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Introduction

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner is a fabled work of art and a landmark in English literature. First published anonymously in 1798 as the grand opening to the Lyrical Ballads – ‘the single most important collection of poems in English ever published’ declares one authority – it did much to launch what we now call the Romantic Movement in Western culture.

Of the literary significance of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s masterpiece, scholars have never been in doubt. But as to the poet’s intentions, the message of his extraordinary narrative and its powerful telling, even the most exacting analysts seem all at sea.

On its website, Coleridge’s college at Cambridge, Jesus, sums up the confusion nicely in its own estimation of this wayward but cherished alumnus: ‘Probably the most fascinating and certainly the most baffling of the great English Romantic poets.’

Let us hope this is exactly what he had in mind. Coleridge as man and bard has been an unrivalled source of excited speculation from his own lifetime onwards. His life and work have always attracted vehement commentary, but if there is any consensus, it is that he most perfectly embodies the notion of the ideal English poet.

Opinions about the textual meaning of the poem might bewilder in their variety, but there is more certainty about the genesis of The Ancient Mariner. Coleridge wrote it during his stay at Nether Stowey in Somerset. He had moved into a cottage in the village on the last day of 1796 with his young wife Sara and their infant son Hartley. Here, in the bucolic surroundings of the Quantock Hills, the twenty-four-year-old prodigy planned a life of authentic rural simplicity, removed from the corrupting materialism of the city.

Coleridge had lived for that year in Bristol. He was a West Country boy, youngest of the ten children of the Reverend John Coleridge, vicar of Ottery St Mary in Devon, a scholarly and unworldly gentleman who also served as headmaster of the town’s grammar school. Young Samuel was a very early reader and outshone his siblings both in his studies and in his parents’ esteem and affection. But his father died shortly before the boy’s ninth birthday. He was sent away, on a charitable scholarship, to Christ’s Hospital school at Greyfriars in the City of London. He spent the next eight years there as an outstanding pupil remembered by the classicist Thomas Middleton as ‘a boy who read Virgil for amusement’.

Coleridge cut a memorable figure in the school. Fellow pupil Charles Lamb later recalled his friend’s custom of holding forth on matters spiritual and temporal to appreciative school audiences. ‘Samuel Taylor Coleridge – Logician, Metaphysician, Bard! – How have I seen the casual passer through the Cloisters stand still, entranced with admiration . . . while the walls of the old Grey Friars re-echoed to the accents of the inspired charity boy.’

Coleridge was inspired indeed. From his father, an enlightened man whose memory he always idealised, he had inherited religious sincerity and a sense of wonder at the natural world. He well understood the implications of the scientific age, manifested in the agricultural and industrial revolutions now transforming the nation from the rural subsistence of the past to the acquisitive, capitalist and progressive future. Coleridge looked into that future with precocious, prophetic eyes.

As the young man went up to Cambridge in 1791, Europe stood at the brink. The Revolution in France had dethroned King Louis XVI. Britain was among the powers demanding a restoration, and threatening invasion. The Jacobins, led by Maximilien Robespierre, mostly from France’s professions and bourgeoisie and avowed upholders of the Rights of Man, were steering the Continent’s most powerful nation to a new order that could turn into anything from a constitutional monarchy (the British model) to a godless republican anarchy.

As an undergraduate, Coleridge closely followed the ideological debate. He was a self-professed Jacobin himself, but devoured the pamphlets of Edmund Burke, the Bristol MP and political sage whose early support for the revolution turned into the direst warnings against its destructive dangers. A fellow student at Jesus described a typical evening visit to Coleridge’s rooms ‘when Aeschylus and Plato and Thucydides were pushed aside, with a pile of lexicons and the like, to discuss the pamphlets of the day. Ever and anon a pamphlet issued from the pen of Burke. There was no need of having the book before us – Coleridge had read it in the morning, and in the evening he would repeat whole pages verbatim.’

Coleridge grasped the new ideas of statehood, of individual rights and responsibilities. And just as he would draw links between poetry and the natural sciences, he made similar connections with politics and philosophy. To cap his first year at Cambridge he won the university’s Browne Medal for classical composition with a Greek ode reviling the slave trade. But in his second year there was disappointment. He failed to win a valuable scholarship for which he had been short-listed, and became depressed. Already plagued by chronic rheumatic pain he had suffered since childhood, he saw a doctor and was prescribed opiates. He became a regular user of laudanum – morphine solution – from this time.

In 1793, worried about his debts (‘he was the centre of an admiring student circle that enjoyed wild parties’, notes his college biography) and disillusioned, Coleridge did something extraordinary. He fled to London and enlisted in a cavalry regiment. Perhaps he genuinely wished to see action – in the year of King Louis’s execution, Britain was now at war with France – but Coleridge signed on under a false and possibly facetious name, Silas Tomkyn Comberbache (keeping his initials), and did not protest when one of his brothers, an army officer, bought him out after five months of home service.

He returned to Cambridge in April 1794 for the last time. He did not take a degree. In the summer he set forth again, this time on an extensive tour, on foot, to Oxford, Wales and Bristol. Coleridge relished the exercise and valued the chance to meet the ordinary people of the country. Walking at this time was fashionable among the educated, radical young. They wished to travel in the timeless manner of country folk, not as the gentry or the new rising classes did, by carriage.

It was while walking at Oxford that Coleridge met Robert Southey, a Bristol-born student at Balliol and aspirant poet-historian whom he befriended. With Southey, he co-wrote a dramatic poem-cum-play, The Fall of Robespierre, marking the execution of the Jacobin leader, and had it successfully published. The pair also conjured an idea for a community called a Pantisocracy, from the Greek for ‘government by all’. They intended to set this up with a group of like-minded free-thinkers in America. Agreeing they would need domestic partners in such an adventure, Coleridge and Southey married two sisters, respectively Sarah and Edith Fricker, in 1795. But the utopians could not agree on how to proceed, and the scheme collapsed. The dreamers turned instead to their new responsibilities and urgent need of earnings.

Now living in Bristol, Coleridge was introduced by Southey into the city’s Unitarian circle. A Christian doctrinal movement then in the ascendant, its membership was largely drawn from the growingly prosperous social elite of the regional capital. Coleridge began to give paid lectures on current affairs and religion to Unitarian meetings, and made new friends.

Among these was the poet William Wordsworth. The friendship between these two is the most famous in English literary life, and it was undoubtedly the begetter of some of Coleridge’s best verse. Each was well acquainted with the other’s work by the time they met in September 1795 and they were mutually in awe. Decades later, writing in his Biographia Literaria, Coleridge clearly remembers ‘the sudden effect produced on my mind’ of hearing Wordsworth recite a poem he was working on when they first met. He was electrified. Wordsworth, he wrote, made a major impression both on his feelings and his judgement.


It was the union of deep feeling with profound thought; the fine balance of truth in observing with the imaginative faculty in modifying the objects observed; and above all the original gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere and with it the depth and height of the ideal world, around forms, incidents and situations of which, for the common view, custom had bedimmed all the lustre, had dried up the sparkle and the dewdrops.



Coleridge was beginning his metamorphosis. He had seen in Wordsworth a reflection of his own feelings about the world and about language. Both men regarded the poetry of their own century as contrived, lifeless and too centred on archaic myth. Here were two young and original minds who would transform the world of letters.

After only a very few encounters, however, Wordsworth set off for France. The two did not meet again for a year and a half. Coleridge meanwhile made more friends, including Bristol publisher Joseph Cottle, who was so taken with the young man he offered him an advance payment against a work published in 1796 under the artless title Poems on Various Subjects. It included contributions from Southey and Charles Lamb, Coleridge’s school friend.

Coleridge’s poem for this volume The Eolian Harp is dedicated to his wife Sara (he insisted she drop the last letter of her name) and arguably marks his passage from derivative versifier to emerging voice with its theme of Art embodied in the musical instrument played by the force of Nature in the form of the wind.

Another new friend was Tom Poole, cousin of a fellow student of Coleridge’s at Jesus. Poole, from a wealthy background but known for his radical politics and keen patronage of the arts, was among a number of people Coleridge and Southey tried to recruit for their Pantisocracy venture. He was more taken with Coleridge than he was with his scheme. The two men became quite devoted to each other. Poole helped fund Coleridge’s short-lived periodical of this time, The Watchman, and more significantly, encouraged the poet to move close to his own home, at Nether Stowey.

And so to the cottage in Lime Street. It was small and damp, but affordable at a rent of eight guineas a year. Its long garden backed on to the very much larger grounds of Tom Poole’s handsome house in Castle Street, the two homesteads connected by a gate in what Coleridge picturesquely called a ‘lime-tree bower’. The comforts of Poole’s home were always open to the Coleridges, including his fine, barrel-ceilinged book room, a gathering place for the many literary visitors now attracted here.

Among them were Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy, also a poet. They had leased a house nearby, within walking distance. Like Coleridge, they were almost as devoted to walking as to poetry. And it was on one of their many walks together that The Ancient Mariner came to mind. It was revealed in a recollection of Dorothy’s in a letter to a friend: ‘We went eight miles, William and Coleridge employing themselves in laying the plan of a ballad.’ Wordsworth had been reading A Voyage Round the World by Way of the Great South Sea (1723), by Royal Navy officer and privateer George Shelvocke, whose account included the tale of a captain who had shot an albatross off Cape Horn, believing the bird to be a bad omen.

Tales of sea journeys, in this era of epic global discovery, were well known to Coleridge, whose tutor at Cambridge, William Wales, had travelled as an astronomer with Captain James Cook. It is forgotten now that Cook’s famous Pacific voyage in the Endeavour from 1768–71 was to observe the transit of the planet Venus across the Sun on behalf of the Royal Society. It was only on the return journey that he sailed all the way round New Zealand and charted the east coast of Australia, claiming the territory for Great Britain.

Cook was a character to inspire poetry. On his next voyage to Antarctica, to chart the northern extents of the landmass, he sailed closer to the ice than any navigator before him. The captain was as renowned for the care he took of his ships and crews as he was for the outstanding extent of his voyages. He only ever lost one man at sea before losing his own life, killed by an islander when trying to retrieve a stolen boat from a beach in Hawaii in 1779. The book of his Voyage to the Pacific Ocean of 1784 is very likely to have helped inspire The Ancient Mariner, and Coleridge acknowledged that it was among the sources of another of his masterpieces, the poem Kubla Khan.

What is entirely certain is that the Lyrical Ballads in which the Ancient Mariner so prominently featured was a co-operative venture between Coleridge and Wordsworth. Coleridge later explained his part in the volume in Biographia Literaria. They planned all of it together, agreeing that Coleridge’s


endeavours should be directed to persons and character supernatural, or at least Romantic; yet so as to transfer from our inward nature a human interest and a semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these shadows of imagination that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith. With this view I wrote the ‘Ancient Mariner’.



Did he write it entirely himself? It’s true that the two poets collaborated on many tasks, but Wordsworth denied
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