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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

On the evening of March 23, 1798, Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge brought to his friends William and Dorothy 

Wordsworth a just-completed poem called "The Rime of the 

Ancyent Marinere." This remarkable poem caused little 

excitement when it was published, but its fame has grown 

steadily. The poem under its present spelling, "The Rime of 

the Ancient Mariner," is now included in nearly all high 

school and college anthologies of poetry or'of English 

literature. The poem first appeared in the volume Lyrical 

Ballads , called by Emile Legouis "an epoch-making book . . . 

generally considered as the initial date of English romantic 

literature.""'" Legouis feels that the interest in this 

volume, and consequently in "The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner," is due to the new elements of thought, feeling, 

and form which ushered in the Romantic Period of English 

literature. 

"'"JSmile Legouis, "Some Remarks on the Composition of 
the Lyrical Ballads of 1798," Wordsworth and Coleridge, 
edited by Earl Leslie Griggs (New York, 19 39, reissued 1962), 
p • 1. 



The Purpose and Extent of This Paper 

2 

The new elements in "The Ancient Mariner" were partly 

responsible for the unfavorable early reviews which vary 

much from the high praise the poem receives today. The 

purpose of this study is to record critical opinion of the 

poem from the contemporary reviews of 1798 to the intensive 

critical analyses of the 1960's. The material is arranged 

chronologically in order that criticism may be appraised 

with reference to the date of composition. Three time 

periods are used: 1798-1850, 1850-1900/ and 1900—1968. The 

quantity and quality of material available in the period 

from 1900 to 1968 suggests a topical as well as a chronologi-

cal arrangement. In addition to professional reviews, 

comments by Coleridge's friends are included, particularly 

those of William Wordsworth, Charles Lamb, and Robert Southey. 

Also included are Coleridge's own references to the poem. 

Excluded from this study is the vast amount of material 

which seeks to trace the sources from which Coleridge drew 

inspiration for the poem. The Road to Xanadu, by John 

Livingston. Lowes, is perhaps the most comprehensive work on 

this subject. 

Variations in the Poem 

Coleridge made several changes in "The Ancient Mariner" 

after it appeared in the 1798 edition of Lyrical Ballads. 

2 
For the purpose of simplification, the poem will here-

after be referred to by this shortened title. 



This volume was reprinted in 1800, 1802, and 1805. The poem 

was first published under the author's name in Sibylline 

Leaves in 1817. Other editions of the poem during Coleridge's 

lifetime were those of 1828, 1829, and 1834. These editions 

were titled The Poetical Works of S. T. Coleridge. No 

important changes in the poem were made after 1817. A few 

changes in punctuation, capitals, and italics were added 

after this date. A detailed comparison of the changes made 

in the different editions of the poem can be found in The 

Poems of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, edited with textual notes 

by Ernest Hartley Coleridge. The important changes are 

summarized below so that they may be considered when evaluat-

ing the criticism of the poem. 

1. Some archaic words were dropped in the 1800 edition 

o f Lyrical. Ballads, and the spelling of the title was changed 

from "The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere" to "The Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner," The following words were dropped: "cauld," 

"Emerauld," the nineteen "ne"s, "withouten," "Pheere," 

"atween," "eldritch," "yspread," "yeven," ''Lavrock," "beforne, 

"n'old," and "een." 

2. Line 85 of the 1798 edition read "And broad as a 

weft upon the left . . . ." In the 1800 edition it became 

"Still hid in mist, and on the left . . . ." 

John Livingston Lowes, The Road to Xanadu: A Study in 
the Ways of the Imagination (Boston, 1964), p. 431. 



3. Line 62 of the 1798 edition was changed from "Like 

noises in a swound!" to "A wild and ceaseless sound!" in the 

1800 edition. The original line was restored in the 1817 

edition. 

4. The Latin motto was added in the 1817 edition. It 

4 

is referred to as an "epigraph" by some critics. 

5. Lines 41-50 first appeared in the 1817 edition. 

6. The sub-title, "The Poet's Reverie," appeared in 

the 1800 edition, but it was struck out in the 1817 edition 
5 

of Sibylline Leaves. 
! 

7. The marginal gloss first appeared in the 1817 edition; 

slight changes in the gloss were made in the 1828 edition. 

8. Further archaic words were dropped in the 1817 

edition, leaving only, "I wist," "rgan," and "countree." 

Inception of the Poem 

"The Ancient Mariner" was originally intended to be a 

collaborative effort. Coleridge and Wordsworth, accompanied 

7 
by Dorothy Wordsworth, on a walking trip from Alfoxden to 

4 
See Chapter IV, pp. 76-78, for a discussion of the 

epigraph. 
5 
Lowes theorizes that the sub-title was included m 

response to Wordsworth's criticism and that Coleridge struck 
it out when the poem was published apart from Wordsworth's 
poems. Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, p. 280. 

^Both Lowes and Ernest Hartley Coleridge believe that 
the glosses were written in an earlier period. See Chapter 
IV, p. 73. 

7 
Lowes deduces from the reading of Dorothy Wordsworth's 

Journals that the actual date was November 13, 1797. Lowes, 
The Road to Xanadu, p. 202. 



the Valley of the Stones, agreed to cover the expense of the 

trip by writing a poem for which they hoped to obtain five 

pounds. In the "Preface" to Sibylline Leaves, Coleridge 

told how the poem was planned. "It was on a delightful walk 

from Nether Stowey to Dulverton, with him [Wordsworth] and 

his sister, in the Autumn of 1797, that this Poem was planned, 

8 

and in part composed." Many years later, in 1843, he 

interrupted the dictating of the preface to "We are Seven" 

to recall that he had suggested the navigation of the ship 

by dead men and the killing of the albatross. He added that 

he did not recollect that he had "anything more to do with 

the scheme of the poem . . . ." 
We began the composition together, on that to 
me memorable evening . . . . As we endeavored 
to proceed conjointly (I speak of the same 
evening), our respective manners proved so 
widely different, that it would have been quite 
presumptuous in me to do anything but separate 
from an undertaking upon which I could only 
have been a clog.^ 

When dictating these words to a Miss Fenwick, Wordsworth 

also recalled that most of the story was Coleridge's inven-

tion, but it was founded on a dream of Cruikshank, a friend 

of Coleridge. Lawrence Hanson notes that John Cruikshank 

was Coleridge's "back-garden" neighbor. In the dream he 

8 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Sibylline Leaves, cited in 

Lawrence Hanson, The Life of S. T. Coleridge: The Early 
Years (New York, 1938) ," p. 472. 

9 . 
William Wordsworth, Memoirs of William Wordsworth, 

Vol. I, pp. 107-108, cited in Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, 
p. 203. " ~~ 



related to Coleridge, he "'fancied he saw a skeleton ship, 

with figures in it.'11"^ This bare suggestion of the skeleton 

ship, plus Wordsworth's suggestion of the killing of the 

albatross, was responsible, then, for moving Coleridge's 

imagination to work on "The Ancient Mariner." 

"^Hanson, The Life of S_. T. Coleridge, p. 219. 



CHAPTER II 

CRITICAL COMMENTARY, 1798-1850 

Lyrical Ballads, 1798 

Lyrical Ballads was published on or about September 1, 

179 8. The volume was published anonymously and was preceded 

by a long advertisement which gives no indication whether it 

was written by the publisher, Joseph Cottle, or by Wordsworth 

and Coleridge. The "Advertisement" reads in part: 

The majority of the following poems are to be 
considered as experiments. They were written 
chiefly with a view to ascertain how far the 
language of conversation in the middle and lower 
classes of society is adapted to the purposes 
of poetic pleasure. Readers accustomed to the 
gaudiness and inane phraseology of many modern 
writers . . . will perhaps frequently have to 
struggle with feelings of strangeness and awkward-
ness . . . . It is desirable that such readers 
. . . should ask themselves if it [the book] 
contains a natural delineation of human passions, 
human characters, and human incidents; and if.the 
answer be favourable to the author's wishes, that 
they should consent to be pleased in spite of 
that most dreadful enemy to our pleasures, our 
own pre-established codes of decision. 

The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere was professedly 
written in imitation of the style, as well as 
the spirit of the elder poets; but with a few 
exceptions, the Author believes that the language 
adopted in it has been equally intelligible for 
these three last centuries. 

"̂Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth, Lyrical 
Ballads (1798 edition), edited by R. L.'Brett and A. R. 
Jones (New York, 1963), pp. 7-8. 
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The poems were published anonymously because the poets hoped 

that their experiment would be fairly judged without personal 

considerations. In a letter to Cottle, Coleridge brusquely 

explained why the poets wished anonymity. "As to anonymous 

publications, depend on it, you are deceived. Wordsworth1s 

2 

name is nothing to a large number of persons; mine stinks." 

Legouis refers to Coleridge's letter and suggests that the 

poems were written anonymously because Wordsworth and 

Coleridge were known as Jacobins and because "their names 
3 

stank m the nostrils of the conservative public." 

Most of the contemporary reviewers overlooked the finest 

poems in the Lyrical Ballads; "The Ancient Mariner" was 

unanimously condemned. Only the "Idiot Boy," "The Thorn," 

and "The Mad Mother" were held to contain some merit. An 

article in The Analytical Review, December, 1798, describes 

the remarks in the "Advertisement" as sensible, but it then 

adds, in reference to "The Ancient Mariner," 

The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere, a ballad in 
seven parts, is written professedly in imitation 
of the style as well as the spirit of the ancient 
poets. We are not pleased with it; in our opinion 
it has more of the extravagance of a mad German 
poet, than of the simplicity of our ancient ballad 
writers . . . . 

2 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Vol. I of The Biographia 

Epistolaris, edited by A. Turnbull, 2 vols. (London, 1911), 
p. 160. 

3 
Legouis, "Some Remarks on the Composition of the 

Lyrical Ballads of 1798," p. 9. 
4 
The Analytical Review, XXVIII (December, 1798) , cited 

in Coleridge and Wordsworth, Lyrical Ballads, edited by Brett 
and Jones, p. 314. ~ 



The reviewer for The Monthly Review finds Lyrical 

Ballads "entertaining,11 but he also finds distasteful the 

proposal to .imitate the older poets. He suggests that it 

would be "degrading" to poetry, as well as to the English 

language, to go back to Chaucer, whose poetry he describes 

as "barbarous and uncouth." He refers to "The Ancient 

Mariner" as 

. . . the strangest story of a cock and bull that 
we ever saw on paper: yet, though it seems a 
rhapsody of unintelligible wildness and incoherence 
(of which we do not perceive the drift, unless the 
joke lies in depriving the wedding guest of his 
share of the feast), there are in it poetical 
touches of an exquisite kind.^ 

Another 1798 review compliments Lyrical Ballads but not 

6 

"The Ancient Mariner." The reviewer states'that "the author 

of 'Lyrical Ballads' has attempted to imitate the style of 

our old English versifiers, with unusual success; 'The Ancient 

Marinere,' however, on which he particularly prides himself, 
7 

is m our opinion a particular exception." 

The review in The British Critic of October, 1799, is 

kinder. The reviewer was believed to be the Reverend Francis 

Wrangham, a friend of both Wordsworth and Coleridge. He 
5 
"Lyrical Ballads" (author not given), The Monthly 

Review, XXIX (November, 1798), 204. 
6 
Since Lyrical Ballads was published anonymously, the 

reviewers assumed that the poems were written by one author. 
7 
"Retrospect of Domestic Literature—Poetry" (author 

not given), The Monthly Magazine, VI (December, 1798) , 514. 
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thinks that the beginning and the end of "The Ancient 

Mariner" are striking and well conducted, but that the inter-

mediate part is too long and in some places not quite 

intelligible. He continues by saying: 

The author, who is confidently said to be 
Mr. Coleridge, is not correctly versed in the 
old language, which he undertakes to employ. 
"Noises of a swound" and "broad as a weft," 
are both nonsensical, but the ancient style is 
well imitated, while the antiquated words are 
so very few, that the latter might with ad-
vantage be entirely removed without any detriment 
to the effect of the Poem. The opening of the 
Poem is admirably calculated to arrest the 
reader's attention, by the well-imagined idea 
of the Wedding Guest, who is held to hear the 
tale, in spite of his efforts to escape. The 
beginning of the second canto has much merit, 
if we except the very unwarrantable comparison 
of the Sun to which no man can conceive: "like 
God's own head," a simile which makes a reader 
shudder, not with poetic feeling, but with 
religious disapprobation. 

This reviewer calls lines 102 to 122 "eminently good," and 

adds that "the conclusion is very good, particularly the 

idea that the Marinere has periodical fits of agony, which 

9 

oblige him to relate his marvellous adventure." 

In October, 1798, Robert Southey, a fellow poet who was 

married to a sister of Mrs. Coleridge, reviewed Lyrical 

Ballads for The Critical Review. In an article signed with 

the pseudonym "Aristarchus," he derides the statement that 

8The British Critic, XIV (October, 1799), cited in 
Coleridge and Wordsworth, Lyrical Ballads, edited by Brett 
and Jones, p. 318. 

^Ibid., p. 319. 
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"The Ancient Mariner" is written in imitation of the "elder 

poets." 

We are tolerably conversant with the early 
English poets; and can discover no resemblance 
whatever, except in antiquated spelling and a 
few obsolete words. This piece appears to us 
perfectly original in style as well as in story. 
Many of the stanzas are laboriously beautiful; 
but in connection they are absurd or unintel-
ligible. Our readers may exercise their 
ingenuity in attempting to unriddle what follows: 

"The roaring wind, it roar'd far off. 
It did not come anear." etc., etc. 

We do not sufficiently understand the story to 
analyse it. It is a Dutch attempt at German 
sublimity.-'-® Genius has here been employed in 
producing a poem of little merit.-LJ-

In addition to his unfavorable comments on "The Ancient 

Mariner," Southey makes disparaging remarks concerning the 

whole volume of Lyrical Ballads. He states that the "experi-

ment" has failed because it has been tried on uninteresting 

subjects. When Coleridge discovered the identity of the 

reviewer, he sent the following comment to the Morning Post. 

It appeared December 16, 1801. 

^In the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 
English were discovering German literature. Five transla-
tions of Burger's "Lenore" were published in 1796 alone. 
Many critics, however, did not like the German drama and 
criticized it severely. Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, p. 221. 
In reference to the "Dutch attempt," Charpentier notes that 
"at this time the Dutch were looked upon as the country 
cousins of Europe." John Charpentier, Coleridge, The Sublime 
Somnambulist, translated by M. V. Nugent (New York, 1929), 
p. "137. 

^The Critical Review, XXIV (October, 1798), cited in 
Coleridge and Wordsworth, Lyrical Ballads, edited by Brett 
and Jones, pp. 313-314. 
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To a critic who extracted a passage from a poem 
without adding a word respecting the context, and 
then derided it as unintelligible. 

Most candid critic, what if I 
By way of joke pull out your eye 
and holding up the fragment, cry 
"Ha! Ha! that men such fools should be! 
Behold this shapless Dab!—and he 
who own's it, fancied it could see!" 
The joke were mighty analytic, ^ 
But should you like it, candid critic? 

Anna Seward, a minor poet of the period, grasps a little 

of the greatness of the poem. In a letter to a friend she 

writes: 

Supernatural horrors are the taste of the times. 
Have you seen the "Ancyent Marinere"? It is the 
greatest quiz of composition I have ever met with— 
but it has fine strokes of genius. The style of 
absolute simplicity suits the unmeaning wildness 
of its plan, and of its terrific features.-^ 

14 

Lyrical Ballads did not sell well. In a letter to 

Thomas Poole, dated March, 1799, Mrs. Coleridge states, "The 

Lyrical Ballads are laughed at and disliked by all with very 

few excepted." Another letter to Poole, dated April, 1799, 
15 

says, "The Lyrical Ballads are not liked at all by any." 

12 
Morning Post, December 16, 1801, cited in Hanson, The 

Life of Coleridge, p. 506. 
13 
Samuel Monk, "Anna Seward and the Romantic Poets," 

Wordsworth and Coleridge, edited by Earl Leslie Griggs (New 
York, 1962), p. 131. 

14 
E. K. Chambers, Samuel Taylor Coleridge: A Biographi-

cal Study (Oxford, 1938), p. 115. 
1 5 
Ibid., p. 115. 
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Lyrical Ballads, 1800 

Wordsworth felt that "The Ancient Mariner" was detrimental 

to the volume. In a letter written to Cottle on June 24, 

1799, Wordsworth states: 

From what I can gather it seems that the Ancyent 
Marinere has on the whole, been an injury to the 
volume; I mean the old words and the strangeness 
of it have deterred readers from going on. If 
the volume should come to a second edition, I 
would put in its place some little things which 
would be more likely to suit the common taste.16 

In a note to the second edition of 1800, Wordsworth actually 

catalogues the poem's defects: 

Note to the Ancient Mariner.—I cannot refuse 
myself the gratification of informing such 
Readers as may have been pleased with this Poem, 
or with any part of it, that they owe their 
pleasure in some sort to me; as the Author was 
very desirous that it should be suppressed. 
This wish had arisen from a consciousness of 
the defects of the Poem, and from a knowledge that 
many persons had been much displeased with it. 
The Poem of my Friend has indeed great defects; 
first, that the principal person has no distinct 
character, either in his profession of Mariner, 
or as a human being who having been long under 
the controul of supernatural impressions might 
be supposed himself to partake of something 
supernatural: secondly, that he does not act, 
but is continually acted upon: thirdly, that 
the events having no necessary connection do 
not produce each other; and lastly, that the ^ 
imagery is somewhat too laboriously accumulated. 

16 
William Wordsworth and Dorothy Wordsworth, The Early 

Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, edited by Ernest 
de Selincourt (Oxford, 1935), p. 226. 

17 
Coleridge and Wordsworth, Lyrical Ballads, edited by 

Brett and Jones, pp. 270-271. 
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After listing these defects, Wordsworth continues by saying 

that the poem has delicate touches of passion, beautiful 

images, and harmonious and varied metre. The metre, however, 

he considers unfit for long poems. 

Charles Lamb, whom Coleridge had known since their days 

at Christ's Hospital School, wrote to Wordsworth concerning 

the sub-title to the 18 00 edition of "The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner": 

. . . I am sorry that Coleridge has christened 
his Ancient Marinere, "a poet's Reverie"-—it is 
as bad as Bottom the Weaver's declaration that 
he is not a lion, but only the scenical represen-
tation of a lion. What new idea is gained by 
this title but one subversive of all credit— 
which the tale should force upon us--of its truth! 

For me, I was never so affected with any 
human tale. After first reading it, I was totally 
possessed with it for many days. I dislike all 
the miraculous part of it; but the feelings of 
the man under the operation of such scenery, 
dragged me along like Tom Piper's magic whistle. 
I totally differ from your idea that the Marinere 
should have had a character and profession. This 
is a beauty in Gulliver's Travels, where the mind 
is kept in a placid state of little wonderments; 
but the Ancient Marinere undergoes such trials as 
overwhelm and bury all individuality or memory of 
what he was-—like the state of a man in a bad 
dream, one terrible peculiarity of which is, that 
all consciousness of personality is gone. Your 
other observation is, I think as well, a little 
unfounded: the Marinere, from being conversant 
in supernatural events, has acquired a supernatural 
and strange cast of phrase, eye, appearance, etc., 
which frighten the "wedding guest." You will 
excuse my remarks, because I am hurt and vexed 
that you should think it necessary, with a prose 
apology, to open the eyes of dead men that cannot 
see. 

18 
Charles Lamb, Vol. II of The Letters of Charles Lamb, 

5 vols. (Boston, 1905), p. 296. 
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Lamb was deeply affected by the poem. In a letter 

written the same day as the letter to Wordsworth, January 30, 

1801, Lamb reproaches Southey for his review of the poem in 

The Critical Review. 

If you wrote that review in "Crit. Rev." I am sorry 
you are so sparing of praise to the "Ancient 
Mariner";—so far from calling it, as you do with 
some wit, but more severity, "A Dutch Attempt," 
etc., I call it a right English attempt, and a 
successful one, to dethrone German sublimity. 
You have selected a passage fertile in unmeaning 
miracles, but have passed by fifty passages as 
miraculous as the miracles they celebrate. I 
never so deeply felt the pathetic as in that part, 

A Spring of love gush'd from my heart, 
And I bless'd them unaware— 

It stung me into high pleasure through sufferings. 
Lloydl^ does not like it; his head is too meta-
physical, and your taste too correct; at least I 
allege something against both of you, to excuse 
my own dotage-— 

So lonely 'twas that God himself 
Scarce seemed there to be!—Etc., Etc. 

The "Ancient Marinere" plays more tricks with 
the mind than that last poem, "Lines Written 
a few miles above Tintern Abbey" which is yet 
one of the finest written.20 

Thomas De Quincey, an English journalist and author, 

has provided an amusing insight into what was perhaps a 

typical reaction to "The Ancient Mariner" from one who was 

not a member of the literary profession. De Quincey relates 

his reading of the poem to a Lady Carberry, a reading which 

19 
Charles Lloyd, a member of Coleridge's literary circle. 

? 0 
Charles Lamb, Letters, Vol. II, p. 166. 
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he believes took place about 1801. 

Well I knew Lady Carberry's constitutional in-
aptitude for poetry; and not for the world would 
I have sought sympathy from her or from anybody 
else upon that part of the L.B. [Lyrical Ballads] 
which belonged to Wordsworth. But I fancied 
that the wildness of this tale, and the triple 
majesties of Solitude, of Mist, and of the 
Ancient Unknown Sea, might have won her into 
relenting; and, in fact, she listened with 
gravity and deep attention. But on reviewing 
afterwards in conversation such passages as she 
happened to remember, she laughed at the finest 
parts, and shocked me by calling the mariner 
himself "an old quiz;" protesting that the latter 
part of his homily to the wedding guest clearly 
pointed him out as the very man meant by providence 
for a stipendiary curate to the good Dr. Bailey 
in his over crowded church. 

De Quincey's footnote identifies the church as St. James. 

He adds that he was very angry, but that there was no use 

for anger or argument in a "duel" with female criticism. 

Sibylline Leaves, 1817 

By 1815 Coleridge was seeking a publisher for a volume 

of his poems which he called Sibylline Leaves. At the same 

time he wished to publish Biographia Literaria, a statement 

of his principles "in Politics, Religion, and Philosophy, 

and an application of the rules, deduced from philosophical 

22 

principles, to poetry and criticism." In 1813 he had 

refused an offer for the poems from the publisher Longman, 

21 
Thomas De Quincey, Autobiographic Sketches (Boston, 

1851), p. 471. 
22 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Vol. I of Biographia 

Literaria, edited by J. Shawcross, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1958), 
p. 1. 
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an offer which he called a "Jew bargain."23 In the fall of 

1815 Coleridge sought the help of Lord Bvron for the volume 

of poems which was to include "The Ancient Mariner." Byron 

replied favorably, sending Coleridge a present of one hundred 

pounds and suggesting the London publisher, John Murray. 

Murray, however, published only "Christabel," "Kubla Khan,11 

and "The Pains of Sleep. 

From a letter written by Coleridge to Lord Byron on 

October 22, 1815, one can assume that Byron may have shared 

Lamb's feelings about "The Ancient Mariner." Coleridge says, 

"I was much gratified, I confess, by what your lordship has 

said of the Poem ["Christabel"], the 'Love,' and the 'Ancient 

Mariner' . . . ." 

By 1816 Coleridge had made terms with the publishers 

Gale and Fenner for the publication of Sibylline Leaves and 

Biographia Literaria. He was to receive half of the profits 

and an advance of one hundred fifty pounds. After some dis-

pute the books were finally published in July and August of 

1817. Unfortunately, the publishers became bankrupt, and 
0 £ 

Coleridge's hope of profit vanished. 

23 
Chambers, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, p. 240. 

24 
Ibid., pp. 273, 276. 

25 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Vol. IV of Collected Letters 

o£ Samuel Taylor Coleridge, edited by Earl Leslie Griggs, 
6 vols. '(Oxford, 1959)", p. 981. 

2 (5 
Chambers, Coleridge, p. 279. For Coleridge's bitter 

accusations about this bankruotcv. see Griacrs. Collected 
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"The Ancient Mariner" appeared in Sibylline Leaves for 

the first time as the acknowledged work of Coleridge. 

literary Gazette published a review of Sibylline 

Leaves on July 26, 1817. The reviewer was apparently puzzled 

by the title. He states that he doesn't thank Coleridge for 

causing a "time-pressed" critic to turn over Varro, Diodorus, 

Pliny, Lucan, Ovid, and other classical writers in order to 

understand the author's references to "recondite enigmas." 

27 
The reviewer continues by defining "Sibylline" as a term 

referring to a Sibyl, or prophetess. He points out that 

Mr. Coleridge . . . is not so humble a poet as to 
assume, voluntarily, the character of an old 
woman. But, on refreshing our classic memory 
we grasp the very essence and soul of this 
mysterious title. The Sibyl wrote her prophecies 
on leaves; so does Mr. Coleridge his verses— 
the prophecies of the Sibyl became incomprehensible, 
if not instantly gathered; so does the sense of 
Mr. Coleridge's poetry . . . . The Sibylline books 
were preserved by Kings, had a College of Priests 
to take care of them and were so esteemed by the 
people, that they were seldom consulted; even so 
does Mr. Coleridge look to delight monarchs, his 
book will be treasured by the Eleven universities, 
and we venture to suppose that it will be treated 
by the public . . . pretty much in the same way 
with the ravings of his A r c h e t y p e s . 2 8 

27 
Coleridge wrote as follows in the "Preface" to the 

1817 edition: "The following collection has been entitled 
Sibylline Leaves, in allusion to the widely scattered state 
in which they have long suffered to remain." Cited in 
Samuel Taylor - Coleridge, The Poetical Works of Samue1 Taylor 
Coleridge, edited by James Dykes Campbell (London, 1883), 
p. 550. 

2 8 
"Sibylline Leaves by Samuel Taylor Coleridge" (author 

not given), Literary Gazette, I (July 26, 1817), 50. 
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An extremely sarcastic review of individual poems follows 

the passage just quoted. "The Ancient Mariner" is cited only 

for the addition of the gloss. "Then comes the Ancient 

Mariner, in seven parts, whimsically indexed on the margin 

29 

like a history." 

Sibylline Leaves was again reviewed in January, 1819. 

The reviewer was anxious to avoid a discussion of the super-

natural elements in the poem. He states: 
'The Rime of the Ancient Mariner' appeared at 
a time when . . . "Raw heads and bloody-bones" 
were the only fashionable entertainment for 
man or woman. Then Germany was poured into 
England, and all her sculls and numsculls: 
then the romancing novelist ran raving about 
with midnight torches, to show death's heads 
on horseback, to frighten full-grown children 
with mysterious bandboxes, hidden behind 
curtains in bedrooms: then wa§ Ossian revived 
as a seer of ghosts, and a lurker in caverns 
of banditti: then rocks were vocal, amid all 
their snows, with the moans of passing spirits; 
and then sang the Ancient Mariner,— 

30 

"Lord bless us, how he sang!" 

The reviewer then states emphatically that he does not pro-

pose to revive the controversy over the literary taste of 

the period just described. His stated purpose is to avoid 

the "horrors" in the poem and to select a few "inspired" 

lines to show what Coleridge could do if he would adopt a 

humbler ballad stanza. The following stanza is one of the 

29Ibid., p. 50. 

30 
"Sibylline Leaves: A Collection of Poems" (author not 

given), The Monthly Review, LXXXVIII (January, 1819), 28. 
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five examples given by the reviewer. 

'0 Sleep! it is a gentle thing, 
Beloved from pole to pole! 
To Mary Queen the praise be given! 
She sent the gentle sleep from 
Heaven, ^ 
that slid into my soul. 

A Parody and a Favorable Review, 1819 

In February, 1819, Blackwood1s Edinburgh Magazine pub-

lished a parody of "The Ancient Mariner"; the title was "The 

Rime of the Auncient Waggonere." The following lines which 

parody the killing of the albatross are typical of the poem: 

The waggonere "At length we spied a goode grey goose, 
haileth ane Thorough the snow it came; 
goose, with And with the butte end of my wippe, 
ane novelle I hailed it in Goddhis name." 
salutation 

"It staggered as it had been drunke, 
So dexterous was it hitte; 
Of brokene boughs we made a fire, 
Thomme Loncheone roasted itte."32 

Ironically, one of the most flattering early reviews of 

'The Ancient Mariner" was printed in the October, 1819, 

edition of Blackwood's. The author of the article proposes 

-o correct the errors of the public judgment in regard to 

!oleridge and "perhaps" to stimulate Coleridge's "slumbering 

jenius." 

31Ibid., p. 29. 

32 
"The Rime of the Auncient Waggonere" (author not 

iven), Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, IV (February, 1819), 
>71-572. Theodore Redpath states that Coleridge "did not at 
.'ll resent" this parody and a similar one on "Christabel." 
atricia Hodgart and Theodore Redpath, editors, Romantic 
erspectives: The Work of Crabbe, Blake, Wordsworth, and 
' oleridge as Seen by Their Contemporaries and by Themselves 
'New York, 1964) , p." 45. 
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The reading-public of England have not under-
stood Mr. Coleridge's poems as they should have 
done—The reading-public of Scotland are in 
general ignorant that any such poems exist, 
and of those who are aware of their existence, 
the great majority owe the whole of their in-
formation concerning them to a few reviews, which, 
being written by men of talent and understanding, 
could not possibly have been written from any 
motives but those of malice, or with any purposes 
but those of misrepresentation 

The author continues by stating that the greater part of the 

readers of English poetry could never be expected to under-

stand thoroughly the scope of Coleridgers "extraordinary 

production," but this fact should have caused the reviewers 

to aid the public in understanding them. The Blackwood's 

reviewer refers to "The Ancient Mariner" as 

. . . the most wonderful, also—the most original— 
and the most touching of all the productions of 
the author. From it alone we are inclined to 
think that an idea of the whole poetical genius 
of Mr. Coleridge might be gathered, such as could 
scarcely receive any very important addition 
either of extent or of distinctness, from a 
perusal of the whole of his other works. To speak 
of it at all is extremely difficult, above all 
the poems with which we are acquainted in any 
language—it is a poem to be felt—cherished— 
mused upon--not to be talked about--or criticized. 
It is the wildest of all the creations of genius— 
it is not like a thing of the living, listening, 
moving world—the very music of its words is like 
the melancholy mysterious breath of something sung 
to the sleeping ear—its images have the beauty--
the grandeur—the incoherence of some mighty vision. 
The loveliness and the terror glide before us in 
turns—with, at one moment, the awful shadowy dim-
ness—at another, the yet more awful distinctness 
of a majestic dream.34 

3 3 
"Essays on the Lake School of Poetry" (author not 

given), Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, VI (October, 1819), 3, 

"^Ibid. , p, 5 . 
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This reviewer calls other critics "blind" who refuse to see 

any meaning or purpose in the poem. He feels that the 

principle of the poem is contained in the lines which describe 

the redemption of the mariner. The following passage is 

part of the section cited. 

The spell begins The self same moment I could pray; 
to break. And from my neck so free 

The Albatross fell off, and sank 
Like lead into the sea.^ 

The reviewer concludes by saying that the "dream-like" story 

can never be forgotten. 

Comments by Literary Figures 

Leigh Hunt seems to suggest that "The Ancient Mariner" 

has a moral purpose, though he says that "all we are certain 

3 6 

of is that the 'Ancient Mariner1 is very fine poetry." 

Hunt may be answering some critical charges against the poem 

when he adds: 
And be Mr. Coleridge what he may, whether an 
author inspired by other authors or from himself, 
whether a metaphysical poet or a poetical meta-
physician, whether a politician baulked and 
rendered despairing like many others by the 
French Revolution, or lastly, and totally, a 
subtle and good-natured casuist fitted for 
nothing but contemplation, and rewarded by it 
with a sense of the beautiful and wonderful 
above his casuistry, we can only be grateful 

35 
Lines 288-291 of "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" as 

quoted in "Essays on the Lake School of Poetry," p. 7. 
3 6 
Leigh Hunt, "Sketches of the Living British Poets, IV, 

Mr. Coleridge," Literary Gazette, I (October 2, 1821), 
p. 815. 
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for the knowledge and delight he affords 'us by 
his genius, and recognize in him an instance of 
that departure from ordinary talent, which we 
are far from being bound to condenn\ because it 
does not fall in with our humours.3 7 

In a later article Hunt states that "Spenser himself 

i [Cc 

ii 39 

3 8 
might have gone to Highgate to hear him [Coleridge] talk, 

and to thank him for his Ancient Mariner. 

William Hazlitt, at one time a member of Coleridge's 

literary circle, has reluctant praise for "The Ancient 

Mariner." In an 1818 lecture series on the English poets, 

he comments as follows: 

It remains that I should say a few words of 
Mr, Coleridge; and there is no one who has a 
better right to say what he thinks of him 
. . . than I have. "Is there here any dear 
friend of Caesar? To him I say, that Brutus's 
love to Caesar was no less than his." But no 
matter.--His Ancient Mariner is his most 
remarkable performance and the only one that 
I could point out to any one as giving an 
adequate idea of his great natural powers. 
It is high German/'® however, and in it he 
seems to "conceive of poetry but as a drunken 
dream, reckless, careless, and heedless, of 
past, present, and to come."^ 

"^Ibid. , p. 816. 

3 8 
The home of Doctor Gillman, where Coleridge spent 

the last eighteen years of his life. 
39 
Leigh Hunt, Essays and Sketches, edited by R. Brxnley 

Johnson (London, 1912), p. 164. 
40 
See footnote 10, page 11. 

^William Hazlitt, Lecture^ on the English Poets, Vol. V 
The Complete Works of William Hazlitt, edited by P. P. 

Howe, 21 vols. (London and Toronto, 1930), pp. 165-166. 
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In an 1825 article Ilazlitt again comments on "The 

Ancient Mariner." He states: 

Let whatever objections be made to it [the 
poem], it is unquestionably a work of genius— 
of wild, irregular, overwhelming imagination, 
and has that rich, varied movement in the verse, 
which gives a distant idea of the lofty or 
changeful tones of Mr. Coleridge's v o i c e . ^ 2 

Poetical Works, 1828 

T^e Literary Gazette, whose 1817 review of Sibylline 

Leaves was certainly not complimentary, greeted the 1828 

edition of The Poetical Works of S_. T. Coleridge with a 

rhapsodical review. 

43 
We are rejoiced to see these volumes, the 
collected fruits of one of the most original 
minds in our time. Scattered, unappropriated, 
neglected, out of print, as many of these 
poems have been, yet what an influence they 
have exerted! How many veins of fine gold 
has Coleridge, with all the profusion of genius, 
laid open for others to work! In these pages 
how many lines start up old familiar friends— 
met with in quotations we knew not whence! 
And how completely do they bear the impress of 
the true poet! . . . [There are] touches of 
description so exquisite, that henceforth we 
never see a green leaf or sunny spot, like to 
what they picture, without their springing to 
our lips; tenderness which both in poet and 
reader, gushes forth in tears; and imagination 

4 0 
Hazlitt, Vol. XI, The Spirit of the Age, p. 35. 

^The Poetical Works appeared in three volumes in the 
1828 and 1829 editions. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Poems 
of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, edited by Ernest Hartley 
Coleridge (London, 1912), p. v. 
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whose world is built of the honey extracted 
ever from the weeds of this [ b o o k ] . 4 4 

The reviewer's comments on "The Ancient Mariner" are 

also couched in superlatives. 

Never in any fiction has nature so finely blended 
with the supernatural as in the Ancient Mariner: 
what a picture of desolation, relieved by a gleam 
of hope, is in this verse!'— 

At length did cross an albatross, 
through the fog it came; 
As if it had been a Christian soul, 
We hailed it in God's n a m e . 4 5 

Other passages are cited for vividness (lines 112-118), 

and for description of music (lines 363-372). The reviewer 

states that the "supernatural was never so depicted by a 

single touch as in the following lines: 

But soon there breathed a wind on me, 
Nor sound nor motion made: 
Its path was not upon the sea, 
In ripple or in shade. 

It raised my hair, it fanned my cheek, 
Like a meadow-gale of spring— 
It mingled strangely with my fears, 
Yet it felt like a w e l c o m i n g . 4 6 

This flattering review marks a turning point in the 

criticism referring to "The Ancient Mariner." From this 

point on unflattering comments on the poem are the exception. 

44 
"The Poetical Works of S. T. Coleridge, Including the 

Dramas of Wallenstein, Remorse and Zapolya" (author not 
given), Literary Gazette, XII (August 23, 1828), 535. 

45 
Ibid., pp. 535-536, citing lines 63-66 of "The 

Ancient Mariner." 
46 
Ibid., p. 536, citing lines 452-459 of "The Ancient 

Mariner." 
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Poetical Works, 18 34 

The last edition of Coleridge's poems that appeared 

during his lifetime was the three-volume edition edited by 

his nephew, Henry Nelson Coleridge. This edition was again 

entitled The Poetical Works of S_. T. Coleridge. The reviewers 

were unanimous in their praise of Coleridge in general and 

of "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" in particular. Two of 

the reviews were written after Coleridge's death on July 25, 

1834. 

The reviewer in the Literary Gazette speaks of the value 

of the three volumes and of the enjoyment received from "The 

Ancient Mariner." 

How many evenings of enjoyment are treasured up 
in these pages, for those who have perhaps read 
the 'Ancient Mariner'--the most perfect of 
Coleridge's poems—only once, who best know its 
companions by gleanings amid the "fitful fancies" 
of periodicals, whose extracts may or may not 
have accorded with his own taste. . . . Coleridge 
luxuriates in the summer sunshine, and the delight 
is warm upon his page, "checkering with golden 
light." The 'Ancient Mariner' is the finest instance 
of the supernatural sustained in narrative that we 
have in our language; and it is nobly humanized by 
the moral of that deep and universal love which it 
inculcates.^7 

The Gentleman's Magazine deplores the fact that Coleridge 

ceased writing poetry. It notes that the public was slow 

to appreciate Coleridge's poems and treated them with ridicule 

and neglect. The reviewer states that in some of Coleridge's 

4 "̂'i'he Poetical Works of S. T. Coleridge" (author not 
given), Literary Gazette, XVIII (May 17, 1834), 339. 
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poems 

The gracefulness of his step is•encumbered by 
the stately majesty of his drapery; in many, 
or most of his lyrical productions, we acknowl-
edge with delight their great and various 
excellence. The Ancient Mariner, Christabel, 
and Genevieve, are the productions of a truly 
poetic mind, combining original genius with a 
knowledge of the Muses' art and with a command 
over the collected treasures of the realms of 
Parnassus. The thoughts which are conceived 
are expressed in the truest and most appropriate 
language, while the imagery that surrounds them 
is never wanting in harmony, and in fullness of 
effect.48 

Henry N. Coleridge reviewed The Poetical Works in 

August, 1834. He spoke of "The Ancient Mariner" as display-

ing "Mr. Coleridge's peculiar mastery over the wild and 

49 

preternatural in a brilliant manner . . . ." 

The October, 18 34, issue of Blackwood's Magazine com-

bines a eulogy of Coleridge with a review of The Poetical 

Works. The reviewer states that Coleridge surpassed all 

poets but Shakespeare, whom he equaled, in the area of the 

preternatural. He cites "Christabel" as an example of 

Coleridge's superiority in this area, and he states that "The 

Ancient Mariner" excels in "prodigious power and [the] 
50 

irresistible." The reviewer disagrees with those who feel 

48 
"Coleridge's Poetical Works" (author not given), 

Gentlemen's Magazine, II (July to December, 1834) , 12-13. 
49 
' Henry N. Coleridge, "The Poetical Works of S. T. 

Coleridge," Quarterly Review, LII (August, 1834), 28. 
50 
"Coleridge's Poetical Works," Blackwood's Magazine, 

XXXVI (October, 1834l7~546. 
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that the imagery of the poem was laborious. 

It has been said by the highest of all author-
ities . . . [Wordsworth] that in this wonderful 
poem, the imagery is somewhat too laboriously 
accumulated—but we are glad not to feel that 
objection; and in due humility, we venture to 
say that it is not so. 

Neither can we think, . . . that it is a fault 
in the poem, that the Ancient Mariner is 
thoroughly passive—always worked upon—never 
at work. Were that a fault, it would indeed, 
be a fatal one, for in that very passiveness— 
which is power'lessness—lies the whole meaning 
of the poem. He delivers himself up or rather 
his own one wicked act has delivered himself up, 
into the power of an erring spirit, and he has' no 
more will of his own, than the ship who [sic] is 
in the hands of the wind . . . . All he has to 
do is suffer and endure; and even after his 
escape—when "the ship goes down like lead," he 
continues all life long a slave. 

We remember the time when there was an out-
cry among the common critics, "What! all for 
shooting a bird!" We answered them then as now 
. . . that no one who will submit himself to 
the magic that is around him, and suffers his 
senses and his imagination to be blended to-
gether, and exalted by the melody of the charmed 
words, and the splendour of the unnatural 
apparitions, with which the mysterious scene is 
opened, will experience any revulsion towards 
the very centre and spirit of this haunted 
dream—"I SHOT THE ALBATROSS."51 

Coleridge's Comments on "The Ancient Mariner" 

With the exception of the satirical reply in the Morning 

Post to Southey's review, Coleridge left few recorded comments 

concerning his reaction to early criticism about "The Ancient 

Mariner." One other comment was written to the publisher, 

Thomas Longman, in which he offered to sell the copyrights 

51Ibid., p. 568. 
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to two volumes for one hundred twenty pounds. The letter 

was written April 27, 1809. The letter, in part, is as 

follows: 

I told Jeffray that it was rather hard upon me, 
that for the poems which I have published, I 
received the not-undeserved censure that my 
style was too highly ornamented, and deviating 
from simplicity by a too constant employment 
of the strongest words and boldest figures of 
Poetry. Even the Ancient Mariner, the only 
poem of any size that has appeared since--and 
that anonymously—was yet everywhere criticized 
in the Reviews, as "Laboriously beautiful"— 
and 'bverpolished in the diction with Dutch 

i- £* i -n 

Industry . . . . , o z 

In later years Coleridge could view criticism of the 

poem with tolerance and amusement. In the Biographia 

Literaria, written in 1817, he relates the following story: 
The following anecdote will not be wholly out 
of place here and perhaps amuse the reader. 
An amateur performer in verse expressed to a 
common friend a. strong desire to be introduced 
to me, but hesitated in accepting my friend's 
offer, on the score that "he was, he must 
acknowledge, the author of a confounded severe 
epigram on my Ancient Mariner which had given 
me pain." I assured my friend that, if the 
epigram was a good one, it would only increase 
my desire to become acquainted with the author, 
and begged to hear it recited: When to my no 
less surprise than amusement, it proved to be 
one which I had myself sometime before written 
anonymously and inserted in the Morning Post 
to wit— 

To The Author of the Ancient Mariner 
Your poem must eternal be, 
Dear sir! it cannot fail 

KO 
Griggs, Collected Letters, III, 203. 
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For 'tis incomprehensible. 
And without head or t a i l . ^ 3 

Another amusing comment is perhaps an answer to Wordsworth's 

fear that "The Ancient Mariner" was responsible for the poor 

sales of the first edition. "I was told by Longmans that 

the greater part of the Lyrical Ballads had been sold to 

seafaring men who having heard of the 'Ancient Mariner,' 

concluded that it was a naval song-book, or at all events 

54 

that it had some relation to nautical matters." 

Coleridge recognized the unique quality of "The Ancient 

Mariner." He wrote in a letter to Thomas Allsop that "The 

Ancient Mariner cannot be imitated, nor the poem Love. They 
55 

may be excelled: they are not imitable." 

One of Coleridge's last recorded references to "The 

Ancient Mariner" was made in answer to the criticism of a 

Mrs. Barbauld^ that the poem was improbable and had no 

moral. Coleridge stated on May 31, 18 30: 
As for the probability, I owned that that might 
admit some question: but as to the want of a 
moral, I told her that in my own judgment, the 
poem had too much; and that the only, or chief 

53 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Bioqraphia Literaria, 

Chapters I-V, XIV™XXII, and William Wordsworth, Prefaces and 
Essays on Poetry, edited by George Sampson (Cambridge, 1920), 
p. 15. 

54 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Table Talk and Omniana 

of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, edited by T. Ashe (London, 1884), 
p. 448. 

55 
Letter to Thomas Allsop as cited in Coleridge, 

Poetical Works, edited by Campbell, p. 59 6. 

56 
See Chapter IV, p. 53. 
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fault, if I might say so, was the obtrusion of 
moral sentiment so openly on the reader as a 
principle or cause of action in a work of such 
pure imagination. It ought to have had no more 
moral than the Arabian Nights tale of a merchant's 
sitting down to eat dates by the side of a well, 
and throwing the shells aside, and lo! a genie 
starts up, and says he must kill the aforesaid 
merchant, because one of the date shells had, it 
seems, put out the eye of the genie's son.^ 

The following comments by Humphrey House are a possible 

explanation of what Coleridge meant when he referred to the 

fable. 

5 8 
In the Arabian Nights version this moral, or 
anything like it, is not in Coleridge's words 
'obtruded too openly.' But to deny altogether 
that it (or something like it) is there (when 
the whole story depends on the genie's arbitrari-
ness, the merchant's honourableness and his 

57 
Coleridge, Table Talk, p. 87. The story Coleridge 

refers to tells of a merchant traveling in the desert with 
nothing to eat but biscuits and dates. When he eats, he 
throws the date stones about. A huge genie appears and says 
he will cut off the merchant's head. The surprised merchant 
wants to know why, and is told that one of the date stones 
put out the eye of the genie's son. The merchant pleads that 
it was accidental, and finally the genie allows him a year's 
respite. The merchant is free to go home to be with his wife 
and children and to put his affairs in order. He conducts 
his business with justice and generosity, and then returns 
to the same spot in the desert to wait for the genie. Here 
he falls in with three mysterious old men to whom he tells 
his story. The genie reappears, and each of the strangers 
makes a bargain with him that if the merchant can tell the 
genie a story more marvelous than he has ever heard before, 
the genie is to remit one-third of the merchant's punishment. 
Each story is more marvelous than the other; the genie keeps 
his bargain, and the merchant goes free. Humphrey House, 
"The Ancient Mariner," English Romantic Poets: Modern Essays 
in Criticism, edited by M. H. Abrams (New York, i9 60), p. 175. 

5 8 
See Chapter IV for further twentieth-century comments 

on the "moral." 
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final release) would seem to me a grotesque 
example of willful blindness.^9 

House continues by saying that this anecdote may point to 

Coleridge's possible dissatisfaction with the summary of the 

moral as a didactic epigram at the end of the poem. He 

refers to the following lines: 

He prayeth well, who loveth well 
Both man and bird and beast. 

He prayeth best, who loveth best 
All things both great and small; 
For the dear God who loveth us, 
He made and loveth all.60 

A Few Observations 

The critical comments just presented cover a span of 

fifty years and include the highest praise and the most in-

sulting sarcasm. The professional reviews of the 1798 edition 

Lyrical Ballads which included "The Ancient Mariner" were 

very harsh, but it should be remembered that the reviewers 

were trying to maintain the standards of the eighteenth 

century against a new type of poetry which they probably felt 

was an undesirable innovation. It has been suggested by 

Hodgart and Redpath that the reviewers of the important 

magazines and reviews of the early nineteenth century main-

tained a position of literary power which they did not always 

59 
House, English Romantic Poets, p. 176. 

^Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Portable Coleridge, 
edited by I. A. Richards (New York, 1965T, p. 104, lines 
614-617. 
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exercise wisely. Consider the following statement from 

Romantic Perspectives, by Hodgart and Redpath: 

With all their culture and poise and wit and 
their frequent good sense, the critical experts 
sometimes badly failed to understand new things. 
They had too strong a faith in their infalli-
bility as cultivated men, and also in the 
rigidity of specific critical standards. 5-*• 

It should be considered whether or not a knowledge of 

Coleridge^s personal life had any influence on the reviews 

written during Coleridge's lifetime. Though Lyrical Ballads 

was published anonymously, Southey, and undoubtedly other 

reviewers, knew who the authors were. By the time of the 

second edition in 1800, Coleridge was certainly known as the 

author, even though only Wordsworth's name appeared on the 

volume. It is possible that a knowledge of Coleridge's 

political views, his estrangement from his wife, and later 

his addiction to opium may have affected the early nineteenth-

century reviews of "The Ancient Mariner." This possibility 

may have prompted Blackwood1s Edinburgh Magazine to write 

that the poor reviews of Coleridge's poetry were written from 

6 2 

motives of malice and with the purpose of misrepresentation. 

The reviewers' objections to the archaic words and 

phrases of the 1798 edition of "The Ancient Mariner" are 

^Hodgart and Redpath, Romantic Perspectives, p. 23. 
A comprehensive study assessing the relative influence of 
the various magazines and critical reviews of the early 
nineteenth century can be found on pages 16-25 of Romantic 
Perspectives. 

^See Chapter II, p. 21. 
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understandable, and Coleridge wisely removed most of them 

before the 1800 edition of Lyrical Ballads. Other comments 

by the early reviewers have very little merit; it was not 

until 1821, when Leigh Huntrs article was published, and 

when the Literary Gazette wrote its favorable review, that 

"The Ancient Mariner" began to receive appropriate notice. 



CHAPTER III 

CRITICAL COMMENTARY, 1850-1900 

Lack of Critical Material, 1850-1869 

It seems that comparatively little was written about 

Coleridge's work during this period, and very little during 

the 1850*3 and 1860's. Matthew Arnold noted in 1865 that 

the influence of Coleridge "had waned.11"'' His Essays in 

Criticism refer to Coleridge only in a chapter about Joubert, 

the French philosopher. Three articles of significance 

during this period refer to "The Ancient Mariner." 

In a book published in 1852, the Earl of Belfast comments 

that the "genius" displayed by Coleridge in "Religious 

Musings," "Christabel," and "The Ancient Mariner," gave 

promise of better things than he subsequently achieved. 

Belfast also discusses the descriptive passages in "The 

Ancient Mariner" as follows: 

. . . "The Ancient Mariner" contains passages 
perhaps unsurpassed in descriptive power: the 
exciting story, the strange imagination that 
could give birth to so marvelous a tale, all 
gave hopes of a blazing light about to arise 
in the firmament of poetry.^ 

"'"Matthew Arnold, Essays in Criticism, First Series 
(London, 1865), p. 125. 

2 
Earl of Belfast (Frederick Richard Chichester), Poets 

and Poetry (London, 1852), p. 14. 

Tt; 
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Belfast then quotes lines 51 to 70, which describes the 

scenes of ice and snow and the arrival of the albatross. 

The second passage which the author cites as particularly 

vivid tells of the curse that falls on the ship after the 

killing of the albatross (lines 43-53}. Belfast notes that 

the Mariner's shipmates "cry out against the perpetrator of 

the deed, until they find that they get on very well without 

the bird; then, as is too often the case in this world, they 

3 

begin to think more lightly of the crime." 

An 1857 essay also praises Coleridge's poetical "genius" 

and points out another vivid passage. The author, Peter 

Bayne, writes that although Coleridge's collected poetry 

does not comprise a large volume, 
It may be asserted that in few if any more 
voluminous collections would a systematic 
critic find more instances of genuine poetical 
genius, wherewith to illustrate his canon. 
. . . If I were asked what to me individually 
appears the most sublime piece of poetical 
description with which I ever met, in any 
writer, ancient or modern, British or foreign, 
I should point to these lines in The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner:— 

"Still as a slave before his lord, 
The ocean hath no blast; 
His great bright eye most silently 
Up to the moon is cast—114 

Bayne feels that this passage conveys the idea of solitude, 

^Ibid., p. 15. 

4 
Lines 414-417 as cited in Peter Bayne, Vol. I of 

Essays in Biography and Criticism, 2 vols. (Boston, 1857), 
pT 58. The italics are Bayne's. 
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despair, and woe, and "concentrates the descriptions of one 

5 

thousand calms." 

Probably the most important of the comments made during 

the 1850's and 1860's is that made by Algernon Swinburne. 

Although he personally prefers "Christabel," he refers to 

"The Ancient Mariner" as one of the "supreme triumphs" of 

poetry. He prefaces his remarks by saying that he is 

reluctant to proceed, because praised or criticized, "The 

Ancient Mariner" lived and was likely to live to delight 

both young boys and old men. He continues: 
'The Ancient Mariner1 has doubtless more of 
breadth and space, more of material force and 
motion, than anything else of the poet's. And 
the tenderness of sentiment which touches with 
significant colour the pure white imagination 
is here no longer morbid or languid, as in the 
earlier poems of feeling and emotion. It is 
soft and piteous enough, but womanly rather 
than effeminate; and thus serves indeed to set 
off the strange splendoxirs and boundless 
beauties of the story. For the execution, I 
presume no human life is too dull to see how 
perfect it is, and how high in kind of perfec-
tion. Here is not the speckless and elaborate 
finish which shows everywhere the fresh rasp 
of file or chisel on its smooth and spruce 
excellence; this is faultless after the fashion 
of a flower or a tree. Thus it has grown: not 
thus has it been carved.^ 

^Ibid., p. 59. 

^Algernon Charles Swinburne, Prose Works, Vol. XV of 
2:*!® Complete Works of Algernon Charles Swinburne, edited by 
Sir Edmund Gosse and Thomas James Wise, 17 vols. (London, 
1926), pp. 144-145. 
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The Eighteen-seventies 

In an 1871 article, Blackwood's•Magazine uses the ornate 

language of the Victorian period to praise "The Ancient 

Mariner." The article states that when the poem is contrasted 

with the other offerings in Lyrical Ballads it is like 

. . . the majestic progress of the storm over 
the broad campaign—pillars of cloud and arrows 
of fire, great sweeping shadows and floods, and 
tender gleams of glory between . . . . Wild and 
weird and full of majesty is the very first note 
of that song, [the poem] chanted into the air of 
common day and startling and charming the listener 
into sudden interest.^ 

This article is perhaps the first to refer to the poem as a 

personal allegory. The unnamed reviewer feels that the 

poem is an unconscious allegory which is the result of an 

instinctive poetic judgment. The article states: 

What the poet himself was in the world, his 
Mariner is in the poem. Life calls, and 
pleasure, and even a certain duty, but the 
power of the invisible has come in, and caught 
the soul out of the real, out of the palpable. 

The article also states, in reference to the concluding moral 

statement in the poem, that it is hard to tell what Coleridge 

meant by the statement, but that the effect is of "sinking" 

from a high "spiritual" plane to the simplicity of "exhausted 

nature"; the reader is thus brought back to the mortal world. 

In an 1876 book on poetry and philosophy, J. C. Sharp 

states that he need not comment on "The Ancient Mariner" and 

7 
"A Century of Great Poets" (author not given), . 

Blackwood's Magazine, CX (1871), 566. 

^Ibid., p. 566. 
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"Christabel" because "time has now stamped these with the 

9 

signet of immortality." This feeling, however, is not 

shared by Georg Brandes, who writes an unusually critical 

essay on the poem. He describes "The Ancient Mariner" as 

"artificially naive" and written in the "manner of medieval 

ballads retailed in the little shops in back streets, with 

a prose index of contents on the margin. . . .11 Brandes 

also feels that the encounter with the wedding guest is un-

natural. After noting the early controversy over the lack 

of moral in the poem, Brandes states that "modern criticism 

would willingly excuse the absence of any moral in the ballad 

if it could find a poetic central idea in it. As an 

example of the "chief shortcoming of the poem," Brandes com-

pares "The Ancient Mariner" unfavorably to "Der Camao," an 

Austrian imitation of the poem. He feels that "Der Camao" 

illustrates a real human action performed with a real human 

motive, followed by a punishment which is not a "caprice" as 

in "The Ancient Mariner," but which is a just and natural 

consequence of the misdeed. 

Brandes does find something to praise in the poem. He 

states that although "The Ancient Mariner" does not compare 

9 
J. C. Sharp, Studies in Poetry and Philosophy 

(Edinburgh, 1876), p. 172. 

"^Georg Brandes, Naturalism in England, Vol. IV of Main 
Currents in Nineteenth"Century Literature, 6 vols. (New York, 
1875, reprinted 1905), p. 77. 

13Tbid. , p. 78. 
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favorably with poetry which has freed itself from "Romantic 

Swaddling-bands,1* it does breathe of• the sea, the real, 

natural sea, whose changing moods and whose terrifying, 

12 
menacing immensity it describes." 

Analyses of the Poem, 1880-1900 

Gertrude Garrigues analyzes "The Ancient Mariner" as a 

detailed allegory of Christian sin and redemption. She feels 

that the critics who regard the poem as primarily a product 

of the poet's "exuberant fancy" have "but a faint compre-

hension of the deep, subtile, and peculiar mind from which 

13 

it emanated." Garrigues believes that Coleridge sets out 

his system of Christian philosophy in this poem. She feels 

that the Mariner may be considered as representing both 

universal life or a life. She states that in either case 

the poem offers a view of "'the terrible discipline of 

culture' through which man must pass in order to reach self-
14 

consciousness and self-determination."' Garrigues' analysis 

of the Mariner's return to his own country is an example of 

her thoughts on this subject. She states: 
"And now, all in my own countree, I stood on 
the firm land." The circle is complete, he 
(the Mariner) has found himself, the return 

12Ibid., p. 79. 

1 3 
Gertrude Garrigues, "Coleridge's 'Ancient Mariner,'" 

Journal of Speculative Philosophy, XIV (July, 1880), 327. 
14Ibid., p. 329. 
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through the object to the subject is accomplished. 
He has harkened to the lesson: "Neither shall ye 
say, lo here! or lo there! for behold, the kingdom 
of God is within you." 

George Parsons Lathrop sees the possibility of the theme 

of sin and redemption advocated by Garrigues, but he says 

that this theme and the struggle of good and evil are merely 

suggested in a veiled, poetic way. He adds that these sug-

gestions are "fused in the whirl of the writer's seer-like 

frenzy, and the succession of his visions and harmonies.11"^ 

The interpretation of "The Ancient Mariner" as an 

allegory of Christian redemption was evidently popular in 

the 1800rs and 1890's. In an 1898 article, Eleanor Hammond 

writes that the poem is often studied as an allegory and 

interpreted as a history of the gradual emancipation of the 

soul from "the bonds" of error and passion. She suggests, 

however, that readers view the poem as 

. . . a deliberate piecing-together of all 
artistic devices, direct and indirect, which 
could produce the impressions at which Coleridge 
aimed, the impressions of extreme suffering and 
terror, long enveloped in an atmosphere of the 
supernatural and mysterious, and emerging at 
length into peace under the normal conditions 
of life,-1-7 

Hammond feels that Coleridge achieves the feeling of terror 

~^Ibid. , p. 337. 

16 
George Parsons Lathrop, "Coleridge as Poet and Man," 

Atlantic Monthly, XLV (April, 1880), 491. 
17 
Eleanor Hammond, "The Artistic Devices of Coleridge's 

'.Ancient Mariner,'" Poet Lore, X (July-September, 1898), 425. 
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and suffering by setting the scene of the poem near one of 

the primitive forces of nature, the sea. Other artistic 

devices which she notes are the contrasts in color, sound, 

and motion. As examples she points out the "violent, ab-

normal" sounds which are contrasted with "abnormal stillness,' 

and excessive motion contrasted with complete stillness. 

Hammond also observes the sharp contrast between the "peace" 

of the last few stanzas and the "storm and stress" of the 

stanzas immediately preceding. 

Margaret Oliphant also comments on the narrative con-

trast between the last few stanzas and the more violent ones 

which precede them. She states: 

The unexpected gentle conclusion brings our feet 
back to the common soil with a. bewildered sweet-
ness of rlief and soft quiet after the prodigious 
strain of mental excitement which is like nothing 
else we can remember in poetry. The effect is 
one rarely produced, and which few poets have the 
strength and daring to accomplish, sinking from 
the highest notes of spiritual music to the ab-
solute simplicity of exhausted nature. 

Oliphant interprets the poem as a parable of mankind in 

which the Mariner is the "emblem" of the sinner and sufferer. 

She feels that his suffering is accented by the sense of 

isolation which Coleridge depicts quite vividly. Most of 

the action, for example, is shut up within the doomed ship 

where the Mariner is the helpless pawn of the elements--the 

rain and the snow and the blazing sun. Oliphant notes, 

18 
Margaret Oliphant, Vol. I of Literary History of 

England, 3 vols. (London, 1882), p. 300. " " 
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however, that while the Mariner is subjected to the elements, 

the elements derive their importance' from him, "the one 

centre of human life, driven before the tyrannous wind or held 

at the pleasure of the still more terrible calm, yet the 

19 

only thing that gives meaning to either." 

The importance of the elements is noted by Edward 

Dowden in an 1889 article. He states that in addition to 

the Mariner, the specters on the ghost ship, and the blessed 

angels, the sun, the moon, and the stars are also "actors." 

Dowden refers to Coleridge's description of the "journeying" 

moon as "exquisite." The lines he refers to are as follows: 

The moving Moon went up the sky, 
And no where did abide: 
Softly she was going up, 
And a star or two beside . . . . (lines 263-266) 

According to Dowden, Coleridge's beautiful descriptive 

passages are so well done that he is able to evoke beauty 

out of horror. Dowden praises Coleridge's description of 

the strange sea creatures, which are not the 
hideous worms which a vulgar dealer in the 
supernatural might have invented. Seen in a 
great calm by the light of the moon these 
creatures of God are beautiful in the joy of 
their life: 

Blue, glossy green, and velvet black, 
They coiled and swam; and every 
track 2q 
Was a flash of golden fire. 

19 
Ibid., p. 298. 

20 
Lines 277-281 as cited in Edward Dowden, "Coleridge 

as a Poet," Fortnightly Review, LII (September 1, 1889), 358. 
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Walter Pater feels that the popularity of "The Ancient 

Mariner is due to man's taste for the supernatural, "that 

longing for le frisson, a shudder . . . . " 2 1 Pater states 

that the poem promotes to the "highest degree" man's fascina-

tion with strange happenings far out at sea. Pater feels 

that Coleridge's poem is made superior by the "delicacy" and 

drea,my grace" with which he presents the supernatural. He 

adds, "Coleridge's power is in the very fineness with which, 

as by some really ghostly finger, he brings home to our 

inmost sense his inventions, daring as they are—the skeleton 

ship, the polar spirit, the inspiriting of the dead corpses 
2 9 

of the ship's crew." 

Pater calls the poem the "flower" of the medieval or 

German Romantic School, but he notes added qualities, for 

example, the quaint" prose commentary, "a composition of 

quite a different shade of beauty and merit from the verse 

which it accompanies . . . .,|2^ 

Andrew Lang acknowledges the contribution of the poem 

to the Romantic School, but he adds that the poem surpasses 

all that romance has aimed at and achieved. He states: 

. . . Coleridge leaves the familiar fields to 
be cultivated by Wordsworth or another as he 
sets forth in quest of the unknown land, because 
it is unknown; for the unsailed seas and the 
undreamed—of peoples. This is a temper alien 
to the eighteenth century; alien to Candide with 

21 
Walter Pater, Appreciations (London, 1899), p. 97. 

22 o o 
Ibid., p. 97. Xbid., p. 99. 
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his cultivons notre jardin; alien to Wordsworth, 
and above all, alien (as far as his verse proves) 
to Coleridge, before Mr. Cruikshank dreamed that 
most fortunate of dreams. Nothing had previously-
indicated that Coleridge was to be the leader whom 
Scott and Hugo and Poe were to follow. 

Lang refers to the form of "The Ancient Mariner" as 

"novel." He states that the poem, though nominally a ballad, 

is changed in style so that a new genre is created, but one 

that no longer exists because "no such 1Rhime' had been 

25 
written before, or will be written again by man." 

Sir William Watson says the poem has a perfect "Logic 

2 6 

of the Incredible." As an example of this "Logic" he 

points out that Coleridge is careful not to introduce any 

element of the supernatural until he has 
transported the reader beyond the pale of definite 
geographical knowledge, and thus left behind him 
all those associations with recorded fact and 
experience, which would have created an inimical 
atmosphere. . . . It is enough that the world, as 
known to actual navigators, is left behind, and a 
world which the poet is free to colonize with the 
wildest children of his dreaming brain, has been 
entered.27 

Watson feels that after being thus "transported," the reader 

adjusts to the dream world and is ready to accept the marvels 

presented. 

24 
Andrew Lang, Coleridge (London, 1898), p. xxvi. 

25. 
Ibid., p. xxvi. 

26. 5Sir William Watson, Excursions in Criticism (London, 
1893), p. 100. 

27Ibid., p. 99. 
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According to Watson, the only mistake in the poem is 

that of the concluding miracles—the•angelic forms standing 

over the corpses of the crew and the sudden "preternatural" 

sinking of the ship. He feels that the effect of these 

phenomena is weakened because they occur after the reader 

has been returned to the common, everyday world. 

However, Henry Traill finds no fault in the poem. He 

describes the poem as a "unique product of the human imagina-

tion, with its greatest achievement the realistic force of 

the narrative. He states that the reader has the impression 

that the events related have actually been seen by an eye-

witness. He observes that the details of the voyage give 

a "diary-like" quality to the poem, and that the reader 

accepts the happenings as if they are extracts from a ship's 

log. He adds: 

We are as convinced of the curse upon one of 
the doomed wretches as upon the other; and the 
strange phantasmagoric haze which is thrown 
around the ship and the lonely voyagers leaves 
their outlines as clear as if we saw them through 
the sunshine of the streets of P a r i s . ^ 8 

Alois Brandl also praises "The Ancient Mariner." He 

takes particular note of the "delicate thought" which in-

spired Coleridge to put the narrative into the words of the 

Mariner, rather than in his own. Brandl compares the 

Mariner's power of speech, which is so compelling that the 

2 8 
Henry Traill, Coleridge (London, 1884, reprinted 1908), 

p. 54. 
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Wedding Guest cannot "choose but hear," to that of Coleridge, 

who is said to have also exercised such a power over his 

29 

listeners. 

Brandl notes that the "component parts" of "The Ancient 

Mariner" were supplied to Coleridge by Wordsworth and Cruik-

shank, but he observes that the "organic combination was his 
30 

own; and in art all depends on this power of construction." 

An evaluation of Coleridge as superior to Wordsworth and 

other poets was made by Julia Wedgwood. Her comments, made 

in 1895, are perhaps the most favorable made during the period 

from 1895 to 1900. She states: 
No member of that brilliant constellation which 
made England illustrious at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century is more worthy of con-
templation than Coleridge. The names of Scott, 
Byron, and Shelley call up a more romantic and 
attractive background, while that of Wordsworth 
marks a more dignified and continuous career.^ 

Wedgwood continues by stating emphatically that Coleridge is 

the "most remarkable" of those mentioned. 

Positive Critical Comment 

The paucity of critical commentary about "The Ancient 

Mariner" during the period from 1850 to 1900 is probably a 

29 
Alois Brandl, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the English 

Romantic School, translated by Lady Eastlake London, 1887) , 
p. 205. 

30 
Ibid., p. 205. 

31 
Julia Wedgwood, "Samuel Taylor Coleridge," Contemporary 

Review, LXVII (April, 1895), 548. 
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reflection of the literary climate of the period. In England 

and the United States, trade and industry flourished; 

interest in science increased greatly, and democracy became 

more widespread. The popular literature of the period re-

flected these changes, and the most popular poets of the 

period voice the hopes and ideals of the times. Coleridge's 

wildly romantic tale of strange events is in sharp contrast 

to the work of such popular poets as Browning and Tennyson. 

Although little was written about the poem, criticism 

is predominantly favorable. As do earlier critics, those of 

this period emphasize Coleridge's descriptive power. Belfast, 

Bayne, Swinburne, and others use such superlative phrases as 

"unsurpassed in descriptive power," "the most sublime piece 

of poetical description," and a "supreme triumph" to refer 

to "The Ancient Mariner." 

It is interesting to note that the interpretation of 

the poem as a personal allegory is advanced in an 1871 

32 

article. The comments by Brandes are an exception to the 

critical acclaim accorded the poem. Brandes apparently 

judges the poem by standards which stress realism and a 

practical application. He does, however, note one of the 

major features of the poem--the awesome majesty of the sea— 

conveyed through Coleridge's magic words. 
32 
The personal allegory interpretation is currently 

popular among such eminent critics as Kathleen Coburn, 
George Whalley, and Edward Bostetter. 



49 

The comments of Garrigues and Lathrop are probably 

typical of the religious fervor which permeates some of the 

literature and critical commentary of the late nineteenth 

century. The criticism by Eleanor Hammond, however, is 

worthy of serious consideration. Her article, as well as 

those by Oliphant and Watson, is a forerunner of the more 

detailed analyses of the poem which appear in the twentieth 

century. 

Watson's single objection to the poem is well taken. 

The concluding miracles, the preternatural sinking of the 

ship and the angelic forms standing on the corpses, seem out 

of place after the reader has been returned to the everyday 

world. Lines 492 and 493, which probably would have caused 

no trouble in the supernatural portion of the poem, also 

appear a bit ludicrous in the everyday world. 

The Seraph-band each waved his hand: 

It was a heavenly sight! 

"The Ancient Mariner" attained the stature of a classic 

by the beginning of this period of criticism, and all of the 

comments written from 1850 to 1900 have some value, but it 

remained for the twentieth century to provide critical 

commentary truly worthy of the poem. 



CHAPTER IV 

CRITICAL COMMENTARY, 1900-1968 

Need for Subdivisions 

Twentieth-century criticism of "The Ancient Mariner" 

is far more complex than that of earlier years. This chapter, 

therefore, includes a few general appraisals of the poem and 

specialized criticism subdivided under the headings of inter-

pretation, structure, and technique. 

General Appraisals and Important 
Critical Works 

The reputation of "The Ancient Mariner" was well estab-

lished by the beginning of the twentieth century. Ernest 

Hartley Coleridge's edition of the Poetical Works appeared 

in 1912 and was followed by twelve reprintings, the last one 

in 1957. "The Ancient Mariner" has often been printed by 

itself with an introductory essay, illustrations, and pages 

of explanatory notes. An outstanding example of this type 

of publication is The Annotated Ancient Mariner, edited by 

Martin Gardner in 1965. Regularly included in anthologies, 

the poem receives favorable mention in general critical works 

on literature and poetry. For example, a 1927 book declares: 

When the poem appeared, it was new, direct 
poetry, but it went back to the older medieval 
ballads for its form. It was a poem of romance 
and mystery and the supernatural. Its magic 
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descriptions of the seas . . . are as marvelous 
now as when Coleridge first wrote them. The dead 
men rising at night to pull on the ropes of the 
ship still haunt us. The water burning blue and 
green and white like a witch's oils has burned 
in the souls of men and women and of poet after 
poet since Lyrical Ballads gave the picture of 
it to the worldT^™ 

In a more recent book, Literature and Western Man, J. B. 

Priestly declares, "The Ancient Mariner is the most wonderful 

romantic narrative poem in the English language, one of the — 

supreme triumphs of the romantic imagination, unforgettable 

2 

in its horrors, marvels, and lyric beauty." In another 

general critical work, Charles Gayley says that the poem 

"stands undoubtedly first of the consciously artistic ballads 
3 

of English literature." 

Probably the most influential book of the twentieth 

century dealing with "The Ancient Mariner" is The Road to 

Xanadu, by John Livingston Lowes. First published in 1928, 

this book traces the enormous range of Coleridge's reading 

which found expression in this poem and "Kubla Khan." Lowes 

calls these two poems "two of the most remarkable poems in 
4 

English." 

"'"Joseph Auslander and Frank Ernest Hill, The Winged 
Horse: The Story of the Poets and Their Poetry (New York, 
1927"), pp. 244-245. 

2 
J. B. Priestly, Literature and Western Man (New York, 

1960), p. 150. 
3 
Charles Mills Gayley, C. C. Young, and Benjamin Putnam, 

English Poetry, Its Principles and Progress (London, 1929), 
p. 177." 

4 
Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, p. 3. 
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Lowes was a Harvard professor at the time his book was 

written; his popular course on the Romantic Poets attracted 

a pupil named Thomas Wolfe, who later wrote Look Homeward 

Angel and other novels. "Lowes' belief that Coleridge's 

creative genius had fed unconsciously on memories acquired 

by prodigious reading had much to do with Wolfe's insane 

attempt, as a student, to read all the books in the Harvard 

library." Wolfe had originally planned to take the title 

for Look Homeward Angel from "The Ancient Mariner." While 

working on the novel, Wolfe wrote to his former school 

teacher, Margaret Roberts: 

I think I shall call it [the novel] "Alone, Alone," 
for the idea that broods over it, and in it, and 
behind it, is that we are all strangers upon this 
earth we walk on—that naked and alone do we come 
into life, and alone, a stranger each to each, we 
live upon it. The title, as you know, I have 
taken from the poem I love best: "The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner":— 

Alone, alone, all, all alone, 
Alone on a wide, wide sea! 
And never a saint took pity on 
My soul in agony.® 

In addition to Lowes's book, a major twentieth-century 

contribution to the study of Coleridge was the publication 

in 1957 and 1961 of two volumes of Coleridge's notebooks. 

Each volume consists of two parts, text and notes. The 

5 
Martin Gardner, The Annotated Ancient Mariner (New York, 

1965), p. 70. 

Lines 232-235 of "The Ancient Mariner" as quoted in 
Thomas Wolfe, The Letters of Thomas Wolfe, edited by 
T~1 T _! 1 1 1 _ TLT "IT /-K-t XT 1 _ i n C / ~ \ ~ T O O * 
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editor, Kathleen Coburn, is in the process of editing three 

more volumes. In the introduction to the first volume, Coburn 

states that the notebooks give the reader an appreciation of 
•7 

Coleridge's "personal sufferings, failure, and triumphs." 

The possible influence of these volumes on the critical 

interpretation of "The Ancient Mariner" should be considered 

when assessing the relative merits of the various interpreta-

tions. 

Interpretations and the Moral Controversy 

Twentieth-century interpretation of "The Ancient Mariner" 

falls mainly into three schools of thought: the imagination-

supernatural event interpretation, whose most prominent 

advocate is John Livingston Lowes; the symbolic-religious 

interpretation advocated by Robert Penn Warren; and the 

personal allegory interpretation advocated by Kathleen 

Coburn. 

One aspect of the poem which influences interpretation 

is the moral or lack of moral. This problem has troubled 

critics for more than a century. Coleridge's only recorded 
O 

comment on the subject was that made to Mrs. Barbauld. — 

Gardner feels that this passage casts little light on the 

problem. He states: 

7 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Text, Vol. I, Part 1 of 

The Notebooks of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, edited by Kathleen 
Coburn, 2 vols. (New York, 1957), p. xvfi. 

^See Chapter II, p. 30. 
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. . . we cannot be sure Coleridge was not pull-
ing Mrs. Barbauld's leg. (Anna Letitia Barbauld 
was a popular poet, author, and writer of children's 
•books; she was a devout Presbyterian, much given 
to pious, humorless moralizing.) Finally, assuming 
Coleridge did make these remarks and made them 
seriously, we cannot be sure just what he meant 
by them. By "moral," did he mean that quatrain 
"He Prayeth best . . .,"9 or was he referring to 
the theme of crime and punishment that is the 
framework of the poem? Perhaps he misunderstood 
Mrs. Barbauld. Did she have one meaning of "moral" 
in mind and he another?-^ 

According to Gardner, there is no doubt that the poem closes 

with an explicitly stated moral, whether or not Coleridge 

consciously intended it to be there. Gardner feels that the 

point is made that the Mariner's troubles were brought about 

by his senseless killing of the albatross. He also points 

out that the moral ending is in keeping with the medieval 

atmosphere of the ballad. 

The moral conclusion to the poem is called by Lowes 

the Mariner's "valedictory piety," a moral ending which 

"outside the poem will not hold water. It is only valid 

within that magic circle."^ Lowes adds that he regrets the 

inclusion of the moral stanza in the poem. In answer to 

critics who have objected to the dreadful retribution and 

suffering for a seemingly trivial act, Lowes points out that 

the world of the poem is a dream-like world and not one of 
9 

"The Ancient Mariner," lines 614-617. 

"^Gardner, The Annotated Ancient Mariner, p. 186. 

^Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, p. 274. 
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reality. He also states that to interpret the poem as 

didactic is to destroy the world of illusion which is the 

12 
"essence" of the poem. 

Elizabeth Nitchie is convinced that Coleridge and 

Mrs. Barbauld were speaking of two different things. Nitchie 

feels that Mrs. Barbauld was ignoring the stanza at the close 

of the poem and referring to the relation between the 

Mariner's crime and his punishment, and that Coleridge was 

referring to the stanza. Nitchie continues: 

The whole matter of the moral of the Ancient 
Mariner has, through the years, fallen into 
two parts, two questions: First, is there 
any moral justification for the retribution 
which overtook the Mariner and his companions; 
Second, is the much quoted stanza an integral 
part of the poem, justified on artistic grounds, 
or is it a sentimental, a childish, a conven-
tional moral, a mere excrescence on a work of 
pure imagination?-^ 

In answer to the first question, Nitchie agrees with Lowes 

that the story of the poem takes place in a dream world not 

controlled by the laws of reality, where the retribution 

need not be justified. In regard to the second question, 

Nitchie disagrees with Lowes as to the need for the moral 

stanza. She states that the Mariner's "valedictory piety" 

belongs at the end of the poem because it is an integral 

part of the Mariner's dream voyage; " . . . the moral of the 

"^Ibid. , pp. 274-275. 

13 . 
Elizabeth Nitchie, "The Moral of the .Ancient Mariner 

Reconsidered," PMLA, XLVIII (September, 1963), 868. 
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Ancient Mariner proves to be a simple expression of the 

effect which a horrible dream experience had upon Mariner 

and Wedding Guest, and of their very natural resultant 

14 
waking wisdom." She adds that Coleridge was not concerned ~ 

15 

with "the prevention of cruelty to albatrosses," but that 

he was influenced by the general humanitarian feeling of the 

times and believed that God spoke through all his creatures. 

Malcolm Ware is another critic who comments on the 

moral stanza. He agrees with Nitchie that this stanza is a 

necessary part of the poem, and he observes that the poem 

is often considered a "comment on man's obligation to love 

his fellow creatures and to observe the natural bonds which 
] 6 

unite all creation.""" Ware feels that these ideas are in 

the poem, but that in Coleridge's moral conclusion the 

emphasis is on prayer rather than on the word "love." Ware 

concludes that Coleridge is telling us that the ability to 

pray follows love. 

An anti-romantic critic, Irving Babbitt, calls the 

moral stanza a "sham." He also calls the method by which 

the Mariner is "relieved" from his sin an extreme example of 

confusion. Giving a literal interpretation to lines 282-287, 

he states that the Mariner's relief from sin is achieved 
14 IS 

Ibid., p. 876. Ibid., p. 876. 

"^Malcolm Ware, "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner: A 
Discourse on Prayer," Review of English Studies, XI (August. 
1960), 304. " 
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when he admires the color of the water snakes. Babbitt 

states that it is impossible to extract any serious ethical 

meaning from the poem "except a warning as to the fate of 

the innocent bystander; unless indeed one hold that it is 

fitting that, for having sympathized with the man who shot 

an albatross, 'four times fifty men1 should perish in 

17 
torments unspeakable." 

Elizabeth Schneider notes that the moral of "The 

Ancient Mariner" has been much fought over, and she asks the 

following questions regarding it. "Does the poem need a 

moral? Was Coleridge merely palming off upon his readers a 

glittering SPCA tract?"^ She concludes that when the modern 

critic is faced with these and other questions regarding the 

poem, he will note that any substantial work can be read at 

more than one thematic level. 

The Symbolic-Religious Interpretation 

The critics who subscribe to the symbolic-religious 

interpretation of the "Ancient Mariner" usually ignore the 

moral stanza and seek to identify the poem with a standard 

religious theme. G. W. Knight describes the Mariner's story 

as one of sin, loneliness, and purgatorial redemption. He 

speaks of the central crime, the shooting of the albatross, 

17 
Irving Babbitt, "Coleridge and the Moderns," Bookman, 

LXX (October, 1929), 120. 
13 
Elizabeth Schneider, Coleridge, Opium, and Kubla Khan 

(Chicago, 1953), p. 8. 
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as corresponding to the Fall of Man or to man's loss of 

innocence. Knight also compares the poem to Dante's 

Purgatorio: 

This is Coleridge's Purgatorio . . . . Whether 
we can call the central criminal act 'sexual' 
is arguable: it certainly resembles that in 
Wordsworth's Hart-leap Well, but the Mariner's 
compulsion to tell his tale suggests rather 
Eliot's Sweeney and his grim account . . . . 
The new life comes from acceptance of the 
watery and the reptilian, at which the sea no 
longer appears to be 'rotting,' that is, dead, 
though all these drop out of the picture after-
wards. The crime together with rejection of 
the unrefreshing 'rotting sea' and its creatures, 
brings parched agony, but acceptance of those 
brings the other, heavenly and refreshing, 
water of rain . . . . A spontaneous, unsought, 
upspring of love alone conditions the downflow 

of grace. 

The rebirth theme suggested by Knight is seen by 

Gardner as a major source of "The Ancient Mariner's" emo-

tional power. He sees the pattern as that of "sin-suffering-
2 0 

death-repentance-rebirth-penance-salvation . . . ." 

Gardner feels that the rebirth theme is not only one of the 

central myths of Christianity, but also an "inescapable" 

part of every man's experience. Gardner also sees the con-

cept of the supernatural as a source of the emotional power 

of the poem. In this sense he calls "The Ancient Mariner" 

a Platonic poem suffused with mystery, which he feels is at 
19 
G. W. Knight, "Coleridge's Divine Comedy," English 

Romantic Poets: Modern Essays in Criticism (New York, 1960), 
pp. 162-163. ~ " ~ 

20 
Gardner, The Annotated Ancient Mariner, p. 177. 
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the heart of the world's great religious faiths. Gardner does 

not believe, however, that Coleridge intended the poem as a 

line-by-line allegory. According to Gardner, the poem is an 

allegory in the sense in which certain Greek myths are con-

sidered allegorical—as narratives in which certain objects 
v/ 

or incidents have a broader, more universal meaning. He 

states that the poem can be read solely as a narrative, but 

that "after many readings and much reflection, a higher level 

of significance forms above the narrative like a luminous 

cloud."^ 

An example of how intensely critics scrutinize "The 

Ancient Mariner" for hidden, symbolic meanings is the sug-

gestion of Allison White in regard to lines 198 and 199. 

The game is done! I've won! I've won! 
Quoth she, and whistles thrice. 

White asks whether "the whistling thrice suggests a witch's 

22 

intention to confound the trinity . . . ." He adds that 

folklore suggests that a witch or other creature adept at 

black magic is usually careful to invoke Satan three times 

in order to offset the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. 

Lynn Harris thinks that the poem exemplifies a unified 

moral theme. He feels that the poem is based on the 

philosophy of the "holy plan." He states that there are 

^Ibid. , p. 177. 

22 
Allison White, "Coleridge's The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner, 198," Explicator, XIII (November, 1954), Item 11. 
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three stages in the action of the poem. The first stage 

(the early part of the voyage) finds the "plan" in serene 

operation; the second stage is the violation of the plan 

(the killing of the albatross); the third stage is the 

23 
expiation of the Mariner's sin. 

In an essay preceding a 1946 edition of "The Ancient 

Mariner," Robert Penn Warren refutes Lowes's theory that the 

poem is purely imaginative. This scholarly essay was re-

printed in several scholastic journals and is an excellent 

example of the religious-symbolic school of interpretation. 

Warren believes that the poem should be read at more than 

one level. He states that, in the simplest terms, the poem 

is a fable, a story of crime, punishment, repentance, and 

reconciliation. Warren adds, however, that the shooting ojL 

the albatross is symbolically a murder, and a particularly 

''heinous" murder, because of lack of motivatlon—and becans_a-

the bird is a good-omen bird that has—bean—a quest on the 

ship. Warren states that the act symbolizes the mystery of 

the Fall of Man, that "the hunting of the bird becomes the 

hunting of man/ When the bird first appears, 

As if it had been a Christian soul, 
We hailed it in God's name."24 

23 
Lynn Harris, "Coleridge's 'The Ancient Mariner," 

Explicator, VI (March, 1948), Item 32. 
24 
Robert Penn Warren, "A Poem of Pure Imagination 

(Reconsiderations VI), Kenyon Review, VIII (Summer, 1946), 
397. 
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Warren feels that the bird is hailed "in God's name," both 

literally and symbolically, and in the end we have, there-

fore, a crime against nature and a crime against God. He 

continues, "The idea of the crime against God rather than 

man is further emphasized by the fact that the cross is 

removed from the Mariner's neck to make place for the dead 

bird, and here we get a symbolic transference from Christ to 

25 . the Albatross." Other symbols which Warren finds important 

are those of the sun and the moon, which he identifies with 

evil and good, respectively. Warren says that symbols bring 

things together, and that in the images of the albatross, 

sun, and moon Coleridge unites his ideas of nature, imagina-

tion, and morality. 

The Personal Allegory Interpretation 

Edward Bostetter calls Warren's essay the most in-

fluential modern interpretation of "The Ancient Mariner," 

but he disagrees with Warren's rigid symbolic identifications, 

particularly of the sun and the moon. He sees Warren's 

interpretation as that of the Christian statements of sin, 

punishment, repentance, and redemption. He states: 

What Warren does is to define the moral tag (as 
it easily can be defined if lifted from context) 
in terms of this conception and then to super-
impose the definition back upon the universe of 
the poem, thus apparently reconciling Christian 

25 
Ibid., p. 399. 



62 

values and the vague pantheism of the eighteenth 
century sentimental.ism.26 

Bostetter leans towards the personal allegory school of in-

terpretation. He feels that Coleridge created in his poem 

the kind of universe which his own sins and fears might have 

0*4 17^ suggested to him. He states that what Coleridge wanted to 

believe in was a universe of order in which man was able to 

mold his own destiny, but that he feared a universe in which 

he was at the mercy of arbitrary and unpredictable forces, 

and it is this universe which he portrays in "The Ancient 

Mariner.'1 Bostetter states that "the Mariner's act is a 

compulsive sin which strips away the illusion of freedom and 

27 

reveals just how helpless he [the Mariner] is." 

Kathleen Coburn lends her authority to the personal 

allegory interpretation. She writes, "'The Ancient Mariner' 

clearly contains a large element of personal allegory—of «=-
2 8 

fear, and guilt, and loneliness." She then refers her 

readers to an article on this subject by George Whalley. 

His stated purpose is to "show how and to what extent 

Coleridge's inner life is revealed in the Rime; and to show ̂  
2 6 
Edward Bostetter, "The Nightmare World of the Ancient 

Mariner," Coleridge: A Collection of Critical Essays, edited 
by Kathleen "Coburn (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1967), 
p. 67. 

27Ibid., p. 75. 

2 8 
Kathleen Coburn, Inquiring Spirit, A New Presentation 

of Coleridge from His Published and Unpublished Prose 
Writing's (New York, 1951), p. 17. 
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that the albatross was for Coleridge, whether consciously or 

29 

unconsciously, a symbol with profound personal significance." 

Whalley feels that it is the personal quality of the poem 

that accounts for its haunting fascination. Whalley asserts 

that while Coleridge*s thoughts were more hopeful during 

the time "The Ancient Mariner" was written, present in his 
mind were the same feelings which were more apparent later. 

He states that Coleridge's mind was "restless, mercurial, 

30 

morbid, remorseful, and fearful." Whalley finds these 

personal characteristics important to the development of the 

poem, and he states with conviction that Coleridge later 

recognized the poem for a personal allegory and "endorsed 

its prophecy by a life of wandering loneliness and suffer-

31 

ing." Whalley sees the albatross as binding together the 

three structural principles of the poem—the voyage, the 

supernatural activity, and the consequences of the killing 

of the bird. He feels that nothing less than an "intensely 

personal" symbolism would be acceptable against a poem of 

such "intense suffering." He states, therefore, that the 

albatross is the symbol of Coleridge's creative imagination. 

He bases this connection on an admittedly "nebulous" piece 

of evidence—lines 93-94: 
29 
George Whalley, "The Mariner and the Albatross," 

Coleridge: A Collection of Critical Essays, edited by 
Kathleen Coburn (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1967), p. 33. 

"^Ibid. , p. 42. ^Ibid. , p. 43. 
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For all averred, I had killed the bird 
That made the bx'eeze to blow! 

Whalley italicizes bird and breeze, and then refers the 

reader to the following lines from Anima Poetae: 

Though Genius, like the fire on the altar, can 
only be kindled from heaven, yet it will perish 
unless supplied with appropriate fuel to feed 
it . . . or it will return whence it came . . . 
till some sudden and awakening gust of 
regenerating Grace rekindles and reveals it 
anew.^ 

Whalley feels that the italicized words show the con-

nection between the albatross and Coleridge's creative 

imagination. Whalley admits, though, that "The Ancient 

Mariner" was probably not originally intended to be an 

allegory, but that is what it became. He feels that his 

interpretation brings the reader into "intimate contact" 

with Coleridge the man, and that this contact will bring 

sympathy from which understanding will grow. 

Patricia Adair believes that "The Ancient Mariner" 

should be interpreted in the light of Coleridge's early 

notebook entries. She feels that a pattern of ideas and 

imagery in the notebooks parallels "The Ancient Mariner" and 

other poems. Adair states, "His [Coleridge's] intellectual \ 

conflicts and his never fully satisfied search for truth 

also underlie his poem. The Mariner's wanderings and 

32 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Anima Poetae, as cited in 

Whalley, "The Mariner and the Albatross," pp. 45-56. 
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33 

desolation of spirit reflect Coleridge's own." Adair also 

echoes Bostetter's theory that Coleridge's fear of a world 

controlled by impersonal forces lies behind "The Ancient 

Mariner." She compares the "terrifying isolation" of the 

Mariner to the predicament of modern man, and states that 

because of this identification the poem haunts us as it did 

Coleridge. She also states that another reason for the power 

of the poem is that Coleridge had "analysed the mixture of 

conscious and unconscious in poetic creation. 

An extreme example of an analysis of "The Ancient 

Mariner" in regard to Coleridge's personal life is that 

written by David Beres in the Yearbook of Psychoanalysis» 

With only partial success, Beres attempts to demonstrate 

that in "The Ancient Mariner" there is the record of Coleridge's 

conflicts, fears, and hopes. He feels that the poem has 

fascinated readers for generations because these conflicts, 

fears, and hopes are not basically different from those of 

other men. Beres suggests that the albatross is a symbol 

for Coleridge's mother; he states that Coleridge both loved 

and hated his mother and that these ambivalent feelings are 

revealed in his letters, his poems, and his notes. Beres 

believes that these feelings created in Coleridge a sense of 

guilt, which is indicated in the poem as "his aggressive, 

33 
Patricia M. Adair, The Waking Dream: A Study of 

Coleridge's Poetry (New York, 1968), p. 42. 

"^Ibid. , p. 52. 
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murderous impulses against an object [his mother] associated 

35 

with food and protection." Beres also feels that a mother 

image appears as the ghastly "Life-in-Death" and as the for-

giving "Holy Mother," who brings rain and sleep. Beres adds 

that Coleridge did not permit his hostile feelings to his 

mother to come into his conscious mind, but that they are 

represented in the poem. 

Imagination-Supernatural Event 
Interpretation 

John Livingston Lowes belongs to the school of inter-

pretation which calls "The Ancient Mariner" a work of 

fantasy, a fairy-tale, a "work of pure imagination." Refuting 

those who seek obscure meanings in the poem, Lowes states 

emphatically: 

When he [Coleridge] wrote "The Ancient Mariner," 
he was constructing on definite principles, with 
the clearest possible consciousness of what he 
was about, a work of pure imagination. 

Its world is, in essence, the world of a dream. 
Its inconsequence is the dream's irrelevance, 
and by a miracle of art we are possessed, as we 
read, with that sense of an intimate logic, 
consecutive and irresistible and more real than 
reality, which is the dream's supreme illusion.3® 

A similar analysis of the poem is given by I. A. 

Richards; he writes: 

35 
David Beres, M.D., "A Dream, A Vision, and a Poem," 

Yearbook of Psychoanalysis, VIII (1952) , 334. 
o c 
''Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, pp. 276-277. 
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"The Ancient Mariner" and "Christabel" are far 
away in worlds of their own. Their supernatural 
contrivances and the "ancientness" in their 
diction protect an inner structure obviously 
more like that of dream than waking life. Struc-
ture may be a misleading word here. They are held 
together, if held they are, in ways we do well, 
in poetic reading, not to inquire about, however 
much our psychological curiosity, which Coleridge 
did so much to develop, may make us wonder. We 
can guess that this very incoherence, this absence 
of a moral or intellectual core, helps them to 
their breathtaking vividness. In reading them 
the more comprehending parts of our minds should 
go to sleep.37 

Irving Babbitt grudgingly acknowledges that "The Ancient 

3 8 

Mariner" is "good in its own way—almost miraculously good."-' 

He can be classified with those critics who view the poem 

primarily as a work of imagination even though he dislikes 

such a work. Babbitt calls the poem an extreme sacrifice of 

the "verisimilar to the marvelous," the masterpiece of an 

age which "fgroveled in the ghastly and wallowed in the 

39 

weird.'" 

Another advocate of the imagination-supernatural event 

interpretation is Elmer Stoll. He writes disparagingly of 

the "symbol hunters," Warren in particular. While granting 

that Warren's interpretation of "The Ancient Mariner" is 

saner and more sensible than that of other symbolists, he 

states, "Mr. Warren is bent on importing into the poem, 
37 
Richards, The Portable Coleridge, p. 34. 

3 8 
Babbitt, "Coleridge and the Moderns," p. 120. 

39Ibid., p. 119. 
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despite Coleridge's own contrary principle, his [Coleridge's] 

40 

basic theological views as well as Mr. Warren's own." 

Stoll believes that Warren rightly objects to symbols which 

treat the poem as a "lurid personal confession," but he 

feels that Warren's abstract symbolism—which, refers to the 

killing of the albatross as "Original Sin" and interprets 

"Day" as evil and "Night" as good—is also wrong. Stoll 

points out: 
The Ancient Mariner is in the style and metre of 
a medieval or early Elizabethan traditional 
ballad, with a superstitious Catholic background; 
it is a "literary fairy tale," as Lowes calls it, 
an "old wives' tale," as Elton calls it; and 
what is present-day symbolism, with its ambiguity 
or Freudianism, doing in either? This is so in-
congruous that the Romantics of Coleridge's time 
would not have discovered it, if there, and cer-
tainly would not have delighted in it. 41 

A. M. Buchan calls "The Ancient Mariner" a poem of 

wonder and mystery. He states that the "pretty" moral 

lessons that have been read into the poem do not belong 

there because the realm of the poem is one in which act and 

consequence are unrelated except in mysterious and super-

natural ways. Buchan contends that Coleridge's intention 

42 
is not moral or religious but the impulse of imagination. 

40 
Elmer Edgar Stoll, "Symbolism in Coleridge," PMLA, 

LXIII (March, 1948), 220. 
41 
Ibid., p. 220. 

42 
A. M. Buchan, "The Sad Wisdom of the Mariner," Studies 

in Philology, XII (October, 1964), 680-681. 
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The importance of imagination in the poem is noted by 

W. J. Courthope: "In this wonderful•poem the reader's 

imagination is carried into an ideal region where, neverthe-

less, all the incidents and feelings are so intensely 

43 

realized that they never fail to seem natural." Courthope 

sees the foundation of the poem as the ship navigated by 

dead men and the killing of the albatross, which he says is 

needed to connect the poem to the living world. He says 

that "against this background Coleridge wrought a labyrinth 

of various images, some from incidents recorded in books of 

travel and some from his own fancy. All these materials are 
44 

fused by imagination into a consistent whole . . . ." 

Courthope concludes that in order to thoroughly enjoy the 

poem the reader's imagination must be completely surrendered 

to the poet. 

Lawrence Hanson also subscribes to the theory that the 

poem is essentially a supernatural narrative. He calls "The 

Ancient Mariner" one of the greatest of English poems and 

also one of the strangest. He states: 
It approaches closer to the heart of the super-
natural than any other poem. It demonstrates 
with subtler mastery and completeness than ever 
before or after his [Coleridge's] shaping spirit 
of Imagination in action in a blend of the 

4 3 
W. J. Courthope, The Romantic Movement in English 

Poetry., Vol. VI of A History of English Poetry, 6 vols. 
TLondon, 1920), p. 213. 

44 
Ibid., p. 213. 
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realistic and the romantic so complete, so in-
divisible as to silence the most critical 
reader . . . ."45 

Hanson also notes that the story told in the poem is decep-

tively simple, that the simplicity masks "prodigious labours" 

and "infinite skill" which create a poem that holds the 

reader's interest from the departure of ship to its homecoming. 

Tillyard's Interpretation 

E. M. Tillyard's comments on "The Ancient Mariner" can-

not be classified under any of the three main schools of 

interpretation. Tillyard's very logical discussion acknowl-

edges some merit in all three interpretations. He lists 

four significant aspects of the poem which relate to these 

46 

interpretations. They can be summarized as follows. 

1. The poem is an exciting story which imitates the 

old English ballads, with much of the descriptive material 

drawn from old travel books. Although the poem has some 

touches of realistic description, its supernatural happenings 

appeal to that part of our nature which is superstitious. 

2. In spite of the supernatural happenings, the main 

events of the poem happen in a logical sequence of cause and 

effect. In such a sequence the moral question arises, and 

the reader must judge how important it is. "In truth the 

45 
Hanson, The Early Years, pp. 254-256. 

46 
E. M. Tillyard, "Coleridge: The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner," Master Poems of the English Language, edited by 
Oscar Williams (New York, 1966), pp. 484-488^ 
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moral story, the punishment of a crime, is the core of the 

poem: each part ends with a reference to the crime, the 

killing of the albatross; remove the moral and the poem 

47 

collapses." The reader is cautioned, however, not to 

narrow the moral to a doctrine of kindness to animals. 

3. "The Ancient Mariner" is more than a fascinating 

story with a moral. The interpretation of the poem as a 

personal allegory may be correct, but if the allegorists are 

right, they are indicating a very minor layer of the poem's 

meaning. "Once we postulate an allegory we are beset with 

dangers, above all with the temptation to grow excited, to 

see too much, to mistake a simple, picturesque detail for a 
48 

complicated moral truth." The shooting o£ the albatross 

is an anti-social act, and the Mariner's punishment is a 

logical consequence of this act. Even though the Mariner is 

redeemed from the tortures of the voyage, he is still an 

outcast, like the Wandering Jew. 

4. One more important layer of meaning is the theme of 
Renovation through destruction. It was only 
through the destruction of his old state of 
mind that the mariner was able to achieve the 
new, enlarged state of mind that could include 
the water snakes in its sympathies . . . . 
The ancient mariner has been born again into 
a ghostly existence, not rejuvenated, and the 
haunting tale of the destructive experience 
remains the dominant theme of the poem.49 

47Ibid., p. 483. 48Ibid., pp. 485-486. 

4^Ibid., p. 488. 
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Structure 

As noted by Charles A. Owen, Jr., there has been much 

written about "The Ancient Mariner," but very little has 

been written about the structure of the poem. Owen feels 

that the poem has three structural elements: the Mariner's 

narrative, the dialogue, and the narrative of encounter. He 

classifies the narrative as a part of the dialogue between 

the Mariner and the Wedding Guest, and the dialogue in turn 

as part of the narrative of encounter. Owen describes the 

narrative of encounter as the first two lines, which estab-

lish the meeting with the wedding guest. He then describes 

the rest of the poem as a dialogue with stage directions, 

with the exception of the last two stanzas, which complete 

the narrative of encounter. Owen believes that the dialogue 

with the wedding guest dramatizes and foreshadows the 

believability of the Mariner's narrative. He states: 

At the interruption ithe Wedding Guest can 
beat his breast, but he cannot break the spell. 
As readers, of course, we cooperate with 
Coleridge's fiction. We want to hear of the 
voyage rather than the wedding feast, and we 
are the more willing to believe in the 
listener's absorption because of our own. 
This resolution of the conflict between the 
duties of ordinary life and the appeal of the 
remote in space and the extraordinary in 
experience . . . gains an added authority from 
the style of both the Mariner and the poet as 
narrators. 

50 . 
Charles A. Owen, Jr., "Structure in 'The Ancient 

Mariner,'" College English, XXJ.II (January, 1962), 262. 
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Owen continues by discussing Coleridge as an objective 

witness to the Mariner's tale. He feels that the poet is a 

witness to the encounter in the traditional manner of 

ballads. In regard to this point, he cites these lines: 

It is an Ancient Mariner 
And he stoppeth one of three. 

George Woodbery calls "The Ancient Mariner" a poem of 

perfect unity, a marvel of construction. He singles out the 

telling of the tale to the Wedding Guest while the wedding 

is in progress. Woodbery observes the poem as a unified 

"story of connected and consequential incidents with a plot, 

a change of fortune, a climax, and the other essentials of 

52 

this species of story telling . . . ." He adds that if 

the conceptions of the physical or ethical world in the poem 

were to be analyzed, they would also be found to be "con-

sistent wholes." 

Very little has been written about two important struc-

tural elements of "The Ancient Mariner," the gloss and the 

epigraph. Neither was part of the poem when it first 

appeared in 1798. The epigraph appeared in the 1800 edition, 

and the gloss in 1817, but both Lowes and Ernest Hartley 

Coleridge feel that the gloss was probably written earlier. 

Lowes states that Coleridge's creative faculties were in 

51 
Lines one and two of "The Ancient Mariner," cited in 

Owen, "Structure in "The Ancient Mariner,1" p. 263. 
52 
George Edward Woodbery, Literary Essays (New York, 
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eclipse after 1802, and that most of the changes in the poem 

53 
were probably made within a few years of its composition. 

Ernest Hartley Coleridge says that it is possible the gloss 

54 

was the work of a "much earlier" period. 

The gloss, described by Lowes as "that felicitous con-

ception which has made the poem a great concerted, almost 
55 

orchestral piece," is seen by Huntington Brown as effec-

tively emphasizing the remoteness of the story. Brown feels 

that the gloss was used by Coleridge to interest the reader 

in a type of poetry which his generation had not yet learned 

to appreciate. He states: 
The question for Coleridge seems to have been 
whether he could, if he so desired, by any means 
reconcile classical minded readers to a tale in 
which "miracles" . . . were absolutely essential. 
I believe he did desire to conciliate the men of 
reason, and that his method of doing so was 
remarkably subtle. If readers of this persuasion 
were to be attracted to The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner, they must be able to see it above all 
as a drama of human life. Coleridge must avoid 
any direct challenge to their disbelief in the 
strange and wonderful . . . . What he does in the 
gloss, as I see it, is to provide a chorus to 
this end. One function of a dramatic chorus is 
to convey information; but a more important one 
is to set the right mood and point of view for 
the spectator. He has actually given us two 

53 
Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, p. 4 32. 

54 
Coleridge, Poems, edited by Ernest Coleridge, Foot-

note lt p. 186. 
55 
Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, p. 297. 
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characters who fulfill the paramount choric 
function, the Wedding Guest within the story 
and the imaginary editor outside.56 

According to B. R. McElderry, Jr., the gloss is 

Coleridge's answer to criticism that the poem was obscure. 

McElderry uses the following lines to illustrate how the 

gloss clarifies the meaning: 

Then all averred, I had killed the bird 
That brought the fog and mist. 
'Twas right, said they, such birds to slay, 
That bring the fog and mist.58 

He notes that the gloss which accompanies these lines adds 

that the sailors had thus made themselves accomplices to the 

crime. McElderry feels that Coleridge was using the gloss 

to correct inadequacies in the text. McElderry also feels 

that the gloss strengthens the moral theme--the idea of 

crime and punishment: "The moral relationship may or may 

not have been definite in Coleridge's mind before the gloss 

was added, but it is certainly more emphatic in the reader's 

59 

mind after the gloss is read." He concludes, however, that 

most of the gloss is merely an artistic restatement and 

ornamentation of what is already obvious in the text. 

^Huntington Brown, "The Gloss to The Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner," Modern Language Quarterly, VI (September, 
1945), 324. 

57 
See Chapter II, pp. 7-9. 

5 8 
Lines 99-102 of "The Ancient Mariner" as cited in 

B. R. McElderry, Jr., "Coleridge's Revision of the 'Ancient 
Mariner,'" Studies in Philology, XXIX (January, 1932), 88. 

59 
Ibid., p. 89. 
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George Watson does not believe that the gloss was added 

because readers had found the poem obscure. He feels that 

the modernization of spelling in the 1800 edition had already 

met this need. Watson suggests that the purpose and effect 

of the gloss is 

, . . to intensify the historical, dramatic, 
"as-if" element in the poem, both the action 
of the poem and in its stated morality. Its 
effect is deliberately to enlarge doubt con-
cerning what the Mariner says, to remind the 
reader that, in spite of the textual moderniza-
tion of 1800, the poem is an historical 
exercise which asks not to be taken literally. 
Coleridge, in a manner almost too ingenious, 
has on this occasion insisted that we should 
feel the gap of centuries.^0 

Even less has been written about the epigraph than about 

the gloss. The epigraph was quoted from Archaeologiae 

Philosophicae sive Doctrina Antigua De Rerum Qriginibus, 

Volume II, written in Latin by Thomas Burnet in 1692. An 

English translation of this work is quoted by Coburn. The 

lines which she has enclosed in brackets are those which 

Coleridge omitted in the epigraph. The translation is as 

follows: 

I can easily believe, that there are more In-
visible than Visible Beings in the Universe; 
[and that there are more Orders of Angels in 
the Heavens, than variety of Fishes in the Sea;] 
but who will declare to us the Family of all 
these, and acquaint us with the Agreements, 
Differences, and peculiar Talents which are to 
be found among them? It is true, human Wit has 
always desired a Knowledge of these Things, 
though it has never attained it. [The Heathen 

^George Watson, Coleridge the Poet (London, 1966), 
p. 93. 
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Divines have very much philosophized about the 
invisible World of Souls, Genii, Manes, Demons, 
Heroes, Minds, Deities and Gods, as we may see 
in Jamblichus's Treatise on the Mysteries of the 
Aegyptians, and in Psellus and Pletho on the 
Chaldean Rites, and everywhere in the Platonic 
Authors. Some Christian Divines have imitated 
these also, with Reference to the Orders of 
Angels; and the Gnostics have feigned many 
things in this Matter, under the Names of Eons 
an(^ Gods. Moreover, the Cabalists in their 
Fetzirah (World of Angels) range Myriads of 
Angels under their Leaders Sandalphon and Metatron, 
as they who are conversant in those Studies very 
well know. But of what value are all these Things? 
Has this Seraphic Philosophy any thing sincere 
or solid about it: I know that St. Paul speaks 
of the angelic World, and has taken notice of 
many Orders & Distinctions among them; but this 
in general only; he does not philosophize about 
them; he disputes not, nor teaches anything in 
particular concerning them; nay, on the contrary, 
he reproves those as puft up with vain Science, 
who rashly thrust themselves forward to seek 
into those unknown and unsearchable Things.] 
I will own that it is very profitable, sometimes 
to contemplate in the Mind, as in a Draught, 
the Image of the greater and better World; lest 
the Soul being accustomed to the Trifles of this 
present Life, should contract itself too much, 
and altogether rest in mean Cogitations; but, 
in the mean Time, we must take Care to keep to 
the Truth, and observe Moderation. That we may,-, 
distinguish certain Things, and Day from Night. 

Irene Chayes feels that the critics have not taken note 

of the epigraph because they see it as a simple justification 

of the supernatural elements in the poem. She feels, though, 

^Richard Mead and Thomas Foxton, Doctrina Antiqua de 
rerum originibus, or, an Inquiry into the doctrine of the-

philosophers of all nations concerning the original of the 
World by Thomas Burnet,"pp. 86-88, cited in"Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, Notes, Vol. I, Part 2, of The Notebooks of Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, edited by Kathleen Coburn, 2 volsT (New 
York, 1957), 1000H. 
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that in Burnet's comments there is more than a simple 

acknowledgment of the presence of the supernatural. She 

quotes Burnet's position on the moral and philosophical 

problem raised by the limitation of human knowledge: "For 

it is wisdom not only to know those things which can be 

known, but also to discern and discriminate those things 

6 2 

which cannot be shown." She adds, however, that this 

sentence is not included in the epigraph. Chayes is certain 

that there are strains of thought in the epigraph which have 

not been explored and which were important to Coleridge's 

thoughts. She argues that the Mariner's adventures illustrate 

not only psychological and aesthetic experiences but also 

experiences which dramatize the epistemological problems 

which Coleridge dealt with in his philosophic prose. Chayes 

also suggests that the epigraph, rather than the last few 

paragraphs, could have been the too openly obtruding "moral" 

which Coleridge referred to in his 1830 conversation with 

Mrs. Barbauld. 

Technique 

Lafcadio Hearn calls Coleridge's verse technique in 

"The Ancient Mariner" a new invention. He uses the word 

invention in the sense that all invention is a recombination 

of what has already been. He states that the elements of 

6 2 
Irene Chayes, "A Coleridgean Reading of 'The Ancient 

Mariner,'" Studies in Romanticism, IV (Winter, 1965), p. 84. 
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Coleridge's invention existed in English literature long 

before Coleridge was born, but that he was the first to weld 

them together. He describes the verse technique as follows: 

The body of the verse is mostly lines of eight 
syllables; but these sometimes shrink to four 
syllables only, and sometimes lengthen out to 
twelve syllables. In rhyme the form is equally 
flexible. Rhymes may change places; they may 
double at will in the same line. Finally 
cadences change, and verse that is iambic for, 
say, half a page may then suddenly become 
trochaic. Thus every possible liberty which 
a poet could wish for exists in this measure. 
Nothing is wanting. Alliteration and double 
rhymes give a particular richness to the verse 
. . . as in these examples— 

In mist or cloud, on mast or shroud 
rt perched for vespers nine; 
Whiles all the night, through fog-smoke 

GTxmmered the white Moon-shine. 

The f_air breeze blew, the white foam 
flew, 
The furrow followed free; 
We were the first that ever burst 
Into that silent sea.^3 

Hearn says that from these examples it can be seen that 

monotony, which he calls a frequent obstacle to narrative 

verse, is avoided. He adds that Coleridge's verse technique 

is the most flexible and the most musical in which a story 

can be told. 

Both Symons and Courthope point out the music of the 

metre in "The Ancient Mariner." Courthope calls the metre 

^Lines 75-79 and 102-106 of "The Ancient Mariner," 
cited in Lafcadio Iiearn, On Poets (Tokyo, 1934), pp. 523-524. 
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"magical," almost "supernatural"; he adds that Coleridge 

64 

alone possessed the secret of this musical metre. Symons 

says that the metre is a re-reading of the familiar ballad-

metre, in which "nothing of the original force, swiftness or 

directness is lost, while a new subtlety, a wholly new music, 

has come into it."^ 

According to R. P. Tristram Coffin, the ballad rhythm 

is a device to help maintain the plausibility of the poem. 

He notes that in a supernatural story such as "The Ancient 

Mariner," the poet must utilize some device or devices to 

maintain the reader's suspension of disbelief. He cites the 

wedding-day setting and the appeal of the Mariner for human 

sympathy as this type of device. He adds: 
However, more subtle and more continual and more 
effective is the steady rhythm of the ballad 
which beats objectively behind every scene and 
every event. The ballad is associated with 
actual events. Thus, ballad meter serves to 
make this weird story possible to believe; it 
is appropriate to the material of the narrative 
and to the old man who tells the tale in the 
poem. Thus ballad devices serve to augment the 
supernatural and imaginative mood of the story 
. . . . Thus, the ballad stanza itself suggests 
a medieval setting and an account of human woe 
almost before the words themselves c a n . 6 6 

^Courthope, A History of English Poetry, p. 213. 

65 
Arthur Symons, The Romantic Movement in English Poetry 

(New York, 1909), p. 145. 

^R. P. Tristram Coffin, "Coleridge's Use of the Ballad 
Stanza in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," Modern Language 
Quarterly, XII (December, 1951), 437. 
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Coffin feels that the study of Coleridge's use of the ballad 

stanza has been neglected. He points out that the ballad 

stanza is the abcb rhyme scheme with an alternating 4-3 

stress quatrain, and he states that variations from this 

form in the poem serve a definite purpose. He notes that 

the basic ballad structure is not disturbed until the twelfth 

stanza, when there is an aaabcb pattern. Coffin sees this 

change as occurring only after the realistic aspect of the 

poem has been "anchored" in the reader's mind, and the voyage 

is really beginning to get underway. He states: 

This purposeful change in pattern serves to make 
more poignant for the reader the meaning of the 
words at this point. By using an expansion of 
the stanza, which was quite common to the ballads 
he knew, consciously, just as the ship'is driven 
from the known course into the mystery of the 
polar regions, the author gently channels our 
ears and eyes away from the expected into a con-
sistent, but different, realm, yet a realm that 
is never so vastly different that the basic pulse 
of the ballad beat is destroyed or the "anchor 
dislodged." Actually stanza 12 remains an abcb 
stanza, but the triple reiteration of the a-rime 
gives a fresh effect. 

With sloping masts and dipping 
prow, 
As who pursued with yell and blow 
Still treads the shadow of his foe, 
And forward bends his head, 
The ship drove fast, loud roared the blast, 
And southward aye we fled.̂ "̂  

Coffin adds that the technique just described is not used 

carelessly, since the majority of "distorted" stanzas are in 

Ibid., pp. 438-439, lines 44-50 of "The Ancient 
Mariner." 
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the middle part of the poem where the supernatural feeling 

is the greatest. He says that it is significant that in the 

final four stanzas of the poem, where the supernatural spell 

is broken, the lines are in the strictest ballad form. 

Coleridgels use of the ballad form in "The Ancient 

Mariner" is also commended by M. R. Ridley. He states that 

Coleridge maintained the true ballad spirit, "which is content 

to record vividly and leave it to the hearer to comment, [and] 

which will record the extraordinary with as matter-of-fact a 

6 8 

nonchalance as the hum-drum." He observes the vivid 

description, but he feels that the most remarkable technique 

in the poem is the way in which the transition is made from 

a detailed and accurate description of the voyage to the 

supernatural happenings on the ship. Ridley says that the 

transition is so well done that in a rapid reading a person 

will hardly realize that the transition has been made. 

Humphrey House and H. J. C. Grierson have both commented 

that in the volume called Lyrical Ballads "The Ancient 

Mariner" is the only poem which derives its style from the 

traditional ballads. While House has revived the charge of 

"Gothic Horror," he praises the vividness of visual descrip-

tion, which he calls one of Coleridge's great poetic 

69 

strengths. Grierson notes that in the title Lyrical 

6 8 

M. R. Ridley, "Samuel Taylor Coleridge," Fifteen Poets 
(Oxford, 1941), p. 254. 

69 
House, "The Ancient Mariner," p. 172. 
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Ballads the word "lyrical" applies more properly to Wordsworth 

than to Coleridge, but he says that Coleridge did what 

Wordsworth failed to do. "In that miracle of miracles, The 

Ancient Mariner, he gave to the narrative ballad a dramatic 

intensity, a beauty of imagery, and a musical subtlety and 

70 

richness such as it has never known in all its history." 

A few additional comments relating to the poetic 

technique are those which have been made in regard to the 

use of imagery, diction, and color. J. R. Beer says that 

"The Ancient Mariner" has a unique quality which he describes 

as an "isolation of vividness." He sees a "brittleness 

throughout the poem, as a separation between stanza and 

stanza, which is caused by the constant welling up of some 

new and brilliant image, requiring a moment of darkness 
71 

before the reader is ready to assimilate the next." Another 

reference to images is that made by C. E. Vaughn. He states 

that "The Ancient Mariner" as a story is one of the most 

thrilling ever told and that the story "shapes itself in a 

succession of images unsurpassed for poetic power and apt-

,,72 
ness. 

70 
H. J. C. Grierson, Lyrical Poetry from.Blake to Hardy 

(London, 1950), p. 36. 
71 
J. B. Beer, Coleridge the Visionary (London, 1959), 

pp. 175-176. 
72 
C. E. Vaughn, "Coleridge," The Period of the French 

Revolution, Vol. XI of Cambridge History of English Litera-
ture, 15 vols. (Cambridge, 19 61), p. 139. 
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Armour and Howes speak of the diction as so vividly 

concrete and so unaffected after revision that contemporary 

73 

critics accused the author of mock simplicity. A more 

elaborate praise of the diction is that given by Lowes. He 

says that in "The Ancient Mariner" 
there was worked one of those miracles which 
have been the despair of poets ever since: 
the inviolate keeping of a diction as rich as 
it is simple; luminously clear, and yet 
innumerable of stains and splendid dyes un- ^ 
dreamed of even in the mariner's vivid speech. 

Knight speaks with appreciation of the use of color in 

"The Ancient Mariner." He describes it as a poem that 

"glitters." He points out the Mariner's "glittering eye," 

the witches' oils burning "green and blue and white," and 

the snakes moving in "tracks of shining white." Other 

colorful phrases noted by Knight are the "blue, glossy-green 

and velvet black" snakes and the "blood-red sun." Knight 

feels that this play of light and color in the poem helps 

give a certain "poetic mass" to a "stringy" stanza succes-

75 . . . . 

sion. It is suggested by Patricia Adair that this 

"brilliance" of color in the poem is due to the influence of 

opium. She refers to letters written by Coleridge in 179 6 

and 179 8 which mention his use of laudanum. She states: 
7 
Richard Armour and Raymond Howes, Coleridge the Talker 

(Ithaca, 1940), p. 40. 

^Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, p. 301. 

7 5 
Knight, "Coleridge's Divine Comedy," p. 163. 
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In each case Coleridge speaks of his taking of 
laudanum quite openly and it was a common pre-
scription for pain at the time;• In 1798 he took 
it to relieve an abscess. Its use did not be-
come habitual till 1801-2 and therefore, in its 
early stages, the drug may merely have stimulated 
his senses, sharpening especially his awareness 
of colour and sound. 

Evaluation of a Few of the Major 
Criticisms 

Coleridge's use of color in "The Ancient Mariner" is 

worthy of further study as are other features of Coleridge's 

poetic technique. Much of the twentieth-century criticism, 

however, is involved with interpretation and the moral 

question. The moral question still continues to fascinate 

critics as it has done since 179 8. Many modern critics, 

anxious to impose their particular interpretation on the 

poem, prefer to discount Coleridge's explicit statement in 

regard to a moral in the poem. The critics who disregard 

the statement to Mrs. Barbauld also ignore other statements 

by Coleridge which support the interpretation of the poem as 

primarily a work of "pure imagination." 

In the Biographia Literaria, Coleridge discusses the 

plan for Lyrical Ballads and what part "The Ancient Mariner" 

plays in its composition. He states: 

be di 
it was agreed that my endeavours should 

.rected to persons and characters super-
natural, or at least romantic; yet so as to 
transfer from our inward nature a human interest 
and a semblance of truth sufficient to procure 

*7 C\ 

Adair, The Waking Dream, P« 51. 
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for these shadows of imagination that willing 
suspension of disbelief for the moment which 
constitutes poetic faith . . . . With this 
view I wrote the 'Ancient Mariner.'"^ 

The credibility of the poem, the "semblance of truth," is 

achieved by the sequence which follows the Mariner's sense-

less and cruel act. A crime is committed; punishment 

follows, and finally come repentance and expiation. To 

interpret the poem as didactic, however, would be to contra-

dict the supernatural effect of the poem, the effect for 

which Coleridge was striving. As Lowes has pointed out, the 

moral is "valid" only within the "magic" framework of the 

78 poem. 

Another significant comment by Coleridge, which bolsters 

the imagination-supernatural event interpretation, is the 

following comment made in 1797. This one, written prior to 

the composition of "The Ancient Mariner," appeared in 

Coleridge's review of The Monk: A Romance. In this article 

Coleridge states: 

The romance writer possesses an unlimited power 
over situation; but he must scrupulously make 
his characters act in congruity with them. Let 
him work physical wonders only, and we will be 
content to dream with him for a while; but the 
first moral miracle which he attempts, he dis-
gusts and awakens us . . . .^9 
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Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, edited by Shawcross, 

II, 6. 

7 8 
See Chapter IV, page 54. 

79 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "The Monk; A Romance" 

(review), The Rime of the Ancient Mariner: A Handbook, 
edited by Royal A. Gettman (Belmont, California, 1966), p. 196. 
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The Biographia Literaria contains a statement which can 

also be used to refute those who follow the religious-

symbolic, or the personal allegory interpretation of the poem. 

In this work Coleridge announced that he planned an essay on 

the uses of the supernatural in poetry; this essay was to be 

8 0 

prefixed to "The Ancient Mariner." Coleridge's emphasis 

on the supernatural in the poem and the designation of the 

poem as a work of "pure imagination" would seem to indicate 

that the imagination-supernatural event interpretation 

advocated by Lowes, Richards, and Hanson is correct. 

While the idea of penance and expiation is present in 

the narrative, it is doubtful that the author intended the 

poem to be a vehicle for his religious philosophy. As in 

most romantic poetry, the appeal is to the imagination, 

rather than to the conscience. Even though the narrative of 

"The Ancient Mariner" gives a vision of sin and projects a ' 

moral attitude toward this sin, the poem does not give an 

analysis of this sin, nor does it attempt a sermon on sin. 

Coleridge's one recorded comment which might indicate a 

religious connotation in the poem, has, inexplicably, been 

ignored by those critics who advocate a symbolic-religious 

interpretation. The comment is as follows: 
It is an enormous blunder in these engravings 
of De Serte [John Thomas de Serres?] brought 
here by Dr. Aitken, to represent the Ancient 

80 
Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, edited by Shawcross, 

I, 202. 
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Mariner as an old man on board ship. He was 
in my mind the everlasting wandering Jew~ 
[who] had told this story ten thousand times 
since the voyage, which was in his early youth 
and 50 years before.81 

Coleridge is evidently referring to the old Christian legend 

of the Jew who mocked Jesus as he carried the cross, and who 

82 

was doomed to wander the earth forever. While this state-

ment indicates from what source Coleridge received the 

inspiration for the Mariner's wandering, it does not .indicate 

a religious symbolism. It must be concluded that Robert Penn 

Warren and others of the religious-symbolic school of inter-

pretation are probably wrong. While they make an intellectual 

and logical presentation of how the poem can be interpreted, 

they have presented no arguments to indicate that such an 

interpretation was Coleridge's intention. 

It is expected that a reader will find in "The Ancient 

Mariner" things that Coleridge did not consciously know were 

there, but it seems unlikely that Coleridge intended the 

poem to be a personal allegory. It is possible that Coleridge 

was projecting personal feelings of fear, guilt, and loneli-

ness, as suggested by Kathleen Coburn, but this theory must 

remain a theory, with no apparent basis in fact. Whalley's 

theory that the albatross is a symbol of Coleridge's 

81 
Coleridge, Notebooks, Vol. I, Part 2, Notes, Entry 

No. 45. 

82 
"Wandering Jew," The World Book Encyclopedia (Chicago, 

1962), p. 20. 
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imagination would be more readily acceptable if the poem had 

been written later in Coleridge's life, when his creative 

faculties diminished, and he was addicted to opium. 

Twentieth-century comment on the structure and technique 

in the poem is not as voluminous as that on interpretation, 

but most of it is a welcome addition to the study of the 

poem. Huntington Brown's statements on the gloss are 

particularly enlightening. The studies of the verse technique 

by R, P. Tristram Coffin and Lafcadio Hearn bring the realiza-

tion that Coleridge was a master of the technical aspect of 

poetry. 

The intensive critical analyses of the twentieth century 

prove that interest in "The Ancient Mariner" continues, and 

the variety of opinion exhibited would indicate much future 

commentary on the poem. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

Although, a great deal of material has been written about 

"The Ancient Mariner" since it was composed in 1798, there 

is definitely a need for further scholarly study of the poem. 

It is to be hoped that Kathleen Coburn will finish her work 

on Coleridge's notebooks; it is possible that later volumes 

of this work will shed further light on "The Ancient Mariner." 

A disproportionate amount of material has been written 

about the moral or lack of moral in the poem. This material, 

in turn, has influenced the various.types of interpretation. 

In addition to an emotional response, a poem of the stature 

of "The Ancient Mariner" will suggest different meanings to 

different readers, but rigid interpretation will detract 
\ 

from the exciting narrative and the majestic images which 1 

carry the reader through the realm of the unknown. It is 

quite likely that the interpretation of the poem will con-

tinue to interest scholars, and that new ideas of interpreta-

tion will arise. Other aspects of the poem, however, should 

receive more notice. More study is needed on the signifi-

cance of the motto and the relationship of the gloss to the 

poem. An interesting study could also be developed from an 

analysis of the supernatural creatures in the poem—Death, 

90 
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Life-in-Death, the Polar Spirit, Polar Daemons, Spirits of 

the Upper Air, and the Seraph men. It is surprising that so 

few articles have been written about the- structure and 

technique of the poem. Further study in this area would be 

helpful; for example, a study might be devoted just to the 

sun and moon images, 

"The Ancient Mariner" has endured for one hundred and 

seventy years; the poem has survived in spite of violent 

changes in literary taste. It is surprising that the poem 

did survive during the years immediately following its 

publication. The unfavorable early reviews are significant 

only for their clever sarcasm. With few exceptions, the 

critical commentary written prior to 1821 has little merit; 

even Charles Lamb, who praised the poem, appeared to have 

little real understanding of "The Ancient Mariner" when he 

wrote that he disliked the miraculous part of it. The early 

reception of the poem was, however, influenced by the fact 

that the poem was incompatible with eighteenth century 

classicism. Brett and Jones have also pointed out that the 

ballad form represented for many a 

low kind of poetry. They were aware of the 
ballad poetry of the past centuries, . . . 
but for most of them the ballad meant the 
street ballad, and to suggest that this 
could be the vehicle of serious poetry 
seemed absurd.1 

"^Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads, edited by Brett and Jones, 
p. xiv. 
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Although little was written during the period from 

1850 to 1900, that which was written is primarily favorable. 

The critical commentary appearing during the early part of 

this period stresses the beauty and imagery of the poem. 

Critical material written during the later part of the 

period, however, shows a closer analysis of the poem. This 

more detailed analysis reaches a full development during the 

twentieth century. 

"The Ancient Mariner" received sufficient attention 

during the early twentieth century, in spite of a general 

anti-Romantic feeling. Interpretation of the poem dominated 

the critical commentary of the twentieth century. Each of 

the three types of interpretation—imagination-supernatural 

event, religious-symbolic, and personal allegory—was 

popular during definite time periods, even though exponents 

of each are found in all periods. The publication of The 

Road to Xanadu in 1928 influenced many critics during the 

nineteen-thirties. Lowes is still considered the leading 

advocate of the imagination-supernatural event school of 

interpretation. During the nineteen-forties and early 

nineteen-fifties, the most popular interpretation of the 

poem was the religious-symbolic school. Much of this type of 

interpretation was similar to that written during the 

eighteen-eighties and eighteen-nineties. The personal 

allegory school of interpretation is currently the most 

popular. This interpretation has been influenced by the 
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publication of Coleridge's notebooks. Two recent books 

which show this influence are The Waking Dream, by Patricia 

Adair (1968), and Coleridge: A Collection of Critical Essays 

(1967), edited by Kathleen Coburn. 

Critical commentary on "The Ancient Mariner" is interest-

ing and informative, but regardless of what is written about 

the poem, it is obvious, as Swinburne noted, that the poem 

2 
"lives and will continue to live." 

2 
Swinburne, Works, XV, p. 144. 
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