while the narrative is set in the woods 

with Christabel, dreams connect the action with the inte~ 

rior, and while the action is moving with Christabel within 

the castle, a dream connects the action with the outside. 

Furthermore, before the poem breaks off, it suggests that 

the future action of the narrative must take place in the 

woods through which the Bard will travel to inform Lord 

Roland of the welfare of his daughter and of the Baron's 

intended reconciliation. This regular alternation of the 

woods and the castle is thematically significant because of 

the opposite nature of the two places. The woods are alive 

with moonlight and mistletoe, the owl and the cock, and the 

serpent and the dove; but the castle contains age and love

lessness because it is guarded by an aged and toothless 

mastiff and its lord has been a widower for a long time. 

Deprived of marital love by the early death of his beloved 

wife, he has arrogantly rejected another important kind of 

love and thus lived in seclusion. Over a mere triviality, 

he has had a serious quarrel with his best friend. And 

before the poem ends, the Baron ha~ started ignoring his 

only child and thus rejecting filial love as well. All such 

details suggest that the castle has housed a man who is in-

capable of forming deep and lasting attachments. Here, the 

Baron has been leading a self-centered and self-righteous 
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life while continuing the ritual of mourning over his dead 

wife. To this castle of death and silence ( "as still as 

death" l.. 171) the lady from the woods (Geraldine) brings 

some life because as she passes through the castle hall, 

the dying fire seems to become active again. As she is 

introduced to Leoline, his lion-like ferocity melts into 

love and chivalry at least as far as Geraldine is concerned, 

and his bitterness toward Sir Roland melts into a warm need 

of renewing the friendship. And to restore the natural bond 

of fraternal love the Bard must travel through the woods, 

the world of nature. 

Another common feature of the three poems is the use of 

1 0 
dreams with various implications of the logos. The dream 

10 Dreams and visions were indeed an essential part of 
Coleridge's life. Letter after letter and pQem after poem 
refer to dreams, feelings, and thoughts that engaged Cole
ridge. The fountain and some supernatural beings are also 
essential parts of these dreams: 

My eyes make pictures when they are shut: 
I see a fountain, large and fair, 
A willow and a ruined hut, 
And thee, and me and Mary there. 

( "A Day Dre am , II _ 11 • - 1 - 4 ) _ 

Also see David S. Miall, "The Meaning of Dreams: Coleridge's 
Ambivalence," Studies in Romanticism, 21, No. 1 ( 1982), 
57-71. In 1803 the poet wrote, "Dreams are no Shadows with 
me; but the real, substantial miseries of life." In 180~ he 
wrote, "how subtly our Feelings are drawn out & continued, & 
how they rise up again magnified into monsters in our 
Dreams--." See Collected Letters, II (Nos. 518 and 551), 
986 and 1056-57. 
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of Cruikshank informs the background of "The Ancient Mari

ner"; and a trancelike state informs the Mariner's experi-

ence (11. 299-308). "Kubla Khan" is reported to be both 

based on and composed in a dream. It has as a subtitle "A 

Vision in a Dream," and the second half of the poem is a 

description of a vision and its effect on the poet. The 

very action of "Christabel" begins because of some disturb-

ing dreams Christabel has experienced. Besides, her experi-

ence with Geraldine has a dream-like quality: after she 

wakes up, she is not sure whether she has had a vision blest 

or a vision of fear. Again, toward the end of Part II, 

Christabel stands "in a dizzy trance" (1. 607). Similarly, 

after it rains, the Mariner refers to awakening to full 

consciousness of the situation as though he has been asleep 

or dead (11. 229-308). 

Coleridge uses dreams to create suspense, to develop 

characters, to lend a dramatic reality to the action, and to 

add certain details to the logos. The Mariner's dreamy 

state suggests that the supernatural creatures of the poem 

may have been real only to his mind. The dream of the poet 

persona of "Kubla Khan" establishes his character as that of 

a visionary. The dream of the Preface invites study of the 

unconscious in the details. The overall effect of such use 

of the dream visions is a suggestion that the greater con

cern of the logos of the three poems is an exposition of the 
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reality of the mind--the birthplace of the visions of joy 

and of the visions of horror. In "Christabel" the Bard's 

dream creates suspense and develops character. It suggests 

the analogy of Christabel and the dove and of Geraldine and 

the serpent. Moreover, it suggests the vatic aspect of the 

Bard. Above all, it serves as a tool to reinforce the im-

pulsive and self-righteous nature of the Baron because he 

fails to interpret the dream in the Bard's way, and he gives 

himself no time to consider the Bard's interpretation. 

An interpretation of the logos as an exposition of the 

reality of the mind leads to a reading of the obscure sense 

of guilt and the tenacious yearning that comprise the Ro-

. 1 1 · mantic agony: . . Although the extent to which these themes 

are treated in the individual poems varies, the themes are 

present in each of the three poems. "The Ancient Mariner" 

shows the protagonist's suffering under the accusations of 

his companions, and to a great extent it shows his Ahab-type 

quarrel with God in his inability to pray despite his in-

tense suffering. The obscure sense of melancholy which 

overwhelms ~ the Guest toward the narrative's end is explain

able both through the poet's belief in original sin and 

through his sense of wrong about his country's exploitation 

· 11 For a discussion of the Romantic agony refer to 
Mario Praz The Romantic Agony, trans. Angus Davidson (1933; 
New York: The World Publishing Company, 1968). 
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of other nations. In another poem, "Fears in Solitude," 

which he wrote in the same year, Coleridge openly condemned 

his countrymen's self-righteousness in exploitation of other 

nations. He states that they have started playing "tricks 

with conscience" to an extent that they can use "dainty" 

terms like victory for justifying deeds of "fratricide" 

(11. 112-13). He viewed his compatriots as men who indulged 

in sensual delights at home and carried "slavery and pangs 

to distant tribes" (1. 50). He cautioned them that "evil 

days are coming on us" ( 11. 123-24). In this con text, the 

Mariner's wanton crime is similar to the wanton crimes of 

Englishmen in general. No wonder its guilt and melancholy 

pass on to a fellow Englishman, the Wedding Guest. The 

reader can reach a still clearer understanding of the Mari

ner's guilt and suffering by interpreting a comment about 

the European guilt by Carl G. Jung: 

The horror which the dictator States have of late 
brought upon mankind is nothing less than the culmina
tion of all those atrocities of which our ancestors 
made themselves guilty in the not so distant past. 
Quite apart from the barbarities and blood baths perpe
trated by the Christian nations among themselves 
throughout European history, the European has also to 
answer for all the crimes he has committed against the 
dark-skinned peoples during the process of coloniza
tion. In this respect the white man carries a very 
heavy burden indeed. It shows us a picture of the 
common human shadow that could hardly be painted in 
blacker colors. The evil that comes to light in man 
and that undoubtedly dwells within him ~s of gigantic 
proportions, so that for the Church to talk of original 
sin and to trace it back to A.dam's relatively innocent 



slip-up with Eve is almost a euphemism. The case is 
far graver and is grossly underestimated. 12 

21 6 

Surely, history amply corroborates the fact that many of the 

cruelties of the European nations against the "distant 

tribes" were as wanton and motiveless as the Mariner's 

killing of the Albatross. Since the Mariner's ship sailed 

over distant waters through areas of extreme cold and ex

treme heat, its voyage symbolizes Englishmen's travels to 

all kinds of places with political and economic motives. 

Additionally, the anonymity of the two characters and of the 

places renders the voyage similar to other voyages recorded 

in literature and history. 

Just as "The Ancient Mariner" shows the wantonness 

which ultimately leads to guilt and alienation from God, 

"Kubla Khan" concentrates upon the sensual aspect of the 

romantic agony. It suggests extravagant indulgence through 

the elaborate planning and seclusion of Kubla's palace, and 

it suggests vain sensuality through the agony of the wailing 

woman. Guilt is represented in the poem by the ancestral 

voices tha~ prophesy war. In both poems Coleridge incor-

porates subtle suggestions of the universality of their 

meaning. "The Ancient Mariner" allows no names to its major 

characters or places. Although Kubla Khan is a historical 

1 2 T h e u n d i s.c o v e r e d S e 1 f , t r an s . R . F . C . H u 11 ( 1 9 5 9 ; 
Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1 958), P. 95. 
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figure, Xanadu is an imaginative place name. Therefore, the 

guilt that separates the Mariner from the rest of mankind 

and Kubla's impossible hope of a complete withdrawal from 

the world are the manifestationi of Romantic--perhaps even 

Byronic--guilt and yearning. 

As one views "Christabel" in relation to the exposition 

of the Romantic agony, one notes that whereas the concern of 

"The Ancient Mariner" and "Kubla Khan" is an exposition of 

the archetypal sense of guilt related to cruelty and sen

suality, the chief concern of "Christabel" is the exposition 

of the Romantic agony related to the obscure sense of per

sonal guilt--whether it is caused by a regression into in

fancy and its mother image or by an awareness of the erotic 

in the Freudian sense. "Christabel" treats the theme of 

personal guilt through the encounter of Christabel with 

Geraldine. As a m ix tu re of be au t y an d u g 1 in e .s s , G e r a 1 d in e 

is the concrete embodiment of the erotic, the suppressed 

part of the medieval heroine's personality. Therefore, she 

invites Christabel's acquaintance and companionship in man

ners which are both surreptitious and seductive~ Her moans 

under the oak and her plea "stretch forth thy hand" ar·e 

pleas on behalf of the id, a part which had become Christa-

bel's shadow because of social restraints. The two wome.n' s 

mutual involvement in the bedroom is reported with erotic 

innuendoes. These aid the reader in viewing Geraldine as 
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Eros and in understanding the cause of Christabel's "sorrow 

and shame" as a vague sense of guilt over experiencing 

erotic urges. Her difficulty in sending Geraldine away from 

the castle is also related to Geraldine's identity as 

Christabel's shadow, as Christabel's doppelganger. Such 

figures in literature are often presented as figures that 

claim concern from and relationship with the protagonists. 

Usually, the protagonists remain ambivalent toward them, but 

they find it extremely difficult to free themselves from the 

doppelganger's company. As her shadow Geraldine involves 

Christabel in visions of fear, sorrow, and joy. In Part II 

of the poem she passes on some of her own characteristics to 

Christabel. It is this aspect of her being--the aspect that 

allows the heroine feelings of ambivalence and unconscious imi

tation of her behavior--which makes Geraldine a figure very 

different from the kind represented by Spens.er's Duessa in 

. 1 3 
Book I of The Faerie Queene. 

Besides aiding Coleridge in portraying the immense 

sense of archetypal and social guilt and the vague sense of 

personal guilt, the supernatural of his three major poems 

serves as a lurid light that gives some not-so-clear 

glimpses of the unconscious. To portray the unconscious 

13 For a comparison of Geraldine with Duessa see 
Richard Harter Fogle, "Christabel," in The Idea of Cole
r i d g e , s c r i t i c i s m ( Berke 1 e y : .- Un iv . o f C a 1 i for n i a P re s s , · 

1 962'), pp. 133-35. 
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Coleridge places the protagonists in rather isolated situa

tions because such situations can activate the unconscious. 

When activated, the unconscious surfaces in the form of 

illusions and hallucinations--the personifications of the 

animated psychic atmosphere. Coleridge places his Mariner 

in utter loneliness away from his homeland, his Christabel 

in a lonely castle in the woods, and his Kubla Khan in a 

secluded pleasure palace. The sea of "The Ancient Mariner," 

the river Alph of "Kubla Khan," and the benighted woods of 

"Christabel" are of dual significance--appropriate locales 

of the poem's supernatural events and as suggestive symbols 

of the poet's journey into the unconscious. The dream 

visions inspired by these settings reinforce the affinity of 

the poems with the medieval romances while they represent 

1 4 
the personifications of the animated psyche. "The Ancient 

Mariner" is a symbol of a vision of life as an inevitable 

journey toward the unfamiliar and the unknown. In this 

unknown region lie the causes of both the wanton mistakes 

and immense personal and archetypal regret. The Mariner's 

14 For the Romantic tendency to project ideas in sym
bols see R. A. Foakes, The Romantic Assertion: A Study in 
the Language of Nineteenth Century Poetry (New York: Barnes 
and Noble, Inc., 1958). Also see J. Robert Barth, The Sym
bolic Imagination: Coleridge and the Romantic Tradition 
(Princeton New Jersey: Princeton Univ. Press, 1977), and 

\ ' Richard Haven, Patterns of Consciousness: An Essay on Cole-
ridge (Cambridge, Mass.: Univ. of Massachusetts Press, 
1969). 



220 

killing of the Albatross is regarded as highly reprehensible 

by his companions. Dwelling upon this wrongdoing alienates 

him, and sharing of this experience with another person 

makes the other person partake of his sense of alienation 

and guilt. After listening to the Mariner's woeful tale, 

the Guest fails to participate in the careless merry-making 

(represented by the wedding) of other persons. 

While "The Ancient Mariner" concerns those regions of 

the unconscious which store repressed guilt and feelings of 

alienation, "Kubla Khan" probes into the role of the uncon-

scious in the act of creation itself. Looking all the way 

back to Plato on the one hand and looking ahead to Jung on 

the other, the poem presents the idea of creation through 

the birth, flow, and ending of the river. Echoing Plato's 

Ion, it presents its poet persona as a man with wavy hair 

who has been nurtured on the honey ·and manna of heaven. His 

creative stream of thought is represented by the river in 

its sudden birth, its mazy and careless flow, and its 

merging with the ocean. This representation is identical to 

Jung's view of the poetic creation: "The poet's conviction 

that he is creating in absolute freedom would then be an illu

sion: he fancies he is swimming, but in reality an unseen 

current sweeps him along." The unseen current is the poet's 

unconscious which serves as an obscure ally of his conscious. 

Although obscure, the unconscious exerts a definite influence 
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on the poet's choice of subject, genre, and style. Jung 

makes an unequivocal statement of his belief in the in

fluence of the unconscious by referring to some direct and 

indirect proofs of this influence: 

Direct proof would be afforded by a poet who thinks he 
knows what he is saying but actually says more than he 
is aware of. Such cases are not uncommon. Indirect 
proof would be found in cases where behind the apparent 
free will of the poet there stands a higher imperative 
that renews its peremptory demands as soon as the poet 
voluntarily gives up his creative activity, or that 
produces psychic complications whenever his work had to 
be broken off against his will. 

Analysis of the artists consistently shows not only 
the strength of the creative impulse arising from the 
unconscious, but also its capricious and wilful charac
ter. The biographies of great artists make it abun
dantly clear that the creative urge is often so im
perious that it battens on their humanity and yokes 
everything to the service of the work, even at the cost 
of health and ordinary human happiness. The unborn 
work in the psyche of the artist is a force of nature 
that achieves its end either with tyrannical might or 
with the subtle cunning of nature herself, quite re
·gardless of the personal fate of the man who is its 
vehicle. The creative urge lives and grows in him like 
a tree in the earth from which it draws its nourish
ment. 15 

In this way the act of creation is sometimes capable of 

appearing only as a mere disturbance of the conscious ac

tivities, but at other times it is charged with energy to 

the point that it appears as "a supraordinate authority 

which can harness the ego to its purpose." In the first 

15 Carl G. Jung, "Relation of Analytical . Psychology · to 
Poetry," in The Portable Jung, ed. Joseph Campbell, trans. 
R. F. C.· Hull (1971; New York: Penguin Books, 1976), pp. 
312-12. 
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case the end result is a conscious product aimed at having 

an intended effect, but in the second the artistic product 

achieves its aim without the assistance of human conscious-

ness. In fact, it defies the ; artist's consciousness by 

"willfully insisting on its own form and effect." The 

former is limited in its affective power; the latter is 

pregnant with an infinite affective power. Designed accord-

ing to the author's specific intention, the first does not 

go beyond the limits of its reader's comprehension; evolving 

its form and meaning when "the author's consciousness was in 

abeyance," the second kind transcends our understanding. 16 

"Kubla Khan," as well as "The Ancient Mariner" and "Christa-

bel," is a poem of the second kind. Its superb affective 

power remains beyond question. Perhaps to caution readers 

who are programmed to find narrow, specific meanings in 

literature, Coleridge intentionally declared . it to be a 

fragment that was originally composed in a dream. Through 

this declaration he makes the reader believe that the poetic 

inspiration for "Kubla Khan" came during sleep--a subcon

scious or unconscious state. Just as the poet had no con

scious part in bringing the inspiration to life, he ~ad no 

control over its irretrievable loss after an interruption. 

1 6 _Jung, "Relation of Analytical Psychology to Poetry," 
in The Portable Jung, pp. 312-17. 
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Coleridge's statement may not be a literal truth; however, 

a contrary opinion which would claim that Coleridge composed 

his charming and profound poem through purely conscious 

artistry would be equally short of truth . The truth about 

the poem's birth lies between the two extremes. To a highly 

imaginative mind that is tenacious in its pursuit of truth 

and sensitive to the rhythms of the language, poetic numbers 

come as effortlessly as dreams. During the quiet moments 

when Coleridge had just finished reading a reference to 

Kubla in Purchas' account, poetic expression might have come 

to him as suddenly as the beginning of the river Alph. 

ever, since he had a mind to which ideas rushed in tor

rents--"My thoughts crowd each other to death" 17 --it is 

How-

possible that many thoughts occurred simultaneously. Such a 

confluence could naturally interfere with the linear move

ment of his thoughts concerning the pleasure palace and the 

inspired poet of the last half. Therefore, Coleridge's 

statement about the fragmentary nature of "Kubla Khan" is in 

fact a statement about the artistic superiority of the poem 

designed to urge the reader to look for the possible uncon

scious projections of the logos. Such projections have a 

tendency to remain fragmentary. Consequently, a poet that 

17 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "Selections from Anima 
Poetae " in The Portable Coleridge, ed. I. A. Richards 
(1950;,New York: Penguin Books, 1978), p. 315. 
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have written a fragment. 
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Yet another aspect of the unconscious that is concerned 

with an entelechy of the self is the subject of the super

natural camouflage of "Christabel." As personification of 

this aspect Geraldine appears on the moonlit scene and 

claims recognition from Christabel. Without much hesita-

tion, Christabel approaches her; without entertaining any 

doubt about her story of abduction,Christabel espouses her 

cause. Similarly, when Geraldine is presented to the Baron, 

he promptly experiences gushes of love and duty for her. 

Her prompt acceptance by the two is caused by their uncon

scious recognition of their buried selves in her being. 

Recognition of the unconscious in the three poems sug

gests that in "The Ancient Mariner" it is primarily con

cerned with projection of social guilt, in "'Kubla Khan" with 

imagination, and in "Christabel" with an entelechy of the 

self. Further interpretation of the unconscious indicates 

1 8 
some Freudian suggestions of the logos. The reader may 

place the experiences narrated in these poems side by side 

18 Probing into the unconscious has also inspired 
source studies such as John Livingstone Lowes, The Road to 
Xanadu: A Study of the Ways of Imagination (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1927), and Patricia M. Adair; The Waking 
Dream: A Study of Coleridge's Poetry (London: Edward Arnold 
Publishers Ltd., 1967). 
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with some of the experiences of their author. He may relate 

the mystery, horror, and spiritual torment wnich is por

trayed in these poems to the instances of mystery, horror, 

and spiritual torment of Coleridge's life. Biographical 

accounts of Coleridge have presented him as a very intelli

gent and sensitive individual who philosophized about all 

that happened to him and all that occurred in the society he 

lived in. As a child he was jealous of his brother Frank 

and he was generally well loved by both parents. Two bad 

incidents of his early life are a serious quarrel with his 

brother Frank and the death of his father when he was only 

nine years old. His later life was more unpleasant because 

it involved opium addiction, setbacks in his career, and an 

unhappy marriage. Since such unpleasant details are the 

usual subject of psychoanalysis, a few readers have applied 

psychoanalytic theories to the poems to assert that the 

poems symbolize the unhappy side of Coleridge's life, most of 

which the poet had repressed into the unconscious. The need 

to release the pressure of the unconscious or semiconscious 

impelled the poet to treat the subject of guilt. An .early 

treatment of the subject is Osorio, which focuses upon 

j~alousy and irrational murder. By the time Coleridge wrote 

his three major poems, he had decided to use supernaturalism 

f o r treat in g the theme of g u i 1 t . Ar g u~i :n-g on the s e 1 in es 

Douglas Angus has stated that Coleridge "takes up certain 
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old folklore subjects that seem so safely removed from him

self~ but which are replete with suggestive symbolism, and 

enable him, therefore, to reveal his inner secret in 

symbols without being entirely conscious of doing so. 111 9 

Angus views Coleridge's . love for Mary Evans and Coleridge's 

addiction to opium as evidences of the poet's narcissism, 

his repeated use of the images of babe and bosom as evi

dences of the fixation on the theme of motherhood, and his 

dwelling upon guilt in his poems as . "a compulsive, ir

rational release" of guilt associated with Oedipal feelings. 

To him love and guilt that envelop the central figure of 

each of the three poems ace guides to viewing them as fie-

tional counterparts of Coleridge himself. Therefore, the 

Mariner's killing the Albatross is a killing of the father 

figure and his clinging to the Wedding Guest is reminiscent 

of Coleridge's excessive attachment to his f ·riends. 

Christabel's living with her father without her mother is a 

reversal of Coleridge's own life with his mother after the 

death of his father because such reversal is necessary for 

concealment of Oedipal feelings. "Kubla Khan" deals with 

birth, life, and loss of mother love. Besides, each of the 

three poems contains the theme of taboo, of secret guilt and 

19 "The Theme of Love and Guilt in Coleridge's Three 
Major Poems," Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 59 
(1960), 658. 
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shame which originally comes to the protagonist as a spell 

or en~hantment from a female. The taboo, in turn, is Cole-

ridge's awareness of the necessity of keeping his guilty 

feelings to himself. 20 

Such clinical studies of Coleridge's poems are quite 

intriguing; however, it is obviously fallacious to explain a 

work of art as a neurosis because a work is not a person

ality but only a product conceived and nurtured by the per-

sonality. To assert its "supra-personal" nature we may 

borrow the words of Jung: 

Personal causes have as much or as little to do with a 
work of art as the soil with the plant that springs 
from it. We can certainly learn to understand some of 
the plant's peculiarities by getting to know its habi
tat, and for the botanist this is an important part of 
his equipment. But nobody will maintain that every
thing essential has then been discovered about the 
plant itself. The personal orientation which the doc
tor needs when confronted with the question of aeti
ology in medicine is quite out of place in dealing 
with a work of art, just because a work · of art is not a 
human being, but it is something supra-personal. It is 
a thing and not a personality; hence it cannot be 
judged by personal criteria. Indeed, the special 
significance of a true work of art resides in the fact 
that it has escaped from the limitations of the personal 
and has soared beyond the personal concerns of its 
creator. 

The p 1 ant is not a mere product of the soi 1 ; it .is a 
living, self-contained process which in essence has 

20 Angus, pp. 660-65. Also see Geoffrey Yarlott, Cole
ridge and the Abyssinian Maid (London: Metheun & Company;'r::'td., 
1967); Arthur Wormhoudt, The Demon Lover: A Psychoanalytic 
Approach to Literature (1949; New York: Books for Libraries 
Press 1968) • and J. Garth Ware, "Coleridge's Great Poems Re-

' ' . fleeting the Mother Imago," American Imago, 18 ( 1961), 331-51. 
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nothing to do with the character of the soil. In the 
same way, the meaning and individual quality of a work 

. of art inhere within it and not in its extrin~it 
determinants. One might alsost describe it as a living 
being that uses man only as a nutrient medium, employ
ing his capacities according to its own laws and shap
ing itself to the fulfillment of its own creative 
powers.21 

Perhaps Coleridge's three major poems do suggest his 

insight into guilt and suffering because his mind--the 

"soil" from which the poems grew--was personally familiar 

with these feelings. His needlessly harsh castigations of 

the self and his ever-increasing physical suffering had kept 

these feelings alive to him. Nevertheless, the poems con-

tain enough of aesthetic distance to keep suggestions of the 

personal obscure, and in spite of Freudian interpretations 

they continue to impress us as pieces of pure poetic art. 

That Coleridge called two out of the three ("Kubla Khan" and 

"Christabel") fragments is another fact that enhances this 

aesthetic distance. If these poems were meant to be mere 

songs of the self, there is no reason the poet should claim 

that "Kubla Khan" is only a fragment of what he would have 

written had he not been disturbed by the man from Porlock 

or that in spite of his plans to complete the poem, ne had 

to give up "Christabel" because its idea was too "subtle" 

and "difficult." Because journeys into the interior were 

21 Jung, "Relation of, Analytical Psychology to Poetry," 
in The Portable Jung, pp. 308-09. 
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habitual with him, whatever chain of thoughts and images was 

lost on one such journey could have been regained in a 

subsequent one. Why did he ever feel the need to defend 

himself against Mrs. Barbauld's accusation and state that 

"The Ancient Mariner" had too much moral in it? Would it be 

possible for him to write this poem of the sea without hav

ing crossed the English channel at the time? A considera

tion of these matters suggests that the real bases of these 

poems were not personal experiences but thoughts and feelings 

of archetypal and general human concerns. As these concerns 

filtered through the poet's psyche to attain a poetic 

expression, they were inevitably colored by his personality. 

They became clothed in images and narratives that had held 

a special appeal to Coleridge because they had the potential 

of giving a rhetorically affective eloquence to his ideas. 

· Just as Coleridge was too sincere to keep es·pousing a cer

tain philosophy after he had found other answers--and some

times better answers--to his questions, he was too much of 

an idealist to allow himself to stay limited primarily to 

his personal interests. Personal interests could not influ-

ence his writing any more than the soil can influence the 

quality and pattern of growth of a plant. Besides, Cole

ridge was too much of a poet to write his great poems with 

a "palpable design" suited to himself or to his readers. 

Therefore, as he allowed these poems to dictate their own 
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22 pearance of fragments, and he let one of them address a 

moral. 
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When read together the three poems reveal their syner

gistic combination of various thoughts and feelings. 

Through this combination their "myriad-minded" poet has cre

ated an ambiguity that reflects the ethos through essential 

goodness of the narrators and the major characters and 

through superior artistry of Coleridge himself. The poems 

develop an image of Coleridge as a man of complex beliefs 

and attitudes and superior artistic and imaginative capa-

bilities. The ambiguity also reflects the equally complex 

logos, which relates to the moral, spiritual, social, and 

psychological views of Coleridge. In conjunction with its 

reflections of the ethos and the logos, the ambiguity--a 

special characteristic of the s~pernatural--~erves as the 

22 D. F. Rauber has viewed these and other Romantic 
t:ragments as spec.Lal "accidental" forms that aided the poets 
in sugg~sting the infinity of their visions of the reality. 
He asserts that in addition to being continuous and unend
ing , th i s i n f in i t y was con c e iv e d b y t he Rom an t i cs - as "_ a r_1 

unending, ascending, and widening spiral," and therefore, 
it was necessary that they create the illusion of "cut short 
rather than stopped." See "The Fragment as Romantic Form," 
Modern Language Quarterly, 30 -( 1969), 212-21. Also refer to 
W. B. Yeats's theory of gyres in A Vision (1938; final re~ 
v i s e d e d i t i o n , N e w Yo r k : T he Ma cm i 11 a n C o . , 1 9. 6 1 ) a n d to 
Edward Kessler's Coleridge's Metaphors of Being (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton Univ. Press, 1979). 
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23 chief tool of pathos. To create sufficient mystery and 

horror the supernatural of "The Ancient Mariner," "Kubla 

Khan," and "Christabel" relies on the motifs of dreams, iso

lation, a distant and non-historical past, and the exotic. 

Dreams and isolation serve the rhetorical purpose of making 

the supernaturalism of Coleridge's poems attain a degree of 

naturalness, which is necessary for placing the reader in a 

thoughtful mood needed for cognition of the logos. Since 

anything is possible in a dream, the events, characters, and 

settings of the three poems seem possible and perhaps even 

probable. The protagonists' isolation enables the reader to 

accept the intensity of their dreams.
24 

Their dreamy state 

enables him to accept the dramatic reality of their experi-

ences. Coleridge enhances the effect through his use of the 

exotic and the remote past. From the familiar northern seas 

the Mariner's ship goes toward the South Pole; instead of 

the familiar beauty of the lake district, "Kubla Khan" dares 

23 In his classification of the ambiguities of literary 
works William Empson calls this the fourth type of ambiguity. 
See his Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930; New York: New Direc
tions Publishing Corporation, 1966). 

24 Isolation produces illusion and hallucinations that 
form essential parts of the legends of lonely wanderers in 
the desert and of the seafarers and saints. In these illu
sions ghostly shadows substitute for people, and conse
quently the primitive man came to believe that lonely and 
desolat; places were haunted by apparitions. See Carl G. 
J u ng, " D re am s y m b o 1 i s m in Re 1 a ti on to A 1 c hem y , " i n T he Po r ta-
ble Jung, p. 331. 
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to explore the landscape of Xanadu; and "Christabel" admits 

of no geographical reference at all. The action of each of 

the three poems occurs in medieval times. The narrator, as 

well as the protagonist, of "The Ancient Mariner" explicitly 

believes in good and bad omens and in ghosts and spirits as 

people of the Middle Ages did. The poem's archaism, its 

ballad stanza, and its mention of the medieval crossbow are 

further indications that the poet wishes his readers to 

submit themselves to the effects of medievalism. "Kubla 

Khan" relates itself to the thirteenth century through its 

attempt to describe the palace of Kubla--a Chinese emperor 

of the time. "Christabel" relates its elf to the sam_e age by 

using a castle and a knight and by using the motifs of 

ghosts, vampires, and superstitions. By keeping the major 

details of his poems sufficiently shrouded in mystery regard

ing the exact historical time and the exact ·geographical 

place, the poet gives them the flavor of folk tales and thus 

invites the reader to accept them as apparent fiction which 

may have a reality greater than the reality of historical 

facts. Consequently, when the Mariner feels that he is 

tortured by spirits and the Nightmare Life-in-Death, the 

reader may empathize with him : Furthermore, when the 

reader envisions the awe-struck audience of the poet persona 

watching him intently, the reader may understand the ritual 

of marching around the poet. Finally, when the subjects of 
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the Baron suspect that the old bitch sees the dead baroness' 

ghost and when Christabel believes that she is under a spell, 

the reader can sense reality in the subjects' belief and he 

can empathize with Christabel. In this manner, the super

natural element of Coleridge's three major poems becomes a 

special tool for probing into the reality which continues to 

take forms that thrill or horrify and forms that can be re

cognized and lived with or forms that defy total recognition 

and adequate descriptions. A comprehensive vision of this 

reality brings about the awareness that deep truth is indeed 

imageless. Naturally, then, the poems that attempt a por

trayal of this truth must contain abundant mystery; Cole

ridge's three major poems create this mystery with the aid 

of the supernatural. 



CHAPTER VI 

Rhetorical Analysis as an Elaboration of Coleridge's 

Theory of Imagination 

The tripartite rhetorical analysis of the supernatural 

in Coleridge's three major poems leads the reader-analyst to 

the conclusion that the rhetorical analysis examines the 

same concerns as those which Coleridge e~amines in his dis-

cussions of the poetic imagination. In fact, the rhetorical 

analysis further elaborates and illustrates Coleridge's 

theory of imagination. It discusses the supernatural in 

"The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and 

"Christabel" by relating it to the three rhetorical con

cerns: ethos, logos, and pathos. Discussions of ethos 

examine the ethical appeal exerted by the moral disposition, 

courtesy, and good will of the speakers and by the por

trayals of sympathe~ic protagonists of each poem. The dis

cussions also examine the characteristics of the imagination 

of Coleridge which created these poems. Discussions ·of 

logos scrutinize the various facets of Coleridge's meaning, 

and discussions of pathos examine the effect of - these poems 

on the mind of the reader. Thus the rhetorical analysis 

approaches the three poems as works of imagination which 
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have the power to connect their message to the imagination 

of the poet on one hand and the imagination of the reader on 

the other. The beauty and power which connects is discussed 

as pathos. 

By devoting attention to the characteristics of Cole

ridge's mind and the minds of the personae through whose 

voices Coleridge presen~s his poems, discussions of ethos 

enable one to gain an insight into the working of Cole-

ridge's imagination. One notices that the imagination of 

Coleridge works in much the same way as that described in 

his discussions of the poetic imagination. It operates as 

the central part of Coleridge's being by encompassing his 

thoughts, feelings, beliefs, experiences, aspirations, edu-

cation, and knowledge. His radicalism, his elation and 

dejection, his Christianity, his physical and mental suf

fering, his idealistic yearning, his education at the 

grammar school, and his study of romances and of philo

sophy--all are responsible for moving Coleridge's mind 

toward a special interest in a study of evil, of mixed mo

tives, of conscious and unconscious workings of mind, and 

of the mysterious nature of some experiences in dreams and 

in waking life. For appropriate expositions of these con

cerns Coleridge selects and employs supernatural motifs in 

his three major poems. It is the process of such selection 

and employment which is the subject of Coleridge's famous 
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theory of imagination. 

In the thirteenth and fourteenth chapters of Biographia 

Literaria and in remarks scattered through his non-poetic 

writing in general Coleridge defines imagination as a 

faculty of interrelated parts. Comprised of interrelated 

parts itself, the faculty devotes its energy to a study of 

the individually distinct features of the various compo

nents of reality in a manner so comprehensive that it per

ceives connections between the opposite nature of the con-

traries. Consequently, it synthesizes the contraries with-

out annihilating their differences. 

In some of his discussions of imagination Coleridge 

explains the interrelated parts of the faculty by referring 

to them as the primary and secondary parts; in others he 

refers to them as the conscious and the unconscious. In 

some discussions he focuses upon the synthesizing power of 

imagination. In the tenth chapter of the Biographia Cole-

ridge coins the word esemplastic to suggest that the synthe

sizing power is not a power that merely dovetails; it is a 

power that fuses separate parts of reality into one--a whole 

and indivisible unit. In the thirteenth and fourteenth 

chapters he defines the primary and secondary parts of 

imagination by showing their difference from each other and 

from fancy: 

The imagination then, I consider either as primary, 
or secondary. The primary imagination I hold to be the 
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living power and agent of all human perception, and as 
a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of 
creation in the infinite I AM. The secondary I con
sider as an echo of the former, co-existing with the 
conscious will, yet still as identical with the pri
mary in the kind of its agency, and differing only in 
degree, and in the mode of its operation. It dis
solves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to re-create; 
or where this process is rendered impossible, yet 
still, at all events, it struggles to idealize and to 
unify. It is essentially vital, even as all objects 
(as objects) are essentially fixed and dead. 

Fancy, on the contrary, has no other counters to 
play with but fixities and definites. The fancy is 
indeed no other than a mode of memory emancipated from 
the order of time and space; and blended with, and 
modified by that empirical phaenomenon of the will 
which we express by the word choice. But equally with 
the ordinary memory it must receive all its materials 
ready made from the law of association. 1 

Thus according to Coleridge the function of the primary 

imagination is an impressionistic observation of reality. 

It is not a passive observation of the Hartleyan system of 

associationism but a selective and creative observation by 

1 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria or Bio
graphical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions, ed. 
George Watson (1817; London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1956), 
p. 167. All subsequent references to the Biographia are to 
this edition. 

In his Table Talk concerning the sublime Coleridge ex-
plains the concept of fusing into one in the following 
words: 

When the whole and the parts are seen at once, as 
mutually producing and explaining each other, as unity 
in multiety, there results shapeliness--forma formosa. 
Where the perfection of form is combined with pleasu~
ableness in the sensations, excited by the matters or 
substances so formed, there results the beautiful. 

See Table Talk and Omniana of Samuel Taylor Eoleridge, ed. 
T. Ashe (London: George Bell and Sons, 1884), p. 323. 



238 

an active imagination. The force (values, beliefs, educa-

tion, and other elements which form a disposition) which 

guides this selection is what the rhetoricians call ethos-

ethos as far as it is representative of the poet's charac

teristic habits, "of habitual propensity to a certain spe

cies of conduct." 2 Therefore, a discussion of ethos which 

elaborates upon this guiding force is really a discussion of 

the primary imagination; a discussion of ethos is in fact a 

discussion of both facets of imagination. The poet's values, 

beliefs, education, and experience are fundamental to his 

choice of subject, genre, and style. Discussion of the 

ethos of Coleridge's major poems shows that the gloomy, 

nightmarish, and visionary element--which is created in the 

three poems by the supernatural motifs of isolation, exoti

cism, darkness, and ghoulish figures--is a creation by an 

imagination educated on medieval romances, Gothic romances 

and gloomy poetry of the eighteenth century, and philoso

phical and religious principles encompassing Platonism, 

mysticism, and Christianity. It shows that during the inven

tional stage of the composition of his three major poems 

Coleridge's imagination led him to select his topoi primarily 

from well established and successful traditions of the 

2 For an interpretation of ethos as "disposition" see 
George Campbell The Philosophy of Rhetoric, ed. Lloyd F. 
Bitzer (Carbond;le: Southern Illinois Univ. Press, 1963), 
p. 8 0. 
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graveyard school, terror romanticism, and dream visions. 

And for arrangement and organization of his material it led 

Coleridge to select patterns from traditions of the ballad, 

epic, and lyric. Furthermore, Coleridge's awareness that he 

is only a novice at the art and that he needs to ·· ·win the 

favor of his readers ("I am forced to write for bread" 3 ) 

must have encouraged him to limit his creative expressions 

to the literary conventions that had already achieved sue-

cess. 

Just as the discussions of the ethos are related to the 

rhetorical appeal engendered by the quality of Coleridge's 

imagination, discussions of the logos are related to his 

poetic_ expositions of certain ideas. To emphasize the 

creative expression of these ideas, Coleridge states that in 

the process of perception the imagination experiences "a 

repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation 

in the infinite I AM." 4 First it perceives reality 

3 Le t t e r to J o s e p h Co t t 1 e d a t e d Feb r u a r y 2 2 , 1 7 9 6, in 
eollected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 4 vols., ed. 
Earl Leslie Griggs (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1956-59), 
I ( 1 0 5 ) , 1 8 5 • _ . . . ___ _ _ _ . ____ _ _ _ __ _ _ 

4 In another context Coleridge is expounding the same 
idea when he states that "Man, in a secondary sense, may be 
looked upon in part as his own creator, for by the improve
ment of the faculties bestowed upon him by God, he not o~ly 
enlarges them, but may be said to bring new ones into exis
tence. The Almighty has thus condescended to communicate to 
man, in a high state of moral cultivation, a portion of his 
own great attributes." Lectures and Notes on Shakespeare 
and Other En.glish Poets, ed. T. Ashe (London: George Bell 
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subjectively. Coleridge suggests this kind of perception in 

"Dejection, an Ode" when he states "0 Lady! we receive but 

what we give,/ And in our life alone does Nature live:" 

(11. 47-48) . 5 In the subsequent stages of perception ima

gination is fully creative because it "dissolves, diffuses, 

dissipates, in order to re-create." Remaining an "echo" of 

the primary, the secondary imagination performs the re

visionary task of extending and transforming the observed 

reality. 6 The ultimate result of these extensions and 

transformations is an embodiment of complex meanings and 

superior structures evolved through organization, style, and 

ornamentation of a work of imagination. The three major 

and Sons, 1884), p. 39. 

Gerard Manley Hopkins called the creative perception of 
a pattern "inscape" and the imaginative activity which re
sults from the perception the "instress." · 

5 The Complete Poetical Works of Samuel Taylor Cole
ridge, ed. Ernest Hartley Coleridge, 2 vols. (Oxford: The 
Clarendon Press, 1 912), I, 365. 

6 Jean-Pierre Mileur, Vision and Revision: Coleridge's 
Art of Immanence (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1982), 
p . 7 . A c c O rd in g to Mi 1 e u r the re 1 a t i o n b e t we en t he ''Mys t e r y 
Poems" and the rest of the Coleridge canon is revisionary. 
The revisionary nature of Coleridge's imagination is also 
evidenced by the poet's adding the gloss to "The Ancient 
Mariner" the Preface to "Kubla Khan," and The Conclusion to 

' Part II of "Christabel." He further suggests that the com-
position of the Biographia is yet another instance of the 
revisionary nature of Coleridge's imagination because its 
composition is probably simultaneous with that of the gloss 
and the Preface. 
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Discussions of the logos 

are discussions of the complex meanings of these poems, and 

discussions of the powerful effect of these meanings are 

expositions of the rhetorical pathos. 

The infinite creativity of the imagination of Cole~ 

ridge's theory is amply illustrated by the rhetorical 

analysis of the logos because it approaches the meaning of 

the three poems from many angles, ranging from biographical 

and psychological to metapoetic, ethical, social, and arche-

typal. such an analysis views the supernatural of "The 

Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel" as a viable 

symbol, and symbol is a favorite mode of imagination. Un

like simile and metaphor and other devices of amplification 

and i 11 us tr at ion, the s y m b o 1 has the power to become f u 11 y 

integrated into the reality it represents. Since the logos 

of these poems concerns a portrayal of a reality which is 

attractive yet repulsive and fasci~ating yet horrifying, the 

supernatural is an appropriate tool of expounding this 

reality. By working in the visions of the beautiful and the 

perfect and by working in the visions of the mysterious and 

the spectral the supernatural of these poems tends to blur 

distinctions between the real and the imaginary. Such blur

ring is necessary to represent the reality which is recog

nizable only vaguely. Whereas a philosopher resorts to 

abstract statements of such real i ty, Coleridge employs the 
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supernatural to give concrete forms to the indistinct 

shadows of imagination. Philosophical meanings are so 

interwoven with the supernatural fictions of his three major 

poems that one may state emphatically, in words which Cole

ridge used for Wordsworth, that Coleridge's poetry is his 

"Philosophy under the action of strong winds of Feeling. 117 

The interpretations of logos which deal with the 

psychological and archetypal meanings of the poems are clear 

illustrations of Coleridge's discussion of the unconscious , 

as an important part of the poetic imagination. According 

to Coleridge's theory an artist develops his logos through a 

joint operation of the conscious and unconscious parts of 

imag i na.t ion. A harmonious combination of the two is the 

mark of a genius because the unconscious is "the genius in 

the man of genius. 118 Nevertheless, Coleridge cautiously 

avoids attaching too much importance to the role of the un- . 

conscious. He clearly affirms that a genius consciously 

strives for certain effects by choosing genre, form, and 

style which can convey his idea most effectively. Such 

7 Collected Letters, II (No. 508), 957. 

8 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "On Poesy or Art," in 
English Romantic Writers, ed. David Perkins (New York: Har
court Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1967), p. 495 . . James Volant 
Baker comments that through his failure to relate associa
tionism to the unconscious Coleridge shows the limitation of 
his view of fancy. See The Sacred River: Coleridge's Theory 
of the Imagination (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 
1957). 
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conscientious choice informs the work of the genius Shakes-

peare. Although Dryden and other literary men had already 

discussed the natural genius of Shakespeare, Coleridge 

could not accept the idea of an automatically operating 

faculty with which nature had endowed the Renaissance 

genius . He views Shakespeare as a diligent artist who 

. first studied patiently, meditated deeply, under
stood minutely, till knowledge become habitual and 
intuitive, wedded itself to his habitual feelings, and 
at length gave birth to that stupendous power by which 
he stands alone, with no equal or second in his own 
class; to that power which seated him on one of the two 
glory-smitten summits of the poetic mountain, with 
Milton as his compeer not rival.9 

A genius like Shakespeare keeps fancy subordinate to his 

imagination because fancy is only a mode of memory which 

deals with only fixed and definite impressions. Coleridge 

states that in the work of a great poet "good sense is the 

body of poetic genius, fancy its drapery, motion its lif~ ~; 

and imagination the soul that is everywhere, and in each; 

and forms all into one graceful and intelli~ent whole.n10 

Again the concept of the "graceful and intelligent 

whole" becomes comprehensible through a submission of Cole

ridge's major poems to a rhetorical analysis which examines 

the themes and motifs of these poems with references to the 

9 Biographia Literaria, XV, p. 180. 

10 Biographia Literaria, XIV, p. 174. 
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poet's artistic and philosophical concerns. Insofar as 

these concerns relate to the dichotomies of experience, the 

examination provides another insight into Coleridge's theory 

of imagination. His theory views the imagination as the 

faculty which allows a poet to experience a simultaneous 

attachment to and detachment from the objects of his contem

plation. Attachment enables ·a great mind to identify with 

the objects; detachment enables it to refrain from perma

nent identification with any one object of its contempla-

tion. A great mind never fixes itself on one image except 

in passing. Consequently, descriptions of this unfixed, 

wavering, and "middle state of mind" are likely to be amor

phous. 11 The amorphous nature of the poetic imagination 

allows it to avoid palpable designs on the reader. Instead 

of building a work's affective power by relying upon his 

enthusiastic eloquence of the ideas he himself believes in, 

the poet relies on creating a superior rhetorical focus 

through rhetorical distance. Focusing sharply on the dis-

tinctive features of the various segments of reality, he 

remains aesthetically distant from all segments of the 

1 1 s am u e 1 Tay 1 o r Co 1 e r i d g e , " The Grande s t E ff o r ts o f . 
Poetry," in English Romantic Writers, pp. 501-02. The 
closest Coleridge and Wordsworth could come to finding a 
visual representation of imagination is in the rainbow, be
cause the colors of a rainbow--like the objects perceived 
by the vital imagination--are distinct yet intermingling. 
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Thus imagination allows a poet · to participate in the 

life he creates without limiting his participation to any 

one kind of life. Operating through unidentifiable modes of 

being ("hovering between images"), a work of imagination has 

the highest power in that it involves the reader in full 

participation in the artist's joy: 

The poet, described in ideal perfection, brings the 
whole soul of man into activity, with the subordination 
of its faculties to each other, according to their re
lative worth and dignity. He diffuses a tone and 
spirit of unity that blends and (as it were) fuses, 
each into each, by that synthetic and magical power to 
which we have exclusively appropriated the name imagi
nation. This power, first put in action by the will 
and understanding and retained ·under their irremissive 

, ' though gentle and unnoticed, controul (laxis effertur 
habenis) reveals itself in the balance or reconcilia
tion of opposite or discordant qualities: of sameness, 
with difference; of the general, with the concrete; the 
idea, with the image; the individual, with the repre
sentative; the sense of novelty and freshness, with old 
and familiar objects; a more than usual state of emo
tion, with more than usual order; judgement ever awake 
and steady self-pas session, with en thus·iasm and feeling 
profound or vehement; and while it blends and harmo
nizes the natural and the artificial, still subordi
nates art to nature; the manner to the matter; and our 
admiration of the poet to our sympathy with the poetry. 12 

The above discussion makes it clear that Coleridge rec-

ognized the key role of imagination in developing the pathos 

of a work. Discussions of pathos in this study illustrate 

Coleridge's imaginative developments of his logos by blend

ing the natural and the supernatural and by synthesizing . 

12 Biographia Literaria, XIV, pp . . 173-74. 
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dichotomous ideas, attitudes, and experiences and thus ena

bling his poems to appeal to the "whole soul" of his reader. 

They show that "The Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and 

"Christabel" affect the reader so thoroughly because they 

are not poems of statement only. They are poems of move-

ment--movement of images, thoughts, and feelings. By 

allowing the logos to dictate the choice of content- and 

form-oriented topics, by allowing it to develop through 

images from the conscious and unconscious parts of the 

poet's memory, and by allowing the logos to seek delivery 

through organic forms and styles, these poems keep the 

poet's imagination vital to their composition in all stages: 

invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery. As a 

result, they transcend mechanical forms and thus check such 

mechanical responses as might lead one to dismiss the poems 

as mere romantic nonsense. With a surface resemblance to 

the medieval and Gothic romances they may continue to invite 

some unsophisticated readers, but with suggestions of deeper 

import they continue to challenge definite and exact inter-

pretations of their logos. As they have done in the past, 

they are likely to continue enchanting readers with diverse 

cultural and intellectual backgrounds. The readers are 

fascinated because they are able to recognize a harmonious 

combination of the "old and familiar" with "novelty and 

freshness." 
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By discussing ethos, logos, and pathos as interrel~ted 

aspects of the supernatural of the three poems of Coleridge, 

the rhetorical analysis serves as an elaboration and illus

tration of Coleridge's view of imagination as the "soul" and 

the esemplastic power of a composition. It is this power 

which keeps the centrifugal and centripetal forces of the 

psyche, together with its conscious and unconscious forces, 

in a 1 3 healthy balance. Through such a balance Coleridge 

makes his poems superior works that echo motifs and forms of 

poetic tradition but impress one with their originality. 

Although two out of the three end as apparent fragments, 

each poem develops its logos--the focal point of imagi

nation--so well · that the reader tends to overlook the frag-

mentary ends. Although products of conscious artistry, they 

allow some voyeuristic peeks into the poet's unconscious. 

Awareness of the unconscious parts of the logos makes their 

supernaturalism fully congruent with the message because the 

irrational and suprarational of the bu~ied self operates in 

similar mysterious ways. The nocturnal and the trance-like 

that envelop the supernatural occurrences in these po~ms 

suggest the partial comprehensibility of the phenomena of 

the buried self of Coleridge, of the characters in the poems, 

and of man in general. 

13 "On Poesy or Art," in English Romantic Writers, 
pp. 491-96. 
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Since the meanings, settings, and characters of "The 

Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel" receive 

their specific qualities from the imagination which enabled 

Coleridge to sense a relation between the magic, mystery, 

and enchantment of the supernatural and the mysterious, 

fascinating, and horrifying aspects of human nature, the 

reader may draw the conclusion that the imagination of Cole

ridge is like the imagination of his theory because it is 

palpable everywhere. In fact~ the resemblance between the 

two is so obvious that one may even infer that Coleridge may 

have evolved his theory of imagination from analyses of his 

own success in these poems just as much as he evolved it 

from his analyses of the successes of Shakespeare and other 

writers. The Biographia Literaria, which contains the major 
/' 

exposition of this theory, is of much later date than the · 

poems which are ,the subject of this study; so are the other 

works of Coleridge which contain some discussions of the 

theory. Introspective and self-analytic as Coleridge was, 

it is possible that his examination and reexamination of 

his own works 1 ed to the development of his famous th.ea ry of 

imagination. That Coleridge does not focus his discussion 

on examples from his own poems is explainable as the poet's 

usual modesty about his own ' paet_ry. However, .his three 

major poems remain an epitome of the all-penetrating power 

of the poetic imagination. 
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The all-penetrating power of imagination in "The Rime 

of the Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel" 

becomes fully recognizable through a rhetorical scrutiny of 

the supernatural which is pervasive in them. Such a rhe

torical stance reveals the conjunctive power of the ethos, 

logos, and pathos in developing the artistic wholes of these 
( 

poems. Analysis of this conjunctive power makes one realize 

that the supernatural in t~ese poems serves both -as a 

romantic veneer and a thematic expose. Furthermore, it 

makes one aware of the artistic and thematic unity of the 

three poems. One realizes that each poem is simultaneously 

an artistic whole unto itself and a unit of a greater whole 

comprised of the three poems, and that some aspects of the 

~thos, logos, and pathos are more significant in the context 

of this whole than they are in relation to individual poems. 

Discussions of the ethos reveal the strengths of Coleridge's 

imagination which acquired its distinctive qualities from his 

reading, intelligence, experiences, and observations. As 

his imagination assimilated and interpreted whatever he 

experienced directly or indirectly, he _experienced a conflu

ence of ideas: "My though ts crowd each other to de-a th : " f 4 

Discussions of the logos are discussions of the conscious and 

14 Samuel Tayl-or Coleridge, "Selections from Anima 
Poetae," in The Portable Coleridge, ed. I. A. Richards 
(1950; New York: Penguin Bo,oks, 1978), p. 315. 
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unconscious configurations of ideas that exert complemen

tary--and at times contradictory--pressures in this conflu-

ence. And discussions of pathos stress that through setting, 

tone, artd other elements the poems place the reader in the 

right frame of mind so that he disregards the impossible 

inherent in the supernaturalism and takes the poems seri

ously. As a result, he feels moved by the wo~ful experience 

of the Mariner, and realizing that the Mariner was subjected 

to such an experience because of his wanton cruelty to a 

harmless bird, he accepts the Mariner's sententious state

ment that one must live in love and harmony with God's crea-

t{on. The reader reacts with awe and wonder to the fantastic 

details of Kubla's palace, of the river that flows through 

the palace land, of the exquisite music of the Abyssinian 

maid, and of the poet who envisions his vatic self. He be

comes melancholic about the puzzling experience of Christabel 

which revolves around ambivalence, unpleasant surprises, and 

helpless silences of life. In brief, the melancholy and 

empathy developed by the three poems enable the reader to 

view the supernatural as a symbol reflecting the logos which 

concerns human experiences which evoke melancholic, joyful, 

or ambivalent reactions to situations in real life. A recog

nition of this semblance of the experiences of real life to 

the experiences portrayed in Coleridge's supernatural nar

ratives is fundamental to the reader's participation in the 
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Contempla-

tion of this joy inspires a detailed interpretation of the 

symbol clothed in the supernaturalism of "The Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel." Ulti-

mately, it leads to an imaginative recognition of both the 

vertical and the horizontal nature of Coleridge's symbol. 

Vertically, the symbol connects his logos to heaven and 

hell; and horizontally, it connects the logos to the poet's 

own life and milieu and the lives of human beings in gen

eral. 
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