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   But I do not think “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” was for Coleridge an escape from reality: I think it was reality, I think he was on the ship and made the voyage and felt and knew it all.


  —THOMAS WOLFE,


  in a letter of 1932, included in The Letters of Thomas Wolfe, edited by Elizabeth Nowell, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1956, p. 322.






  Introduction


  The text of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, in this newly annotated printing, is taken from the last edition of Coleridge’s Poetical Works (1834) published in his lifetime. It is essentially the same as the text in Sibylline Leaves (1817). The poem’s first version, in Lyrical Ballads (1798), is given after the 1834 version, with some additional notes on words, lines, and stanzas that Coleridge later excised. For the second edition of Lyrical Ballads (1800) Coleridge removed several dozen archaic words, took out forty-six lines, added seven. The marginal gloss and eighteen more lines were added to the Sibylline Leaves printing, and nine lines were deleted. Only trivial changes were made in later printings.


  For the most part, the notes in this volume are intended to deepen the reader’s understanding of the ballad as a straightforward narrative; without going into more general questions of symbolic and moral intent. Preceding the poem is a biograghical sketch of Coleridge which emphasizes those aspects of his many-sided life and personality that have the strongest bearing on the poem, especially on circumstances surrounding its composition. Following the poem, a chapter summarizes major critical attitudes toward the ballad, discusses possible higher levels of meaning, and closes with questions concerning the poem’s much-debated moral. What sort of moral is it? What relevance can it have for us today?


  Coleridgean scholars who may stoop to read this book are not likely to learn from it anything they do not already know. I cannot pretend to have done any sort of original work on the poem; indeed, more than half the notes could have been written by any careful, sympathetic reader of John Livingston Lowes’s The Road to Xanadu. But The Road to Xanadu is a road of almost 600 pages, and even for readers who have studied Lowes, I believe a useful purpose is served by culling from it material that strengthens one’s immediate understanding of the poem, and placing this information where it is readily accessible while the poem is actually being experienced.


  I make no apologies for reproducing the Doré illustrations. They are something of a gamble, for Doré has been out of fashion for many decades. It is easy to speak of his “romantic realism” and “shallow virtuosity.” It is also easy to forget that the first purpose of graphic illustrations for a narrative is graphically to illustrate the narrative. A good illustration should reinforce the mood of a text, as a good melody for a song should reinforce the mood of the lyrics. The Ancient Mariner is surely a work of romantic realism. It was Coleridge’s explicit intent to write about the supernatural with the greatest possible verisimilitude, and to arouse in his readers that “willing suspension of disbelief” which he believed so essential to imaginative writing. Fantasy such as The Ancient Mariner demands, above all, realism on the part of any artist who attempts to illustrate it.


  Moreover, I suspect (I may be wrong) that as much public hunger for representational art is slowly building up in the United States as hunger for non-representational art must be slowly building up in sophisticated circles of the Soviet Union. For half a century Western painters, annoyed by the growing role of photography in our culture, have been trying desperately to prove they could do all sorts of things a camera cannot do. The great joke has been that cameras are quite capable of producing non-objective art. It is much easier, for example, to take a color picture that resembles an action painting than to take a black-and-white photograph that resembles a Doré drawing. Coleridge, who had a keen eye for patterns and texture, once jotted down in a notebook an experiment in action art that would have made a splendid abstract photograph if color cameras had then been available. I quote from Humphry House’s Coleridge:



   What a beautiful thing urine is, in a Pot, brown yellow, transpicuous, the Image diamond shaped of the Candle in it; especially as it now appeared, I having emptied the Snuffers into it & the Snuff floating about, & painting all-shaped Shadows on the Bottom.




  Now that abstract expressionism has abandoned the New York galleries for the professionally Pollocked walls of wealthy businessmen, there seems to be a stealthy creep of realism back into the galleries. By “realism” I do not mean Pop art, the so-called “new realism.” (Who would have thought it possible to find a gimmick that would produce paintings uglier than, say, those clumps of black brush strokes by Franz Kline or more banal than those colored stripes of Mark Rothko?) Still, Pop art may be a straw in some sort of representational wind. Artistic taste, to a greater extent than most people will admit, is conditioned by simple boredom. Live for twenty years in a house dominated by the color pink and your eyes ache for any color but pink. To me, at any rate, Doré’s crowded, romantic illustrations for The Ancient Mariner, first published in 1875 by the Doré Gallery in London, are a refreshing visual holiday.


  The ballad has, of course, been admirably illustrated by scores of other artists, in wildly different styles. Surely the worst pictures ever bound together with the poem are Alexander Calder’s, for an expensive volume published in 1946 by Reynal and Hitchcock. Admirers of Thomas Wolfe may recall that savage description in You Can’t Go Home Again (Chap. 18, “Piggy Logan’s Circus”) of a Manhattan party at which Calder demonstrates his bent-wire circus puppets. This was before Calder had become famous for his dangling mobiles, but his puppets were then something of a rage in the city’s avant-garde circles. Everybody at the party had to feign interest when, in truth, they were bewildered and annoyed. I mention this because I once had a strangely similar experience at the University of Chicago. The campus poetry society had arranged an exhibition of the originals of Calder’s Ancient Mariner illustrations. We all stood around sipping tea and trying to think of something to say about what was hanging on the walls. For reasons best known to himself, Calder had drawn, in wiggly black lines, the Mariner and all his shipmates as stark naked figures with dangling phalli. In those days I suppose the pictures had a mild shock value; today they seem merely silly, like gay imitations of Thurber cartoons.


  Later, when I had the big book itself in my hands, I turned the pages eagerly to see how Calder had handled that picturesque scene in Part III where the black skeleton of Death and his red-lipped harlot cast dice for the Mariner’s soul. The harlot, for all we know from Coleridge’s text, may actually have been nude; she is so portrayed by many illustrators. Alas, there was no such scene. Either it was too much for Calder’s talents, or he had no plausible excuse for attaching male sex organs to either figure.


  I would like to express my gratitude to Norman Charles Brennan, of Niagara University, for reading the manuscript of this book and offering innumerable suggestions of great value, and to LaVere Anderson, of Tulsa, for calling my attention to the references to Coleridge in Thomas Wolfe’s letters. To Harper & Row Publishers, Inc., I am indebted for permission to reprint “The Albatross” by Charles Baudelaire, from Flowers of Evil, translated by George Dillon and Edna St. Vincent Millay (copyright 1936 by George Dillon and Edna St. Vincent Millay, copyright © 1962 by George Dillon). As always, my wife helped in many ways.


  

  MARTIN GARDNER


  HASTINGS-ON-HUDSON, N. Y.


  




   

  PART I


  Samuel Taylor Coleridge


  


  

  THE ALBATROSS


  Sometimes, to entertain themselves, the men of the crew


  Lure upon deck an unlucky albatross, one of those vast


  Birds of the sea that follow unwearied the voyage through,


  Flying in slow and elegant circles above the mast.


  No sooner have they disentangled him from their nets


  Than this aërial colossus, shorn of his pride,


  Goes hobbling pitiably across the planks and lets


  His great wings hang like heavy, useless oars at his side.


  How droll is the poor floundering creature, how limp and weak—


  He, but a moment past so lordly, flying in state!


  They tease him: One of them tries to stick a pipe in his beak;


  Another mimics with laughter his odd lurching gait.


  The Poet is like that wild inheritor of the cloud,


  A rider of storms, above the range of arrows and slings;


  Exiled on earth, at bay amid the jeering crowd,


  He cannot walk for his unmanageable wings.


  Charles Baudelaire,

  translated by George Dillon.


  



   1. Coleridge probably pronounced his name with a long “o” and in two syllables, as indicated by the following lines from one of his poems:


  Could you stand upon Skiddaw, you would not from the whole ridge


  See a man who so loves you as your fond S. T. COLERIDGE.


  But, as John Livingston Lowes points out (The Road to Xanadu, Chap. XVIII, Note 35), Coleridge also wrote this epigram:


  Parry seeks the Polar ridge,


  Rhymes seeks S. T. Coleridge;


  And these lines:


  Elsewhere in College, knowledge, wit and scholarage


  To Friends and Public known as S. T. Coleridge.


  A fourth possibility is that, as a joke, the poet rhymed his name incorrectly in all three instances, and that the correct pronunciation rhymes with “doll ridge.”




  When young Charles Baudelaire finished his education in Paris, his guardians packed him off on an ocean voyage that carried him around the Cape. Observing sailors trap albatrosses for sport, he was struck by the contrast between the majestic beauty of these birds, flying high above the ship, and their pathetic, lurching gait on the ship’s deck. Years later, in Flowers of Evil, this cruelty furnished the theme for one of his most memorable poems. I do not know if Baudelaire had Coleridge in mind when he likened the albatross to the poet, but it would be hard to find a more appropriate metaphor for the soaring beauty of Coleridge’s imagination and his awkward, comic, painful flounderings across the planks of the earth.


  Samuel Taylor Coleridge1 was born October 21, 1772, at Ottery St. Mary, Devonshire, England. His father, a friendly, absent-minded vicar and schoolmaster, had four children by his first wife, ten by his second. Samuel was the youngest. He was a dreamy, precocious child who hated physical sports (though later in life he enjoyed swimming and mountain climbing) and whose time was occupied mostly in reading every book he could get his hands on.


  When his father died (Coleridge was then ten), his mother sent him to London to complete his early schooling at Christ’s Hospital, a famous charitable institution known as the Blue-coat School. Each boy wore a long, blue gown, knee-britches, yellow petticoat, yellow stockings, blue cap. “He seldom had two garters at one time,” a schoolmate of Coleridge’s later recalled, “in consequence of which his stockings used to drop into a series of not very elegant folds.” Another schoolfellow remembered his habit of strolling about the yard reciting Greek verse. Coleridge and Charles Lamb, a student two years his junior, became lifelong friends.


  It was at Christ’s Hospital that young Coleridge discovered Sonnets on Picturesque Spots by the Reverend William Lisle Bowles. Today, Bowles’s poetry seems bland and uninspired, but at the time it was something of a tradition-breaker. Coleridge later declared that Bowles was the first poet he had ever read who spoke of nature in a simple, natural diction. Too poor to buy more copies, Coleridge actually transcribed Bowles’s entire book more than forty times so he could give out copies to friends! He himself began to feel the Muse’s inspiration. An early sonnet pays generous tribute to Bowles, though it begins with what is surely one of the least promising opening phrases in English poetry: “My heart has thank’d thee, Bowles!”


  Coleridge was 19 when he left London to accept a scholarship at Jesus College, Cambridge. For a short time he took his studies seriously, but soon was reading everything except what he was supposed to read. His mind was a ferment of newly discovered political and religious ideas. There was the spine-tingling news of revolution in France. Burke was writing his great political pamphlets. In Coleridge’s room—the center of endless wine parties and bull sessions—there was no need to have the latest political tract on hand; Coleridge had always read it and could repeat whole pages verbatim. William Frend, a fellow at Jesus College, was expelled from Cambridge for his liberal politics and Unitarian religious convictions. Coleridge declared himself a Unitarian.


  His debts grew, and an attempt to win a second scholarship failed. Coleridge wrote his brother George that for the entire six weeks preceding the examination he was “almost constantly intoxicated.” For several months he tried to convince himself that he could pay off his debts by writing a great new translation of Greek and Latin lyric poetry. He never got around to it. A second plan was scarcely more practical: to win the Irish lottery! He even wrote a poem about it, “To Fortune,” that was published in a London newspaper.


  Coleridge went to London for the drawing. The outcome plunged him back into despair and thoughts of suicide. At this point, who could have guessed what Coleridge did next? Under the name of Silas Tomkyn Comberbacke (the initials corresponded to his own) he enlisted in the 15th Light Dragoons, a cavalry unit of the King’s Regiment. Two days later he was sworn in—“an uncritical acceptance,” writes Lawrence Hanson in his biography of Coleridge, “which the exigencies of war with France alone can explain.”


  “As a soldier of any kind,” continues Hanson, “Coleridge would have been misplaced. As a cavalry man, he was a joke. He did not like horses: he could not ride: he was constantly thrown: he never learned to groom his horse: his accoutrements were never clean: he was constantly unwell.”


  Silas Tomkyn soon found himself cleaning the stables and serving as a hospital orderly. One day an officer, Captain Ogle, was startled to find the following epigraph scrawled on the white-washed stable wall: Eheu! quam infortunii miserrimum est fuisse felicem!


  Coleridge’s family obtained his discharge by providing a substitute, and in 1794 he was back at Jesus College, bubbling over with frugality and new resolutions. Two months later he was off with a friend on a walking tour of Wales. They stopped first at Oxford where Coleridge met Robert Southey, the second of his notable friendships. It was there that Coleridge, Southey, and some other young liberals—filled with enthusiasm for the French Revolution and with resentment against England—hatched up a utopian scheme that had even less chance of success than winning the Irish lottery.


  The scheme was for twelve “gentlemen of good education and liberal principles” to get together with twelve like-minded ladies, leave England the following April, and establish a colony in North America, on the banks of the Susquehanna. This river valley was believed in England to be a spot of idyllic beauty; besides, Coleridge liked the sound of the river’s name. All property was to be jointly owned. No money would be used. The men would work two or three hours a day. The women would keep house. A large library would be established. Everybody would be good, unselfish, and devoted to the commonweal and the cultivation of their minds. Coleridge called it Pantisocracy, combining the Greek words “panto” (all) and “isocracy”: government by all, in contrast to England’s hated aristocracy.


  The young rebels took it all with incredible seriousness. Coleridge and his friend continued their tour of Wales, seeking money and converts. But, there was still the problem of Coleridge’s helpmeet. He fancied himself still in love, “almost to madness,” with a girl named Mary Evans, but Mary had never taken him seriously as a prospective husband. Southey was engaged to Edith Fricker, who had a plump, pretty sister named Sarah. Soon everybody took it for granted that, come next spring, it would be Sarah who would accompany Coleridge to the Susquehanna. Coleridge forgot about Mary and for a time convinced himself that Sarah was his new love. “America! Southey! Miss Fricker!” he wrote to Southey. “. . .I certainly love her. I think of her incessantly . . .”


  Mary caught wind of the scheme and wrote Coleridge a sensible but curious letter. “There is an eagerness in your nature which is ever hurrying you in the sad extreme. I have heard that you mean to leave England on a plan so absurd and extravagant that were I for a moment to imagine it true, I should be obliged . . . [to think you mad].” Although Mary closed by expressing sisterly affection for him, the letter subtly (perhaps with unconscious cruelty) aroused Coleridge’s hopes of winning her after all, and he sent her a declaration of Jove. But soon she was engaged to marry somebody else. After writing a poem “On a Discovery Made too Late,” Coleridge decided, reluctantly, that it was his duty to marry Sarah. A few weeks after Coleridge’s wedding, Southey secretly married Edith and, on the same day, set sail alone for Portugal.


  Though the gradual disintegration of Pantisocracy must have been painful to those concerned, it is impossible to read their letters today with a straight face. For one thing, Southey wanted to take along his aunt’s faithful servant, Shadrach. When Coleridge found out that Southey intended Shad (as he was called) to remain a servant, he was furious. “To be employed in the toil of the field, while we are pursuing philosophical studies—can earldoms or emperorships boast so huge an inequality? . . . a willing slave is the worst of slaves! His soul is a slave.” In addition, Southey also wanted to bring along some married couples and their children. But what if the children had already learned selfishness from their schoolfellows? “How are we to prevent their minds from infecting our children?” Coleridge wanted to know. And so it went. The great plans dribbled off into nothing. Almost the only concrete results were a few mediocre sonnets that Coleridge wrote about Pantisocracy, and the following lines from his preposterous poem “To a Young Ass: Its Mother Being Tethered Near It”:



   I hail thee Brother—spite of the fool’s scorn!


  And fain would take thee with me, in the Dell


  Where high-soul’ d Pantisocracy shall dwell!


  Where Mirth shall tickle Plenty’s ribless side,


  And smiles from Beauty’s Lip on sunbeams glide,


  Where Toil shall wed young Health that charming Lass!


  And use his sleek cows for a looking-glass—


  Where Rats shall mess with Terriers hand-in-glove


  And Mice with Pussy’s Whiskers sport in Love.2





   
   2. It was this poem, and others almost as bad, that Byron had in mind when he wrote (in English Bards and Scotch Reviewers, lines 255-64):


  Shall gentle Coleridge pass unnoticed here,


  To turgid ode and tumid stanza dear?


  Though themes of innocence amuse him best,


  Yet still Obscurity’s a welcome guest.


  If Inspiration should her aid refuse


  To him who takes a Pixy for a muse,


  Yet none in lofty numbers can surpass The bard who soars to elegize an ass.


  So well his subject suits his noble mind,


  He brays, the Laureate of the long-eared kind.




  The first years of Coleridge’s marriage were happy enough. He never returned to Cambridge for his degree. He and Sarah lived mostly on money borrowed from friends, and small sums that Coleridge obtained from sales of poetry. A periodical that he founded, The Watchman (published every eighth day to avoid a tax on weeklies), folded after the tenth issue. Coleridge admitted he probably lost 500 subscribers at one blow when he opened an essay “On National Fasts” by quoting Isaiah 16:11, “Wherefore my bowels shall sound like an harp . . .” He thought of becoming a Unitarian clergyman, and he tried unsuccessfully to open a school for children. Increasing rheumatic pains led to increasing use of opium. At Cambridge, during an attack of rheumatic fever and jaundice, the doctors had given him small doses of opium, and almost without realizing it he had slowly developed an addiction to the drug.


  The year 1797 found the Coleridges living in the house of a friend at Stowey, in the southwestern county of Somerset. One morning Coleridge walked to Racedown, a nearby farm in Dorset, to renew a brief acquaintance with William Wordsworth and his small, shy, bright-eyed sister Dorothy who kept house for him. “He is a wonderful man . . .” was the way Dorothy described Coleridge in a letter to a friend. “At first I thought him very plain, that is, for about three minutes: he is pale and thin, has a wide mouth, thick lips, and not very good teeth, longish loose-growing half-curling rough black hair. But if you hear him speak for five minutes you think no more of them. His eye is large and full, not dark but grey;3 such an eye as would receive from a heavy soul the dullest expression; but it speaks every emotion of his animated mind; it has more of the ‘poet’s eye in a fine frenzy rolling’ than I ever witnessed. He has fine dark eyebrows, and an overhanging forehead.”

 

   3. There seems little doubt that Coleridge’s eyes were grey; yet Carlyle spoke of them once as hazel and on another occasion as brown, Emerson (who as a young man paid Coleridge a visit) called them blue, and other descriptions of Coleridge record his eyes as greenish-gray and black. See “The Color of Coleridge’s Eyes,” by John Louis Haney, Anglia, Vol. 23, 1901, pp. 424-26.




  It is interesting to compare Dorothy’s famous description with the way Coleridge had pictured himself in a letter written six months earlier. “As to me, my face, unless animated by immediate eloquence, expresses great sloth, and great, indeed almost idiotic, good nature. ’Tis a mere carcase of a face: fat, flabby, and expressive chiefly of inexpression. 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, and the walk of the whole man indicates indolence capable of energies . . . I cannot breathe through my nose, so my mouth with sensual thick lips is almost always open.”

 
  Coleridge and Wordsworth were a study in contrast. Coleridge: outgoing, impulsive, emotional, unstable, weak-willed, impractical, helpless, careless; at times a liar and a hypocrite, but always fun-loving and lovable. (I refrain from adding that he was lazy, a frequent charge and one which he himself would advance. Coleridge was anything but lazy; he was this only in the sense that his wife would consider him lazy when he was reading, thinking, talking or writing instead of earning money, chopping wood, or taking out the garbage.) Wordsworth: cool, rational, industrious physically as well as intellectually, cautious, reserved, grim. Coleridge was as compulsive a talker as he was a reader. (Lamb once imagined himself button-holed by Coleridge and forced to escape by snipping off the button. Five hours later he returns, finds Coleridge, eyes closed, still holding the button and talking eloquently.) Surely Wordsworth must have been a compulsive listener. Yet the two men had much in common: a Protestant outlook, a love of nature, a love of poetry, enormous talent, and, it must also be said, a common conviction that Wordsworth was potentially the greatest poet in England.


  Dorothy’s role in this remarkable, mutually reinforcing triangle, has long been a favorite topic for critics and amateur Freudians. In spite of (or because of?) her intense, neurotic devotion to her brother, she and Coleridge became enormously fond of one another. They took long walks together through the rambling Quantock Hills. Many arresting phrases in Coleridge’s poetry of this period, including some in The Ancient Mariner, are similar to phrases Dorothy used in a journal she was keeping. It has been difficult for scholars to determine who thought of what first. (Many of her phrases and suggestions were adopted, we know, by Wordsworth.) There is no question of anything improper in their relationship, although below the surface, the emotional involvements of all three were doubtless subtle and complex. Here we need only note that the two men seemed desperately to need each other. Wordsworth, in Book X of the 1805 version of his Prelude, recalled a period of mental depression that had preceded the beginning of his friendship with Coleridge:


 
    Sick, wearied out with contrarieties,


  Yielded up moral questions in despair,


  And for my future studies, as the sole


  Employment of the enquiring faculty,


  Turn’d towards mathematics and their clear


  And solid evidence—Ah! then it was


  That Thou, most precious Friend! about this time


  First known to me, didst lend a living help


  To regulate my Soul. . . .




  Both men profited hugely from the early years of their friendship, and through it all, Dorothy played her strange role as the indispensable catalyst. “Three people, but only one soul,” was how Coleridge described it.


  In July, 1797, the Wordsworths moved to Alfoxden, an old mansion that was but a short walk from Stowey. Their express purpose was to be closer to the Coleridges. For Coleridge, the next twelve months were pure joy. With one incredible leap he became a major poet. Almost all his finest poems—including that immortal fantasy trio, The Ancient Mariner, the first part of Christabel, and the fragment Kubla Khan—were written before the middle of the following year.
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