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The Ancient Mariner keeps watch at Watchet Harbour: like his mariner, Coleridge endured the agony of loneliness and despair but also like him he survived the ordeal, was rewarded with a visionary experience of transfigured beauty in the world





Introduction

This book is written to take you on a journey: a journey into the hidden life of a great poet, and a journey into your own hidden life; a journey up towards mountaintop moments of vision and a journey down, fathoms deep beneath the travelling keel of your consciousness. This is a journey made possible for us, perhaps even made necessary, because it was made first by Samuel Taylor Coleridge. In The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, a poem whose depths and heights, whose darkness and light, were prophetic both of Coleridge’s own life and of ours, he has given us, if we can learn to read it, a chart that maps both our souls and our world.

This one poem, originally begun as a quickly sketched popular gothic ballad, a disposable poem, to be sold to a magazine to fund a walking tour, was to become in the hands and imagination of Coleridge no throwaway but a unique and always generative visionary work. First published in 1798, worked on and reworked until its publication in its full form with the gloss in 1817 and further slight changes even to the last edition in Coleridge’s lifetime in 1834, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner has never ceased to compel, baffle, intrigue and ultimately delight its readers from the end of the eighteenth to the beginning of the twenty-first century. It has been the subject of major critical essays and reviews and indeed of entire books. It has been seen as the central myth of the new Romantic Movement, the first truly symbolist poem, a poem of pure imagination, a moral tale, an immoral tale, a farrago of superstitions, a profound Christian allegory, a drug-fuelled nightmare, a poem of psychological disintegration, a vision of final integration, and in more recent times, a prophetic ecological warning. It would seem that each generation, as it looks into the mysterious and reflective depths of this poem, finds something telling, particular and intimate speaking to their soul.

The poem itself, like The Odyssey before it, has the classic shape of a journey out and back again. An unnamed ship, the purpose of whose journey we are never told, leaves the familiar and sails south, across ‘the line’ into the southern hemisphere, and comes at last to great ice floes in the Antarctic. The sailors are lost in fog and surrounded by ice but are befriended by an albatross. This mysterious bird, which has been hailed by the men ‘as a Christian soul’ and has shared the ship’s hospitality, guides the ship through the ice, round Cape Horn and into the unknown Pacific.

But this narrative is suddenly interrupted as a wedding guest, to whom the tale is being told, notices a terrible change in the mariner’s expression:



“God save thee, ancient Mariner!

From the fiends, that plague thee thus!—

Why look’st thou so?”—With my cross-bow

I shot the Albatross.

*

The ancient Mariner inhospitably killeth the pious bird of good omen.

*

(Lines 79–82 with gloss)



The rest of the poem goes on to explore the profound spiritual and material consequences of this seemingly random deed, which as the poem proceeds, takes on the resonance and spiritual significance of the primal fall of humankind, and the fall of each of us. The crew make themselves complicit in the deed by taking a purely instrumental view of the bird, first saying it was a bird of good omen and blaming the mariner and then changing their mind and saying it was right to kill the bird as it had brought the fog and mist.

But the albatross has its own proper life and meaning, and eventually they learn, but only through the medium of a dream, that they have disturbed a delicate balance and grieved the Polar Spirit, the deeply hidden, but living essence of that hemisphere who ‘loved the bird, that loved the man that shot him with his bow’.

The poem goes on to tell of the death of the other sailors and of the survival of the mariner, in an agony of helpless guilt and isolation in which he curses himself and every other living thing and wishes only to die. And then we have an extraordinary scene of transformation in which the mariner is suddenly able to see the world anew, on its own terms, and without sole reference to himself, and in which he finally blesses the ‘happy living things’ against whose whole web of life he has offended. The rest of the poem tells of his growing spiritual awareness; his penance and expiation of the curse; his visitation by angels and his final return, purged and transformed, to the place where he began; of his meeting with a hermit; of the sacrament of confession, the recovery of faith and a new mission to tell his own transformative tale to those who need to hear it.

Astonishingly, every one of these narrative elements can be paralleled in Coleridge’s life as he came to live it after the composition of this poem. I shall bring out these parallels as we look at each section of the poem in detail in the second part of this book. But, briefly, one might observe that, like his mariner, Coleridge sailed away from home and all that was familiar, both outwardly in his life-changing voyages to Germany and Malta, and inwardly in his journey deep into the nightmare world of opium addiction and high into the rarefied regions of metaphysical speculation. Like his mariner, Coleridge endured the agony of loneliness, despair and suicidal thoughts, but also like him he survived the ordeal, was rewarded with a visionary experience of transfigured beauty in the world and returned from his voyage into extremity with a new sense of purpose. Just as the mariner met the pilot and the hermit at the moment his ship was sinking, and was rescued by them, so Coleridge was rescued from the shipwreck of addiction and despair by Dr Gillman, with whom he lived for the last years of his life. In that final phase he became, like his mariner, a life-transforming teacher, sharing a spiritual vision which linked love and prayer with a new humility towards God and nature. Not surprisingly, Coleridge later came to identify himself with the mariner, yet when he wrote the poem he had never even been to sea and none of these adventures had yet befallen him.

So, how did he come to write it? What sources were woven into the poem? What intuitions, dreams and apprehensions were bodied forth in its strange and vivid imagery? These are some of the questions we will seek to answer in this book. Coleridge’s poem sends us out on a journey around the world, down towards the South Pole, up again through equatorial heat and drought, and finally home transformed. In the opening verses the mariner glances briefly back at what he is leaving behind: ‘the kirk, the hill, the light-house top’ – then turns forwards and braces himself for adventure. So we will do the same as we step on board with Coleridge, and begin our journey with and through the poem.

In the first part of this book, we will look back with him, glancing over his shoulder, at the rich series of events and influences that led him to the moment, at the age of twenty-five, when he could begin the poem. I have called this first part of the book ‘Prelude: The Growth of a Poet’s Mind’, deliberately borrowing the title that was later given to Wordsworth’s great poem. It was not, of course, Wordsworth’s original title, for The Prelude was only published posthumously and Wordsworth always referred to it as his ‘poem to Coleridge’. Coleridge never wrote his own ‘Prelude’ precisely because he was pouring so much of his time, his poetic and intellectual energy, into enabling Wordsworth to write his. As Richard Holmes consistently shows in his two-volume biography, and Coleridge later came to realise, it was Coleridge’s insistent and almost obsessive deference to Wordsworth that undermined his own sense of himself as a poet and took away the confidence he needed to write his own poetry. Nevertheless, I hope in this Prelude to show what Wordsworth called ‘the spots of time’, the insights, points of development and growth, which brought Coleridge to the point where he could produce his early masterpiece in The Ancient Mariner. Then, in Part II, we will look forward, through the lens of the poem itself, at Coleridge’s life and take the adventure that comes. From here on the shape and structure of this book and of our journey will follow the beautiful seven-part structure that Coleridge gave his poem.

But first, let us briefly consider four key features of the poem that made it so significant for Coleridge and can make it significant for us, too.

Prophetic Framing

Though The Ancient Mariner was begun in 1797 when Coleridge was only twenty-five, it was an astonishingly prescient poem. As Coleridge himself came to realise much later, the shape of this story was to be the shape of his own life. With an uncanny clarity, image after image, and event after event in the poem became emblems of what Coleridge was later to suffer and discover. In the rich and honest notebooks Coleridge kept throughout his life he came in the end to recognise and refer to himself as ‘the mariner’.

This prescient nature of the poem, the sense that new depths open out when we read it with both the early and the later Coleridge in mind, is further intensified by two of the poem’s ‘framing’ devices. The first is the fact, embedded in the narrative of the poem itself, that an old man tells the story to a younger man, and that the encounter between them is predestined, and is for the younger man’s benefit. The poem opens with a wedding guest, eager to get to the festivities, being singled out and stopped by the mariner and compelled to hear the story whether he wills or no: ‘held’ by the mariner’s ‘glittering eye’. By the end of the story the younger man has been so affected by the tale that he turns from the wedding and changes the course of his life:



He went like one that hath been stunned,

And is of sense forlorn:

A sadder and a wiser man,

He rose the morrow morn.

(Lines 622–5, last lines of the poem)



In retrospect, it is possible to imagine the wedding guest as the youthful Coleridge and the mariner as the older and wiser Coleridge returning to teach and guide his younger self.

The other ‘framing device’ unique to this poem is the famous ‘gloss’ which was added by Coleridge, nearly twenty years later, to the version published in 1817. Here indeed Coleridge created a beautiful counterpoint to his youthful voice and a more profound interpretation of the poem than he himself could have written when he composed it. This gloss, in which the young man’s original text is opened out by the older poet’s subsequent experience of life, forms the key to my own interpretation and my decision to use the poem itself as a key to Coleridge’s life story.

The Sacred Power of Self-Intuition

One may well ask how it was that Coleridge came to write such a prescient poem, to invoke imaginatively as it were a narrative shape which he himself was yet to fill. Coleridge himself suggests an illuminating answer. In 1817 he published his two most important books: Sibylline Leaves, the collection of his poetry that contains The Ancient Mariner, in its full form and published for the first time under Coleridge’s name, and Biographia Literaria or Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions. This latter book was intended as a companion volume to the poems and contains many powerful insights into the workings of the poetic imagination. We shall be looking at these insights in greater detail later in this book. But to answer our immediate question about how a poem might be so full of intuitive foresight, here is a passage from the Biographia which gives us an image with which to think about the imagination’s power of shaping prescience, or, as Coleridge calls it in this passage, ‘sacred power of self-intuition’:



They and only they can acquire the philosophic imagination, the sacred power of self-intuition, who within themselves can interpret and understand the symbol, that the wings of the air-sylph are forming within the skin of the caterpillar; those only, who feel in their own spirits the same instinct, which impels the chrysalis of the horned fly to leave room in its involucrum for antennae yet to come. They know and feel, that the potential works in them, even as the actual works on them.1



Here Coleridge advances the beautiful suggestive idea that the poetic imagination can hold open for us a shape or a space we have yet to grow into. The great works of art and literature are, as it were, making room for our future insights, giving us the shapes, the stories, the images into which the undeveloped antennae of our inner life can grow.

If this is true of the narrative shape and the imagery of The Ancient Mariner, it follows that the poem is more than just an individual’s story. It is also a profound exploration of the human condition, of our fallenness and, as Coleridge says in the gloss, our ‘loneliness and fixedness’. Yet the poem also offers hope, release and recovery. Indeed, it goes further than giving parables, images and emblems of our spiritual and psychological depths, for it also turned out to be prescient and prophetic of the whole ecological movement with its rooting of human evil in an act of needless violence against another species. In this poem, recovery consists in learning to love our fellow creatures, a motif that anticipates many modern concerns. So in the following pages I will try to draw out the way the poem also tells that tale, and how it voices the concerns of generations born long after Coleridge’s death, including our own.

Spiritual Force

There have of course been many books on Coleridge generally, and on The Rime of the Ancient Mariner in particular, but, in the present book, I will be seeking to redress a strange imbalance in some of them – even some of the very best of them: the failure to engage seriously with the rich spirituality that pervades his work, and particularly with the depth and reach of Coleridge’s Christian faith.

The Road to Xanadu,2 John Livingston Lowes’ great study of the sources of Kubla Khan and The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, is an exhaustive exploration of all that went in to the making of the poems, but doesn’t really apply that learning either to Coleridge’s subsequent life or indeed our own life and times, as I intend to do. Molly Lefebure’s ground-breaking book Samuel Taylor Coleridge: A Bondage of Opium3 not only brought a greater understanding of the debilitating addiction with which Coleridge had to struggle for most of his adult life, but relates it well to some of the imagery in The Ancient Mariner. Indeed, it is she who points out in passing that the older Coleridge, in his notebooks, identified himself with his own mariner and used the imagery of his poem to describe the agony of his nightmares and withdrawal symptoms, but she does not pursue or develop the link more systematically across his life. However, her expertise about addiction is telling and I will be drawing on her insights to talk about how strikingly relevant Coleridge’s poem, and indeed his life story, is to a culture like our own, so dominated by various forms of addictive and obsessive behaviour.

Finally, there is Richard Holmes’s magisterial two-volume biography of Coleridge,4 essential reading for anyone who wants to study him in depth. Holmes is highly readable and has brilliant insights, especially into the younger Coleridge. But though his second volume, Coleridge: Darker Reflections, dealing with the older Coleridge, is extensive and detailed, it seems to me that Holmes’s account does not give Coleridge’s Christian faith the really central place it should have, nor does it have the theological focus and reach necessary to bring out the depth and originality of Coleridge’s contribution to Christian thinking. Of course, as a biographer, he notes that Coleridge returned to faith and wrote some profound and influential theology, but Holmes is not really engaged with, or sympathetic to, that faith, and his selections from the notebooks and letters underplay it. In particular, he takes only occasional notice of Coleridge’s rich and compelling prayer life, for which there is abundant evidence as many of his prayers are written out in his notebooks.

In fact, the return to prayer accompanies the key turning point in The Ancient Mariner, the moment in which he is freed from the albatross. For the mariner moves from an agonising inability to pray –



I look’d to Heaven, and tried to pray;

But or ever a prayer had gusht,

A wicked whisper came, and made

My heart as dry as dust.

(Lines 244–7)

– to a renewed gift of prayer, released by a return to imaginatively transfigured vision, which changes everything:



The self-same moment I could pray;

And from my neck so free

The Albatross fell off, and sank

Like lead into the sea.

*

The spell begins to break.

*

(Lines 288–91 with gloss)



As we will see in the following pages, prayer, both achieved and despaired of, both abandoned and recovered, weaves constantly in and out of Coleridge’s letters, notebooks, conversation and actual practice. For Coleridge, as for the mariner, prayer and vision went hand in hand, and the recovery of prayer in his life was not a matter of conventional piety but of spiritual survival. His experience of what he called ‘the Night-mare Life-in-Death’ made prayer, itself, a matter of life and death.

Prophetic Moment: A Poem on the Threshold

Though Coleridge gave The Ancient Mariner a medieval setting and the verse was meant to imitate early ballads, it was written in the midst of that massive shift in the way we see things and configure the world, which issued from the Enlightenment. The poem is fully alive to that shift and crisis and is indeed a parable about its failings and problems and a prophecy about their resolution. Thomas Pfau, the cultural historian, has shown, in his excellent recent book Minding the Modern,5 how The Ancient Mariner engages with the problems of alienation and anomie, with the crisis over the very nature of personhood which modernity has brought us. He goes so far as to say that The Ancient Mariner is ‘A parable about the philosophical predicament of modernity’ (p. 454) and in the final section of his book, ‘Retrieving the Human’, Coleridge emerges as something of a hero and a prophet for our times: an opinion with which I entirely concur.

One aspect of the Enlightenment which had huge implications for modernism was the divorce between reason and imagination and the consequent reduction of knowledge itself to a so-called ‘objective’ realm of quantifiable fact from which all value or meaning had been drained, which in turn led to a reductive, mechanistic and purely material account of the cosmos.

Coleridge was living and working in the midst of this process. He saw from within, as it developed, the deadening effect of a falsely rationalistic and materialist philosophy. As a leading figure in the ‘Romantic Movement’ he was already part of the reaction against a purely mechanical and materialist view of the world, but unlike some of the other Romantic poets he was concerned with more than creating beautiful fantasies as an alternative to grim reality. He wanted to challenge the philosophers on their own ground and show that the insights of imagination are insights into reality itself. In particular he wanted to deliver his age from what he called ‘the tyranny of the eye’, to alert us to the formative reality of invisible qualities and values to counterbalance our obsession with ‘visible’ facts, with the quantifiable, with dead things that can only be weighed and measured.

When at last Coleridge published The Rime of the Ancient Mariner under his own name and with his own interpretative gloss in 1817 he prefaced the whole poem with an epigraph: a quotation in Latin from a work by Thomas Burnet: Arcaeologiae Philosophicae, a seventeenth-century work which combined mysticism and science, of which Coleridge possessed a 1692 edition. The very fact that he chose to preface his poem with a passage from such a work signalled that he no longer regarded The Mariner as a piece of gothic frippery but saw it as a serious contribution to our spiritual understanding. The content of the quotation that Coleridge selected makes his intentions for the whole poem even clearer:



I readily believe that there are more invisible beings in the universe than visible. But who will declare to us the nature of all these, the rank, relationships, distinguishing characteristics and qualities of each? What is it they do? Where is it they dwell? Always the human intellect circles around the knowledge of these mysteries, never touching the centre. Meanwhile it is, I deny not, oft-times well pleasing to behold sketched upon the mind, as upon a tablet, a picture of the greater and better world; so shall not the spirit, wonted to the petty concerns of daily life, narrow itself over much, nor sink utterly into trivialities. But meanwhile we must diligently seek after truth, and maintain a temperate judgement, if we would distinguish certainty from uncertainty, day from night.6



Two key elements from this epigraph are especially relevant to this poem: ‘I readily believe that there are more invisible beings in the universe than visible’; and second, from the central part of the passage, an encouragement for us ‘to behold sketched upon the mind, as upon a tablet, a picture of the greater and better world; so shall not the spirit, wonted to the petty concerns of daily life, narrow itself over much nor sink utterly into trivialities’. These elements alert us to two key features in the poem, opening our minds to a deeper reading. We are asked to remember the reality of the invisible as well as the visible, to remember that there is always more both to our cosmos and to our own minds than we can at any given moment comprehend. Indeed, a large part of the power and purpose of Coleridge’s poetry is to make the invisible realities visible to us, to clothe them for a moment in visible symbols, which can move and change us. The second element also touches on one of the central themes of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner and, more widely, one of Coleridge’s most important assertions as a poet: the danger that the petty concerns of daily life, the apparent ordinariness of a world taken for granted, should narrow the mind and sink it into triviality. Burnet’s way of curing this is to suggest that the mind should behold a greater and a better world. Certainly Coleridge’s method in this poem is to take us out of the realm of the familiar, transferring us both literally and metaphorically to an entirely different hemisphere and opening the mind to heights and depths, sublimities and horrors, which are the visible representation of the mind’s own invisible potentialities.

Throughout our reading of this poem we must have this sense of expansion: of height, of depth, of unrealised potential, of being more and more in touch with invisible realities glimmering through the visible.

Although Coleridge is best known for a handful of brilliant poems written in the course of a few miraculous years when he was a young man at the end of the eighteenth century, it is less well known that he spent the rest of his life, the first thirty-four years of the nineteenth century, reflecting on the meaning of that intense experience: of having been the mind through which great works of imagination had been revealed. In this reflection Coleridge found himself compelled to reject the mechanistic, clockwork cosmos of Newton, to reject the distant and detached clock-maker that passed for God with many of his contemporaries. Instead he rediscovered for himself the mysterious and suddenly present God who spoke to Moses from the burning bush, and called himself ‘I AM’, the mysterious and all-sustaining Word made flesh at Bethlehem, and the life-giving Holy Spirit through whom the imaginations of poets are kindled. After all his peregrinations, Coleridge, like his mariner, found haven and firm footing at last in the land of the Trinity.

As we come to the end of the Enlightenment project, the shortcomings of which Coleridge so strongly attacked while he was in the midst of it, and as we find the purely material and mechanical models of reality less and less adequate to our experience, we may find in Coleridge’s writings essential guides for the seas we have to navigate in the ‘post-modern’ era.





Prelude

The Growth of a Poet’s Mind
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The lighthouse top at Watchet Harbour: the beacon of vision, the light of reason, and a lifelong delight in philosophy





Chapter One

The Kirk, the Hill, the Lighthouse Top

The ship was cheered, the harbour cleared,

Merrily did we drop

Below the kirk, below the hill,

Below the light house top.

(Lines 21–4)


Coleridge describes his mariner setting out on the voyage and glancing back as, one by one, the kirk, the hill, the lighthouse top – the familiar landmarks of home – drop out of sight below the horizon, and he turns forwards to face the unknown. As we look at Coleridge’s life before he wrote The Ancient Mariner, these three familiar landmarks may, helpfully, stand as emblems for important aspects of that life. ‘The kirk’ may stand not only for the church itself, but also for the formative influence of its vicar, Coleridge’s father, and for Coleridge’s own first reading of the Bible and the Prayer Book, reading which never deserted him, and in the end deeply renewed him. ‘The hill’ may stand for his rich early experiences of nature, not only in climbing the hills of his Devon childhood, but more importantly following the streams he loved uphill towards their source. Finally, ‘the light-house top’ may stand for the light of reason, the beginnings of his education, and his early and lifelong delight in philosophy.

The Kirk

Coleridge was born in the small Devonshire town of Ottery St Mary on 21 October 1772, the youngest of the Reverend John Coleridge’s ten children. If we were trying to reconstruct the infancy and early childhood of anybody in Coleridge’s father’s generation or earlier, we would find it very difficult to do so, for the polished, decorous, guarded and Augustan culture of the early and mid-eighteenth century in which John Coleridge flourished placed little importance on childhood, and indeed dressed children as little adults and waited impatiently for them to grow up and be useful. It was Coleridge’s and Wordsworth’s generation, and indeed primarily these two very poets, who shifted the entire culture around them, and opened up that keen interest in the intense experience of childhood and that remarkable reverence for the insights of the child which still form part of our outlook now.

We have a rich source for understanding Coleridge’s childhood experience in the poet’s own writings. In his notebooks and letters and in his poetry itself he reached back to understand the forces that had shaped him for good and ill, and wrote about them with extraordinary intensity. Indeed, he would later define a poet as a person who retained a child’s capacity for intense vision and wonder: ‘In the Poet was comprehended the man who carries the feelings of Childhood onto the powers of Manhood, who with a soul unsubdued, unshackled by custom, can contemplate all things with the freshness, with the wonder of a child . . .’1

One of Coleridge’s earliest memories, a memory of listening to the church bells of Ottery St Mary’s, is preserved for us in a passage from Frost at Midnight, an important poem to which we will be returning later in more detail:


         . . . oft

With unclosed lids, already had I dreamt

Of my sweet birth-place, and the old church-tower,

Whose bells, the poor man’s only music, rang

From morn to evening, all the hot Fair-day,

So sweetly, that they stirred and haunted me

With a wild pleasure, falling on mine ear

Most like articulate sounds of things to come!2


This would have been a vivid experience for the young child. In those days on feasts and ‘Fair-days’ the chimes of St Mary’s were sometimes rung for as long as twelve hours at a stretch, resonating from the two huge bell-towers which were part of the church’s substantial fourteenth-century foundation. Young Coleridge, released from other tasks on the hot Fair-day, and roaming upstream beside his beloved River Otter, would have heard the bells right up the valley.

There is a great deal to be learnt about Coleridge’s feelings and formation even in this brief passage: not simply that he was child of the vicarage, and that in a profound way, his mature theology would eventually return to the place where he began, the life of the Church of England, integrating sacred and secular in the rhythms and patterns of community life; but we glimpse also his instinctive empathy for ‘the poor man’ and his understanding that the poor and the marginalised need their music too. Indeed, his whole poetic, and to some degree political effort would be to take ‘high culture’ out of the drawing rooms of the well-off and give it back to the people, so that they might hear their own voice ‘with a clean new music in it’, in Seamus Heaney’s phrase. Finally, Coleridge seems to locate in this very early experience of hearing the bells an intensely personal apprehension which would mark the deepest character of his later writing: a sense of a ‘wild haunting’, a presentiment of things to come, a feeling that even apparently ‘senseless and inarticulate’ things are, could we but hear them, trembling on the brink of speech. The poet presents us with the image of the child haunted with wild pleasure by something which, though not articulate yet, would become articulate just as a listening child himself would one day speak to spellbound listeners.

Another great source of information on Coleridge’s early childhood comes in a series of autobiographical letters to his friend Tom Poole. These letters give us a picture of a wayward, precocious, sensitive and intense child, utterly open to the heights and depths of what life had to bring him.

The Ancient Mariner contains a line in which we are told the wedding guest listened like ‘a three years’ child’ but by the age of three Coleridge had become not only a listener but also a reader and a declaimer!

In the second of his autobiographical letters to Poole,3 when he was twenty-four and had just become Poole’s neighbour in Nether Stowey, Coleridge tells his friend that at the close of 1775 (when he was then aged three) ‘I could read a chapter in the Bible’! In the next letter, describing the years 1775–8, when he was between three and six, Coleridge opens cheerily, ‘These three years I continued at the reading school’, and even tells us a little of what he was reading for fun:


My Father’s Sister kept an every-thing Shop at Crediton – and there I read thro’ all the gilt-cover little books that could be had at that time, & likewise all the uncovered tales of Tom Hickathrift, Jack the Giant-killer, &c & &c &c &c – / – – and I used to lie by the wall, and mope – and my spirits used to come upon me suddenly, & in a flood – & then I was accustomed to run up and down the church-yard, and act over all I had been reading on the docks, the nettles, and the rank-grass. – At six years old I remember to have read Belisarius, Robinson Crusoe, & Philip Quarle [Quarll] – and then I found the Arabian Nights’ entertainments – one tale of which (the tale of a man who was compelled to seek for a pure virgin) made so deep an impression on me (I had read it in the evening while my mother was mending stockings) that I was haunted by spectres, whenever I was in the dark – and I distinctly remember the anxious & fearful eagerness, with which I used to watch the window, in which the books lay – & whenever the Sun lay upon them, I would seize it, carry it by the wall, & bask, & read –.4


The first thing to note about this passage is the active imagination with which Coleridge responded to his reading: ‘I was accustomed to run up and down the church-yard, and act over all I had been reading on the docks, the nettles, and the rank-grass.’ It is an extraordinary vision, this wonder-child acting out the great mythopoeic fairy-tales – Jack the Giant Killer and the tales of Arabian Nights – but enacting them on the sacred ground of the church. In a sense, that image beautifully embodies what would be his life’s mission: bringing together the active, shaping spirit of the imagination, on the one hand, and the traditions and mysteries of Christianity, on the other. Indeed, in another of his autobiographical letters to Poole he himself makes the link between his reading of fairy-tales and the opening of his mind to new ways of finding truth in faith and philosophy, and in this letter he anticipates a great deal of modern thinking about the right place of imagination and fairy-tale in the raising of children, when he makes a defence of stories of giants, magicians and genii:


For 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 as the 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, & Relations of Giants & Magicians, & Genii? – I know all that has been said against it; but I have formed my faith in the affirmative. – I know no other way of giving the mind a love of ‘the Great’, & ‘the Whole’. – Those who have been led to the same truths step by step thro’ the constant testimony of their senses, seem to me to want a sense which I possess – They contemplate nothing but parts – and all parts are necessarily little – and the Universe to them is but a mass of little things. – It is true, that the mind may become credulous & prone to superstition by the former method – but are not the Experimentalists credulous even to madness in believing any absurdity, rather than believe the grandest truths, if they have not the testimony of their own senses in their favor? – I have known some who have been rationally educated, as it is styled. They were marked by a microscopic acuteness; but when they looked at great things, all became a blank & they saw nothing – and denied (very illogically) that any thing could be seen; and uniformly put the negation of a power for the possession of a power – & called the want of imagination Judgment . . .5


Coleridge wrote this letter at the age of twenty-four and it was already clear to him that the awakened imagination of the child can and should become a gift and power available to the adult. This passage also introduces one of the great themes of Coleridge’s life and work: his heroic resistance to the reductivism which had begun in his era, and has nearly choked and destroyed ours. By reductivism I mean the entire cast of mind that always presumes that everything apparently great or mysterious can be reduced to its smallest parts and ‘explained’, that is to say ‘explained away’. We see it in the aggressive ‘New Atheism’ of our own time; we see it in the kind of reductivism that relies on phrases like ‘just’ or ‘only’ or ‘merely’, the kind of thinking that wants to see the whole of human culture as merely the unwinding of a selfish gene. Coleridge not only saw this danger but also saw its essential absurdity, its philosophical shallowness, its blind obsession with parts and refusal to contemplate the whole. As we will see, these issues are raised with great force through the imaginative frame and narrative of The Ancient Mariner, and addressed by Coleridge throughout his life, especially in his final brilliant synthesis of imagination, faith and philosophy in the Biographia Literaria. But this is to anticipate.

Coleridge’s active or even overactive imaginative life, fuelled by The Arabian Nights, could have its shadow side, for if The Arabian Nights was the source of his first supernatural imaginative rapture, it was also the source of dreadful nightmares which pursued him all his life. So he wrote to Poole, in a passage we have already cited: ‘I was haunted by spectres’. This phrase will be resonant for readers of The Ancient Mariner with its spectral ship and its ‘Night-mare Life-in-Death’ (line 193). It is also interesting to note the sheer power of the presence of the physical book itself for the young Coleridge, his obsessive watching of it, and his deep need for the light of the sun to cleanse and safeguard these imaginative voyages. There is another sense, too, in which the arena of imagination is both framed and guarded by the larger and equally supernatural framing of ‘the Kirk’. Later in the same letter he says to Poole:


– I suppose, you know the old prayer –

Matthew! Mark! Luke! & John!

God bless the bed which I lie on.

Four Angels round me spread,

Two at my foot & two at my bed [head] –


This prayer I said nightly – & most firmly believed the truth of it. – 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.6


Once more we see, even so early in his childhood, key elements that he would weave into The Ancient Mariner: the invading nightmares, the desperate need for and power of prayer, the intervention of angels.

But there was more to Coleridge’s childhood, of course, than simply the intense listening and precocious reading of a gifted and imaginative child. Coleridge was the youngest of ten, a gift to his father’s mature years and the apple of his mother’s eye, for his father was fifty-three and his mother forty-five when he was born. This sense of being the last, the special, perhaps the unexpected child, had a double-edge; as Coleridge memorably and paradoxically put it: ‘my father was very fond of me, and I was my mother’s darling — in consequence, I was very miserable’.7

From the outset, both sibling love and sibling rivalry were a deep part of Coleridge’s formation. He felt very close to his older sister Anne, whom he called Nancy, feelings perhaps intensified in recollection of her untimely death at twenty-one. The nearest to Coleridge in age was Francis, called ‘Frank’. If Coleridge was doted on by his mother, then perhaps, almost by way of compensation, his nurse, Molly, who had most of the practical rearing of the children, doted instead on Frank; and, according to Coleridge, gave Coleridge himself nothing but hard words and blows. Out of these tensions arose perhaps the single most significant episode in Coleridge’s childhood; certainly it was an episode to which he returned again and again in memory and in notebooks, and the atmosphere and imagery of which entered deeply into his poetry, and returned to him sometimes in both dream and nightmare. What started as a squabble between brothers over food suddenly escalated into rage, into running away, and indeed into a near-death experience. Let us hear Coleridge tell the story of what happened in his own words:


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 my blow, flung himself on the ground, and there lay with outstretched limbs – I hung over him moaning & in a great fright – he leaped up, & 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 & 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. – There I stayed; my rage died away; but my obstinacy vanquished my fears – & taking out a little shilling book which had, at the end, morning & evening prayers, I very devoutly repeated them – thinking at the same time with inward & gloomy satisfaction, how miserable my Mother must be! – I distinctly remember my feelings when I saw a Mr Vaughan pass over the Bridge, at about a furlong’s distance – and how I watched the Calves in the fields beyond the river. It grew dark – & I fell asleep – it was towards the latter end of October – & it proved a dreadful stormy night – / I felt the cold in my sleep, and dreamt that I was pulling the blanket over me, & actually pulled over me a dry thorn bush, which lay on the hill – in my sleep I had rolled from the top of the hill to within three yards of the River, which flowed by the unfenced edge of the bottom. – I awoke several times, and finding myself wet & stiff, and cold, closed my eyes again that I might forget it. – In the mean time my Mother waited about half an hour, expecting my return, when the Sulks had evaporated – I not returning, she sent into the Church-yard, & round the town – not found! – Several men & all the boys were sent to ramble about & seek me – in vain! My Mother was almost distracted – and at ten o’clock at night I was cry’d by the crier in Ottery, and in two villages near it – with a reward offered for me. – No one went to bed – indeed, I believe, half the town were up all one night! To return to myself – About five in the morning or a little after, I was broad awake; and attempted to get up & walk – but I could not move – I saw the Shepherds & Workmen at a distance – & cryed but so faintly, that it was impossible to hear me 80 yards off – and there I might have lain & died – for I was now almost given over, the ponds & even the river near which I was lying, having been dragged. – But by good luck Sir Stafford Northcote, who had been out all night, resolved to make one other trial, and came so near that he heard my crying – He carried me in his arms, for near a quarter of a mile; when we met my father & Sir Stafford’s Servants. – . . . I was put to bed – & recovered in a day or so – but I was certainly injured – For I was weakly, & subject to the ague for many years after – .8


Holmes and a number of Coleridge’s other biographers observe in this episode the first expression of a pattern which they see repeated again and again in Coleridge’s life: the sudden agony of passion in the midst of an apparently calm scenario, the rapid alternation between feeling hurt himself and feeling total empathy for the one who has hurt him and against whom he has lashed out, and then the bolt, the flight, and even in the midst of the flight, a deep sensitivity to and awareness of all his surroundings, and then the pride that will not let him return immediately, and yet the secret longing to be found, and finally the dangerous extremities, the taking of things so far that when at last he wants to cry out and return he is incapable of it. It is certainly true that all these elements, and often in that order, do recur at various times of crisis in Coleridge’s life. But I would not want to suggest that this episode was formative in the sense of being determinative. So much of Coleridge’s later thought explores the mystery of our freedom. Whatever pressures may be pushing us one way, we can sometimes suddenly move to the other, for both good and ill. There is a further curious detail in this story as Coleridge tells it, and that is that this highly alarmed and emotional seven-year-old nevertheless had a little book of prayers in his pocket, and knew how to read and use them (‘I very devoutly repeated them’).

There could never have been a time, from his childhood onwards, in which he didn’t have ‘a little shilling book’, or even a weighty folio, somewhere about his person. Also typical of the essence of Coleridge, and anticipating things to come, is the extraordinary honesty and psychological acuteness with which he describes his divided mind – divided not simply between obstinacy and fear, but also between real devotion and an equally real desire to upset his mother: ‘I very devoutly repeated them – thinking at the same time with inward & gloomy satisfaction, how miserable my Mother must be!’ It is this quality of observing all that goes on in our minds at the same time, the worthy as well as the unworthy, which makes him such an honest, helpful and compelling figure for his readers. But it is also worth reflecting that for the infant who heard the church bells, for the three-year-old who could read a chapter of the Bible out loud, for the five-year-old who enacted his fairy-tales in the churchyard, and for the seven-year-old who could devoutly read Evensong in the midst of running away, the whole frame of Anglican Christianity – whatever his subsequent departures and returns – was part of his world, and formed a permanent and generative element in the language with which he spoke and thought. If the mariner was to see the kirk itself drop away below the horizon as he set off on his voyage, he would still find that the deep structure of Christian thought, its heights and depths, its loss and redemption, would always be with him.

Before the kirk drops for the time being below our horizon, let us consider the part played by its central figure, Coleridge’s father, Ottery’s vicar and schoolmaster. In Biographia Literaria, Coleridge gives us an affectionate but partly comic picture of his father as an innocent abroad, a genial but perhaps slightly hapless would-be scholar who had written a great new theory of Latin grammar completely ignored by all, and who bemused his congregation in this small market town by quoting the Bible to them in Hebrew on the grounds that it was the language of the Holy Spirit. In fact, recent scholarship has taken Coleridge’s father rather more seriously, and delineated what an astonishing achievement it was that brought him from humble and unlearned origins to be the possessor of a Cambridge degree, author of several books, and the key leader, communicator and educator of his own community. In 2014 the great Coleridgean scholar J.C.C. Mays produced a monumental work Coleridge’s Father: Absent Man, Guardian Spirit,9 which may change our views of him forever. Whatever humorous deprecations there may be in Biographia Literaria, Coleridge certainly drew deeply throughout his life on the precious times he had alone with his father: walks and conversations, which glowed all the more intensely in the poet’s mind against the dark background of his father’s untimely death when Coleridge was nine. One example of such a walk and talk with his father illustrates this most clearly. In the very same letter that describes his disastrous flight from home, he says this about his father:


My Father (who had so little of parental ambition in him, that he had destined his children to be Blacksmiths &c, & had accomplished his intention but for my Mother’s pride & spirit of aggrandizing her family) – my father had however resolved that I should be a Parson. I read every book that came in my way without distinction – and my father was fond of me, & used to take me on his knee, and hold long conversations with me. I remember, that at eight years old I walked with him one winter evening from a farmer’s house, a mile from Ottery – & he told me the names of the stars – and how Jupiter was a thousand times larger than our world – and that the other twinkling stars were Suns that had worlds rolling round them – & when I came home, he shewed me how they rolled round – / . I heard him with a profound delight & admiration; but without the least mixture of wonder or incredulity. For from my early reading of Faery Tales, & Genii &c &c – my mind had been habituated to the Vast –10


The first thing to note about this remarkable passage is that it is not just the heavens that are vast and marvellously furnished, it is also the mind of the vicar of Otter St Mary’s! The Christianity into which Coleridge was born, to which he would eventually return, and which he himself would profoundly renew and re-envisage, was not some narrow bigotry or closed-down, text-bound literalism. Coleridge’s local vicar was not a flat-earther. John Coleridge was familiar with the great developments in astronomy that had taken place during his lifetime. He did not see the working of reason or the enlargement of the mind through the discoveries of science as in any sense a threat to his faith. When he came home and showed his son, perhaps with marbles on a board, how these other worlds rolled around, he was not only showing him a piece of astronomy, he was also showing him that curiosity about the world, and an imaginative grasp of science, were not necessarily inimical to faith.

The Hill

On that strange night-flight up the hill Coleridge had been running away from his mother, but there was another sense in which he was returning to his mother, a sense in which he was profoundly, as Wordsworth called him, a ‘child of nature’. The nurturing of mind and imagination he received upon the hill above the kirk in Ottery, and his long rambling following the River Otter upwards till it was a stream in the hills and brought him to magical caves, was as profound and spiritually nourishing as anything he received directly from his parents. The hill here stands as an emblem of nature, but for Coleridge himself the truest emblem was not so much the hill itself as the streams which rose within, and flowed from it.

In The Prelude, Wordsworth gives us a glimpse of Coleridge, the exiled schoolboy in London, closing his eyes and returning by internal light, in an intense act of imagination, to the hill and streams of his childhood:


I speak to thee, my Friend! to thee,

Who, yet a liveried schoolboy, in the depths

Of the huge city, on the leaded roof

Of that wide edifice, thy school and home,

Wert used to lie and gaze upon the clouds

Moving in heaven; or, of that pleasure tired,

To shut thine eyes, and by internal light

See trees, and meadows, and thy native stream,

Far distant, thus beheld from year to year

Of a long exile.11


This passage is made all the more poignant by the fact that it was addressed to Coleridge in the midst of a longer and deeper exile than that of the schoolboy, addressed to him when he was indeed the mariner alone on a wide, wide sea, self-exiled across the Mediterranean in Malta. Even as he faced his demons there, Wordsworth was remembering Coleridge remembering the River Otter. But let us hear directly from Coleridge himself about that dear native stream in which he nearly drowned, but which was also happily to prove a source and sustenance for so much of his life.

The image of an inexhaustible river, a fountain of life and light, a force to be reckoned with, runs through all Coleridge’s writing and emerges afresh at key points in his life. He was fascinated by the river as something seen, but whose source is unseen. This fascination goes right back to his childhood, to the days when with his friends he tried to find the source of the River Otter, a river which was the subject of his first accomplished poem, ‘To the River Otter’, written when he was still an undergraduate, where already the sense of surface and depth, movement and transparency, had entered his imagination:


What happy and what mournful hours, since last

I skimmed the smooth thin stone along thy breast,

Numbering its light leaps! Yet so deep imprest

Sink the sweet scenes of childhood that mine eyes

I never shut amid the sunny ray, but straight

With all their tints thy waters rise,

Thy crossing plank, thy marge with willows grey,

And bedded sand that veined with various dyes

Gleamed through thy bright transparence! . . .12


As Coleridge matured both as a man and a writer, he left the cloying sweetness of that early style behind; but the river, which was its subject, continued to flow through his mind and inform his thought. Indeed, one of the first poems he planned with Wordsworth, in the same year that he wrote The Ancient Mariner, was to have been an epic following a stream from its first source to the time it meets the sea. And it was also in that year that Coleridge wrote Kubla Khan, the great river poem which we shall look at in much more detail later. All we need note here is that even as he celebrates the River Otter and its source in his childhood he already implies that the waters of a corresponding imaginative river, or perhaps river of imagination, rise within him.

This visionary remembrance of the river of his childhood, written long after, is made particularly poignant and intense by the sudden and complete catastrophe, from the child’s point of view, which brought his childhood to an end. When Coleridge was nine, his father went off to Plymouth to see Frank, Coleridge’s only slightly older brother, settled and apprenticed as a midshipman. He returned home in apparent good health and high spirits, but that very night he died suddenly, probably of a heart attack.

John Coleridge’s death changed everything. The vicarage went with his job. Coleridge’s mother found herself at once bereaved, homeless, deprived of income, and having to provide as best she could for such a large family. This may account in some degree for what follows, and for the tragic break in real trust and affection between Coleridge and his mother. Friends of the family, rallying round, and trying to find places and support for the numerous children with whom Anne Coleridge could not cope on her own, told her they could get young Sam presented at Christ’s Hospital, a charity school in London, whose board, lodging and education was sometimes provided free to the sons of the clergy, particularly those in material distress. We can see why she took up the offer, but we can equally see how traumatic it was for Coleridge to lose a beloved father, to be wrenched away from his home and family and sent off to the sparse diet, grim regime, savage beatings and above all exile and loneliness which was the experience of most boys in a London charity school. What is more, he was sent away even before it was strictly necessary, even before the school-place was available, and packed off to an uncle in London three months before school started. For now he bade farewell to the hill above Ottery St Mary’s and all it stood for, but the lighthouse top, the rich life of the mind, was just ahead of him.

The Lighthouse Top

If the kirk and the hill that drop away from the mariner may stand for the formative influences of church and nature, then in this part of Coleridge’s life we will see the lighthouse top, the light shed not by nature but by human endeavour; the light of learning, of philosophy, of history and poetry, begins to shine more brightly. However dark some of his school experiences may have been, it was at Christ’s Hospital that Coleridge was given an incomparable grounding, not only in Latin and Greek but in the whole tradition of literature from which he would draw so fully and to which he would contribute so richly. But, as we have noted, he was shipped off to an uncle before he ever got to school, and in that strange pre-school interlude, there are also many foreshadowings of his later life.

Uncle John Bowden was a ‘character’ – indeed almost a Dickensian character before Dickens’ time. He kept a tobacconist’s near the Stock Exchange, and worked for an underwriter part-time, but seems to have spent a great deal of time escaping from both these occupations, and from his own family, into the many taverns and coffeehouses of London, taking the astonished and astonishing young Coleridge with him. Here’s how Coleridge tells the story in his fifth and last autobiographical letter to Poole, starting with a description of his uncle:


– He was generous as the air & a man of very considerable talents – but he was a Sot [drunkard]. – He received me with great affection, and I stayed ten weeks at his house . . . My Uncle was very proud of me, & used to carry me from Coffee-house to Coffee-house, and Tavern to Tavern, where I drank, & talked & disputed, as if I had been a man – /. Nothing was more common than for a large party to exclaim in my hearing, that I was a prodigy, &c &c &c – so that, while I remained at my Uncle’s, I was most completely spoilt & pampered, both mind & body.13


Here we have a first instance of ‘Coleridge the Talker’,14 brilliant, loquacious, the centre of attention, expanding his wings and the minds of his audience amid the smoke, the drink, and the gregarious clatter and chatter of a London pub. We can also imagine how he flung himself into that world with its thrills of intoxicating drinks, its flattering pleasures of being an honorary ‘grown-up’, and its almost constant attention, as both an escape from and a compensation for the traumatic loss of his father with which he had not yet really come to terms.

The contrast between pub sessions with his disreputable uncle and the Spartan rigours and disciplines of Christ’s Hospital must have been almost unbearable, as Coleridge moved from being spoiled and indulged in pubs to the strict regime, poor food and frequent beatings of his school life.

But if the physical life at school was dark and shadowed, the great lighthouse of intellectual and imaginative life burnt all the more brightly, and Coleridge first showed here those extraordinary powers of resilience and recovery that were to serve him well through the coming traumas of his life. For what the school did provide him with was access to books, and the learning and skill with which to enjoy them: ‘My whole Being was, with eyes closed to every object of present sense, to crumple myself up in a sunny Corner, and read, read, read.’15

Indeed, Coleridge’s access to books was greatly enlarged by an extraordinary incident, which again tells us a huge amount about the man he was to become. This was a story that he told to James Gillman. One day, when Coleridge was ‘skipping school’ to walk the streets of London, or ‘skulking’, as it was then called, he was so actively reliving and imagining his reading, in this case, the tale of Leander swimming the Hellespont, that he ‘thrust his hands before him as if in the act of swimming’ and accidentally struck the pocket of a passing stranger. In what could have been an early episode of Oliver, the man seized him and lifted him up and accused him of picking his pocket. Things might have gone very badly for Coleridge at this point, but the affronted man was astonished when the young urchin he had seized enthusiastically explained that he wasn’t picking a pocket, but rather swimming the Hellespont, pretending he was Leander swimming towards his beloved Hero. The gentleman was ‘so struck and delighted by the novelty of the thing’16 that, far from dragging the young lad off to the authorities, he gave him instead a subscription for three years to the King Street Lending Library! We can still marvel at this wonderful piece of spontaneous and particular beneficence by an unnamed stranger, which has borne such great fruit. And Coleridge made the most of it. His reading was voracious, and at this stage completely undiscriminating; he simply read and absorbed everything: ‘I read through the catalogue, folios and all, whether I understood them, or did not understand them, running all risks in skulking out to get the two volumes which I was entitled to have daily.’17

However comprehensive and indiscriminate the reading which so deeply stocked his mind with the ideas and images of his later poetry, certain key themes did begin to emerge as Coleridge entered his teenage years. One of these was a real interest in philosophy, particularly the writings of Plato and the Neo-Platonists, many of whose insights, as we shall see, deeply and subtly inform The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. Part of our evidence for this arises from the testimony of a great friend he made at Christ’s and kept throughout his life – for Coleridge’s eloquence and his gift for friendship never deserted him, and sustained him through his worst days – the wonderful Charles Lamb.

Here is Lamb’s justly famous encomium of Coleridge as he was when they met as schoolboys in Christ’s Hospital:


Come back into memory, like as thou wert in the dayspring of thy fancies, with
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