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Note on the Author and Editor

SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE was born on 21 July 1772 at Ottery St Mary in Devon. After being educated at Christ’s Hospital in London and Jesus College, Cambridge he worked as an independent writer, speaker and thinker, producing his first collection of poems in 1796 and enlarging it in 1797. Close collaboration with Wordsworth in north Somerset resulted in joint production of the volume Lyrical Ballads in 1798 and stimulated his poetic powers more generally: this period saw poems as diverse as ‘Frost at Midnight’, ‘Kubla Khan’ and the unfinished ‘Christabel’. After wintering in Germany in 1797–8 he settled, like Wordsworth, in the Lake District, where he wrote the ‘Letter’ that he turned into ‘Dejection: An Ode’ (1802), a fruit of his hopeless love for Wordsworth’s sister-in-law Sara Hutchinson and the growing unhappiness of his marriage. The poem also signalled fears about the continuance of his creativity, but although he now turned increasingly to prose, writing on politics (Essays on his Own Times and Lay Sermons), criticism (Lectures on Shakespeare and Biographia Literaria (1817)) and religion (Aids to Reflection (1825) and On the Constitution of the Church and State (1829)), and planning a great new philosophical work, poetry continued to flow. After going to live with the Gillmans at Highgate in 1816, he published Sibylline Leaves (1817), containing revisions of his earlier poems and new ones such as ‘Limbo’ and ‘Ne plus Ultra’. Further collections followed and new poems (some looking back wistfully to his early life) continued to appear in most years until his death in 1834.

JOHN BEER’S work on Coleridge includes two books, Coleridge the Visionary and Coleridge’s Poetic Intelligence, the editing of a collection of bicentenary essays, Coleridge’s Variety, and the preparation of an edition of Aids to Reflection for Coleridge’s Collected Works. He is also general editor of the series Coleridge’s Writings and has written on a variety of other authors, including books on Blake, Wordsworth and E. M. Forster.


Chronology of Coleridge’s Life



	Year

	Age

	Life




	1770

	 

	 




	1771

	 

	 




	1772

	 

	Born 21 October at Ottery St Mary, Devon, youngest of ten children




	1774

	 

	 




	1775

	 

	 




	1776

	4

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1778

	6

	Attends Ottery Grammar School




	 

	 

	 




	1779

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1780

	 

	 




	1781

	9

	Death (6 October) of Coleridge’s father




	 

	 

	 




	1782

	10

	Attends Christ’s Hospital, London to 1791




	1783

	11

	 




	1784

	12

	 




	1785

	13

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1787

	15

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1788

	16

	Elected Grecian; meets Evans family




	1789

	17

	 




	1790

	18

	




	1791

	19

	Jesus College, Cambridge, Exhibitioner, Sizar, Scholar




	1792

	20

	Wins Browne medal with Greek Sapphic ‘Ode on the Slave Trade’




	 

	 

	 




	1793

	21

	Attends Cambridge trial of William Frend. Enlists in 15th Light Dragoons as Silas Tomkyn Comberbache




	1794

	22

	Meets Robert Southey in Oxford and plans Pantisocracy; Welsh tour. Religious Musings begun




	 

	 

	 




	1795

	23

	Political Lectures begin. Marriage (4 October) to Sara Fricker




	 

	 

	 




	1796

	24

	The Watchman and Poems on Various Subjects. Move to Stowey




	 

	 

	 




	1797

	25

	At Racedown (June). The Wordsworths to Alfoxden House. Poems. ‘Kubla Khan’ composed; ‘Ancient Mariner’ begun




	1798

	26

	Wedgwood £150 annuity accepted. ‘Frost at Midnight’. ‘The Recantation’, later ‘France: An Ode’ (March); ‘Fears in Solitude’. Lyrical Ballads. The Wordsworths, Chester and Coleridge to Germany




	1799

	27

	To University of Go¨ttingen. Ascent of Brocken. Return to Stowey (July). Meets Sara Hutchinson at Sockburn (October)




	1800

	28

	Morning Post reporter and leader-writer; translating Wallenstein




	1801

	29

	Lyrical Ballads (1800) published




	1802

	30

	‘A Letter to – [Sara Hutchinson]’. ‘Dejection’ ode in Morning Post




	1803

	31

	Scottish tour with Wordsworths




	 

	 

	 




	1804

	32

	Under-secretary at Malta




	1805

	33

	Acting Public Secretary in Malta




	 

	 

	 




	1806

	34

	In Rome and Tuscany. Return to England (August)




	1807

	35

	Hears Wordsworth read Prelude




	 

	 

	 




	1808

	36

	Lectures at Royal Institution on Poetry and Principles of Taste




	 

	 

	 




	1809

	37

	The Friend (1 June–15 March 1810)




	 

	 

	 




	1810

	38

	Sara Hutchinson leaves Grasmere for Wales. The Friend last number. Montagu precipitates Wordsworth-Coleridge quarrel




	 

	 

	 




	1811

	39

	Lectures on Shakespeare and Milton attended by Collier, Byron, Rogers, Crabb Robinson




	 

	 

	 




	1812

	40

	Lamb and Crabb Robinson patch quarrel with Wordsworth. Belles Lettres lectures in Surrey Institution. Lectures in Bristol. Illness and spiritual crisis at Bath and Bristol




	1813

	41

	




	1814

	42

	Remorse performed in Bristol. Moves with Morgans to Calne, Wiltshire




	1815

	43

	Printing of Sibylline Leaves begins at Bristol




	1816

	44

	Accepted as patient and house-mate by James Gillman, Surgeon, Highgate. Christabel, Kubla Khan and The Pains of Sleep. Statesman’s Manual




	1817

	45

	Second Lay Sermon, Biographia Literaria, Sibylline Leaves, Zapolya




	 

	 

	 




	1818

	46

	‘Treatise on Method’. The Friend, 3-vol. edition. Lectures: on Philosophy, on Shakespeare, on Milton, Dante, Spenser, Cervantes




	 

	 

	 




	1819

	47

	Meets Keats in Millfield Lane; Hartley Coleridge elected Probationary Fellow of Oriel




	 

	 

	 




	1820

	48

	Renewed plans for Great Work; Hartley Coleridge refused renewal of fellowship




	 

	 

	 




	1821

	49

	




	 

	

	Progress on Great Work continues




	1822

	50

	First record (29 December) of table talk made by H. N. Coleridge




	 

	 

	 




	1823

	51

	Gillmans move to 3 The Grove, Highgate




	1824

	52

	Carlyle calls at Highgate




	1825

	53

	‘On the Prometheus of Aeschylus’. Aids to Reflection Published




	1827

	55

	Netherlands and Rhine Tour with Wordsworths. Poetical Works, 3 vols




	 

	 

	 




	1829

	57

	Poetical Works, 2nd edn; Sara Coleridge marries H. N. Coleridge; On the Constitution of the Church and State




	1830

	58

	The Devil’s Walk reissued




	1832

	60

	




	1833

	61

	At Cambridge for meetings of British Association; Emerson calls




	 

	 

	 




	1834

	 

	Poetical Works, 3rd edn. Dies at Highgate, 25 July






Chronology of his Times



	Year

	Literary Context

	Historical Events




	1770

	Wordsworth born

	 




	1771

	Scott born

	 




	1772

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1774

	Southey born

	Priestley discovers oxygen




	1775

	Lamb born

	 




	1776

	Smith, Wealth of Nations

	US Declaration of Independence




	 

	Gibbon, Decline and Fall

	 




	1778

	Hazlitt born

	London Swedenborgians found




	 

	Rousseau and Voltaire die

	New Church




	1779

	Johnson, Lives of the Poets

	 




	1780

	 

	The Gordon Riots




	1781

	Schiller, Die Ra¨uber

	 




	 

	Rousseau, Confessions

	 




	1782

	 

	 




	1783

	Blake, Poetical Sketches

	Pitt’s first ministry




	1784

	Samuel Johnson dies

	 




	1785

	De Quincey born

	 




	 

	Cowper, The Task

	 




	1787

	Thomas Taylor, Concerning the Beautiful (Plotinus)

	 




	1788

	Byron born

	 




	 

	Crowe, Lewesdon Hill

	 




	1789

	Blake, Songs of Innocence

	Fall of Bastille (14 July); French Revolution




	 

	Darwin, The Botanic Garden

	 




	1790

	Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France

	 




	1791

	Paine, Rights of Man

Boswell, Life of Johnson

	Anti-Jacobin riots; Priestley’s house attacked




	1792

	Rogers, Pleasures of Memory

	 




	 

	Wollstonecraft, Rights of Woman

	 




	1793

	Godwin, Political Justice

Wordsworth, An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches

	Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette executed; France declares war on England; Reign of Terror




	1794

	Paine, Age of Reason

Radcliffe, Udolpho

Blake, Songs of Experience

 E. Darwin, Zoonomia

	Robespierre executed; end of Terror. State Trials: Hardy, Tooke and Thelwall acquitted




	1795

	Keats and Carlyle born

M. G. Lewis, The Monk

Goethe, Wilhelm Meister

	 




	1796

	Robert Burns dies

Mary Lamb’s violent illness

	Threats of invasion. Jenner’s first vaccination




	1797

	Anti-Jacobin begins

Radcliffe, The Italian

	Pitt proposes to finance the war against France by increasing taxes. Mutinies in British navy




	1798

	Lloyd, Edmund Oliver

Malthus, Essay on the Principles of Population

	Swiss cantons suppressed (spring). Bonaparte invades Egypt; Battle of the Nile




	 

	 

	 




	1799

	Schiller, Piccolomini and Wallensteins Tod published

	Bonaparte first consul. Royal Institution founded




	1800

	 

	Fox returns to Parliament; Bill for Union passed




	1801

	 

	Battle of Copenhagen




	1802

	Scott, Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border begun

	Peace of Amiens




	1803

	Malthus, Essay on … Population (2nd edn)

	War declared against France




	1804

	 

	Bonaparte becomes emperor




	1805

	Scott, Lay of the Last Minstrel

	Trafalgar and Austerlitz




	1806

	 

	‘Ministry of All the Talents’




	1807

	Crabbe, The Parish Register

	Bonaparte attacks Russia. Peninsular War begins




	1808

	John and Leigh Hunt begin Examiner

	Convention of Cintra; Bonaparte invades Spain




	 

	Goethe, Faust, Part I

	 




	1809

	Byron, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers

	Bonaparte captures Vienna




	1810

	Scott, Lady of the Lake

Southey, Curse of Kehama

Crabbe, The Borough

	George III generally recognised as insane




	1811

	Shelley, Necessity of Atheism

Austen, Sense and Sensibility

	Prince of Wales made regent. Luddite uprisings begin




	1812

	Combe, Tour of Dr Syntax in Search of the Picturesque

	Spencer Perceval assassinated. Bonaparte enters Russia; retreat from Moscow




	 

	Byron, Childe Harold, Cantos I and II

	 




	1813

	Austen, Pride and Prejudice

	Wellington enters France




	 

	Shelley, Queen Mab

	 




	1814

	Wordsworth, Excursion

Scott, Waverley

Cary’s Dante completed

	Bonaparte abdicates, exiled to Elba; restoration of the Bourbons




	1815

	Wordsworth, Poems of 1815; The White Doe of Rylstone

	Bonaparte escapes from Elba; the Hundred Days; Waterloo




	1816

	Shelley, Alastor and Other Poems

	Byron’s departure from England. Spa Fields riot




	 

	Peacock, Headlong Hall

	 




	1817

	Blackwood’s Magazine founded

	Elgin Marbles purchased for British Museum




	 

	Keats, Poems

	 




	1818

	Keats, Endymion

	 




	 

	Hazlitt, Lectures on the English Poets

	 




	 

	Peacock, Nightmare Abbey

	 




	 

	Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

	 




	1819

	Wordsworth, Peter Bell

	Peterloo massacre (16 August)




	 

	Byron, Don Juan (to 1824)

	 




	 

	Shelley, Masque of Anarchy

	 




	1820

	Keats, Lamia and Other Poems

	George III dies




	 

	Lamb, Essays of Elia

	 




	 

	Shelley, Prometheus Unbound

	 




	1821

	Keats dies in Rome




	 

	De Quincey, Confessions

	 




	1822

	Shelley dies in Italy Byron, Vision of Judgment

	Congress of Verona




	1823

	Hazlitt, Liber Amoris

	War between France and Spain




	1824

	 

	Byron dies in Greece




	1825

	Hazlitt, The Spirit of the Age

	Stockton to Darlington railway opened




	1827

	Blake dies

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1828

	Hazlitt, Life of Napoleon (to 1830)

	 




	1829

	Sir Humphry Davy dies

	Catholic Relief Bill passed




	1830

	Tennyson, Poems

	Death of George IV




	1832

	Crabbe and Scott die

	Reform Bill becomes law




	1833

	Carlyle, Sartor Resartus

	Keble’s Assize sermon; Oxford Movement initiated




	 

	Browning, Pauline

	 




	1834

	Lamb dies (27 December)

	New Poor Law






Introduction

Coleridge had hopes from his earliest years that he would be remembered as a poet. As a young man, however, he was also caught up in the turbulence surrounding the French Revolution and believed that he ought to contribute to the debates and demands for action that followed it in England. Together with Robert Southey he planned to set up a small egalitarian society to be called ‘Pantisocracy’ on the banks of the Susquehannah. The plans proved abortive, but for some time his poetry was devoted to that and other political themes.

At the same time he realised that his chief interest was in relationships between individual human beings and in their sensibilities. For this reason the appearance in his poems of the word ‘heart’ (normally passed over by modern readers as a meaningless cliché) always repays close attention, as marking a moment of particular engagement. Coleridge’s interest in the human heart extends to its physical workings – a fact which helps to develop the form of his poetry in a curiously apposite manner. Some years ago Albert Gérard pointed out that in many poems an effect of ‘systole’ and ‘diastole’ could be traced. The poem, in other words, begins by focusing upon some intimate and immediate scene, which is described in careful detail; it then expands to take in a wider landscape – which occasions corresponding reflections upon larger intellectual concerns – and the poem finally returns to the local and particular scene, which is now seen to be newly illuminated by all that has been said in the poem. Such a structure may not only be traced (with variations) in direct ‘conversation poems’, such as ‘This Lime Tree Bower’ and ‘Frost at Midnight’, but extends its influence as far as ‘The Ancient Mariner’, where the Mariner returns from the most expansive of voyages to his native village endowed with new knowledge and the Guest, who has accompanied him in his imagination, sees the wedding-feast to which he was going in a different light. This movement of systole and diastole (which is of course the basic motion of the human heart) could take in large emotional movements, such as dilation to sublimity and contraction to pathos, for which eighteenth-century poetry had found less room.

Coleridge’s inclination to turn away from political movements and concentrate instead on the cultivation of personal relationships prompted criticism and encouragement from friends who themselves had aspirations to be poets, in particular, Charles Lamb. As early as 1794 the two friends seem to have agreed on the most important requirement of poetry. In a poem addressed to Lamb that December Coleridge wrote:


Thus far my sterile Brain hath fram’d the song

Elaborate & swelling – but the Heart

Not owns it.



Nearly two years later Lamb took up the same theme:


Cultivate simplicity, Coleridge, or rather, I should say, banish elaborateness; for simplicity springs spontaneous from the heart, and carries into daylight its own modest buds and genuine, sweet, and clear flowers of expression. I allow no hot-beds in the gardens of Parnassus.


It was not until 1797, however, when William and Dorothy Wordsworth came to live near him in north Somerset, that Coleridge’s poetic powers really blossomed. The Wordsworths not only shared his sense of the human heart’s importance but linked it with their own experience of nature. Dorothy had an openness of heart and directness of response, both to nature and to her fellow human beings, which were unusual in that decorous age; Wordsworth brought a sensibility which had (unlike Coleridge’s) remained close to wild nature throughout his most formative years. Together the three friends walked the countryside and studied nature, looking for points where she might be said to display a correspondence with human feeling. The poems composed by the two men, together with Dorothy Wordsworth’s journals, make up a composite and complementary document of their aspirations: they were intent, evidently, on exploring the idea that exposure to nature might be one of the most beneficient moral resources available to man. At the same time this brought them necessarily face to face with the intractable problem of evil. So far as Coleridge is concerned, the results of the discussions appear most vividly in ‘The Ancient Mariner’ and ‘Kubla Khan’, poems which both carry some reference to the daemonic forces that seem to be particularly involved in evil behaviour. Kubla Khan is, it seems, a man of commanding genius who does not understand the full destructive power of his own creative daemon; the Ancient Mariner, by his thoughtless act in shooting an albatross, unleashes equally ambiguous daemonic forces, which continue to wreak vengeance upon him until, in a sudden uprush of the heart’s imagination, he glimpses the depth and significance of what he has done; after which they demand – and assist – further penance. Similar forces play a part in ‘Christabel’: the Geraldine whom Christabel discovers in the forest is an ambiguous daemonic figure, acting partly for Christabel’s good, partly exercising a subtly malign influence.

These were essentially experimental poems, however, and their composition posed further problems. For if one accepts the implied philosophy of ‘The Ancient Mariner’ – that human beings act evilly because they do not understand what they are doing – it follows that they can be redeemed from their foolish behaviour only by being taught its full implications; but if this must come about through privations such as those suffered by the Mariner, the likelihood of the mass of mankind coming to such knowledge is very small.

Coleridge’s recognition of such dilemmas was accompanied by a growing crisis in his domestic life.
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