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    Samuel Taylor Coleridge was one of the foremost of the English poets who would come to be known collectively as the Romantics. Coleridge was a close friend and collaborator with William Wordsworth (English poet, 1770-1850), and their joint collection, Lyrical Ballads, published in 1798, is generally considered to represent the beginning of the Romantic Movement in British literature. Although most of the poems included were Wordsworth’s, the most famous remains Coleridge’s long poem, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. As well as being a poet, Coleridge was also a highly-regarded literary critic, and a philosopher. Like certain of his contemporaries – most famously Thomas DeQuincey (English writer, 1785-1859) – Coleridge would struggle with opium addiction throughout his life, on top of ill health and severe depression. His relationship with opium, whilst certainly destructive, would also infuse some of his best work: most notably, his visionary and hallucinatory poem ‘Kubla Khan’, published in 1816.

  


  
    THE RIME OF THE ANCIENT MARINER


    COLERIDGE’S TIMELESS POEM OF TRANSGRESSION, PUNISHMENT AND REDEMPTION ON THE HIGH SEAS


    
      	Genre: long poem


      	Reference edition: Coleridge, S.T. (2004) The Complete Poems. London: Penguin.


      	1st edition: 1798


      	Themes: transgression, Christianity, nature, storytelling

    


    Originally published in Lyrical Ballads in 1798, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner was criticised by Coleridge’s contemporaries as being over-obscure and over-archaic in its style. However, since then it has become a classic of Romantic poetry and of English literature in general. Quotes from it have become well-known sayings in English speech and references to it abound across various cultural mediums. In 1975, Raúl daSilva (American filmmaker, born in 1933) created a photo-animated film adaptation of the poem, with voiceover narration by Michael Redgrave (English actor, 1908-1985).


    The Rime of the Ancient Mariner is a long poem in ballad form, with stanzas varying in length from four lines up to nine, and a rhyme scheme of ABCB. It tells the story of a cursed sea voyage, in which a mariner brings down supernatural retribution on his ship and crew by shooting dead an albatross. For the telling of the narrative, Coleridge employs a framing device. The poem opens at the wedding of an unnamed couple, as the ancient mariner pounces on one of the wedding guests and then proceeds, despite the man’s protestations, to tell him his tale. As this tale wends from the incredible to the supernatural and ghastly, the laughter and dancing continues in the background as the wedding party goes on, unaware of the mariner’s horrible revelations. Throughout the poem, Coleridge manages to deftly juggle these two unfolding scenarios, and brings a great prowess for storytelling together with striking, psychedelic imagery. The mariner’s tale is vividly haunting and suggestive, and as readers, we share in the wedding guest’s incredulity and alarm. The final lesson of the tale is of course also a lesson for us. This guide will focus on Coleridge’s final revised version of the poem, published in 1834.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    PART I


    At a wedding party, a guest is accosted by an old seafarer who grabs him by the arm and, unprompted, begins to tell him the story of a voyage. The guest tries to evade him, but the mariner grabs tightly onto his arm and “holds him with his glittering eye” (p.168) until the guest gives in and listens.


    The mariner begins his story. The ship left harbour sailing southward, with sunshine and a good breeze, until eventually a storm struck up, driving the ship ever further south. Now approaching the Antarctic Circle, the crew found themselves surrounded by ice-shelfs in a freezing and desolate landscape. Then an albatross flew out of the fog and was greeted with much enthusiasm by the crew. The bird followed the ship like a good omen, and the crew fed it, while the ship was successfully steered out of the ice, northwards. At this point, the mariner reveals that he shot and killed the albatross with his “cross-bow” (p.170).


    PART II


    The ship continued on its way, while the crew upbraided the mariner for killing the auspicious bird. At this point however, the mist finally clears and the sun shines again, upon which the crew praise the mariner’s deed, believing that the bird had caused the mist. No sooner than this, but the breeze suddenly vanishes, and the ship is left completely still, “As idle as a painted ship / Upon a painted ocean” (p.171). The sea is so still that it seems to “rot”, and “slimy things” crawl on the water’s surface, while electrical phenomena can be observed in the rigging (ibid.). The sailors, so thirsty now that they cannot even speak, begin to have haunted dreams, while the dead albatross is hung around the mariner’s neck as a testament to his crime.


    PART III


    Still trapped without wind, the sailors finally see a shape on the horizon. The mariner bites his arm and sucks blood from it so that his throat has enough moisture to speak and cries: “A sail! A sail!” (p.172). Realising that it is a ship, the crew pray for rescue. Yet they are alarmed at how it seems to be travelling without any wind. The sun sets as the ship approaches them, suddenly coming between them and the setting sun. Two hideous figures can be seen on board, playing dice, a man and woman: Death and Life-in-Death. The woman apparently wins the game, shouting “The game is done! I’ve, I’ve won!” (p.173). The sun sets and the sky goes dark immediately, with no twilight stage, and the moon rises. Each and every member of the crew turns to face the mariner and curses him with their eyes, before each of them falls dead, without a “sigh nor groan” (p.174). Their souls leave their bodies, whizzing past the mariner like bolts from his “cross-bow” (ibid.).


    PART IV


    At this point the wedding guest interrupts the old man – suddenly afraid that he is a walking spirit – but the mariner reassures him that he did not die.


    The mariner was left “all, all alone”, while sea creatures continued to slither about on the motionless surface of the ocean (ibid.). He tries to pray to God, but he cannot. He is surrounded by the bodies of his dead compatriots, in whose eyes he can still see the curse wished on him, and for seven days and nights he cannot sleep nor escape their horrid looks. On the eighth night the moon comes up and its light shines on the “water-snakes” swimming about the surface, and suddenly the mariner’s heart is filled with love and appreciation for them (p.176). He blesses them unaware, and at that very moment he is able to pray. The albatross falls from his neck and sinks “Like lead into the sea” (ibid.).


    PART V


    Having successfully prayed, the mariner is also finally able to sleep. When he wakes up, it miraculously begins to rain, and there is shortly a great commotion in the sky of wind, rain and lightning. Suddenly, the dead crew rise up, not speaking, and begin to man the ship. The mariner realises that these are not ghosts, but a band of angelic spirits, and they make sweet singing sounds.


    The ship moves on, but it is still guided by the “Polar Spirit” – which has been exacting its vengeance on the mariner (p.179). The ship comes to a standstill again, before shaking and stirring manically, and sending the mariner into a fainting fit. While passed out, he hears the voices of two demons discussing his punishment at the hands of the Polar Spirit.


    PART VI


    The ship forges northward at an impossible speed, as the mariner still lies in a trance and continues to hear the two demonic voices. Finally he awakes, and the ship is now going along at a normal pace. He views the crew, all standing together and still regarding him with that cursed look. He dwells on them, and in this moment “The curse is finally expiated” (p.181). A breeze blows the ship back towards the mariner’s home country, and suddenly he can make out the light-house, the hill and the church. The ship draws towards the harbour and the mariner prays to God that he is awake and not dreaming.


    The angelic spirits now leave the dead crew, who once again lie “lifeless and flat” (p.182). Seraphs, shrouded in light, stand over each body waving their hands and making an ethereal signal to the shore. The mariner hears the “dash of oars” as a boat sets out to greet him, and on board he can see the Pilot, the Pilot’s son, and the Hermit singing his hymns (p.183). The mariner is thankful and craves a blessing from the Hermit, who will “wash away / The Albatross’s blood” (ibid.).


    PART VII


    The Pilot’s boat makes toward the ship, and the three on board wonder at the strange lights and the ship’s strange appearance. The Pilot is worried, but the Hermit is unfazed. As soon as the boat reaches the ship, the ship suddenly sinks, and the ancient mariner – floating on the water briefly – is swiftly brought on board the smaller vessel, which spins around and around in the current created by the sinking ship. The Pilot is appalled at the prospect of the mariner and falls down in a fit, while the Hermit prays to heaven, and the Pilot’s boy laughs manically as the mariner begins to row them back to shore. As soon as they regain dry land, the mariner begs the Hermit to take his confession. The Hermit asks him his story, and the mariner begins to tell it.


    The mariner now tells the wedding guest how, at uncertain times, he feels irresistibly propelled to tell his story. He travels “from land to land” and spots, and immediately knows the person he must tell it to (p.185). Above the merry din of the wedding, the mariner can hear “the little vesper bell” bidding him to prayer (p.186). It is now the sweetest thing in the world for him to be in a church – sweeter than a marriage-feast. The mariner bids farewell to the wedding guest and imparts his lesson to him: “He prayeth well, who loveth well / Both man and bird and beast” (ibid.).


    The mariner departs, and the wedding guest leaves the party also, rising the next morning “A sadder and a wiser man” (ibid.).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THE ANCIENT MARINER


    The ancient mariner is the interlocutor of the story, and the central character in it, and yet we are not really told anything about him – except for the fact that he is old, that he has “a long grey beard”, and a “glittering eye” (p.167). Within the framing narrative, we identify more with the wedding guest – the silent, sometimes consternated listener – viewing the mariner from the outside, but as the old man begins his Rime, we find ourselves identifying more and more with him. We know nothing of his history, nothing of the purpose of this voyage; all we know are the events which unfold in his narrative. These events are so engrossing and so perplexing that we cannot but be hopelessly drawn into his supernatural world. His experiences have turned him into the perpetual traveller who, even as he maintains his religious devotion, now has no choice but to go “from land to land” telling his story (p.185). This compulsion echoes the story of the most famous sea-voyager and perpetual traveller from antiquity, namely Odysseus, the eponymous hero of Homer’s (Ancient Greek poet, c.800BC) Odyssey, whom it took ten years of bitter travail to return from the battle of Troy.


    THE WEDDING GUEST


    Like the ancient mariner, the wedding guest is unnamed, and in his case, we receive absolutely no clues about his age, appearance or profession. In this way, the wedding guest is a something of a blank slate onto which the reader can project themselves. The wedding guest


    THE HERMIT


    
  

OEBPS/Images/9782808012904_coverMarketing.jpg
The Rime of
the Ancient
Mariner

BY SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE





