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Abstract 
 

 
This thesis examines how Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s choices of poetic subject, 
language, and form interacted with his political ideas. The poetry which Coleridge 
cited, to which he alluded, and to which he responded indicates his shifting political 
attitudes, and his place within contemporary debates. 
 
Coleridge’s early verse responds to a Whig verse tradition, especially to Mark 
Akenside’s poetry. Coleridge adapts Akenside’s poetics to more radical ends. 
Additionally, Coleridge incorporates a sentimental poetics influenced by William 
Lisle Bowles into his verse in order to address the critique of the French Revolution, 
by Edmund Burke, that its advocates lacked connection to normal human feeling and 
experience. Two years later, Coleridge’s Fears in Solitude quarto can be understood 
as speaking to two audiences. The influence of William Cowper gave these poems the 
appearance of Whig political respectability and theological orthodoxy, but they also 
progressed in dialogue with poems by the radical lecturer John Thelwall. Coleridge 
directs his despairing radical contemporaries to recover liberty through religious faith.  
 
However, ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ responds to Wordsworth’s The 
Borderers to question Coleridge’s earlier political assertions. While Wordsworth’s 
drama is a repudiation of his enthusiasm for William Godwin, ‘The Rime’ offers a 
sceptical appraisal of Coleridge’s previous political statements and their underlying 
Unitarian philosophy. 
 
From 1797 to 1802, Coleridge’s career as a poet for The Morning Post complemented 
his political prose for the same paper. His other poetry of the period, such as 
Christabel and ‘Kubla Khan’, comments on the problem of abstraction in political 
discourse. Coleridge suggests that political leadership is only effective if it is based on 
genuine metaphysical insight. Consequently, ‘Dejection: An Ode’ can be read as a 
political poem: no longer laying claim to such insight himself, Coleridge renounces 
the role of the political poet. 
 



 ii 



 iii 

Contents 
 
 

Acknowledgements 
Abbreviations 
 
Introduction             1 
 
 
I. The Whig Tradition: Coleridge’s Political Poetics 1794-1797             23 
 

The Contexts of Coleridge’s Political Poetics: 

Whig Politics………………………………………………………. 25 

Coleridge’s Politics 1794-1796……………………………………. 32 

Whig Poetics………………………………………………….……. 41 

Coleridge and Akenside…………………………………………… 50 

Discourses of Enthusiasm………………………………………….. 60 

Coleridge’s Response to Godwin………………………………….. 65 

Bowles and Coleridge’s Politics of Sentiment…………………….. 69 
 

Coleridge’s Poetry Collections of 1796 and 1797: 

 Coleridge’s 1796 Collection………………………………….……. 81 

Coleridge’s Appropriation of the Whig Sublime 

in ‘Religious Musings’……………………………….……. 92 

Rewriting ‘Patriot’ Whig Assumptions in the Ode 

on the Departing Year……………………….….…...……... 106 

 
 
II. Retirement Politics in The Fears in Solitude Quarto             118 
 

The Context of Poetic Retirement………………………...….…..... 118 

The Political Significance of Cowper’s Influence……………......... 122 
 

The Fears in Solitude Quarto: 

 Fears in Solitude…..…..…………………………………………… 130 

 ‘France: An Ode’…………………………………………………... 153 

 ‘Frost at Midnight’……………………………………………….... 168 



 iv 

 
 
 
 
 
 
III. The Politics of Superstition in ‘The Rime of the Ancyent  

Marinere’ and Wordsworth’s The Borderers               179 
 

Wordsworth’s Response to Godwin in The Borderers……………….……. 179 

Coleridge’s Transgression in ‘The Rime’………………………….……… 186 

The Marinere as Superstitious Protagonist……………………….….…….. 191 

The Borderers and The Marinere’s Moral…………………………..……... 207 

The Enthusiasm of Rivers, Osorio and the Marinere………………..……... 213 

‘The Rime’ as Critique of Democratic Unitarianism……………….….…... 223 

 
 

IV. The Politics of Coleridge’s Poetry in The Morning Post Period          232 
 
 The Politics of Coleridge’s Essays in The Morning Post, 1798-1803…..…. 232 

 The Poetry in The Morning Post, 1797-1800……………………….….….. 241 

Coleridge’s Evolving Poetic Theory…………………………….…….…… 257 

The Political Dangers of Abstraction…………………………….….……... 263 

 Christabel and the Failure of Leadership…………………………..………. 269 

‘Commanding Genius’, ‘Absolute Genius’, and ‘Kubla Khan’……..…….. 280 

The Poetry in The Morning Post, 1801-1802……………………….….….. 285 

 
 
V. The Politics of ‘Dejection. An Ode’                294 
 
 Coleridge’s Politics in September 1802…………………….……………… 294 

 ‘Dejection. An Ode’………………………………....………….…………. 299 

 
 
Conclusion                        318
   
 
 
Bibliography                   325
    
 



 v 

Acknowledgements 
 
 

My greatest debt is to my supervisor, Seamus Perry, who guided me through the 
doctoral process with wisdom, patience, and knowledge of all things Coleridgean. My 
examiners, Fiona Stafford and Nicholas Roe, were assiduous in their reading of the 
thesis: I benefitted greatly from their expertise and their perceptive recommendations 
for improving it. I am also grateful to Nicholas Halmi, Timothy Michael, Lucy 
Newlyn, and Freya Johnston for their roles in the formal internal assessments of the 
thesis, and their many constructive suggestions. Adam Smyth was always 
approachable as college advisor. Stephen Cheeke, who supervised my MA thesis on 
Coleridge at Bristol, first excited me about the possibilities of extended research on 
the poet. 
 
The research for the thesis was conducted at the Balliol College Library, the Bodleian 
Library, and the British Library. I would like to thank the staff of all three institutions 
for their assistance in providing me access to the research materials I needed. 
 
Part of Chapter I was submitted to the Review of English Studies essay prize 
competition 2017. I would like to thank Thomas Keymer, who longlisted the essay, 
and the two anonymous readers who conducted a peer review of it and helped me 
enormously to improve the parts of the thesis on Whig poetry and Mark Akenside. 
 
I was given the opportunity to present early versions of my ideas at the two seminars 
at Oxford (‘Eighteenth-Century Literature and Culture’ and ‘Romantic Research 
Seminar’), and at conferences organized by the British Association for Romantic 
Studies, Gesellschaft für englische Romantik (German Society for English 
Romanticism), and the Friends of Coleridge. I am grateful to the conference 
organizers for accepting my proposals, and for the funding provided by the Coleridge 
Conference, the Oxford English Faculty Maxwell and Meyerstein Fund, and the 
Balliol College Domus Fund to attend them. I wish especially to thank the organizers 
of the Coleridge Summer Conference (Tim Fulford, Kerri Andrews, and Jo Taylor) 
for providing such a welcoming, inclusive, and enjoyable space to meet other 
scholars. I have formed many friendships there over a shared love of Coleridge. 
 
I have been fortunate to have so many friends willing to read my work and give me 
their thoughts: Paul Stephens, Lance Sacknoff, Nele Pollatschek, Kristin Grogan, 
Jessi Parrott, Jennifer Wood, Anna Senkiw, Sharon Tai, and Seb Atay were all 
generous with their time, and offered numerous helpful comments. Joey Goldman, 
Ben Pope, and Freddy Potts gave me an unforgettable experience alongside my 
studies. Above all, Noreen Masud’s companionship, her extraordinary, unfailing 
support, and her incredible academic insight were essential. 
 
My family nurtured my love of reading from an early age. My father and my brother, 
Toby, have always provided stimulating literary discussions. My mother’s love, 
support, and constant encouragement are why I pursued this doctorate. It is fitting that 
I close by thanking her. 



 vi 

Abbreviations 
 
 
 
BL Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria (CW VII), ed. 

by James Engell and W. Jackson Bate, 2 vols (1983) 
 
Christabel Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Christabel, 1816 (London: Printed 

for John Murray, Albermarle-Street, By William Bulmer And 
Co. Cleveland-Row, St. James’s, 1816; repr. Oxford: 
Woodstock, 1991) 

 
CL Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge, ed. by Earl Leslie Griggs, 6 vols (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1956-1971) 

 
CW Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Collected Works of Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge, ed. by Kathleen Coburn and Bart Winer, 16 
vols in 34 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970-2002) 

 
EoT Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Essays on His Times (CW III), ed. by 

David  V. Erdman, 3 vols (1978) 
 
FiS Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Fears in Solitude, 1798 (London: 

printed for J. Johnson, in St. Paul's Church-Yard, 1798; repr. 
Oxford: Woodstock, 1989) 

 
Lects 1795 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lectures 1795: On Politics and 

Religion (CW I), ed. by Lewis Patton and Peter Mann (1971)  
 
LB William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical 

Ballads, 1798 (London: Printed for J & A. Arch, Gracehurch-
Street, 1798; repr. Oxford and New York: Woodstock, 1990) 

 
P1796 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Poems, 1796 (London: printed for G. 

G. and J. Robinsons, and J. Cottle, Bristol, 1796; repr. Oxford: 
Woodstock, 1990) 

 
P1797 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Charles Lamb, Charles Lloyd, 

Poems, 1797 (Bristol: Printed by N. Biggs for J. Cottle and 
Messrs. Robinsons, London, 1797; repr. Oxford: Woodstock, 
1997) 

 
PW Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Poetical Works (CW XVI), ed. by J. 

C. C. Mays, 3 vols in 6 (2001) 
 
Watchman Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Watchman (CW II), ed. by Lewis 

Patton (1970)  



 vii 

 



 viii 



 1 

Introduction 
 
 
 

1. 
 

 
 
On the 16th April 1798, The Morning Post published a new poem by ‘S. T. Coleridge’, 

entitled ‘The Recantation, An Ode.’ This poem, which would later be retitled ‘France: 

An Ode’, rises to an impassioned apostrophe in its final stanza: 

Divinest Liberty! with vain endeavour, 
Have I pursued thee many a weary hour– 
But thou nor swell’st the victor’s strain; nor ever 
Didst breathe thy soul in forms of human pow’r, 
Alike from all, howe’er they praise thee– 
(Nor pray’r, nor boastful name delays thee) 
Alike from priesthood’s harpy minions, 
And factious blasphemy’s obscener slaves, 
Thou speedest on thy subtle pinions, 
To live amid the winds, and move upon the waves!1 
 

In naming this poem ‘Recantation’, Coleridge indicated an alteration in his views: this 

poem represented a turning point in his political understanding. The ode depicts 

contrasting temporalities. The speaker’s ‘many a weary hour’ spent in pursuit of 

‘Liberty’ implies an ongoing quest, which the speaker terminates by dismissing such 

activity as ‘vain endeavour’. In doing so, Coleridge disappoints the expectation that 

the poem will make a pronouncement informed by his recent experiences and 

contemporary European events. Instead, he makes the assertion that ‘nor ever / Didst’ 

‘Liberty’ ‘breathe thy soul in forms of human pow’r’. The ‘nor ever’ formulation 

denotes something permanent and unchanging. ‘Liberty’ is a transcendent ideal which 

cannot be reproduced by the perishable and imperfect approximations ‘in forms of 

                                                
1 S. T. Coleridge, ‘The Recantation, An Ode.’, Morning Post, 16 April 1798, p. 2. 
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human pow’r’. Coleridge’s new understanding is Socratic in that he avers that no 

human understanding is fully possible. 

The ‘forms’ which Coleridge rejects are primarily those of civil institutions, 

such as governments, legislatures, and constitutions, but the word is also suggestive of 

poetic ‘forms’. Coleridge rejects the possibility of rendering ‘Liberty’ in verse, since 

it ‘speedest on thy subtle pinions’: the evocation of high velocity and agility in flight 

suggests something which can only be registered momentarily, not pinned down for 

prolonged study and understanding. He attaches the epithet ‘Divinest’ to ‘Liberty’ and 

supports this appellation with the image that it will ‘move upon the waves’, recalling 

God in Genesis: ‘And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.’2 ‘Liberty’ 

may not be discussed or analysed as a matter of mere politics, but only revered as 

something sacred. 

Coleridge is nevertheless writing a poem which specifically addresses the 

nature of liberty. His conclusion, that ‘Liberty’ will be found ‘To live amid the winds, 

and move upon the waves’ might seem to be a rhetorical evasion, a substitution of 

nature worship for serious political philosophy. However, it is notable that Coleridge 

is still trying to explain ‘Liberty’ in terms of metaphor and imagery: poetically, in 

other words. The poem ends with the assertion that, ‘on that sea-cliff’s verge […] O 

Liberty, my spirit felt thee there!’3 Coleridge claims a privileged position as poet, able 

to access ‘Liberty’ at the very moment he is declaring its remoteness from human 

‘forms’. 

This is a thesis about Coleridge’s politics. It is also one that is concerned 

primarily with his poetry. I examine how Samuel Taylor Coleridge developed a 

political poetics – by which I mean, how his choices of poetic subject, language, and 

                                                
2 Genesis 1. 2. 
3 Coleridge, ‘The Recantation,’, Morning Post, 16 April 1798, p. 2. 
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form related to his political ideas. I am interested in how Coleridge’s politics and his 

poetics interact.4 I do not suggest that one produces the other in a simple relationship. 

Rather, there is a complex and nuanced way that his poetry and his politics work 

together.  

Although I address Coleridge’s attitude towards specific political issues of the 

day, the greater focus is on Coleridge’s evolving ideas about the source of political 

authority, the basis for political decisions, and the role of the poet in political events. 

It is such ‘forms of human pow’r’ to which Coleridge returns. He adjusts and reshapes 

his verse, responding to different poetic influences, in an attempt to synthesize a 

workable political poetics. 

 

 

 

2. 
 

 
 
This thesis covers Coleridge’s poetic career from 1794 to 1802. Nearly all of the 

poems for which Coleridge is now most celebrated belong to this period. 1794 was 

the year when Coleridge emerged as a political poet, with the publication of the Fall 

of Robespierre (co-written with, but not credited to, Robert Southey) in September 

(CL I, p. 110), and the appearance of his ‘Sonnets on Eminent Characters’ in The 

Morning Chronicle, beginning in December. Although some of Coleridge’s poems 

had previously been printed, these two publications were his first serious attempts at 

                                                
4 Coleridge’s poetic practice has recently received renewed attention. See J. C. C. Mays, Coleridge’s 
Experimental Poetics (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), which tracks the progress of Coleridge’s 
experimental impulses throughout his career, and Ewan James Jones, Coleridge and the Philosophy of 
Poetic Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), which considers the relationship in 
Coleridge’s verse between philosophy and poetic form. 
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public poetic projects.5 Christmas Eve 1794 was when Coleridge claimed to have 

begun writing ‘Religious Musings’, the mini-epic that would provide the climax of his 

first collection of poems in 1796. 

While I draw on some material that Coleridge wrote and published in 1803 

and 1804, I end by focusing on the appearance of ‘Dejection: An Ode’ in October 

1802 as a valedictory gesture towards public poetry. It was his last major poem before 

he left for Malta 18 months later. Following his return from Europe, Coleridge wrote 

far less poetry than he had formerly; the major works of his remaining years were in 

prose.  

Coleridge’s politics in this early period of his career have attracted sustained 

critical interest for half a century. The extent and nature of his youthful radicalism 

have been much contested: initial attempts to explain Coleridge’s ideas in relation to 

Enlightenment thinkers and Jacobin radicals have been revised by criticism 

emphasizing its origins in religious Dissent. There remains debate about Coleridge’s 

supposed ‘apostasy’ from the radical ideals of his youth. While some scholars point to 

a consistency in Coleridge’s politics, if not throughout his career than from very early 

on, others maintain that Coleridge decisively changed his mind on key issues of 

political philosophy.  

Coleridge’s response to specific poetic influences provides an important new 

context for interpreting his politics. I posit that when Coleridge alludes to other poets, 

he does not merely pay homage or indicate a stylistic preference, but incorporates the 
                                                
5 Coleridge’s first published poems appeared in 1793: C, ‘Irregular Sonnet’, Morning Chronicle, 15 
July 1793, p. 3, S. T. C., ‘To Fortune, On Buying A Ticket in the Irish Lottery’, Morning Chronicle, 7 
November 1793, p. 3. Prior to the ‘Sonnets on Eminent Characters’ in the Chronicle, a few poems 
appeared in The Cambridge Intelligencer earlier in 1794: S. T. C., ‘LINES, Written at the King’s 
Arms, Ross, formerly the House of the “MAN OF ROSS”’, Cambridge Intelligencer, 27 September 1794, 
p. 4, ‘Song [From the FALL of ROBESPIERRE, an Historic Drama, by S. T. Coleridge]’, S. T. C., 
‘Sonnet’, Cambridge Intelligencer, 25 October 1794, p. 4, S. T. C., ‘Sonnet’, Cambridge Intelligencer, 
1 November 1794, p. 3. These sonnets were ‘Anna and Harland’ and ‘Genevieve’. ‘An Elegy’ (a 
reworked poem by Mark Akenside) was published in the Chronicle. ‘An Elegy’, Morning Chronicle, 
23 September 1794, p. 3. 
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ideas of other texts, sometimes in order to repurpose them. I consider how such 

references would be received as political signals, both by a general readership and by 

those who would understand more private allusions, including those to manuscript 

poems. When these references are understood, much of Coleridge’s work which 

seems purely ‘personal’ or ‘imaginative’ gains a political dimension. Rather than 

seeing Coleridge’s meditative lyrics as withdrawing from public concerns and radical 

commitments, Coleridge’s poetry offers a series of reformulations addressing 

recurrent political themes. In my account, there is a marked change in Coleridge’s 

politics, but not a decisive moment when he breaks from an earlier creed. Throughout 

the thesis, I pay particular attention to a tradition of Whig poetry, which I delineate in 

the first chapter. Although I see such poetry as most significant for Coleridge’s 1796 

and 1797 collections, I find significant traces of it through the period, including in his 

verse for The Morning Post. Consequently, Coleridge’s political poetics demonstrate 

continuity even as his conclusions change. 

Carl Woodring’s seminal account (1961) established the main contours of 

Coleridge’s early political engagements in verse, placing the composition and 

publication of his poems from 1794 to 1798 within the context of the opposition 

newspaper culture.6 However, he also saw Coleridge as undergoing a phase of 

enthusiasm for the ideas of William Godwin and placed Coleridge’s intellectual 

development as fundamentally shaped by the Rousseauist and Painite Enlightenment 

theories of the French Revolution.7 This situation of Coleridge is incorrect. J. A. 

Appleyard (1965) likewise placed too much emphasis on the significance, to 

Coleridge, of Godwin, but did recognize the fundamental importance of religion to 

                                                
6 Carl Woodring, Politics in the Poetry of Coleridge (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1961). 
7 Woodring, pp. 4, 102-103. 
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Coleridge.8 E. P. Thompson (1968) also initially depicted a ‘Jacobin’ Coleridge close 

to Godwin.9  

Following the publication of the 1795 Lectures volume of the Collected 

Coleridge in 1971, Thompson (1971) accepted that Coleridge was not a Godwinian, 

but nevertheless argued that Coleridge refrained from rebutting Godwin because they 

derived their conclusions from the same materialist philosophy. Furthermore, he 

asserted that Coleridge’s radicalism, if moving away from Godwin, was coming very 

close to that of popular societies.10 The critical tradition locating the origins of 

Coleridge’s radicalism within Unitarian Dissent was then developed by John 

Cornwell (1973), Kelvin Everest (1979), and Marilyn Butler (1981).11 Whereas 

Woodring elucidated the references of Coleridge’s explicitly political poetry, Everest, 

in exploring the intellectual and biographical background of the ‘Conversation 

Poems’, read Coleridge’s ‘personal’ lyrics as a consequence of his political 

engagements. Everest argued that Coleridge’s early radicalism was the result of 

seeking approval from particular audiences in a bid to escape loneliness. Although 

Coleridge gained a strong public image as a radical, he did not have a profound 

personal commitment to the cause. 

M. H. Abrams (1962) argued that Romantic poetry was shaped by the age’s 

preoccupation with revolutionary change. Taking Wordsworth as his archetype, 

Abrams posited that, following a state of revolutionary despair, the Romantic 

                                                
8 J. A. Appleyard, Coleridge's Philosophy of Literature: The Development of a Concept of Poetry, 
1791-1819 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965), pp. 7, 13-18, 28-42. 
9 E. P. Thompson, ‘Disenchantment or Default? A Lay Sermon’, in The Romantics: England in a 
Revolutionary Age (Woodbridge: Merlin Press, 1997), pp. 33-74 (first publ. in Power and 
Consciousness, ed. by Conor Cruise O’Brien and William Dean Vanech (London: University of 
London Press, 1969), pp. 149-182). 
10 E. P. Thompson, ‘Bliss was it in that Dawn – The Matter of Coleridge’s Revolutionary Youth’, in 
The Romantics, pp. 108-132 (first publ. in Times Literary Supplement, 6 August 1971, pp. 929-932). 
11 John Cornwell, Coleridge, Poet and Revolutionary 1772-1804: A Critical Biography (London: Allen 
Lane, 1973). Kelvin Everest, Coleridge’s Secret Ministry: The Context of the Conversation Poems, 
1795-1798 (Brighton: Harvester, 1979). Marilyn Butler, Romantics, Rebels and Reactionaries: English 
Literature and its Background, 1760-1830 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), pp. 77-85. 
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(particularly first generation) exultation of the imagination represented a 

reformulation of earlier millenarian hopes: ‘the hope has been shifted from the history 

of mankind to the mind of the single individual, from militant external action to an 

imaginative act’.12 Abrams developed these insights in his 1971 account of the 

Romantic secularization of Christian theology.13 

David Aers, Jonathan Cook, and David Punter (1981) objected to the 

representation of Coleridge’s retirement as a redirection of his politics away from the 

public sphere towards spiritual concerns. Reading Coleridge’s poetry as failing to 

match the radical insight of his lectures, they criticized it for offering abstractions 

instead of engaging with social realities and historical specifics: ‘a process which is in 

itself essentially reactionary.’14 This critique essentially anticipates what Jerome 

McGann would label ‘The Romantic Ideology’ (1983), namely that critics participate 

in ‘an uncritical absorption in Romanticism’s own self-representations’ and that 

Romanticism, while claiming to be socially progressive and developing human 

consciousness, in fact is produced by and maintains a false consciousness.15 McGann 

specifically attacked Abrams’s approach for pronouncing the initial social and 

political goals of the Romantics to be ‘impossible’ while elevating the celebration of 

the imagination as meaningful. McGann considered such a displacement of human 

desires to be reactionary.16 

                                                
12 M. H. Abrams, ‘English Romanticism: The Spirit of the Age’, in The Correspondent Breeze (New 
York: Norton, 1984), pp. 46, 62, 64-67 (first publ. in Romanticism Reconsidered: Selected Papers from 
the English Institute, ed. by Northrop Frye (New York: Columbia University Press, 1963), pp. 26-72). 
13 M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1971). 
14 David Aers, Jonathan Cook, David Punter, ‘Coleridge: Individual, Community and Social’ in 
Romanticism and Ideology: Studies in English Writing 1765-1830 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1981), pp. 82-102, (p. 98.) 
15 Jerome J. McGann, The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1983), pp. 1, 8, 12. 
16 Ibid., p. 26. 
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In response to these interpretations which criticized the Romantics for 

deliberately disengaging with history, critics in the late 1980s recovered the radical 

intellectual interests of Coleridge and his circle. Nicholas Roe’s (1988) treatment of 

Coleridge revised Thompson’s approach. He posited an initial enthusiasm for 

Godwin, but rejected the notion that Coleridge’s opposition to Godwin isolated him 

from other radicals. Rather, Coleridge’s Dissent merely placed him in a different 

tradition.17 Nigel Leask (1988) located Coleridge’s thinking as drawing upon the 

seventeenth-century Commonwealth tradition of retirement, rather than being a 

conservative reaction to the failure of French and British radicalism.18 The influence 

of seventeenth-century political thought on Coleridge’s early politics and poetry has 

been further documented by Peter Kitson.19 The radical implications of rural 

retirement were also explored by Roe (1992, 2002).20 Ian Wylie (1989) traced 

Coleridge’s engagement, and difficulties, with a philosophical tradition based on 

Newtonian physics. He demonstrated that such an interest in natural philosophy was 

associated with religious Dissent and political radicalism in the 1790s.21 

 Historicist work has demonstrated the political constraints under which 

Coleridge’s poetry was produced. Patrick J. Keane (1994) analysed the dungeon 

imagery in the ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ as reflecting Coleridge’s fears of 

punishment under William Pitt’s terror, while Paul Magnuson (1998) placed 

Coleridge’s meditative lyrics in their original publication context amidst a hostile 

                                                
17 Nicholas Roe, Wordsworth and Coleridge: The Radical Years (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1988).  
18 Nigel Leask, The Politics of Imagination in Coleridge’s Critical Thought (Basingstoke: MacMillan, 
1988). 
19 Peter J. Kitson, ‘Coleridge, Milton and the Millennium’, The Wordsworth Circle, 18.2 (Spring 1987), 
pp. 61-66. Peter J. Kitson, ‘“The electric fluid of truth”: The Ideology of the Commonwealthsman in 
Coleridge’s The Plot Discovered’ in Coleridge and the Armoury of the Human Mind: Essays on the 
Prose Writings ed. by Peter J. Kitson and Thomas N. Corns (London: Cass, 1991), pp. 36-62. Peter J. 
Kitson, ‘“Our Prophetic Harrington”: Coleridge, Pantisocracy and Puritan Utopia’, Wordsworth Circle, 
24.2 (Spring 1993), pp. 97-102. 
20 Nicholas Roe, The Politics of Nature, 2nd edn (Basingstoke, Palgrave, 2002). 
21 Ian Wylie, Young Coleridge and the Philosophers of Nature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989). 
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press depicting Coleridge as a Jacobin.22 Twenty-first-century scholarship has 

extended these approaches in work looking at the political culture of the 1790s more 

broadly. John Barrell (2000) and John Bugg (2013) analyzed the impact of the 

‘Gagging Acts’ in shaping the radicalism of the first generation Romantics, with Bugg 

emphasizing Romantic silence under repression to challenge the narrative arc in 

which the Romantics moved from revolutionary excitement to political apostasy.23 

Georgina Green (2014) connected the emerging ideas about the role of the writer in 

the 1790s with the political debates about sovereignty.24 Rolf P. Lessenich (2012) has 

further detailed the extent of Tory satire against Romantic poets throughout the period 

up until 1830.25 My thesis builds on this more sophisticated understanding of the 

literary context in which Coleridge operated. I challenge those accounts which see 

Coleridge’s poetry as offering quietist or even conservative gestures. Instead, by 

considering Coleridge’s allusive practice, I uncover persistent radical arguments 

which could only be expressed in coded fashion owing to this hostile climate. 

A number of recent studies of Romanticism have illuminated Coleridge’s 

religious influences. Jon Mee (2003) examined Coleridge’s poetry in relation to his 

navigation of enthusiasm, which was identified culturally with both poetic inspiration 

and religious fanaticism, and used as a way to discredit political radicals.26 Morton D. 

Paley (2003) explicated Coleridge’s apocalyptic imagery and millenarian 

                                                
22 Patrick J. Keane, Coleridge’s Submerged Politics: The Rime of the Ancient Mariner and Robinson 
Crusoe (London: University of Missouri Press, c1994). Paul Magnuson, Reading Public Romanticism 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, c1998). 
23 John Barrell, Imagining the King’s Death: Figurative Treason, Fantasies of Regicide 1793-1796 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). John Bugg, Five Long Winters: The Trials of British 
Romanticism (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013). 
24 Georgina Green, The Majesty of the People: Popular Sovereignty and the Role of the Writer in the 
1790s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
25 Rolf P. Lessenich, Neoclassical Satire and the Romantic School 1780-1830 (Bonn: Bonn University 
Press at V&R unipress, 2012). 
26 Jon Mee, Romanticism, Enthusiasm, and Regulation: Poetics and the Policing of Culture in the 
Romantic Period (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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aspirations.27 Daniel White (2006) noted that Coleridge’s Socinianism was heterodox 

and thus differed from more mainstream Dissent, as his radical opposition to property 

left him opposed to the bourgeois celebration of trade which was part of the economic 

culture of rational Dissent.28 Luke Savin Herrick Wright (2010) argued that 

Coleridge’s religious lectures of 1795 presented a theology of Pantisocracy (a utopian, 

agrarian, communal society) rather than of Unitarianism.29 

The political implications of Coleridge’s verse have been further explored in 

the last decade. David Fairer (2009) focused on the impact of eighteenth-century 

notions of tradition and the organic within Romantic texts. Following the American 

and French Revolutions, debates about constitutions meant that the structure of texts 

became political. Fairer’s suggestive readings of Coleridge’s poetry, particularly his 

1796 collection, indicate that Coleridge constructed his poetic identity in a manner in 

keeping with Edmund Burke’s notions of organic growth, rather than Thomas Paine’s 

ideas of construction from first principles.30  

The contexts of Coleridge’s publications have also attracted renewed attention. 

Fulford (2015) has emphasized the literary relationships Coleridge enjoyed with 

Robert Southey and Mary Robinson in The Morning Post and Southey’s Annual 

Anthology, through which they constructed a radical poetic circle.31 Heidi Thomson 

(2016) has also examined Coleridge’s Morning Post verse, giving a detailed account 

of how he used his publications there to communicate his personal feelings toward his 

                                                
27 Morton D. Paley, Apocalypse and Millennium in English Romantic Poetry (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003). 
28 Daniel White, Early Romanticism and Religious Dissent (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
2006), pp. 119-151. 
29 Luke Savin Herrick Wright, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the Anglican Church (Notre Dame, I.N.: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), pp. 59-80. 
30 David Fairer, Organising Poetry: The Coleridge Circle, 1790-1798 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009). 
31 Tim Fulford, Romantic Poetry and Literary Coteries: The Dialogue of the Tribe (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). 
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private social circle.32 In Chapter IV, I add to this growing scholarship by discussing 

Coleridge’s relationship to The Morning Post more broadly and explaining how the 

political implications of his poetry were shaped by choosing to publish in that paper. 

Criticism of Coleridge’s early politics has thus been shaped largely by 

considering his radical peers. Coleridge has been understood as a fellow traveller 

from a Dissenting, republican tradition, seeking to utilize sentimental culture for 

radical ends, who later adopted more conservative political ideas and orthodox 

theology. While this picture is mostly accurate, it is incomplete, since it does not 

include Coleridge’s engagement with Whig and Burkean thought. Such influences 

ensured that Coleridge’s radicalism was nuanced in its reasoning, and provided a 

foundation for his later conservatism. However, those few studies which focused on 

Coleridge’s political prose have detailed Coleridge’s more mainstream political 

influences.  

John Colmer (1959) stressed the moderation of Coleridge’s youthful political 

ideas but his assessment was limited by the lack of access to Coleridge’s 1795 

Lectures, most of which were not yet in print. 33 John Miller’s study (1987) sought to 

build on Colmer’s work. He incorporated the importance of Coleridge’s religious 

views, while also laying emphasis on Coleridge’s use of Country Party ideology for 

his political prose.34   For E. P. Thompson, Coleridge’s political writings after the 

1790s meant that he ‘was, of course, a political apostate’.35 Miller, though, argued 

that, while Coleridge was ‘a genuine radical’ in his youth, Coleridge’s own maxim of 

‘extremes meet’ is demonstrated in certain continuities between early and late 

                                                
32 Heidi Thomson, Coleridge and the Romantic Newspaper: The Morning Post and the Route to 
'Dejection' (Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016). 
33 John Colmer, Coleridge: Critic of Society (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959), pp. 27-28. 
34 John T. Miller, Ideology and Enlightenment: The Political and Social Thought of Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge (New York; London: Garland, 1987), p. v. 
35 E. P. Thompson, ‘A Compendium of Cliché: The Poet as Essayist’ in The Romantics, pp. 143-155 
(first publ. in The Wordsworth Circle, 10.3 (Summer 1979), pp. 261-264). 
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thought: ‘But that they were, essentially, extremes should not be denied or 

overlooked’.36 Miller noted that Coleridge’s views on property did not change, in the 

sense that his theoretical framework understood power as proportionate to property. It 

was ‘only the normative judgement’ that changed, but this was crucial: ‘Was the 

power inherent in property a good thing or a bad thing? And on this question 

Coleridge performed an undeniable volte-face.’37  John Morrow (1990) reached very 

similar conclusions.38 Both Leask and Kitson also suggested that Coleridge’s ideas 

shifted along a conservative trajectory, rather than there being a decisive break.39 

Pamela Edwards (2004) took this argument to its extreme when she claimed that 

Coleridge’s ‘political vision was consistent from 1795 to 1830 in its moderate 

pragmatic constitutionalism’.40 

Alan Liu (1989) characterized Coleridge’s political prose for The Morning 

Post as facing two directions simultaneously. He explains Coleridge’s apparent 

‘apostasy’ as resulting from a repeated movement between alternatives, a kind of 

performed zigzag, rather than a decisive change from one to the other.41 Thomas 

McFarland (1995) similarly argued for Coleridge’s intellectual consistency on the 

basis that Coleridge was always trying to reconcile both sides of a difficult question, 

notably in his attitude to the French Revolution. He had, though, turned decisively 

against Jacobinism early on.42 Such arguments were strengthened when Seamus Perry 

(1999) demonstrated that irresolvable ambivalence was fundamental to Coleridge’s 

                                                
36 John Miller, p. vii. 
37 Miller, pp. 119-120. 
38 John Morrow, Coleridge's Political Thought: Property, Morality and the Limits of Traditional 
Discourse (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990). 
39 Leask, pp. 9, 11-12, 39. Kitson, ‘electric fluid of truth’, p. 58. 
40 Pamela Edwards, The Statesman’s Science: History, Nature, and Law in the Political Thought of 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge (Chichester: Columbia University Press, 2004), pp. 19, 216. 
41 Alan Liu, Wordsworth: The Sense of History (Stanford, C. A,: Stanford University Press, 1989), pp. 
416-426. 
42 Thomas McFarland, Romanticism and the Heritage of Rousseau (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 
pp. 80-125. 
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thought and practice.43 Revisiting the issue of the Lake poets’ ‘apostasy’, Charles 

Mahoney (2003) explained Coleridge’s political recantation as taking a form like that 

of the ode, being ‘both equivocal and dialectic’.44 

Miller, Kitson, Leask, Morrow, and Edwards all place Coleridge in relation to 

seventeenth and eighteenth-century political thought, which, despite their differing 

terminology can be thought of as part of a broadly Whig tradition. While I do not see 

Coleridge either as a mainstream, if idiosyncratic, Whig (as Edwards does), nor as a 

radical merely using Whig forms, I do accept that there was an important degree of 

continuity in his thinking. In this thesis I take the view that Coleridge’s political ideas 

did change, but so gradually as to make it difficult to identify a precise turning point. 

Rather than trying to demarcate the ‘radical’ from the ‘Tory’ Coleridge, my focus is 

exploring how he reconsidered his political ideas through verse. I demonstrate how 

the incorporation of different poetic influences corresponds to different phases of 

Coleridge’s political thinking. As Coleridge takes his leave of public poetry with 

‘Dejection’ in 1802, he has not yet clearly embraced a conservative creed, but his 

conception of the poet’s role in public life has been markedly reduced, and his 

enthusiasm for France’s Revolution has turned to hostility towards Napoleon’s 

regime. 

This thesis takes Coleridge’s engagement with Whig ideas and poetics as its 

starting point. Whiggism was a complex, broad spectrum of political views, which 

were re-oriented around responses to the French Revolution, including some very 

enthusiastic support of the Revolution. Whiggism was a creed dedicated to an idea of 

liberty. It was also rooted in tradition and associated with a vision of nationhood and 

history, rather than deduced from a declaration of abstract Enlightenment rights. All 
                                                
43 Seamus Perry, Coleridge and the Uses of Division (Oxford: Clarendon, 1999). 
44 Charles Mahoney, Romantics and Renegades: The Poetics of Political Reaction (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), p. 41. 
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these aspects may have spoken to Romantic thinkers disillusioned by events in France 

and the materialist philosophy of other radicals. Coleridge may be understood afresh 

within a revivified sense of that context.  His engagement with Whig ideas can be 

seen not as contrary to his youthful radicalism, but a vital part of it. 

 

 

 

3. 
 
 
 

 
While the relation of Coleridge’s politics to Whig thinking has been occasionally, if 

not consistently, considered, the impact of Whig poetry on his verse has been 

neglected. It is this gap within the existing criticism which this thesis seeks to address. 

In particular, I make the case that the poetics of Mark Akenside fundamentally shaped 

Coleridge’s poetic project in his first collection of poetry (1796, 2nd edition 1797). 

Although Harriet Devine Jump has noted Akenside as a political influence on 

Coleridge, she has, as I explain in Chapter I, misidentified the nature of that influence 

as related to republicanism.45 Rather, I suggest that Akenside was attractive because 

he provided Coleridge with a poetic example of how to merge metaphysical and 

philosophical concerns with a specific political agenda. Coleridge uses this approach 

to promulgate a much more radical politics than Akenside’s. 

Coleridge’s debt to Whig poetry has been neglected. Humphry House (1953) 

made a passing comment on Coleridge’s use of Whig contemporaries who were 

                                                
45 Harriet Devine Jump, ‘High Sentiments of Liberty: Coleridge’s Unacknowledged Debt to Akenside’, 
Studies in Romanticism, 28.2 (Summer 1989), pp. 207-224. 
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supportive of the French Revolution, but did not develop the insight.46 The only 

explicit connections between Coleridge’s poetry and a Whig or Country tradition have 

been made by William Levine (1989) and Tim Fulford (1993).47 Both accounts, whilst 

illuminating, limit their discussion to a few of Coleridge’s poems, most notably Fears 

in Solitude and ‘France: An Ode’. While I build on this work in Chapter II, the thesis 

as a whole demonstrates that Coleridge’s response to Whig verse was far more wide-

ranging than has previously been appreciated, and that Akenside, William Lisle 

Bowles, and William Cowper each provided Coleridge with a kind of Whig poetics to 

engage with. Levine primarily discusses Coleridge in relation to William Collins, 

whom I consider to be less important to Coleridge than was Akenside. 

More broadly, I seek to provide a sustained account of how the development 

of Coleridge’s poetics has a relationship with his politics; political developments in 

his thinking can be understood by investigation of the uses he makes of his poetic 

influences. A shift in poetic reference points frequently coincides with a shift in 

Coleridge’s political thinking. For example, when Coleridge steps back from his 

belief in directly engaging with political affairs, so as to proselytize about moral 

amelioration through reconnecting with nature, his verse style changes from the 

visionary bombast influenced by Akenside to the meditative conversational style of 

Cowper. 

The poetic influences on Coleridge which this thesis discusses are Mark 

Akenside, William Lisle Bowles, William Cowper, John Thelwall, and William 

Wordsworth. It might be asked why I focus on these poets and not, say, John Milton, 

William Collins, Thomas Chatterton, Erasmus Darwin, and Robert Southey. The 

                                                
46 Humphry House, Coleridge: The Clark Lectures (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1953), pp. 68-69. 
47 William Levine, ‘The Progress Poem in Coleridge’s Political Lyrics’, The Wordsworth Circle, 20.2 
(1989), pp. 68-74. Tim Fulford, Landscape, Liberty and Authority: Poetry, Criticism and Politics from 
Thomson to Wordsworth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
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answer is that I have given attention to those poets I deem to have made the most 

significant impact on Coleridge’s writing. Such an assessment is inevitably a matter 

of judgement, but the list generated is not arbitrary, though the reasons differ in each 

case. In all instances I do confine myself to poets, and normally the precise works, 

that Coleridge is known to have read, as demonstrated by his own testimony in the 

form of letters, his memoirs, or his choice of epigraphs for his poetry.  

Akenside and Bowles were the two poets Coleridge most frequently quoted in 

his publications, and referenced in his correspondence, during the period of the first 

two editions of his Poems (1796 and 1797). While Coleridge’s admiration for Milton 

was there from the beginning of his career, it is rather to Akenside’s poetry that 

Coleridge’s early metaphysical verse responds. When Coleridge’s style becomes 

increasingly conversational, it is Cowper who provides the most important model. 

William Hazlitt recorded that Coleridge, in 1798, ‘spoke of Cowper as the best 

modern poet’.48 Thelwall’s influence was more specific, and only applies to a small 

group of poems, but was nevertheless significant, both in terms of the poetic dialogue, 

and the brief, but intense, correspondence in which they engaged. Wordsworth was 

the poet whom Coleridge considered pre-eminent and with whom he had the most 

productive partnership. It is hard to believe the great poetry of either would have 

existed without the other. 

My thesis argues that Akenside’s verse is absolutely essential to Coleridge’s 

verse up until 1797, in a manner which has not been recognized. When Akenside’s 

poetic influence has been noted, it has usually been in a perfunctory fashion that fails 

to register its importance.49 Tellingly, Christopher R. Miller’s summary of ‘Coleridge 

                                                
48 William Hazlitt, ‘My First Acquaintance with Poets’ in The Selected Writings of William Hazlitt, ed. 
by Duncan Wu, 9 vols (London: Pickering & Chatto, 1998), IX, pp. 95-109 (p. 107). 
49 See John Beer, Coleridge the Visionary (London: Chatto & Windus, 1959), pp. 131-133. Appleyard, 
p. 38. Dekker, pp. 118-120, 153-155. Everest, pp. 191-192. Fairer, pp. 186-187. 
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and the English Poetic Tradition’ does not even mention Akenside.50 Akenside 

provided Coleridge with an example of politico-metaphysical verse to follow. While 

their politics were different, Coleridge could easily adapt Akenside’s language to his 

own ends, as I argue in Chapter I. Coleridge’s early attempts at epic blank verse 

should really be called ‘Akensidean’ rather than ‘Miltonic’.  

Studies of Coleridge’s poetry often relate it to Wordsworth’s verse. Notably, 

Norman Fruman (1971) placed huge emphasis on Wordsworth’s ideas as directing 

Coleridge’s poetry, rather than Wordsworth versifying Coleridge’s concepts as 

Jonathan Wordsworth (1969), and later Mary Jacobus (1976), argued.51 Lucy Newlyn 

(1986, 2004), Paul Magnuson (1988), and Gene Ruoff (1989) have shaped present 

understanding of the partnership by considering the two poets’ works as a dialogue.52 

Whereas Magnuson treated their poetry as if a ‘single work’, Newlyn detailed the 

disillusionment of their partnership as resulting from ultimately incompatible poetic 

approaches.53 My thesis takes a position closer to Magnuson’s, building on the 

assumption that much of Coleridge’s verse can only be understood as engaging with 

Wordsworth’s work. In Chapter III, I discuss the politics of ‘The Rime of the Ancyent 

Marinere’ by considering it as a response to Wordsworth’s The Borderers. 

While the Coleridge-Wordsworth axis has been long considered as the 

foundation of Romanticism, more recent critical work has established the literary 

relationship between Coleridge and Thelwall as crucial to the development of 

                                                
50 Christopher R. Miller, ‘Coleridge and The English Poetic Tradition’ in The Oxford Handbook of 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. by Frederick Burwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 515-
532. 
51 Norman Fruman, Coleridge, the Damaged Archangel (New York: G. Braziller, 1971), pp. 266-328. 
Jonathan Wordsworth, The Music of Humanity (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), pp. 185-200, 245. 
Mary Jacobus, Tradition and Experiment in Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads 1798 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1976), pp. 59-62. 
52 Lucy Newlyn, Coleridge, Wordsworth and the Language of Allusion, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004). Paul Magnuson, Coleridge and Wordsworth: A Lyrical Dialogue (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1988). Gene W. Ruoff, Wordsworth and Coleridge: The Making of the 
Major Lyrics, 1802-1804 (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1989). 
53 Magnuson, Coleridge and Wordsworth, p. 4. Newlyn, Coleridge, Wordsworth, pp. 87-138. 
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Romantic poetry, and its blank verse in particular. Nicholas Roe (1988, 1990) 

documented Coleridge’s relationship with Thelwall as indicating the extent of his 

radical commitments.54 Duncan Wu (1994) demonstrated how Thelwall’s criticisms 

shaped Coleridge’s poetry and how their apparent literary values were politically 

inflected: an insight which has been extended by Fairer’s work.55 Judith Thompson 

(1997, 2012) especially, Damian Walford Davies (2002), and Gurion Taussig (2002) 

have explored how Coleridge’s blank verse responded to Thelwall’s.56 Michael 

Murphy (2002) has suggested how Thelwall might have influenced ‘The Rime of the 

Ancyent Marinere’.57 Roe, Mee, and Bugg have all posited a Coleridgean response to 

the tradition of prison poetry, of which Thelwall’s was a notable example.58 Mee 

focused on how Coleridge and Thelwall differed on the concept of enthusiasm and the 

effect of retirement.59 This thesis revisits the Coleridge-Thelwall relationship. Chapter 

II considers their poetic dialogue as mediated by Coleridge’s use of the Cowperian 

style. Coleridge’s reworked radical argument can only be understood when 

triangulated between Cowper and Thelwall. 

In exploring Coleridge’s early politics through his poetics, I combine an 

investigation of the political and intellectual history of the period with precise 

bibliographical study, analyzing Coleridge’s poems in the context of their original 
                                                
54 Roe, Wordsworth and Coleridge. Nicholas Roe, ‘Coleridge and John Thelwall: The Road to Nether 
Stowey’ in The Coleridge Connection, eds Richard Gravil and Molly Lefebure (London: Macmillan, 
1989), pp. 60-80. 
55 Duncan Wu, ‘Coleridge, Thelwall and the Politics of Poetry’, Coleridge Bulletin, n.s. 4 (Autumn 
1994), pp. 24-44. Fairer, pp. 236-259. 
56 Judith Thompson, ‘An Autumnal Blast, a Killing Frost: Coleridge's Poetic Conversation with John 
Thelwall’, Studies in Romanticism, 36.3 (Fall 1997), pp. 427-456. Judith Thompson, John Thelwall in 
the Wordsworth Circle: The Silenced Partner (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2012). Damian 
Walford Davies, Presences That Disturb: Models of Romantic Identity in the Literature and Culture of 
the 1790s (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2002), pp. 193-242. Gurion Taussig, Coleridge and the 
Idea of Friendship 1789-1804 (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2002), pp. 177-213. 
57 Michael Murphy, ‘John Thelwall, Coleridge, and The Ancient Mariner’, Romanticism, 8.1 (April 
2002), pp. 62-74. 
58 Roe, Politics of Nature, p. 127. Jon Mee, ‘“The Dungeon and the Cell”: The Prison Verse of 
Coleridge and Thelwall’ in John Thelwall: Radical Romantic and Acquitted Felon, ed. by Steve Poole 
(London: Pickering & Chatto, 2009), pp. 107-116. Bugg, pp. 74-78. 
59 Mee, Romanticism, Enthusiasm, pp. 154-161. 
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publication and placing within particular volumes and other publishing occasions. In 

this, I build on the work of Magnuson and Fairer, who have both demonstrated the 

political implications of the bibliographical features of specific volumes. My 

approach is geared towards informing contextualized close readings of the key texts. 

To this end, I rely on earlier, rather than later, texts of Coleridge’s poems (usually the 

first published version) and avoid reading later theory or formulations backwards into 

earlier poems to explain them.60 

 

 

 

4. 
 

 
 
In Chapter I, I discuss Akenside’s influence on Coleridge, particularly ‘Religious 

Musings’. I argue that Coleridge’s response to Akenside enables him to make use of a 

Whig poetic tradition. After defining Whiggism and Whig poetry in the long 18th 

Century, I highlight Coleridge’s points of contact with, and divergence from, Whig 

political ideas. I suggest that Coleridge adapts an Akensidean model of the Whig 

sublime to more radical, democratic ends. Coleridge thereby suggests that his radical 

political vision is part of a legitimate tradition, as a logical extension of Whig 

principles and rhetoric. 

However, this poetic tradition also opened up Coleridge to attack as an 

enthusiast. This was a criticism used by Edmund Burke in his denunciation of the 

French Revolution and its supporters. In this chapter, I read Coleridge’s predilection 

for sentimental poetry, particularly that of Bowles, as a response to what he felt were 

                                                
60 Coleridge was a frequent reviser of his poems. See Jack Stillinger, Coleridge and Textual Instability: 
The Multiple Versions of the Major Poems (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994). 



 20 

persuasive points made by Burke. Coleridge accepts Burke’s premise that political 

decisions and institutions must account for the emotional character of human beings. 

Coleridge incorporates Bowlesian elements into his 1796 collection as a 

demonstration that he is basing his political ideas upon domestic human affections, 

rather than abstract ideas, so as to combine Bowlesian sentiment and the Akensidean 

sublime with the philosophy of David Hartley. The chapter concludes with a reading 

of Coleridge’s Ode on the Departing Year, which I place in the context of Bowles’s 

and Akenside’s patriot Whig verse. I argue that Coleridge’s ode is a repudiation of 

those aspects of the Whig tradition he considers immoral and hypocritical. 

Chapter II considers Coleridge’s Fears in Solitude quarto, published in 1798. 

While the poems are ostensibly a commitment to the British political establishment, in 

recantation of his more radical past, I uncover more subversive gestures within them. 

The marked influence of William Cowper on Coleridge’s lyric blank verse is, I 

suggest, emphasized by Coleridge to align himself with a figure of respectability. 

Cowper’s religious and political ideas, however, were actually quite heterodox and 

demonstrated continuities with Coleridge’s earlier thinking. Coleridge presents 

himself as going into rural retreat, but following Cowper’s example, he is able to use 

this marginal position as a source of authority for social and political comment. The 

other significant influence on these poems is John Thelwall, whose own blank verse 

forms a poetic dialogue with Coleridge. Coleridge’s adoption of the Cowperian style 

enables him to speak to two audiences, reassuring loyalists such as his brother, 

George, that he is writing in a manner congenial to the establishment, while 

simultaneously offering his radical fellow travellers an alternative path to social 

reform. 



 21 

However, Coleridge seems to have had doubts of his own. In Chapter III, I 

discuss his poetic relationship with Wordsworth, and consider ‘The Rime of the 

Ancyent Marinere’ in the context of Wordsworth’s The Borderers. In The Borderers, 

Wordsworth subjects his previous intellectual convictions, his belief in political 

transformation through the application of reason and his admiration for Godwin’s 

philosophy, to an examination which demonstrates the failings of such principles in 

practice. ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ has a number of thematic parallels with 

Wordsworth’s text and, I suggest, constitutes a similar exercise of subjecting political 

and philosophical beliefs to critical examination. David Bromwich identifies The 

Borderers as concerned with Wordsworth’s sense of intellectual complicity in 

Revolutionary violence. Building on this insight, I argue that Coleridge too feels 

complicit, due to his optimistic reading, in the 1795 lectures, of France’s political 

trajectory. The Marinere’s shooting of the albatross reflects Coleridge’s own 

intellectual transgression. 

The Marinere is unable to understand fully the nature of his experiences. 

Instead he exhibits superstitious behaviour, a trait which he shares with Wordsworth’s 

villain, Rivers. The Marinere’s superstition undercuts his claims of spiritual insight, 

and the very notion of redemption in the poem. A close reading of the poem fails to 

endorse fully the Marinere’s account of events. The moral of the poem repeats the 

mistake of the young Coleridge: finding a providential revelation in catastrophic 

suffering. ‘The Rime’ articulates many of the values Coleridge continued to profess, 

but the process by which the Marinere has adopted them calls those very beliefs into 

question. 

Chapter IV takes a longer view, surveying Coleridge’s contributions to The 

Morning Post between 1797 and 1802. I establish that Coleridge’s poetry was in 
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keeping with the kind published in the paper by other contributors, and thereby 

associated Coleridge (when his name was signed) with a publication that was firmly 

oppositional and, for a time, supporting the agenda of the Foxite Whigs. I trace the 

shift in the poetic output of the Morning Post from anti-Pitt and pro-Fox to favouring 

the Peace of Amiens and then being firmly anti-French. Positioning Coleridge’s verse 

amongst these other poets indicates how often Coleridge’s poetry complemented his 

political articles for the paper. Simultaneously, though, Coleridge was increasingly 

voicing concern about abstraction in poetic and political discourse. I read Christabel 

as confronting the difficulty of finding meaning correctly, and as an admission that he 

feels he has failed as an interpreter. The final chapter provides a reading of 

‘Dejection: An Ode’. Having contextualized the poem within The Morning Post, I 

argue that it can be read politically. The poem’s presentation of imaginative failure is 

Coleridge’s admission that he cannot produce political poetry any longer. He leaves 

that task to the poem’s enduring figure of genius: Wordsworth. 
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I.   
The Whig Tradition: Coleridge’s 

Political Poetics 1794-1797 
  

 
 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s earliest political poem is probably ‘An Ode on the 

Destruction of the Bastile’, which editors usually date as a contemporary response to 

the event it describes, being written in 1789 or 1790, when Coleridge was just sixteen 

or seventeen (PW I.1, pp. 18-21). The poem ends with the prayer that ‘still, as erst, let 

favor’d Britain be / First ever of the first, and freest of the free!’ (PW I.1, p. 21, ll. 59-

60) For Kelvin Everest ‘The solidly Whig approval of Coleridge’s closing couplet 

demonstrates […] that Coleridge’s political consciousness was at this time only 

slight.’1 Certainly, referring to Britain as already ‘freest of the free’ indicates an 

endorsement of the constitutional settlement of 1689.2 The French Revolution 

progressed, as Albert Goodwin reminds us, ‘from liberal constitutional reform to the 

republican extreme of Jacobin “revolutionary government”.’3 Charles James Fox, the 

most prominent Whig opposition member, initially welcomed the Revolution because, 

like Coleridge, he understood it, and the events of the following two years, as an 

imitation of Britain: ‘the putting together of a constitution that embodied the Whig 

values of a propertied franchise, religious toleration, and the ending of slavery.’4 

Coleridge’s support in 1789, therefore, would not have been perceived as unusual.5 

                                                
1 Everest, p. 13.  
2 See Cornwell, p. 11.  
3 Albert Goodwin, The Friends of Liberty: The English Democratic Movement in the Age of the French 
Revolution (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1979), p. 19. 
4 L. G. Mitchell, Charles James Fox (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 110. 
5 Colmer, p. 3, observes that the Fall of the Bastille was so conventional a subject as to be set for poetic 
exercise at Cambridge and at some schools. 
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Despite Coleridge’s French sympathies, my contention in this chapter is that 

much of Coleridge’s poetry in his first collection can be understood as existing within 

a tradition of Whig poetry, particularly that of the ‘Whig sublime’. This is not to 

suggest that Coleridge was, in any way, a Whig, but rather that he appropriated their 

register and poetics for his own ends. 
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1. 
The Contexts of Coleridge’s Political Poetics 

 
 

1.i 
Whig Politics 

 
 

 
 
 
 
The terms ‘Whig’ and ‘Tory’ originated with the Exclusion Crisis of 1679-1681. 

During the late Stuart period, through the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the reigns 

of William III (1689-1702) and then Anne (1702-1714), they marked a clear 

ideological division: the Whigs championed the sovereignty of Parliament, and a 

Protestant succession to the throne, while Tories insisted on the prerogative power of 

the Crown, even to the point of sympathy with the Jacobite cause.  

Following the disappearance of the Tories as a political party after 1760, Whig 

assumptions and discourse dominated British political life. By the time of the 1790s, 

the labels were still in use, but their purpose was more rhetorical than descriptive. 

While both government and opposition could legitimately claim to be governed by 

Whig principles, it was to the group around Fox, rather than those aligned with 

Edmund Burke, or those following William Pitt the younger, to whom the label was 

attached.6 Indeed Pitt was referred to as a Tory by those opposed to him. In J. G. A. 

Pocock’s incisive phrase, the word ‘Tory’ came to take on a ‘paradoxical […] 

meaning of an authoritarian defender of the Whig order’.7 The ‘Whig order’ which 

1790s ‘Tories’ defended, though, was only one version of Whiggism: a version that 

                                                
6 J. G. A. Pocock, ‘The varieties of Whiggism from Exclusion to Reform: A history of ideology and 
discourse’ in Virtue, Commerce and History: Essays on Political Thought and History, Chiefly in the 
Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 215-310, (p. 284.) 
7 Ibid., p. 264. See also pp. 284-285, 292, 295, 305-306. 
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served the interests of those Whigs holding ministerial office. It was therefore quite 

possible to criticize the ‘Whig order’ on the basis of Whig principles, as opposition 

Whigs did. 

After the 1688 Revolution, there was essentially a division between ‘regime’ 

and ‘radical’ Whigs. The former emphasized the supremacy of Parliament, while the 

latter gave priority to the separation of powers.8 Until about 1714, both Whigs and 

Tories were an alliance of ‘Court’ and ‘Country’ elements, as William III and Queen 

Anne both preferred ‘balanced’ ministries containing ministers from both parties.9 

When, in the late 17th and early 18th Centuries, the Whig aristocracy strengthened 

monarchical power, the ‘real’ or ‘Independent’ Whigs feared this would lead to 

despotism and attempted to thwart their programme. These ‘real Whigs’ worked with 

the Tories to ensure scrutiny of the Junto seeking to establish Whig hegemony 

through royal patronage.10 It was from this alliance of Whigs and Tories opposed to 

power of the Court, often for different reasons, that the Country Party emerged. 

Within the Country tradition, then, there was an identifiable group of Whig dissidents, 

the ‘real Whigs’, or ‘Commonwealthmen’, who were relatively homogenous and had 

a developed political agenda.11 The Commonwealthmen drew on the ideas of 

seventeenth-century English Republicans, creating a ‘Whig canon’ of intellectual 

forebears including John Milton, James Harrington, and Algernon Sidney.12  

                                                
8 Ibid., pp. 221-222, 297. 
9 H. T. Dickinson, Liberty and Property: Political Ideology in Eighteenth-Century Britain (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1977), p. 91. 
10 Goodwin, pp. 34-35. 
11 Dickinson, p. 103. These ‘Commonwealthmen’ were first identified by Caroline Robbins, 
The Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthman: Studies in the Transmission, Development and 
Circumstance of English Liberal Thought from the Restoration of Charles II until the War with the 
Thirteen Colonies (Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 1959). 
12 See J. G. A. Pocock, ‘Machiavelli, Harrington and English Political Ideologies in the Eighteenth 
Century’ in Politics, Language, Time: Essays on Political Thought and History (London: Methuen, 
1972), pp. 104-147 (pp. 106-108, 130-131), which explains the development of Country and 
Commonwealth traditions as based on a ‘neo-Harringtonian’ idea of civic virtue guaranteed by 
independence through the ownership of land. 
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When discussing Coleridge’s use of Whig ideas, it needs to be understood in 

this context. My intention is not to suggest Coleridge’s identification with a particular 

political party, but rather his involvement with a broad ideological, ‘Whig’, tradition. 

For Coleridge, the contemporary associations with Whig were oppositional: 

Whiggism was an ideology that could be used to attack the government for betraying 

the foundational principles of Britain’s constitution. In order to discuss Coleridge’s 

use of this tradition, it is necessary to understand the beliefs which constituted Whig 

ideology.13  

The diversity of Whig thinking did revolve around some common principles. 

Whigs shared a commitment to the rule of law, which they conceived of as promoting 

liberty while preventing degeneration into licentiousness. They celebrated Britain’s 

balanced constitution of Crown, Lords, and Commons, insisting that the Crown was 

limited by the power of Parliament. Whigs believed that legitimate government 

required the consent of the governed (if only tacitly), and even justified active 

resistance to a tyrant by his subjects in some circumstances. They claimed that all 

subjects possessed certain liberties. Whigs supported religious toleration.14 The 

faction in power emphasized the importance to the nation of commerce.15 

The figure of ‘liberty’ or ‘freedom’ is ubiquitous in Whig thought. It is easy to 

project modern values onto her presence, without understanding what was meant in 

that context. As Quentin Skinner explains, the modern view of liberty is essentially 

that where the law ends, liberty begins, and the fewer and less restrictive laws there 

are, the greater the liberty of that state. Skinner attributes this conception to Thomas 

Hobbes. Skinner notes, however, that the dominant idea among seventeenth-century 

                                                
13 In attempting to define more than a century of poetic and political tradition, I must, inevitably, 
generalize. For a detailed account see Pocock, ‘varieties of Whiggism’, pp. 215-310. 
14 See Dickinson, pp. 58, 65, 80, 83, 89, 142-143, 147, 159-162.  
15 See Dickinson, pp. 86, 148-152, Pocock, pp. 235-237, 273-274, 280-281, 310. 
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Republicans and their followers was, instead, a neo-Roman theory of civil liberty as 

based on the free state.16 

The neo-Roman theory develops the idea that liberty consists in being part of a 

free state. Although this includes the ‘unconstrained enjoyment of a specific number 

of civil rights’, the presence of these rights is not the primary means of securing or 

measuring liberty. Rather, a free state is analogous to a free person: able to effect its 

own will without external coercion. When applied to a state, this meant that laws 

could only be passed with the consent of its whole body politic. Such a theory would 

seem to lead to a democracy involving far reaching extension of the franchise, but 

seventeenth-century writers favoured representative democracy, some not even 

conceding any need to reform the House of Commons as it was then constituted. 

Liberty for them consisted in membership of (not participation in) a self-governing 

body politic and being equally subject to the law.17 

Consequently, the state was not free if it was in the power of another by the 

exercise of prerogative powers or a veto. Similarly, taxation without parliamentary 

consent was taken to be an action of force against the body politic.18 The Whigs, the 

inheritors of this tradition, saw liberty then not as the widespread political freedoms of 

the citizenry, but rather as a constitutional and process issue, defined by the operating 

means, and not the effect, of state power. Whiggism, then, while opposed to arbitrary 

government, was rarely democratic, but ‘operated with a language of “liberty” that 

assumed an elite minority could act as custodians for the people at large.’19  

                                                
16 Quentin Skinner, Liberty Before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 5, 
8-13, 59-60. 
17 Skinner, pp. 10-13, 18-20, 26-27, 30-35. 
18 Skinner, pp. 49-53, 69-72. 
19 Jon Mee, ‘“A bold and free-spoken man”: The Strange Case of Charles Pigott’ in Cultures of 
Whiggism, ed. by David Womersley (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2005), pp. 330-350, (p. 
331.) 
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Whiggism was defined by the 1688 removal of James II and its constitutional 

consequences. Most Whigs adopted a conservative approach to 1688, and sought to 

defend the settlement rather than extend its principles. Nevertheless, they deployed 

arguments which could be developed by radicals a century later.20 In 1789, Richard 

Price’s sermon to the London Revolution Society claimed that the Revolution had 

ensured three things: ‘liberty of conscience in religious matters’, the ‘right to resist 

power when abused’, and, most crucially, the ‘right to chuse our own governors; to 

cashier them for misconduct and to frame a government for ourselves.’21 Though not 

a Whig himself, Price provided a radical interpretation of 1688, and of Whig 

ideology, which enabled sympathy for republicanism and an acceptance of social 

contract theory of government. 22   

Price’s text is notable for provoking Edmund Burke to write Reflections on the 

Revolution in France (1790). Burke refutes Price’s claims, especially his third one, as 

a ‘new and hitherto unheard-of bill of rights’. He argues that, ‘Instead of a right to 

choose our own governors, they declared that the succession in that line (the 

Protestant line drawn from James the First), was absolutely necessary “for the peace, 

quiet, and security of the realm”’.23 For Burke, ‘The Revolution was made to preserve 

our ancient, indisputable laws and liberties and that ancient constitution of 

government which is our only security for law and liberty’.24 Price is seen as a 

dangerous innovator, divorced from a Whig tradition which is based on the 

                                                
20 Dickinson, pp. 71-76, 90. 
21 Richard Price, A Discourse on the Love of our Country, Delivered on Nov. 4, 1789, at the Meeting-
House in the Old Jewry, to the Society for Commemorating the Revolution in Great Britain. With an 
appendix (London: printed by George Stafford, for T. Cadell, 1789), p. 34. See also Goodwin, pp. 107-
110. 
22 Price, with his attendance at the ‘Club of Honest Whigs’, might be considered either a radical or a 
‘real Whig’. I include him because his line of argument represents that of the more radical Whigs taken 
to its logical extreme. 
23 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, ed. by L. G. Mitchell (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), pp. 16-17. 
24 Ibid., p. 31. 
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preservation of inherited, customary freedoms. Burke adopts the position taken by 

most Whigs at the start of the 18th Century, who preferred to appeal to the idea of an 

ancient constitution and the legitimate interests of property, rather than to contract 

theory with its basis in natural rights.25 This nostalgic aspect of Whiggism also 

influenced the more radical movements of the 1790s.26 Both Whigs and radicals 

‘appealed to the bogus but strongly held historical myth that English popular liberties 

and the form of democratic government had been of Anglo-Saxon origin’.27 

The French Revolution was even more open to divergent interpretations by 

Whigs than the Glorious Revolution had been. William Frend, a fellow of Jesus 

College during Coleridge’s undergraduate days, was, in a cause celebre, dismissed for 

his anti-Trinitarian theology in his pamphlet, Peace and Union. In the appendix to this 

pamphlet, he describes the execution of Louis XVI: 

He was accused of enormous crimes, confined as a state prisoner, tried by the 
national convention, found guilty, condemned, and executed. What is there 
wonderful in all this? Our revolution, the boast of the present days, pursued 
the same conduct as nearly as possible.28 

 
What makes this passage extraordinary is that Frend is not comparing the execution of 

Louis to that of Charles I, an equation that would seem apt, but rather with the 

removal of James II from office. For Frend, the Glorious Revolution was symbolic 

regicide, and justification for the removal of all monarchs who are deemed to have 

transgressed.  

What the debate over 1688 demonstrates is that Whigs were concerned about, 

and divided over, issues of sovereignty: where it originated, how it might be 

manifested, and what that meant in terms of democracy. Whigs were not associated 

                                                
25 Dickinson, pp. 58-62. 
26 Dickinson, p. 204. 
27 Goodwin, p. 33. Dickinson, pp. 63-64.  
28 William Frend, Peace and Union Recommended to the Associated Bodies of Republicans and Anti-
Republicans, 2nd edn (Cambridge: printed by B. Flower, for G.G.J. and J. Robinsons, London: to be 
had of the printer, and of W. Page, Bookseller, 1793), pp. 63-64. 
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with political radicalism or fundamental democratic reform: even the more radical 

Whig ‘Commonwealthmen’, early in the Century, only supported extending the 

franchise to property holders, and could not be considered genuine democrats.29 

Charles James Fox believed only in extending the franchise to a greater number of 

property owners as a way to check the power of the crown. In 1793, he declared, in 

the Commons, his opposition to universal suffrage.30 The radical societies led by the 

London Corresponding Society, by contrast, sought manhood suffrage and annual 

parliaments.31 

                                                
29 Dickinson, pp. 69, 88-89, 93. 
30 Mitchell, pp. 252-254, 258-261. 
31 See Goodwin, pp. 190-193, 274-281, 317-318, 371-373 
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1.ii 
Coleridge’s Politics 1794-1796 

 
 

 
 
In his 1795 lectures, Coleridge seems to adopt the position of Whig constitutionalist.32 

Actually, he argues for more radical reform. Differing labels have been used to 

describe the political discourse which Coleridge combined with more radical ideas in 

these lectures. John T. Miller was the first to identify that Country ideology 

arguments ‘were a major constituent of Coleridge’s thought’.33 Morrow, like Leask 

and Kitson, connects Coleridge’s 1795 lectures with the seventeenth-century 

Commonwealth tradition.34  

Country ideology claimed to represent the interests of the nation against the 

self-interest and corruption of the Court faction, that is, government ministers and 

their supporters. The concern was that the Crown’s patronage threatened to destroy 

the independence of Parliament and the balance of the constitution. These were all 

Whig principles, adopted by a moderating Tory Party, and combined with fresh 

concerns about the power the government wielded through patronage, and the new 

influence of banking and credit.35 During the time of the Whig supremacy in the early 

Hanoverian period, this contention between ‘Court’ and ‘Country’ factions was 

arguably more significant than the distinction between ‘Whig’ and ‘Tory’.36 

Country ideology emphasized an ideal of civic virtue which was to be derived 

from the ownership of land. The Commonwealthmen specified the need for 

                                                
32 See John Miller, p. 66 and Edwards, pp. 48, 57-59. 
33 John Miller, pp. vii-viii. 
34 Morrow, pp. 29-34. Leask, pp. 10, 15. Kitson, “The electric fluid of truth”, pp. 37-58. 
35 John Miller, pp. 54-61. 
36 Dickinson, pp. 91-93, 176-177. 
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independent men of property to safeguard the constitution.37 Pocock identifies a group 

of 1690s Whigs, dissatisfied with the 1688 Revolution for failing to restore ancient 

constitutional liberty (a group designated ‘True Whigs’ by Mark Goldie), as the 

intellectual forebears of both the Commonwealth and the Country traditions.38 As a 

consequence, both the Whig and Tory opposition would use language that was radical 

and republican in derivation.39 This shared language should not be taken as indicating 

a harmonious grouping, though. The Country Party was a loose alliance, divided 

between Tory and Whig elements, and even including some Jacobites. The 

Commonwealthmen believed in a right to resist tyranny in extreme circumstances, 

something that was anathema to the Tories.40 

Discussion of Coleridge’s engagement with Whig ideas has focused on his 

lecture against the two Acts (the Seditious Meetings Act 1795 and the Treason Act 

1795), and its published version, The Plot Discovered: or, An Address to the People, 

Against Ministerial Treason. In these lectures, Coleridge argues that passing the 

Seditious Meetings Bill would be equivalent to repealing the constitution, as it would 

get rid of the right to petition included in the Bill of Rights (Lects 1795, pp. 262, 269-

270, 301). By doing so, he joins the opposition led by Fox, who claimed that the two 

Acts repealed the Bill of Rights and thus subverted the constitution.41 Furthermore, 

Coleridge explicitly draws on a Whig opposition tradition, and James Burgh in 

particular, in order to attack the Acts, as critics have noted.42 Coleridge argues that the 

two bills are beyond Parliament’s competence because they would annul the 

Constitution, which prevents Parliament from assuming arbitrary power (Lects 1795, 

                                                
37 Dickinson, pp. 103-104, 170-174. 
38 Pocock, ‘varieties of Whiggism’, p. 225. 
39 Ibid., pp. 216, 245-246. 
40 Dickinson, pp. 164-168. 
41 Goodwin, pp. 390-391. 
42 Patton and Mann brought this to attention in their editorial comments (Lects 1795, pp. xlvii-xlviii, 
257-317). See also John Miller, pp. 51-53, 62-63, and Morrow, p. 33.  
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pp. 270, 301). This argument was initially made by Lord Bolingbroke, the Tory 

opposition leader against Walpole. Bolingbroke had promoted the idea of ‘Patriotism’ 

as a disinterested ideology to unite opposition to Walpole.  

Coleridge had encountered Bolingbroke’s argument through James Burgh’s 

three volume Political Disquisitions (1774-1775).43 In the preface to the first volume, 

Burgh claimed to ‘write in the spirit of a true independent whig’.44 Burgh identified 

himself as what is now called a Commonwealthman. However, he also cited Tory 

Country sources such as Bolingbroke. Burgh exemplifies the mixed inheritance of 

Country ideology, as well as the fact that it could be incorporated into a conception of 

Whiggism. In a footnote to The Plot Discovered, Coleridge asserts that ‘The whole 

work should be in the possession of every lover of freedom […] He who carefully 

peruses the “Political Disquisitions” will meet with little new information in later 

writers.’ (Lects 1795, pp. 302-303n)  

By praising Burgh, Coleridge was aligning himself with a mainstream political 

figure to signal his own apparent political position. As a Dissenter whose principles 

were aligned with those of metropolitan radicals and influenced by the English 

commonwealth thinkers, Burgh, though a Whig, exerted considerable influence on the 

popular radical movements of the late 18th Century.45 In the Disquisitions, Burgh 

argues that all lawful authority derives from the people, and that liberty requires their 

consent be obtained for all laws.46 These Whiggish principles, though, do not commit 

him to thorough democratic reform. Burgh suggests that the sovereign would be 

‘glorious’ who would introduce legislation ‘for securing annual parliaments, for 

                                                
43 James Burgh, Political Disquisitions: or, An Enquiry into Public Errors, Defects, and Abuses, 3 vols 
(London: printed for E. and C. Dilly, in the Poultry, 1774-1775), III, pp. 441-442. 
44 Ibid., I, p. xvi. 
45 See Goodwin, pp. 48-52 and J. C. D. Clark, English Society 1688-1832, 2nd edn (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 383-384. 
46 Burgh, I, pp. 2-4. 
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making representation adequate, for exclusion by rotation, and for limiting the 

number of placemen and pensioners’.47 However, his idea of ‘representation 

adequate’ was that everyone who paid tax ought to have a vote, some 600,000 

people.48 Although this would have been a significant extension of the franchise, it 

was only a fraction of Britain’s population, and was thus still well short of the 

universal manhood suffrage demanded by radicals. By invoking Burgh, Coleridge 

thus placed himself on the edge of the mainstream: flirting with radical company, but 

not fully immersed in it. Depicting his argument as indebted to Burgh allowed 

Coleridge to smuggle more radical content into his lectures, making his proposals 

seem an extension of Whig principles. 

Coleridge’s use of such material indicates that, for him, the Whig, Country, 

Patriot, and Commonwealth traditions were not meaningfully distinct. Rather, 

different critics have used these various labels to refer to the same strands of 

Coleridge’s thought. By the 1790s, they effectively formed a contiguous body of 

political philosophy.49 For clarity, I shall refer to the ideology emphasizing limited 

monarchy, balanced or mixed government, the importance of Britain’s ancient 

constitution, the right to resist tyrants, and the possession of civil liberties as Whig, 

understanding that this normally refers to the use of such Revolution principles in 

opposition to the government of the day. I shall only refer to Country ideology when 

it concerns those features which distinguish it from mainstream Whig thinking, 

namely, the opposition to Court or Town corruption, an emphasis on the importance 

of independence through landed property, and an ideal of civic virtue. 

                                                
47 Burgh, III, p. 433. 
48 Burgh, I, p. 39. 
49 For such ideas as forms of ‘semi-interchangeable modes of protest’, see Pocock, ‘varieties of 
Whiggism’, pp. 256-257. 
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Coleridge’s focus on constitutionalism, alongside his use of Whig and Country 

figures and ideas, have led some critics to identify the lectures as politically 

conformist. Colmer and Woodring both suggest that there is a gap between 

Coleridge’s radical language and his fairly moderate political aims.50 Woodring and 

Edwards further claim that Coleridge favours mixed government.51  

Such interpretations are mistaken, since Coleridge actually advocates 

democracy. In The Plot Discovered, Coleridge distinguishes three types of 

government: ‘Government by the people, Government over the people, and 

Government with the people’. ‘Government by the people’ is where affairs of the 

people are directed by the whole people ‘actually present’ or through their 

representatives. Coleridge explains that he hopes this is what the government of 

France will be. ‘Government over the people’ is ‘Despotism, or arbitrary 

government’, and ‘Government with the people’ is a movement from ‘Government 

over’ to ‘Government by the people’ (Lects 1795, pp. 306-307). Coleridge’s scheme is 

only concerned with how much democracy there is in the constitution. As Miller 

explains, Coleridge’s idea of representation goes further than Burgh’s extension to 

landed gentry, and ‘was a full blown egalitarianism’.52 However, it should be noted 

that in the ‘Introductory Address’ to the lecture Conciones ad Populum (January-

February 1795) Coleridge asserts that friends of freedom, ‘should plead for the 

Oppressed, not to them.’ (Lects 1795, p. 43) Notably, Coleridge is Whiggish in his 

belief in the actions of a benevolent elite acting on behalf of the masses, rather than an 

advocate for genuine democracy. 

                                                
50 Colmer, pp. 24-29. Woodring, p. 19. 
51 Woodring, p. 36. Edwards, pp. 44-45, 52-56. 
52 John Miller, pp. 73, 83. See also Morrow, p. 68, and Kitson, “The electric fluid of truth”, p. 51. 
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Coleridge is at his most radical in his lectures ‘On Revealed Religion’.53 In 

‘Lecture VI’, Coleridge is severe in his criticism of the mixed system: 

We bless ourselves that we live under the free Constitution of England– let us 
examine this free Constitution– this happy mixture of the excellences of all 
Governments– this well poised Balance of Interests and powers– and examine 
it by the only fair Criterion: its Effects. Since the Revolution we have been 
engaged in perpetual Wars– in the course of which it has been calculated that 
more than ten millions of Lives have been lost–  

(Lects 1795, p. 220) 
 
Coleridge’s mocking tone is clear, as every positive adjective becomes sarcastic. The 

famed ‘Balance’ of the Constitution is revealed as an absurdity, since it is the people 

who suffer from ‘the Folly and Prejudices of our Monarchs and the wretched 

compliance of Ministers.’ The potential advantages of government, providing citizens 

with clothing, shelter, food or education, are absent; individuals must obtain such 

amenities themselves (Lects 1795, p. 220). Coleridge proceeds to claim that the 

government serves to protect society from ‘the lower orders’, but that they are only a 

threat because they have been brutalized by deprivation, and that the government has 

not improved their situation through education, but made it worse through taxation 

(Lects 1795, pp. 221-222). Coleridge thus offers a radical critique of the fundamental 

inequalities of life and opportunity, which necessitates a more drastic response than 

traditional Whiggism.  

Coleridge’s youthful politics, as far as they can be gleaned from his letters, 

essays and lectures, were not Whiggish, but something more radical. Roe argues that, 

in the period between 1794 and 1796, Coleridge became a leading radical figure, 

connected with the ‘party’ of ‘Democrats’ in Bristol.54 His social connections with 

William Godwin and George Dyer suggest that Coleridge was close to the 

metropolitan radical organizations, and at the centre of British radical life. In 1795, 
                                                
53 These lectures do not appear to have been available to Colmer. Edwards largely ignores them, citing 
them only as evidence of the centrality of Christianity to Coleridge’s thought. 
54 Roe, Wordsworth and Coleridge, pp. 2-4, 117, 153-154. 
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his lectures, like those of John Thelwall, were independent of popular reform 

societies, but making common cause with them for reform and in opposition to the 

war with France.55 

Coleridge’s support for Frend is similarly suggestive. Frend was an apologist 

for regicide and in 1795 addressed, alongside John Thelwall, a mass meeting 

organized by the London Corresponding Society.56 Thelwall also referred to Peace 

and Union in his own lectures.57 As Roe, details, Cambridge men, particularly those 

at Jesus College (where Coleridge studied), were connected with parliamentary 

reform and later with the metropolitan radicals. After the French Revolution, religious 

Dissent was associated with political radicalism, and met with violent opposition from 

loyalists.58  

Frend’s Peace and Union was incendiary because of its religious content. In 

the pamphlet he criticizes the established church, calls for the removal of religious 

tests, attacks the doctrine of the Trinity, and condemns the position and prestige of the 

clergy.59 Coleridge, having adopted a Unitarian position in the mid-1790s was thus a 

natural convert for political radicalism and an object of suspicion to the establishment. 

At Cambridge, then, Coleridge had already been exposed to, and supported, a radical 

cause, associated with republicanism. 

Although Whigs usually supported the established church, there was an 

enduring association with Dissent, which Dissenting radicals, including Coleridge, 

could use to advance their own political demands. Notably, Mark Akenside had been 

expected to become a Dissenting minister, but instead became one of the major Whig 

poets of the mid-century and a significant influence upon Coleridge. The advocacy of 
                                                
55 Ibid., pp. 11-14, 93, 146-148. 
56 Goodwin, p. 394. 
57 Roe, Wordsworth and Coleridge, p. 104. 
58 Ibid., pp. 85-94. 
59 Frend, pp. 36-40, 43-48, 51-53, 55-57. 
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liberty was often strongest amongst communities of Dissenters, owing to a 

combination of seeking to remedy their exclusion from various offices and the 

political values that were an outgrowth of their theologies.60 Price’s interpretation of 

the 1688 Revolution was an extension of Whig principles, but his political philosophy 

was also founded upon nonconformist theology.61 Tolerance for Dissenters had 

historically been a part of Whiggism.62 Fox attempted to repeal the Test and 

Corporations Acts, which excluded Dissenters from public office, and the Blasphemy 

Act 1697, which made apostasy from Trinitarian Christianity a criminal offence. Such 

actions allowed Burke to equate ‘Foxite Whiggism with heterodoxy’.63  

Coleridge’s 1795 lectures are radical in their public expression of Unitarian 

beliefs.64 Coleridge attacks the established church, singling out the bishops who voted 

for War with France as promoting ‘Not the Religion of Peace […] but the Religion of 

Mitres and Mysteries, the Religion of Pluralities and Persecutions, the Eighteen-

Thousand-Pound-a-Year Religion of Episcopacy.’ (Lects 1795, pp. 67-68) For 

Coleridge, the hypocrisy and violence of the Church is connected to its pomp and 

venality. Coleridge sees no difference between Catholicism and Anglicanism, asking, 

‘Is there not written on both their Foreheads Mystery! Do they not both SELL the 

Gospel!’ (Lects 1795, pp. 210-211) By forging the link between Trinitarianism and 

avaricious corruption, Coleridge attributes moral and institutional failure to doctrinal 

error and attacks the established church supported by mainstream Whigs.65 

Coleridge’s lectures ‘On Revealed Religion’ suggest a radical, democratic 

programme. Inspired by his idea of early Christian communities, Coleridge uses 

                                                
60 See Goodwin, pp. 65-68 and Clark, pp. 318-384. 
61 Clark, pp. 396-401. 
62 Dickinson, p. 83. 
63 Clark, pp. 416-419. 
64 John Miller, p. 69, notes that Coleridge was more religious than Country Opposition tended to be. 
65 See Dickinson, pp. 83-84. 
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scriptural precedent to attack the distribution of property, also insisting that Jesus 

‘commanded his disciples to observe a strict equality’ (Lects 1795, p. 218). He praises 

the Jewish constitution at length, specifically its equalization of land and its regular 

remission of debts. Coleridge’s conclusion is that ‘Property is Power and equal 

Property equal Power’ (Lects 1795, pp. 124-126). This insight forms the basis for 

Coleridge’s 1794 scheme with Robert Southey to create the community named 

Pantisocracy. Coleridge described the idea as ‘a scheme of emigration on the principle 

of an abolition of individual property.’ (CL I, p. 96) His concern was with creating the 

right conditions for virtuous behaviour, as he recalled in a 1795 letter to Southey, ‘we 

should remove the selfish Principle from ourselves, and prevent it in our children, by 

an Abolition of Property: or […] by such similarity of Property, as would amount to a 

moral Sameness, and answer all the purposes of Abolition.’ (CL I, p. 163) Coleridge 

developed a neologism, ‘aspheterized’, to denote this process (CL I, p. 84). As 

Morrow notes, such an approach was especially radical because it went further than 

William Godwin, Joseph Priestley, or Richard Price, all of whom, while advocating a 

more equal distribution of property, nevertheless desired to retain individual 

ownership.66  

                                                
66 Morrow, p. 31. 
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1.iii 
Whig Poetics 

 
 

 
 
The tradition of Whig poetry is characterized by its conception of Britain as specially 

endowed with liberty. This is justified by appeals to the 1688 Revolution, the 

constitutional settlement of 1689, and the prevention of arbitrary government which 

was thereby ensured. It frequently expressed support for the Williamite and 

Hanoverian successions, particularly as the defence of Britain as a Protestant nation in 

the face of Jacobite threats. 

C. A. Moore identifies a tradition of ‘Whig Panegyric verse’ which flourished 

between 1700 and 1760. What distinguished this verse from earlier poetry related to 

affairs of state is that rather than taking ‘the form of personal eulogy, satire, or violent 

invective […] The great body of Whig verse is devoted to the expression of party 

ideals; it is concerned with principles rather than personalities.’67 His survey places 

emphasis on Whig verse as praising the liberty of Britain, won through the 

Revolution, which is contrasted with other European nations.68 Whig verse also 

frequently took the subject of maritime commerce as the source of national glory.69 

David Womersley highlights a genre of poetry, initiated by Charles Montagu’s 

An Epistle to the Right Honourable Charles, Earl of Dorset and Middlesex (1690), 

which he designates as ‘Battle Hymns of the Junto Whigs’, and sees as part of the 

project of creating the ‘Whig epic’.70 Abigail Williams’s study of the early 

development of Whig Literary Culture, from 1681-1714, while placing a diverse 

group under a single label, focuses on poets ‘writing in support of the Exclusion 

                                                
67 C. A. Moore, ‘Whig Panegyric Verse, 1700-1760’, PMLA, 41.2 (1926), pp. 362–401, (p. 362.) 
68 Moore, pp. 365-369. 
69 Moore, pp. 370-376. 
70 Augustan Critical Writing, ed. by David Womersley (London: Penguin, 1997), pp. xxiii–xxxi. 
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movement, the Revolution of 1688, and the Hanoverian succession, matters on which 

many of their Tory and Jacobite contemporaries took a rather different stance.’71 As 

Dustin Griffin has demonstrated, these late Stuart poems provided models for patriotic 

odes, celebrating military victories, later in the 18th Century.72 Suvir Kaul argues that 

depictions of the post-1688 British political system as the home of liberty (a 

thoroughly Whiggish notion) helped to define poetic representations of the imperial 

project in the long 18th Century.73 

Michael Meehan argues that Whig ideas effectively became a non-factional, 

national ideology after about 1714. He concludes that ‘The notion of a whig aesthetic 

seems unworkable’, whilst still considering the emphasis of Whig polemic as having 

cultural significance as shaping ‘a wider range of views on national identity’.74 Part of 

his difficulty stems from the political cross dressing in the 1720s, when the 

supposedly Tory opposition of the Country Party used Whig principles as their basis 

for attacking Walpole’s Court Whigs in governments, who in turn adapted Tory 

rhetoric in insisting that the opposition’s principles were specious.75 Christine Gerrard 

notes that Moore’s examples of Whig panegyrics include both court and opposition 

verse.76  

The idea of Whig verse, to which I refer throughout this thesis, should not, 

therefore, be understood as a self-conscious project by a group of people who were 

part of a coherent political party. Rather, it is a term applied retrospectively to a 

                                                
71 Abigail Williams, Poetry and the Creation of Whig Literary Culture 1681-1714 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), p. 3. 
72 Griffin, Patriotism and Poetry in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), pp. 34-73. 
73 Suvir Kaul, Poems of Nation, Anthems of Empire: English Verse in the Long Eighteenth Century 
(Charlottesville and London: University of Virginia Press, 2000), pp. 1-3, 29-30, 131-132, 159-160. 
74 Michael Meehan, Liberty and Poetics in Eighteenth Century England (London: Croom Helm, 1986), 
pp. 20, 23. 
75 Meehan, pp. 20-21. See also McKillop, p. 87. 
76 Christine Gerrard, The Patriot Opposition to Walpole: Politics, Poetry and National Myth 1725-1742 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), p. 72. 
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somewhat disparate grouping of poems, which retain some important affinities, 

notably shared ideological assumptions and rhetoric. These shared features may not 

be exclusive to this group, nor always present, but, taken as a whole, they provide 

enough family resemblance to make them readily identifiable. It is this continuity of 

themes, principles, and style in eighteenth-century verse, rather than the consistency 

of parliamentary Whig groupings, to which Coleridge responded. 

A major part of Whig poetics was its emphasis on the sublime.77 Michael 

Cohen coined the phrase ‘Whig sublime’ to describe the response of Whig poets to 

the idea that England owes her liberty to northern European Goths. They fused this 

notion with the natural sublime: ‘Specifically, the roughness of northern landscapes or 

scenes of wild nature were used to describe the birthplace of liberty’s champions in 

poems and plays; occasionally such scenes also furnished refuges for liberty when it 

was threatened in cities or courts.’78 The Whig sublime can be seen to take two forms, 

then: the connection of nature’s power with liberty and, more directly, the attempted 

production of sublimity in verse that was directly political. Abigail Williams explains 

that, in the first years of the 18th Century, ‘the most celebrated’ Whig poems ‘were 

undoubtedly the elevated public poems on contemporary political events, which were 

praised for the fire and genius of their rapturous poetic excursions: the sublime affects 

of the verse.’79 

The frame of value for such poetry was derived from ‘Longinus’, whose 

‘theories of poetic process were rooted in the concept that great writing could only 

flourish with political freedom.’ While she notes that this equation is not actually 

attributed to the author in his treatise, Williams credits it with widespread currency 

                                                
77 See Williams, pp. 173-203. 
78 Michael Cohen, ‘The Imagery of Addison’s “Cato” and the Whig Sublime’, CEA Critic, 38.3 (1976), 
pp. 23-25, (p. 23). 
79 Williams, p. 175. 
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amongst Whig circles, further noting that ‘Early eighteenth-century enthusiasm for 

the sublime was crucially linked to the notion that the Revolution demanded new 

literary forms to express its radical implications.’80 

‘Longinus’ offers five sources of the sublime: force and superiority in genius, 

the pathetic, the skilful application of figures of sentiment and language, the use of 

elegant and figurative diction, and the arrangement of words with dignity and 

grandeur.81 He asserts that nature implants in man a desire to compete, inspired ‘with 

a strong and invincible Passion for every thing that was most great and divine’.82 

‘Longinus’ explains that bombast is difficult to avoid when aiming at grandeur and 

notes that there are faults even in the greatest authors as a consequence of their 

attempts. However, such unevenness is preferable to those who write blamelessly and 

correctly, but without ambition.83 The attempt at a grand style is thus laudable, even if 

the writer fails to achieve the genuinely sublime. Thus ‘Longinus’ supports a 

seriousness of purpose, and the inherent glory of liberty, according to the Whig 

political project, demands such an attempt.  

The Whig validation of the Sublime with its ‘emphasis on irregularity, on 

excess, and on the transgression of the known boundaries of poetic experience’ was 

‘directly counter to the elegant wit and order privileged by Tory critics such as 

George Granville and the Earl of Roscommon.’84 Later in the Century, Alexander 

Pope ridiculed the pretensions of the Whig epic poets in Peri Bathous, or, the Art of 

Sinking in Poetry (1727). Whig poets had an anxious relationship with classical 

                                                
80 Williams, pp. 176-177. See also Meehan, pp. 1-13. 
81 Longinus, The Works of Dionysius Longinus, On the Sublime: or, A Treatise Concerning the 
Sovereign Perfection of Writing. Translated from the Greek. With some remarks on the English poets. 
By Mr. Welsted (London: printed for Sam. Briscoe, and sold by J. Morphew, near Stationer’s Hall, 
1712), pp. 20-21. 
82 Longinus, p. 104-105. 
83 Longinus, pp. 8, 97-99. 
84 Williams, p. 199. 
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models, drawing on classical authorities while rejecting models of ‘pagan’ poetry. 

Instead, Whigs, including John Dennis, Joseph Addison and Richard Blackmore, 

advocated a Christian poetics of the sublime drawn from scripture and following the 

example of John Milton’s Paradise Lost.85 Dennis insisted on the mutual dependence 

of ‘the Greater Poetry’ and religion, claiming that ‘Poetry is the Natural Language of 

Religion, and that Religion at first produc’d it’.86 He analysed ‘the Precepts of 

Longinus’, to ‘pretend to shew from them, that the greatest Sublimity is to be deriv’d 

from Religious Ideas’, concluding that ‘Modern Poetry as miserably as it is fallen 

from the Dignity of its original Nature, might gloriously arise and lift up its Head, 

surpassing even that of the Ancients, if the Poets would but constitute their Subjects 

Religious’.87 

The moral seriousness of purpose is what justifies the sublime, leading to the 

eighteenth-century trend for blank verse poems on intellectual and religious subjects. 

Coleridge, who called Milton ‘a sublimer poet than Homer or Virgil’, while asserting 

Milton’s own inferiority to scripture (CL I, pp. 280-281), is thus the inheritor of the 

Whig tradition which substitutes the scriptural for the classical epic. Sublimity was 

not the only marker of poetic freedom. John Milton had declared that his use of blank 

verse for Paradise Lost was ‘an example set, the first in English, of ancient liberty 

recovered to heroic poem from the troublesome and modern bondage of rhyming’, 

thus forging a clear link between political and poetic freedom.88 The blank verse of 

Coleridge’s ‘Religious Musings’, his metaphysical-political-theological mini epic, is 

                                                
85 See Williams, pp. 80-84, 181-184 and Augustan Critical Writing, ed. by Womersley, pp. xxii-xxiv. 
86 John Dennis, ‘The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry’ in The Critical Works of John Dennis, ed. by 
Edward Niles Hooker, 2 vols (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1939), I, pp. 325-373, (pp. 331, 
363-364.) 
87 Ibid., pp. 358-359, 365-6. 
88 John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. by Alastair Fowler, revised 2nd edn (Harlow: Pearson Longman, 
2007), pp. 54-55. 
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implicitly justified as the proper prosodic expression of its apocalyptic and spiritual 

subject. 

There is, however, no absolute separation in the 18th Century between Whig 

poets, writing sublime Miltonic verse celebrating liberty, and Tories, perfecting 

elegant couplets or pessimistic satires. David Hopkins is unconvinced by Williams’s 

idea of a distinct Whig poetics in the late Stuart period, noting that enthusiasm, 

retirement, and a reverence for the Longinian sublime were all also characteristic of 

Dryden’s verse at times.89 The idea of Whig verse is complicated by the tendency, 

which Williams notes, to employ Country rhetoric: ‘The idyll of the man of virtue, 

distant from the corruption and chaos of town, became a way of articulating a critique 

of the government whilst maintaining an appearance of political impartiality.’90 

Gerrard explains that the idea of a clear division between Whig and Tory poetics is far 

too indiscriminate.91 The Miltonic precedent was readily cited by Whig poets and 

critics earlier in the Century, but: 

the theoretical commitment to blank verse was rarely manifested in practice. 
Despite the widespread enthusiasm for ‘unconfin’d’ forms, most Whig poems 
were still written in heroic couplets, and […] the writer who was most 
successful in popularizing blank verse was in fact a Tory poet, John Philips.92 

 
Milton’s legacy remained contested, as conservative poets tried to claim him as the 

forebear of their own nationalist epics, particularly following the French Revolution.93 

According to Williams, ‘The continuing influence of early Whig writing can, 

however, clearly be traced in the poetic style of later writers, and in particular in a 

developing tradition of sublime religious verse’, through the poetry of Aaron Hill and 

                                                
89 David Hopkins, ‘Abigail Williams, Poetry and the Creation of a Whig Literary Culture 1681–1714. 
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Notes and Queries 53.2 (June 2006), pp. 242–245, (pp. 243-244.) 
90 Williams, pp. 74-80. 
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James Thomson. Consequently, ‘It is possible to trace a trajectory of serious elevated 

poetry through from Hill and Thomson to Young’s Night Thoughts (1742–1745), and 

Akenside’s Pleasures of the Imagination (1757).’94 

James Thomson (1700-1748) can be seen as the paradigmatic Whig poet. 

Following Moore, Alan Dugald McKillop describes Thomson’s Liberty, A Poem 

(1735-1736) as a ‘dissident Whig panegyric’.95 Griffin argues that ‘Thomson helped 

establish what were to become familiar elements in the celebrations of British 

greatness of later poets’.96 In Liberty Thomson is explicit about the source of British 

greatness. In ‘The CONTENTS of PART I’, he explains that ‘Liberty’ marks Britain’s 

‘Happiness, arising from Freedom, and a limited Monarchy’.97 Britain is named ‘The 

Land where, King and People equal bound / By guardian Laws, my fullest Blessings 

flow’.98 The contention that the law, rather than the crown, is the ultimate source of 

legitimate power is a fundamentally Whiggish point. Presenting monarch and 

populace as ‘equal bound’ suggests that they are both limited and united ‘By guardian 

Laws’: Britain’s rule of law produces communal feeling in addition to freedom. The 

spirit of ‘Liberty’ further rhapsodizes that ‘In that blest Isle’: 

“There TRUTH, unlicens’d, walks; and dares accost 
“Even Kings themselves, the Monarchs of the Free!” 
“Fix’d on my Rock, There, an indulgent Race 
“O’er BRITONS wield the Scepter of their Choice:99 

 
Thomson frames the British system as one of elective monarchy. By insisting that the 

King rules over Britain through parliamentary ‘Choice’ rather than hereditary right, 

Thomson promulgates a central Whig doctrine. 

                                                
94 William, p. 243-244. 
95 Alan Dugald McKillop, ‘The Background of Thomson’s Liberty’, Rice Institute Pamphlets, 38.2 
(July 1951), p. 11. 
96 Griffin, p. 79. 
97 James Thomson, Liberty, The Castle of Indolence and Other Poems, ed. by James Sambrook 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), p. 41. 
98 Ibid., p. 52, Part I.318-319. 
99 Ibid., p. 54, Part I.362-367. 
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The spirit of Liberty boast of Britain’s improvement on previous civilizations: 

  on BRITANNIA’S Shore 
Now present, I to raise MY Reign began 
By raising the Democracy, the third 
And broadest Bulwark of the guarded State. 
Then was the full the perfect Plan disclos’d 
Of Britain’s matchless Constitution, mixt 
Of mutual checking and supporting Powers, 
King, Lords, and Commons;100 

 
Thomson’s narrative is one of progress, as Britain embraces ‘Democracy’ to improve 

on what had been realised only partially in Rome and then Northern Europe. By 

‘democracy’, Thomson means only the House of Commons: the representation of 

landowners, an elite minority. 

Thomson demonstrates his conservative Whig tendencies by designating the 

contemporary constitutional arrangements as ‘the perfect Plan’. The notion of 

infallibility is suggestive of divine providence. In Thomson’s praise of ‘Of Britain’s 

matchless Constitution, mixt / Of mutual checking and supporting Powers,’ the 

alliteration embodies the ideal arrangement it claims for the nation’s body politic. 

Thomson credits Britain’s political system to the influence of the Saxons.101 

When Coleridge was publishing his poetry, the political context was 

fundamentally different from the early or mid 18th Century; the labels ‘Whig’ and 

‘Tory’ were outdated. The Tories no longer formally existed as a party, although the 

term was an epithet applied to Pitt and his followers. Whig dominance had led to 

factionalism between Pittites, Foxites, Portland Whigs, and others. Nevertheless, their 

cultural values persisted, in part as literary tendencies. Although Thomson, Young, 

and Cowper all enjoyed great popularity in the 1790s, it was the Neoclassical poetry 

of Alexander Pope that best represented the cultural establishment. His tradition of 
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satire could be imitated to ridicule those poets associated with any kind of political 

reform.102 

In the Preface to his 1797 volume, Coleridge defended himself against the 

charge of obscurity: 

A poem […] that impersonates high and abstract truths, like Collins’s Ode on 
the poetical character; claims not to be popular– but should be quitted of 
obscurity […] If any man expect from my poems the same easiness of style 
which he admires in a drinking-song, for him I have not written. (P1797, pp. 
xviii-xix) 

 
Unlike in some of his other odes, the Ode ‘On the Poetical Character’ (1746) does not 

explicitly voice William Collins’s Whig politics.103 However, it depicts a link 

between the imagination and God. By praising its ‘high and abstract truths’, Coleridge 

is responding to the poem as an example of the sublime. Such a characterization of the 

poem’s style, in combination with its sacred subject matter, defines it as culturally 

Whig, a descendent of Dennis’s theories. That Coleridge opposes such style to an 

elegance, which he rejects as being akin to the doggerel of a drinking song, 

demonstrates the enduring opposition between the sublime and the polite, and, 

consequently, the shadow of their attendant politics.  

 

                                                
102 See Lessenich. I do not wish to overstate this point: Neoclassical satire was not always ‘Tory’, in the 
sense of being pro-government and anti-reform, nor were such reviews and poems necessarily political. 
However, the Tory poets of the earlier 18th Century did provide a model of satire, which could be, and 
was, used by poets supportive of the government to discredit opponents poetically, as well as 
politically. The foremost example of this is perhaps ‘The New Morality’ (1798), attacking the ‘Jacobin’ 
poets of the day, which I discuss in Chapter IV. 
103 In the ‘Ode to Liberty’ (1746) Collins celebrates the presence of freedom in various European 
Republics, but there is ‘One holier name’, which is Britain, thus advancing the Whig conception of 
Britain (Thomas Gray; William Collins; Oliver Goldsmith, The Poems of Gray, Collins and Goldsmith, 
ed. by Roger Lonsdale (London: Longmans, Green and Co, 1969), pp. 444-447, ll. 26-63). 
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1.iv 
Coleridge and Akenside 

 
 

 
 
Coleridge’s main connection to this Whig poetic tradition, and particularly to the 

Whig sublime, is through the poetry of Mark Akenside (1721-1770).104 Akenside, 

even more than Collins, connects the imaginative with the divine. His influence on 

Coleridge is demonstrated by the frequency of Coleridge’s references to Akenside 

during this period. Coleridge quotes Akenside three times in his lectures (Lects 1795, 

pp. 3, 13, 53.) In a letter of 13 May 1796 to John Thelwall, Coleridge asked, ‘is not 

Akenside’s a metaphysical poem?’ (CL I, p. 215.), indicating that Akenside’s The 

Pleasures of Imagination (1744) had influenced his own metaphysical poem, 

‘Religious Musings’.105 

The philosophical debt Coleridge owes to Akenside has been documented by 

critics, but in a scattered fashion. Akenside was a rich source of Neoplatonic ideas and 

imagery, especially the concept of an ‘ascent of being’.106 David Vallins suggests 

Biographia Literaria (1817) parallels Akenside’s idea that there is a hierarchy of 

understanding amongst people, that nature’s revelation is selective.107 Akenside 

stimulated Coleridge’s ideas on the imagination, suggesting that its acts are a 

participation in divine creativity, a notion which Jonathan Wordsworth traces as a 

source of Coleridge’s concept of the primary imagination in Biographia Literaria. 

                                                
104 Shaun Irlam explores the influence, on The Pleasures of Imagination, of Dennis’s and Joseph 
Addison’s criticism (Shaun Irlam, Elations: The Poetics of Enthusiasm in Eighteenth-Century Britain 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), pp. 61, 83). 
105 Coleridge refers to Akenside on five occasions in his letters from 1796-1797 (CL I, pp. 215, 230, 
279, 289, 307), but only once thereafter (CL III, p. 361). 
106 David Vallins, ‘Akenside, Coleridge and the Pleasures of Transcendence’ in Mark Akenside: A 
Reassessment, ed. by Robin Dix (London: Associated University Presses, c2000), pp. 156-182, (pp. 
163-166). Nicholas Reid, Coleridge, Form and Symbol: or the Ascertaining Vision (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2006), p. 95. 
107 Vallins, pp. 157-160. 
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The notion of nature as the transcript of the divine language, used by Coleridge in his 

lectures (Lects 1795, p. 94n.), can also be found in Akenside.108  Mary Jacobus details 

Akenside’s explanation of the mind’s interaction with nature as prefiguring 

Coleridge’s and Wordsworth’s understandings.109 James Engell, meanwhile, has 

explained how Akenside’s description of imaginative activity became particularly 

dominant in later discourses of creativity, notably for Coleridge.110 Akenside sees 

beauty as depending upon the imagination.111 It enables a subjective discovery of self 

within the external world of nature, despite claims that this conception of the 

imagination is original to Coleridge and Wordsworth.112  

The political implications of Coleridge drawing so heavily on Akenside’s 

metaphysics have been missed, though.113 As Harriet Devine Jump notes, despite the 

formative importance Akenside had for Coleridge, he is erased as an influence in the 

Biographia Literaria, where the youthful poetic idolatry is reserved for William Lisle 

Bowles and, to a lesser extent, William Cowper. Jump suggests that this was because 

Akenside’s appeal had been due to his republican politics, a youthful ideology which 

the older, more conservative Coleridge wished to suppress.114 Any endorsement of 

Akenside could be seen, by itself, as a radical gesture.  

In Akenside’s Ode ‘To Francis Earl of Huntingdon’ (written 1754), Hastings, 

the Earl, foresees ‘Where empire’s wide establish’d throne / No private master fills: / 

                                                
108 Jonathan Wordsworth, ‘“The infinite I AM’: Coleridge and the Ascent of being” in Coleridge’s 
Imagination: Essays in Memory of Pete Laver, ed. by Richard Gravil, Lucy Newlyn, Nicholas Roe 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 22-52, (pp. 28-29). See also Reid, pp. 83-85. 
109 Jacobus, pp. 53-58.  
110 James Engell, The Creative Imagination: Enlightenment to Romanticism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1981), p. 45. 
111 Vallins, pp. 169-170. 
112 Ibid., pp. 171, 173-174. See also, for example, H. W. Piper, The Active Universe: Pantheism and the 
Concept of Imagination in the English Romantic Poets ([London]: The Athlone Press, University of 
London, 1962), pp. 15-16. 
113 Meehan, p. 41, observes that Coleridge, influenced by Akenside, developed ‘a blend of politics and 
metaphysics far beyond anything that Akenside or his philosophic master had concocted’, but does not 
explain or justify this remark at all. 
114 Jump, pp. 207-208, 212-213, 224. 
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Where, long foretold, the People reigns’.115 ‘long foretold’ merges prophecy with the 

political reformist sentiment, implying Akenside’s politics represent divine will. Until 

this coming of popular sovereignty, the role of Hastings is: 

  to calm and guide 
The swelling democratic tide; 
To watch the state’s uncertain frame, 
And baffle faction’s partial aim: 
But chiefly, with determin’d zeal, 
To quell that servile band, who kneel 
      To freedom’s banish’d foes;116  

 
‘The swelling democratic tide’ appears to herald a transformation of the political 

settlement, widening participation and power. Consequently, Jump reads the poem as 

a public expression of republicanism, which is all the more remarkable in a context of 

Whig thought which sought to limit the monarchy, but never countenanced its 

abolition.117  

Griffin, however, counters Jump’s characterization of Akenside as republican 

and democrat, arguing that ‘in eighteenth-century political language “the People” 

refers not to the entire citizenry, but to “the political nation”– the traditional political 

class who elect the members of the Commons and who participate in government.’ 

Akenside’s characterization of the throne as having ‘no private master’ is a 

celebration of the 1689 settlement, following which the King ‘rules in the name of the 

people and the public good’. In this context, ‘“The swelling democratic tide” is not 

welcomed as a sign of liberation; it is watched closely as a sign of imbalance in 

England’s carefully mixed and balanced constitution’. Hastings, himself a Whig 

aristocrat at the beginnings of his political career, ‘would hardly have welcomed or 
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even countenanced the expression of “republican sentiments”.’ Griffin therefore 

concludes that: 

Akenside’s politics become recognizable as those of a mid-century Whig 
‘Patriot,’ eager to preserve and champion English ‘liberties,’ alert to the 
dangers of an entrenched ministry that ruled, as did Walpole’s, by corruption, 
and impatient to defend British interests abroad by aggressive action against 
Spain and France.118  

 
Furthermore, the lines have a specifically Anti-Jacobite sentiment, following the 

uprising of 1745. Akenside’s ‘servile band’ refers to those who support divine right, 

which Akenside sees as antithetical to freedom.119 It is Hastings’s task, ‘chiefly’, to 

combat Jacobites, meaning that Akenside fundamentally conceives politics within the 

frame of the previous century, of Parliament against absolute monarchy.  

Akenside’s poetics often involve an idealized view of Britain and British 

culture. In the Ode ‘On Leaving Holland’ (1745) Akenside hails his return to his 

native land: ‘Thee, freedom, i rejoin, and bless thy genuine flame, / Great citizen of 

Albion. Thee / Heroic valour still attends’.120 Freedom is depicted as exclusively 

found in Britain and as inculcating honour and bravery there. By referring to Great 

Britain as ‘Albion’, Akenside transforms it into a mythic, idealized version. ‘Albion’ 

is the land ‘where liberty to all is known, / And tells a monarch on his throne, / He 

reigns not but by her preserving voice’.121 Akenside’s conception of Britain’s 

universal freedom is grounded in the idea of limited monarchy, a Whiggish validation 

of the 1689 constitutional settlement. Likewise, in his Ode ‘To the Right Reverend 

Benjamin Lord Bishop of Winchester MDCCLIV’ (first published 1758), Akenside 

apostrophizes, ‘O nurse of freedom, Albion, say, / Thou tamer of despotic sway’.122 

                                                
118 Griffin, pp. 98-102. 
119 Akenside, p. 492, ll. 176-177. Jump, pp. 212-213. See also Adam Rounce, ‘Akenside’s Clamors for 
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 54 

In his ‘Ode To the Honourable Charles Townshend, in the Country, MDCCL’ 

(published 1772), Akenside declares that it:  

    remains, 
 With reason clad in strains 
Of harmony, selected minds to inspire, 
 And virtue’s living fire 
To feed and eternize in hearts like thine.123 

 
Poetry has a political role, it is ‘reason clad in strains / Of harmony’, making the 

intellectual content its essence and the form merely the attractive packaging. The 

purpose of verse is to encourage and sustain those who will rule for the public good. 

However, ‘selected minds’ reveals that Akenside’s politics remain elitist, believing in 

the destiny of particular individuals, rather than the ‘democratic tide’ of the Ode ‘To 

Huntingdon’, to deliver political progress. 

Akenside’s philosophy and aesthetics thus had political implications and by 

utilizing them as reference points, Coleridge created his own political poetics. As an 

epigraph for ‘A Moral and Political Lecture’, in 1795, Coleridge quotes the lines from 

Akenside’s Ode ‘To Huntingdon’ which begin ‘to calm and guide, / The swelling 

democratic tide’ despite the very different context. Coleridge uses it to preface a 

lecture which is concerned with the identification of Coleridge’s ‘thinking and 

disinterested Patriots’ and their education of the masses in order to reach equality, 

while avoiding the terrible events that followed the French Revolution (Lects 1795, 

pp. 5-13). The specific condemnation of Jacobite sympathizers becomes a more 

general criticism of those trying to prevent the expected progress towards liberty and 

equality. Akenside’s original is referring to Hastings’s destiny in political office, and 

hence is a defence of Whig parliamentary democracy. Coleridge’s use of the lines in a 

differing context changes their emphasis. Akenside is concerned primarily ‘to calm 

                                                
123Akenside, p. 317, ll. 45-50. 
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and guide / The swelling democratic tide’, reducing its potential to threaten the 

established liberty of Britain. Coleridge, by contrast is more concerned with how to 

‘guide / The swelling democratic tide’, utilizing the sovereignty of the people to bring 

about significant social change. Coleridge is able to appropriate Whiggish optimism 

to support a further reaching, if vaguely defined, political transformation. By affixing 

Akenside’s words to his lecture, he claims to be a better embodiment of the values 

they profess than was Akenside himself. 

In Coleridge’s lecture, these ‘thinking and disinterested Patriots’ understand 

that ‘vice originates not in the man, but in the surrounding circumstances; not in the 

heart, but in the understanding;’ and each member ‘views with naked eye the eternal 

form of universal beauty.’ (Lects 1795, pp. 12-13) The ‘eternal form’ indicates the 

Neoplatonic underpinnings of Coleridge’s political thought at this stage. It resembles 

The Pleasures of Imagination, where Akenside offers a divine invocation, which 

conceives existence before the creation of the world: ‘Then liv’d th’ almighty ONE: 

then, deep-retir’d / In his unfathom’d essence, view’d at large / The forms eternal of 

created things’.124 In Akenside’s conception, the ‘forms’ of things predate their 

matter; the ideal is anterior to the real. The fact they are ‘eternal’ establishes these 

forms as the true existence, immutable and thus liberated from the contingencies of 

time and place. 

Immediately after describing the ‘thinking and disinterested Patriots’, 

Coleridge quotes two sections from The Pleasures of Imagination (Lects 1795, p. 

13).125 These quotations indicate that Akenside is a major source of Coleridge’s 

Neoplatonism and that Coleridge adopts the connections Akenside draws between 

metaphysics, aesthetics, the role of nature and political morality.  

                                                
124 Akenside, p. 93, Book I.64-66. 
125 Akenside, pp. 95-96, Book I.151-169, p. 153, Book III.615-629. 
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In the first quotation, Akenside asks why man is: 

ordain’d 
Thro’ life and death to dart his piercing eye,  
With thoughts beyond the limit of his frame; 
But that th’ Omnipotent might send him forth 
[…] To hold his course unfalt’ring, while the voice 
Of truth and virtue, up the steep ascent 
Of nature, calls him to his high reward, 
Th’ applauding smile of heav’n?126  

 
Furthermore, he asks, ‘wherefore darts the mind, / With such resistless ardour to 

embrace / Majestic forms’?127 The question recalls Longinus’s assertion that humanity 

has an inherent desire ‘for every thing that was most great and divine’.128 Akenside’s 

investigation of the ‘steep ascent / Of nature’ has its ultimate aim as the 

comprehension of ‘Majestic forms’, for the physical to lead to comprehension of the 

immaterial.129 Akenside establishes a teleology of human mental processes: ‘ordain’d’ 

and ‘resistless ardour’ indicate that the search for the higher reality is innate, and thus 

the desire itself becomes evidence of the existence of the Platonic world of forms. 

This Neoplatonic ascent of being is guided by ‘the voice / Of truth and virtue’: 

metaphysical speculation is thus directly linked with moral improvement, divinely 

sanctioned by the ‘high reward, / Th’ applauding smile of heav’n’. 

Coleridge incorporated the great scale of being into ‘Religious Musings’: 

   And blest are they, 
Who in this fleshly World, the elect of Heaven, 
Their strong eye darting through the deeds of Men 
Adore with steadfast unpresuming gaze 
Him Nature’s Essence, Mind, and Energy! 
And gazing, trembling, patiently ascend 
Treading beneath their feet all visible things 

                                                
126 Akenside, pp. 95-96, Book I.152-155, 163-166. 
127 Akenside, p. 96, Book I.169-171. 
128 Longinus, p. 104-105. 
129 There are parallels with the poetry of James Thomson, which is deistic. He depicts nature as a 
‘volume’ to be read, speaking of God’s presence (James Thomson, Liberty, pp. 68-69, Part II.185-196), 
and also references the idea of a chain of beings, with thoughts leading ultimately towards God (ibid., 
p. 75, l. 69, James Thomson, The Seasons, ed. by James Sambrook (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), p. 
76, l. 334, pp. 140-142, ll. 1758-1805, p. 232, ll. 603-608). However, these concepts are much more 
prominent and developed in Akenside’s verse. 
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As steps, that upward to their Father’s throne 
Lead gradual– else nor glorified nor loved. 

(P1796, p. 143, ll. 56-64) 
 
The ‘darting’ eye of the ‘elect’ recalls Akenside’s use of the same verb, twice, to 

describe the eye and mind of humanity penetrating into the real essence of creation, 

and further connects them with the ‘thinking and disinterested patriots’ of the lecture, 

whose qualities Coleridge illustrates by quoting the lines of Akenside. In ‘Religious 

Musings’ the Neoplatonic ascent is formulated by Coleridge as the transition from the 

material world of ‘visible things’ to the incorporeal world of ‘Nature’s Essence, Mind, 

and Energy!’, which, all being descriptors of God, are seeming synonyms for the 

immaterial. Thus is left behind the ‘fleshly world’, an adjective which combines the 

meanings of material and sinful, thus aligning the progress of metaphysical 

understanding with that of Christian morality. Edmund Burke claimed that the 

sensations of approaching infinity, of perceiving power, or of being struck by vast 

dimensions, are all causes of the sublime.130 Coleridge aspires to sublimity by evoking 

the supersensible as an experience of the infinite. When he describes the elect as 

‘Treading beneath their feet all visible things’, they appear to transcend all physical 

limitations and are rendered hugely powerful.  

Akenside’s conclusion to the poem (partially quoted by Coleridge after 

describing his patriots in ‘A Moral and Political Lecture’) summarizes his argument. 

In the sublimely inspired individual, the imagination: 

   appeals to nature, to the winds 
And rowling waves, the sun’s unwearied course, 
The elements and seasons: all declare 
For what th’ eternal maker has ordain’d 
The pow’rs of man: we feel within ourselves 
His energy divine: he tells the heart, 
He meant, he made us to behold and love 

                                                
130 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 
ed. by Paul Guyer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), pp. 52-53, 59-60. 
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What he beholds and loves, the general orb 
Of life and being; to be great like him, 
Beneficent and active. Thus the men 
Whom nature’s works can charm, with GOD himself 
Hold converse; grow familiar, day by day, 
With his conceptions, act upon his plan; 
And form to his, the relish of their souls.131 

 
Akenside’s theory stresses the divine purpose of the imagination, and the connection 

between godliness and emotional intelligence. God’s communication is through the 

‘heart’ rather than the mind; Akenside encourages a politics of subjective feeling. The 

imagination inspires man to be ‘Beneficent and active’ like Him, thus justifying the 

active politics with which the young Coleridge engaged. The result of engagement 

with ‘nature’ is that those who do so (in the final four and a half lines of the poem 

which Coleridge does not include in his quotation) ‘with GOD himself / Hold 

converse; grow familiar, day by day, / With his conceptions, act upon his plan’. 

Nature worship becomes intellectualized, via Neoplatonism, as knowing God’s will to 

enable moral behaviour. Akenside claims divine sanction for his particular politics.  

As Engell explains, in Akenside’s thinking, the imagination is ‘the hinge 

connecting experience and perception with moral judgment’ and thus ‘artistic, 

philosophic and religious concepts […] depend completely upon the imagination for 

their activity and conviction.’132Akenside presents moral perception as a development 

of the spontaneous response to natural beauty, which is equated with the desire to 

emulate heroic political forebears: 

The living fountains in itself contains 
Of beauteous and sublime: here hand in hand, 
Sit paramount the Graces; […] 
Look then abroad thro’ nature, to the range 
Of planets, suns, and adamantine spheres 
Wheeling unshaken thro’ the void immense; 
And speak, O man! does this capacious scene 

                                                
131 Akenside, p. 153, Book III.620-33. 
132 Engell, p. 42. 
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With half that kindling majesty dilate 
Thy strong conception, as when Brutus rose 
Refulgent from the stroke of Caesar’s fate, 
Amid the croud of patriots; and his arm 
Aloft extending, like eternal Jove 
When guilt brings down the thunder, call’d aloud 
On Tully’s name, and shook his crimson steel, 
And bade the father of his country, hail! 
For lo! the tyrant prostrate on the dust, 
And Rome again is free?133 

 
Akenside begins with an assertion of the self’s capacity to recognize the ‘beauteous 

and sublime’: aesthetic experience is subjective, and yet is provoked through 

contemplation of ‘nature’, particularly on a cosmic scale, which, in its emphasis on 

immensity and grandeur, exemplifies the sublime. Akenside then suggests that such 

sights have but ‘half the kindling majesty’ of Brutus’s assassination of Caesar. 

Akenside aestheticizes the event in order to moralize and politicize the perception of 

beauty. Brutus is among a ‘croud of patriots’ and thus embodies virtuous 

republicanism. The lines make moral sympathy and patriotism the natural results of 

the development of an aesthetic sense.  

By drawing on Akenside’s aesthetics, Coleridge suggests an allegiance to, or 

an identification with, oppositional politics. By utilizing this construction of a 

relationship between the imagination, beauty, politics, and metaphysics, he is 

presenting a similar ideal to Akenside’s. The modification that Coleridge makes to 

Akenside is to accept his linking of moral wisdom and political action with inspiration 

from nature, while rejecting his idea that the greatest virtues manifest themselves in 

traditional heroism or Whig patriotism. Rather, as I shall discuss later in this chapter, 

‘Religious Musings’ reappropriates the Whig sublime and utilizes the Neoplatonic 

tradition in Akenside’s manner to promote Coleridge’s religious-political vision of 

how society may be transformed. 

                                                
133 Akenside, pp. 105-106, Book II.482-484, 487-500. 
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1.v 
Discourses of Enthusiasm 

 
 

 
 
In a letter of September 18th 1794, to Southey, Coleridge writes rapturously: 

 
Pantisocracy — O I shall have such a scheme of it! My head, my heart are all 
alive — I have drawn up my arguments in battle array — they shall have the 
Tactician Excellence of the Mathematician with the Enthusiasm of the Poet — 
The Head shall be the Mass — the Heart the fiery Spirit, that fills, informs, 
and agitates the whole– (CL I, p. 103) 

 
Coleridge conceives of Pantisocracy as uniting the ‘head’ and the ‘heart’, or the 

rational and the emotional. He is not simply incorporating man’s emotional self into 

his plans for a perfected society, but indicating his willingness to meld philosophical 

with poetic sources to synthesize a political creed.  

The ‘Enthusiasm of the Poet’ looks to Coleridge’s eighteenth-century poetic 

inheritance. John Dennis had advanced a theory of poetry in which the most elevated 

kind is explained as exciting ‘enthusiastic passion’.134 He was followed by Thomson, 

who, in his preface to Winter (1726, revised as part of The Seasons, first edition 

1730), presented his poem on the basis that, ‘I know no Subject more elevating, more 

amusing; more ready to awake the poetical Enthusiasm, the philosophical Reflection, 

and the moral Sentiment, than the Works of Nature.’135 As with Coleridge discoursing 

on Pantisocracy, there is an identification of poetic loftiness with intellectual 

profundity. 

‘Enthusiasm’ was a contentious term throughout the 18th Century, though, 

suggesting dangerous subjective self-absorption that distorted feeling and experience. 

As Jon Mee explains, the concern was that ‘Reason was incapable of distinguishing 

                                                
134 Dennis, pp. 338-340. 
135 James Thomson, Seasons, p. 305. 
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between true and false sensations, and indeed was itself only a slave to the passions’, 

raising the possibility of the reasoning mind being overwhelmed by sensations, 

causing a ‘delirium’.136 In his Dictionary, Samuel Johnson provided three definitions 

of enthusiasm: ‘A vain belief of private revelation; a vain confidence of divine favour 

of communication’, ‘Heat of imagination; violence of passion; confidence of opinion’, 

and ‘Elevation of fancy; exaltation of ideas.’137 A poetic defence of enthusiasm, such 

as by Dennis or Thomson related, primarily, to Johnson’s third definition, but could 

easily suggest the crazed fanaticism of the first definition to political opponents. For 

Coleridge to draw on poetry for politics was to risk being seen as an enthusiast of the 

first kind, also. 

Historically, the idea of enthusiasm had been used as a way of criticizing 

Whig poetry. Williams explains that ‘Tory writers developed a circular argument 

within which all Puritans/Nonconformists were bad poets, so all bad poets must be 

Nonconformists and enthusiasts. This inverted logic retained credence despite’ 

becoming ‘ever less appropriate to Whig literary culture as the decades went on.’138 

Dennis’s theories gave these attacks some justification. 

Shaun Irlam contends that: 

During the eighteenth century, the concept of Enthusiasm became softer. It 
was progressively aestheticized and translated into poetic conceit, becoming 
more an image-reservoir and (until Wesley) less a contentious political and 
social phenomenon.139 

 
Nevertheless, it retained a threatening potential. The Tory attack on enthusiasm 

gained renewed relevance in the 1790s, when the French Revolution revived debates 

                                                
136 Mee, Romanticism, Enthusiasm, pp. 37-83. 
137 ‘Enthusiasm’ in Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language: in which the words are 
deduced from their originals, and illustrated in their different significations by examples from the best 
writers. To which are prefixed, a history of the language, and an English grammar, 2 vols (London: 
printed by W. Strahan, for J. and P. Knapton; T. and T. Longman; C. Hitch and L. Hawes; A. Millar; 
and R. and J. Dodsley, 1755-1756). 
138 Williams, p. 27. 
139 Irlam, p. 57. 
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about the key political events of the 17th Century: the regicide, the Restoration and the 

Glorious Revolution. Burke repeatedly describes Price and the supporters of the 

French Revolution as ‘enthusiasts’.140 Mee explains that Burke’s attack on Richard 

Price’s sermon, which forms the basis of Reflections, is intended to raise the spectres 

of the Dissenting radical preachers of the 17th Century, to attack reformers both ‘as 

cold system-builders, cut off from feeling and experience by “the nakedness and 

solitude of metaphysical abstraction”’, and ‘as the over-zealous heirs of the fifth 

monarchy men and other sectarian enthusiasts of the seventeenth century’. 141 

Within this frame, Coleridge’s position was precarious. His religious opinions 

were dissenting, making it far easier to equate him with the dangerous enthusiasm of 

17th Century puritan revolutionaries. His political and literary values could thus 

accordingly be attacked as enthusiastic. 

In Reflections Burke characterizes the difference between the British and 

French systems starkly. The British ‘have chosen our nature rather than our 

speculations, our breasts rather than our inventions, for the great conservatories and 

magazines of our rights and privileges.’142 For Burke, the success of a constitution is 

the result of its ‘fixed form […] whose merits are confirmed by the solid test of long 

experience’. By contrast, the French revolutionaries base their new government on 

‘the rights of man’, which Burke labels the ‘clumsy subtilty of their political 

metaphysics.’143 Burke sees the political conflict as being between emotional 

associations (which are inherited or bred) on the one hand, and metaphysical 

speculation on the other, which revives the enthusiastic spirit of Republican 

revolutionaries. 

                                                
140 See, for example, Burke, Reflections, pp. 17, 58, 65, 72-73, 84, 149, 191. 
141 Mee. Romanticism, Enthusiasm, pp. 86-87. 
142 Ibid., p. 35. 
143 Ibid., p. 58. 
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Burke criticizes the revolutionaries because they seek to found social 

structures on natural, rather than inherited, rights. Burke’s theory is frequently based 

on a Whiggish appeal to precedent: 

In the famous law of the 3rd of Charles I, called the Petition of Right, the 
parliament says to the king, ‘Your subjects have inherited this freedom’, 
claiming their franchises not on abstract principles ‘as the rights of men’, but 
as the rights of Englishmen, and as a patrimony derived from their forefathers. 
Selden and the other profoundly learned men who drew this Petition of Right 
[…] preferred this positive, recorded, hereditary title to all which can be dear 
to the man and the citizen, to that vague speculative right which exposed their 
sure inheritance to be scrambled for and torn to pieces by every wild, litigious 
spirit.144 

  
Burke justifies his preference for hereditary ahead of speculative rights as one of 

political pragmatism. Such a ‘patrimony’ is ‘positive, recorded, hereditary’, a trio of 

adjectives connoting the security of open, customary law, which makes the rights 

contained within ‘sure’. By contrast, the speculative right is ‘vague’ and ‘exposed’, 

lacking the precision and protection necessary for the rule of law. Consequently, it is 

‘scrambled for and torn to pieces by every wild, litigious spirit’. In seeking to 

establish society upon man’s rationality, the revolutionaries ironically create a system 

which encourages humanity’s most selfish, vicious, and bestial instincts. 

The concept of ‘a people inheriting privileges, franchises, and liberties from a 

long line of ancestors’, enables Burke to analogize political power structures with 

familial affection: 

In this choice of inheritance we have given to our frame of polity the image of 
a relation in blood, binding up the constitution of our country with our dearest 
domestic ties, adopting our fundamental laws into the bosom of our family 
affections, keeping inseparable and cherishing with the warmth of all their 
combined and mutually reflected charities our state, our hearths, our 
sepulchres, and our altars.145 

 

                                                
144 Burke, Reflections, p. 32. 
145 Ibid., pp. 33-34. 
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For Burke, the nation is but a larger family. He figures Britain’s social structures as an 

extension of domestic arrangements. To restructure the political sphere is to 

misunderstand and to attack the familial one. Burke’s metaphor of the constitution as 

having ‘the image of a relation in blood’ resonates because he is able to present the 

enthusiasts for rights as not understanding normal feeling and sentimental ties.  

Burke’s analysis frames an opposition between social harmony and the 

demands of the revolutionary. Coleridge, I argue, responds to this criticism by seeking 

to found a political system on a conception of benevolence, as I discuss below. 

Enthusiasm was seen as opposed to the culture of sensibility which idealized the 

effect of domestic affections within a tender familial arrangement.146 Coleridge roots 

his conception of benevolence in recognizable domestic affection: a means both of 

tempering the excesses of enthusiasm and warming the impassivity of a detached 

rationalism. Coleridge thereby demonstrates his understanding of the familial bonds 

upon which Burkean civil society depends.  

 
 

                                                
146 Mee, Romanticism, Enthusiasm, p. 50. 
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1.vi 
Coleridge’s Response to Godwin 

 
 

 
In October 1794, full of fervour for their plans, Coleridge wrote to Southey that ‘In 

the book of Pantisocracy I hope to have comprised all that is good in Godwin — of 

whom and of whose book I will write more fully in my next letter. (I think not so 

highly of him as you do — and I have read him with the greatest attention — )’ (CL I, 

p. 115). It is slightly difficult to disentangle Coleridge’s true feelings about William 

Godwin from his desire to impress his new friend and deepen their intellectual 

sympathy, but it is clear that Coleridge saw Godwin’s An Enquiry Concerning 

Political Justice (1793) as an important reference point, including much that he 

agreed with, without wishing to accept it wholesale.  

Godwin’s ideas are the antithesis of the organicism of Burke. According to 

him, ‘Truth is in reality single and uniform’.147 A belief in truth as an absolute and 

objective value means that Godwin does not accept individual perceptions or histories 

as valid considerations in the political sphere. As Mee documents, the contemporary 

reaction to Godwin saw him as an enthusiast.148 Burke affirmed that ‘Nothing 

universal can be rationally affirmed on any moral, or any political subject. Pure 

metaphysical abstraction does not belong to these matters. The lines of morality are 

not like the ideal lines of mathematics.’149 Burke ridicules the attempt to treat morality 

as a science, to reduce it to calculation and remove subjective, emotional 

considerations, which is exactly the project on which Godwin embarks. For Godwin, 

unadulterated rationality is the supreme value. He sees reason as the ‘only legislator’ 

                                                
147 William Godwin, Political Justice, 1793 (London: Printed for G. G. J. and J. Robinson, 1793) repr. 
2 vols (Oxford: Woodstock Books, 1992), I, p. 181. All further references are to this edition. 
148 Mee, Romanticism, Enthusiasm, pp. 109-110. 
149 Burke, Appeal, p. 19. 



 66 

of mankind and society ‘can only declare that, which the nature of things has already 

decreed’.150 Consulting reason will lead to a person ‘seeing every thing in its true light 

and estimating it at its intrinsic value’ and thus find virtue.151 Benevolence for 

Godwin is thus a rational perception of virtue, understanding the positive 

consequences of altruistic action.  

In the ‘Introductory Address’ to Conciones ad Populum (January-February 

1795) Coleridge compares ‘the majority of Democrats’ to infidels, failing to 

appreciate the virtues of that which they criticize because they are ‘contemplating 

truth and justice “in the nakedness of abstraction”’ (Lects 1795, p. 37). Coleridge’s 

quotation marks indicate a borrowing, presumably from Burke’s dismissal of 

considering a topic ‘as it stands stripped of every relation, in all the nakedness and 

solitude of metaphysical abstraction.’152 Thus Coleridge acknowledges the justness of 

Burke’s criticisms. 

In his 1795 lectures, Coleridge offers a Burkean critique of Godwin’s 

philosophy, utilizing the ideas of David Hartley, detailed in Observations on Man 

(1749), to provide an alternative.153 Burke asserts that ‘On the principles of this 

mechanic philosophy, our institutions can never be embodied, if I may use the 

expression, in persons, so as to create in us love, veneration, admiration, or 

attachment.’154 In ‘Lecture III on Revealed Religion’ Coleridge supports this criticism 

as applied to Godwin. He refers to Political Justice as ‘a book popular among the 

professed Friends of civil Freedom’, which ‘builds without a foundation, proposes an 

                                                
150 Godwin, I, p. 166. 
151 Ibid., p. 363. 
152 Burke, Reflections, pp. 7-8. 
153 Leask, p. 5, argues that ‘the political ideology of Coleridge and his circle used the language of 
custom and affection against Paine and Godwin’s interpretation of reason, but towards radical ends 
profoundly opposed to the Burke of Reflections.’ Paul Magnuson also notes the similarity of Burke’s 
and Coleridge’s arguments, but he does not connect Coleridge’s thinking with Hartley. See Magnuson, 
Reading, p. 82. 
154 Burke, Reflections, p. 28. 
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end without establishing the means, and discovers a total ignorance of that obvious 

fact in human nature that in virtue and in knowledge we must be infants and be 

nourished’ (Lects 1795, p. 164). Coleridge develops, even repeats part of, the 

criticism he advanced, when revising ‘A Moral and Political Lecture’ as the 

‘Introductory Address’ to Conciones ad Populum, that ‘general Benevolence is 

begotten and rendered permanent by social and domestic affections. Let us beware of 

that proud Philosophy, which affects to inculcate Philanthropy while it denounces 

every home-born feeling by which it is produced and nurtured.’ (Lects 1795, p. 

162)155 Behind this claim lies Hartley’s Observations, which notes that ‘Persons in the 

near Relations of Life, Benefactors, Dependents, and Enemies, seem to have, in most 

Cases, a prior Claim to Strangers. For the general Benevolence arises from our 

Cultivation of these particular Sources of it.’156 

Coleridge further claims that ‘the Love of our Friends, parents and neighbours 

lead[s] us to the love of our Country to the love of all Mankind.’ (Lects 1795, p. 163) 

Coleridge expressed similar sentiments in one of his letters to Southey, arguing that 

‘The ardour of private Attachments makes Philanthropy a necessary habit of the Soul. 

I love my Friend– such as he is, all mankind are or might be!’ (CL I, p. 86) Coleridge 

is affirming the main conclusion of Hartley’s system: that the cultivation of the right 

associations will lead, through various stages, to benevolence and love of God, that 

‘we are led by the Love of good Men to that of God, and back again by the Love of 

God to that of all his Creatures in and through him’.157 This idea aligns with Burke’s 

writing; Burke explains the process of establishing a viable polity, whereby ‘To be 

                                                
155 Colmer, pp. 41-42, suggests that Coleridge had not read Godwin properly, and that criticisms such 
as these could have been acquired second hand. 
156 David Hartley, Observations on Man, His Frame, His Duty and His Expectations: In Two Parts, 2nd 
edn, 2 vols (London: printed by S. Richardson; for James Leake and Wm. Frederick, Booksellers in 
Bath: and sold by Charles Hitch and Stephen Austen, Booksellers in London, 1749), II, p. 294. 
157 Ibid., p. 283. 
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attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the 

first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections. It is the first link in the series 

by which we proceed toward a love to our country and to mankind.’158 Burke frames 

the difference between the British and the French as being between those who 

embrace the familiar, and therefore familial affections, and those who banish them 

entirely.  

Coleridge’s mission, then, in seeking to found a political system on a 

conception of benevolence, is to guard against charges of both enthusiasm and 

unfeeling rationalism. Consequently, he roots his conception of benevolence, under a 

Hartleian scheme of moral progress, in recognizable domestic affection: a means both 

of tempering the excesses of enthusiasm and warming the impassivity of a detached 

rationalism. Coleridge’s poetry is indebted to the sentimental verse of William Lisle 

Bowles (1762-1850). This influence associates Coleridge’s poems with tender British 

feeling rather than the more radical passions of the French.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
158 Burke, Reflections, pp. 46-47. 
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1.vii 
Bowles and Coleridge’s Politics of Sentiment 

 
 

 
 
The culture of sentiment had a politicized history. Whig politics had evolved in the 

early 18th Century to include a project of the reformation of manners, promoted by 

Joseph Addison and Richard Steele in their periodicals.159 In the 1790s the culture of 

sentiment was dominant and provided the context within which Burke placed his 

polemic. Burke’s lament for the lost age of chivalry in his Reflections contains an 

enumeration of the qualities which have perished: 

The unbought grace of life, the cheap defence of nations, the nurse of manly 
sentiment and heroic enterprise, is gone! It is gone, that sensibility of 
principle, that chastity of honour which felt a stain like a wound, which 
inspired courage whilst it mitigated ferocity, which ennobled whatever it 
touched, and under which vice itself lost half its evil by losing all its 
grossness.160  

 
Burke’s ‘manly sentiment’ is recalled by the terminology Coleridge used to praise 

Bowles. In 1794, Coleridge’s first version of the Sonnet to Bowles had a footnote 

praising his ‘manly pathos’.161 In the Biographia Coleridge would emphasize the 

complementary characteristics of Bowles’s verse: ‘so tender, and yet so manly, so 

natural and real, and yet so dignified, and harmonious’ (BL I, p. 17). The older 

Coleridge utilizes a Burkean set of values, where nature, order, concord, decorum, 

and splendour are mutually reinforcing justifications of existing social hierarchy. 

Coleridge was merely reiterating conventional wisdom about Bowles, whose 

verse was reviewed favourably. According to The Critical Review of June 1789, his 

                                                
159 Williams, Whig Literary Culture, pp. 159-161. 
160 Burke, Reflections, p. 76. 
161 S. T. C., ‘Sonnets on Eminent Characters. No. VII. To the Rev. W. L. Bowles’, Morning Chronicle, 
26 December 1794, p. 3. 
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sonnets ‘unite a masculine vigour and correctness’.162 In the same month, The English 

Review, while objecting to the repeated stanza form, proclaimed that ‘The imagery is 

chaste, and the language pure, well chosen, and correct’.163 Six years later, his 

reputation was secure: The British Critic noted his ‘great poetical taste and genius’.164 

The journal’s conservative politics suggests that Bowles was considered exemplary of 

British virtue. 

The reviews Coleridge received distinguished him from Bowles. The English 

Review enumerated various faults in Coleridge’s poetry: ‘a want of correctness and 

polish’, being ‘fond of coining new words, and much too profuse of compound 

epithets’, ‘frequent obscurity’, and ‘a Della Crusca affectation, where passion and 

sentiment are drowned in description’.165 The volume was also criticized for its 

variety, containing ‘contrasts so strikingly opposite, discords so very unharmonious’. 

This judgement was followed by a final paragraph, which noted, ‘It is hardly worth 

mentioning, that Mr. Coleridge is the most violent leveller we have met with, even in 

this age of levelling. Instead of an equal division of property, our poet spurns at all 

property’.166 Although the reference to his politics is represented as tangential to his 

poetry (‘hardly worth mentioning’), the position of the criticism immediately after 

censoring the scope, structure, and style of the volume suggests that the poetics and 

the politics are connected. If Coleridge wants proper taste in constructing verse and its 

collection, it is perhaps unsurprising that his ideas about property and political rights 

are out of all proper proportion, as well.  

                                                
162 ‘Fourteen Sonnets, Elegiac and Descriptive, written during a Tour’, The Critical Review, or, Annals 
of Literature, 67 (June 1789), pp. 504-505, (p. 504.) 
163 ‘Sonnets; written chiefly on picturesque Spots, during a Tour’, English Review, Or, An Abstract of 
English and Foreign Literature, 13 (June 1789), pp. 465-466, (p. 465.) 
164 ‘Sonnets (third Edition) with other Poems, by W. L. Bowles, A. M. late of Trinity College, Oxford’, 
The British Critic, 5 (February 1795), p. 173. 
165 ‘Poems on various Subjects, by S. T. Coleridge, late of Jesus College, Cambridge’, English Review, 
28 (August 1796), pp. 172-175 (pp. 173-174.) 
166 Ibid., p. 175. 
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It was only the liberal press that gave Coleridge’s poetry favourable notice. 

Although The Critical Review made some similar criticisms to The English Review, it 

was positive overall about Coleridge’s poems, describing the ‘Effusions’ as ‘in 

general very beautiful’.167 The overall favourability might be ascribed to political 

approval. The Critical Review noted the ‘enthusiastic love of liberty’ which animated 

his poetry, a double-edged compliment.168 While a testament to Coleridge’s energy 

and intensity, it is also suggestive of the excessive subjectivity of self-absorption and 

detachment from reality: the same charge that was both an aesthetic and ideological 

criticism of Whig and radical voices throughout the past century.169 

Similarly, The Monthly Review argued that Coleridge’s ‘powers lay towards 

those loftier displays of the art which consist in boldness and novelty of conception, 

strength of figure, and sublimity of sentiment’.170 Coleridge is thus defended in 

Whiggish terms: he may not observe all the niceties of normal poetic decorum, but he 

has an unbridled poetic potency, which is justified because it is appreciated using 

different aesthetic criteria, that of the sublime. The subject and manner of ‘Religious 

Musings’ place it ‘at the very top on the scale of sublimity’, but it is also ‘Often 

obscure, uncouth, and verging to extravagance, but generally striking and impressive 

to a supreme degree, it exhibits that ungoverned career of fancy and feeling which 

equally belongs to the poet and the enthusiast.’171 The Monthly Review thus reminds 

readers of the connection between the poet and the enthusiast, admitting the 

                                                
167 ‘Poems on various Subjects, by S. T. Coleridge, late of Jesus College, Cambridge’, The Critical 
Review, or Annals of Literature, Ser. 2, 17 (June 1796), pp. 209-212, (pp. 209-210.) 
168 Ibid., p. 209. 
169 See also ‘Poems on various Subjects, by S. T. Coleridge, late of Jesus College, Cambridge’, The 
Analytical Review: or, History of Literature, 23.6 (June 1796), pp. 610-612, (pp. 610, 612.) For a fuller 
account of the reviews, see Everest, pp. 139-143. 
170 ‘Poems on Various Subjects, by S. T. Coleridge, late of Jesus College, Cambridge’, Monthly 
Review, or, Literary Journal, 20 (June 1796), pp. 194-199 (pp. 194-195.) 
171 Ibid., p. 197. 
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possibility that Coleridge belongs in the latter category. There is a recognition that his 

verse is potentially subversive theologically, philosophically, and politically. 

 Coleridge’s continued use of a Bowles, as a cultural touchstone, was useful. 

Not only might it increase his popularity, but it would enable him to subvert the 

politics of his culture. He could regulate his enthusiasm through accepted poetic 

sentiment, while radicalizing socially acceptable poetic forms. 

The first version of Coleridge’s sonnet ‘To Bowles’, published in the Morning 

Chronicle, focuses on the sympathetic potential of Bowles’s work. For the speaker, 

reading the poems ‘Wak’d in me Fancy, Love, and Sympathy’, providing not only 

imaginative growth, but moral improvement, as he then lives ‘not callous to a 

Brother’s pains’.172 As Carl Woodring observes, with ‘the inclusion of “Sympathy” 

[…] Coleridge attributed to Bowles the awakening of his busiest political emotion’. 

Thus the first version of the sonnet projects Bowles’s poetry as the basis for 

Coleridge’s politics.173 Coleridge explains that ‘Thy kindred lays an healing solace 

lent’.174 The poems are ‘kindred’, presumably in the sense that they articulate a 

feeling which Coleridge shares and that, consequently, they seem able to sympathize 

with him, thereby ameliorating his condition. 

Coleridge praised, in his introduction to the 1797 edition of his poems, the 

potential of sonnets. Those are:  

most exquisite, in which moral Sentiments, Affections or Feelings, are 
deduced from, and associated with, the scenery of Nature. Such compositions 
generate a habit of thought highly favourable to delicacy of character. They 
create a sweet and indissoluble union between the intellectual and material 
world. 
 (P1797, pp. 71-72) 

 

                                                
172 S. T. C., ‘To the Rev. W. L. Bowles’, Morning Chronicle, 26 December 1794, p. 3. 
173 Woodring, pp. 106-107. 
174 S. T. C., ‘To the Rev. W. L. Bowles’, Morning Chronicle, 26 December 1794, p. 3. 
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This definition stresses the sentimental aspect of the poems, the subjective response of 

the poet. Bowles is mentioned by Coleridge for the superiority of his sonnets (p. 72). 

The sonnet is envisaged as providing a moral and emotional education. Bowles is thus 

depicted as the ideal poet, able to merge the internal and external worlds.  

Bowles’s sonnets demonstrate the process of sympathy working, providing a 

guide for a reader’s sentimental response, as the natural environment mirrors the 

speaker’s sufferings. In ‘To the River Wensbeck’, the eponymous stream is ‘In 

fancy’s ear still making plaintive song’, while from the wind the speaker thinks he 

hears ‘meek sorrow’s plaint, reclin’d / O’er the forsaken tomb of one she lov’d!’175 

The pathetic fallacy is eased by the recognition of human projection, that the 

existence of a kindred unhappiness in the natural world exists only ‘In fancy’s ear’. 

The description of the wind verges on the parodic: the adjective ‘meek’ intensifies the 

mawkish pathos in combination with the near tautology of ‘sorrow’s plaint’. The 

image of the wind, personified as sorrow, mourning a lover can appear ridiculous due 

to its obvious function as a surrogate for the speaker. Yet this ostentatious display of 

emotion, of naked self-pity, becomes restorative. In ‘To the River Tweed’, the speaker 

observes the effect of the Tweed upon a stranger: ‘The murmurs of thy wand’ring 

wave below / Seem to his ear the pity of a friend.’176 The ‘pity’ testifies to the 

kindness of the natural world, and being identified with ‘a friend’, the river responds 

to the isolation of the speaker by performing the sympathetic social function of other 

people.  

For Bowles, the sympathy of nature ennobles the speaker’s own attitude so 

that in the untitled ‘Sonnet VII’, he is able, when addressing ‘Evening’, to ‘think of 

                                                
175 William Lisle Bowles, Sonnets, Written Chiefly on Picturesque Spots, During a Tour, by the 
Reverend W. L. Bowles, A. B. of Trinity College, Oxford, 2nd edn (Bath: printed and sold by R. 
Cruttwell; sold also by C. Dilly, Poultry, London; and J. Rann, Oxford, 1789), p. 16. 
176 Ibid., p. 15. 
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those that have no friend’ and thus ‘wander ’mid thy lonely haunts / Unseen’.177 The 

adjective ‘lonely’ is transferred from the wanderers to the evening itself, as the 

speaker replicates the projection of their isolation onto the environment, thus 

revealing his own empathy with their situation. They are nominally ‘Unseen’, so the 

notice of the speaker indicates the generosity of his imaginative act. Solipsism has 

been transformed into generous sympathy. 

Bowles often represents sensibility with personified abstractions. ‘Sonnet II. 

At Bamborough Castle’ concerns an institution dedicated to providing relief to 

shipwrecked sailors, which is inhabited by ‘Charity’ and ‘Pity’, while, in ‘On Mr 

Howard’s Account of Lanzarettos’, John Howard is chosen by ‘Mercy’ and for the 

sake of ‘Charity’ ‘will bear / Hardship, and cope with peril and with care’, more in the 

mould of a knight errant than a social reformer.178 Similarly, ‘Verses Inscribed to his 

Grace the Duke of Leeds, and Other Promoters of the Philanthropic Society’ begins 

by asking who will help when ‘Want’ is threatening ‘helpless Infancy’.179 The answer 

is that ‘Charity’ and ‘Compassion’ respond, offering the orphans kindness and love.180 

With his consistent personification, Bowles presents the culture of sentiment as more 

than simply fine feeling, but as powerful forces which can direct human action to 

important, practical, and even sacred, ends. The promoters of the charity ‘by pure 

compassion taught, / Have wept o’er human sorrow […] To life and light the 

speechless Orphan led;’ a deed which ‘Approving spirits of the just behold!’181 The 

expression of sentiment through the medium of tears is combined with effective and 

pious action: ‘life and light’ deliberately evokes the promise of the Resurrection, 

                                                
177 Ibid., p. 17. 
178 William Lisle Bowles, Sonnets, (Third Edition) with Other Poems, by the Rev. W. L. Bowles, A. M. 
Late Of Trinity College, Oxford. (Bath: printed by R. Cruttwell: and sold by C. Dilly, Poultry, London, 
1794), pp. 4, 49-50. 
179 Ibid., pp. 82-84. 
180 Ibid., pp. 87-88. 
181 Ibid., p. 90. 



 75 

which is why supernatural congratulation is asserted by Bowles. The result is that 

‘new virtues’ are inculcated in the objects of this charity: ‘Modesty’, ‘Industry’, 

‘Labour’, ‘Contentment’, ‘Love’ and ‘Piety’.182 The Philanthropic Society is seen as 

not merely relieving distress, but actually shaping a new and more morally healthy 

community.  

Consequently, the sensibility of Bowles’s poem can be read as endorsing 

radical politics. This is because sensibility was, in Chris Jones’s succinct formulation, 

‘a Janus-faced concept.’183 The appeal to ‘natural feelings’ could support a deeply 

conservative ideology, which reinforced the existing patriarchal and hierarchical 

power structures by claiming that they were the extension of ‘partial affections’ and 

natural familial feelings. However, the other side ‘saw social goals as the natural end 

of individual action’. This ‘benevolism’ had been developed in the philosophies of the 

Earl of Shaftesbury and Frances Hutcheson earlier in the century.184 

 Jones explains that ‘the two conflicting yet interconnected strands of 

sentimentalist thought were polarized in the confrontation between Burke and Godwin 

over the French Revolution.’185 Thus ‘In espousing principles of the French 

Revolution, radical sensibility politicized ideas which had previously been points of 

debate within the same tradition’ and this is why, in the 1790s, ‘the idea of the 

domestic affections is so strongly charged with conservative force, and universal 

philanthropy considered a dangerously radical propensity […] the exercise of pity and 

compassion can be scanned for its ideological leanings.’186 A poem such as Bowles’s 

‘Verses Inscribed to his Grace the Duke of Leeds, and Other Promoters of the 

Philanthropic Society’ could therefore be a politically contested text. 
                                                
182 Ibid., pp. 90-91. 
183 Chris Jones, Radical Sensibility: Literature and Ideas in the 1790s (London: Routledge, 1993), p. 7. 
184 Ibid., pp. 4, 8-9, 16. 
185 Ibid., p. 23. 
186 Ibid., pp. 101-102. 
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However, Bowles himself appears to have chosen the opposite side from 

Coleridge. The third edition of his poems contained a poem ‘To Mr. Burke’. The 

poem begins in apparently hostile fashion, asking why its subject mourns: 

That fading chivalry displays no more  
Her pomp, and stately tournaments of yore?  
Lo! when Philosophy and Truth advance,  
Scared at their frown, she drops her glittering lance;187 

 
Bowles’s language directly alludes to Bowles’s Reflections, specifically his lament 

that ‘the age of chivalry is gone’.188 It is to this cultural change that Burke attributes 

the French Revolution and the failure of the people to defend the monarch: it is an 

alteration he regards as a perversion of natural feeling. The ‘Philosophy and Truth’ in 

Bowles’s lines are similarly suggestive of the principles of ‘political metaphysics’ 

which Burke opposes.189 Notably, in this edition of the poem, ‘Philosophy and Truth’ 

are two of the few capitalized personifications in the poem, which here indicates their 

greater importance than the weakly presented ‘fading chivalry’. That chivalry is 

characterized as having ‘pomp’ associates it with luxury, superfluity, and the 

superficial. The victory of ‘Philosophy and Truth’ seems not only inevitable, but 

desirable. 

However, this beginning is shown to be merely rhetorical, as Bowles abruptly 

changes tone, declaring ‘No, BURKE! thy heart, by juster feelings led, / Mourns for 

the spirit of high Honour fled’.190 Burke becomes the embodiment of Bowlesian 

emotion, as his political position is justified by reference to the worthiness of his 

‘feelings’. Chivalry is then defended by being recharacterized as ‘high Honour’, 

implying an irreproachable moral code, which is capitalized to assert its laudability. 

Bowles continues that ‘Chivalry’s milder influence shall she still impart / To decorate, 
                                                
187 Bowles, Sonnets, (Third Edition)., p. 111. 
188 Burke, Reflections, p. 76. 
189 Ibid., p. 58. 
190 Bowles, Sonnets, (Third Edition), p. 112. 



 77 

but not disguise the heart’.191 ‘Chivalry’ is now capitalized to reassert its importance. 

It is connected with the natural affection of the ‘heart’, and to ‘decorate’ therefore 

becomes a true association with moral worth, instead of a mere concern with surfaces. 

For Bowles, it ‘does not disguise’: ‘Chivalry’ thus accentuates instead of distorting. 

The ‘milder influence’ also incorporates Burke’s argument that ‘Chivalry’ is 

important to social wellbeing, as otherwise ‘All the pleasing illusions which made 

power gentle and […] incorporated into politics the sentiments which beautify and 

soften private society, are to be dissolved by this new conquering empire of light and 

reason.’192 ‘Milder’ is a loaded word because in the Reflections Burke uses it to 

describe, and thus defend the conduct of, Louis XVI.193 

Bowles acknowledges the criticisms of Burke, that his opponents cry 

‘Champion of unrelenting tyranny, / At Freedom hast thou aim’d the deadly blow, / 

And strove with impious arm to lay her low!’194 This was exactly Coleridge’s view in 

1795. ‘An Answer to the Author of “A Letter to Edward Long Fox, M.D.”’, attributed 

to Coleridge, describes Burke as ‘a mourner of despotism’ and Reflections as the 

‘mausoleum in which he has interred his honest fame’ (Lects 1795, pp. 325, 332). 

Bowles, though, considers Burke as a moral exemplar because ‘We trust thy liberal 

views, thy generous heart’. 195 He is thus constructed as a man of munificence, 

kindness and emotional sympathy: all Bowlesian characteristics. Burke is seen by 

Bowles as the poor man’s friend, since ‘We think of those who, naked, pale, and poor, 

/ Reliev’d and bless’d, have wandered from thy door’.196 Burke becomes in this poem 

a charitable and benevolent figure, who aids the oppressed, the impoverished who are 

                                                
191 Ibid. 
192 Burke, Reflections, p. 77. 
193 Ibid., pp. 30. 
194 Bowles, Sonnets, (Third Edition), p. 113. 
195 Ibid., p. 113. 
196 Ibid. 
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so often the objects of Bowles’s pity, rather than a defender of the privileged. 

Bowles’s poem thus argues that the natural consequence of Bowlesian sentiment is 

Burkean conservatism rather than Coleridgean radicalism.  

Coleridge nevertheless uses Bowles as a support, ending ‘A Moral and 

Political Lecture’ by quoting (slightly inaccurately) the final lines of ‘To Mr. Burke’: 

It is the motive strong the conscience pure 
That bids us firmly act or meek endure: 
’Tis this will shield us when the storm beats hard 
Content tho’ poor had we no other guard! 
     BOWLES 

     (Lects 1795, p. 19) 
 
Coleridge uses these lines in support of his proposition that by spreading his 

principles, he and his fellow travellers might be considered madmen for the better 

society they foretell. By taking the lines out of context, divorced from any mention of 

Burke, Coleridge claims Bowlesian sentiment for his own agenda, in direct conflict 

with Bowles himself.197 Bowles’s footnote acknowledges the last line as an allusion to 

Milton, thus implicitly equating Burke with Milton, each acting as the conscience of 

the nation during turbulent times.198 The equation effectively appropriates Milton’s 

Republicanism, for which he was a Whiggish hero, for a conservative agenda. 

Bowles’s version reads ‘unshaken mind’ for Coleridge’s ‘motive strong’. Bowles 

suggests that Burke is the man of solid judgement when others have lost perspective 

in the tempestuous times, whereas Coleridge focuses on the underlying motives for 

change. It is a challenge to pragmatism by direct appeal to the heart’s truth.  

                                                
197 Coleridge also quotes Bowles in the second issue of The Watchman (1796) to conclude an attack on 
using hair powder (made from flour and taxed to pay for the war), whilst the poor are hungry. The 
article quotes some lines from Bowles’s ‘Philosophical Society’ (Watchman, p. 80). In Bowles’s poem, 
the lines refer to the miserable position of orphans, but Coleridge uses them to comment on the 
situation of the poor more generally, to criticize institutionalized inequality, and suggest the need for 
radical social restructuring. Coleridge also quotes Bowles’s poem ‘On Mr Howard’s Account of 
Lanzarettos’ as an epigraph for his review of Count Rumford’s Essays (Watchman, p. 175), but this 
usage is more in keeping with the meaning of the original poem. 
198 Bowles, Sonnets, (Third Edition), pp. 117-118. 
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Coleridge also politicizes Bowles with the poem, ‘To a Young Lady with a 

Poem on the French Revolution’, first published in The Watchman (Watchman, pp. 

27-29) and then included in the 1796 collection (P1796, pp. 36-39). The poem 

reworks ‘Destruction of the Bastile’, removing the Whiggish conclusion and 

surrounding the lines celebrating the French Revolution with others expressing 

Bowlesian sentiment. 

The speaker insists that ‘Where’er I wander’d, PITY was near’ (P1796, p. 37), 

displaying the cardinal Bowlesian virtue, which is personified to indicate its potency 

and importance. The poetic persona is thus conceived as the Bowlesian man of feeling 

who has achieved a tranquillity through understanding the sorrow of others, since 

‘Thus to sad sympathies I sooth’d my breast / Calm, as the rainbow in the weeping 

West’ (ibid.). The lines directly recall Bowles’s sonnet ‘Written at Tinemouth’, where 

the speaker is ‘Sooth’d by the scene, ev’n thus on sorrow’s breast’. Coleridge’s 

rainbow simile is immediately followed by lines celebrating the French Revolution.  

The speaker’s response to these events is that ‘Red from the Tyrant’s wound I 

shook the lance, / And strode in joy the reeking plains of France!’ (P1796, p. 38) His 

empathy with French ‘joy’ invites a participation in the violent action, which is 

justified due to the political oppression (‘Tyrant’) despite the unwholesomeness of the 

act, as evidenced by the stench of ‘reeking’. His imaginative participation suggests 

that Bowlesian indulgence of sympathies should naturally lead to support for the 

Revolution. 

Yet the speaker immediately seems to regret this sympathy, since he follows 

with the observation that, ‘In ghastly horror lie th’ Oppressors low, / And my heart 

akes, though MERCY struck the blow.’ (Watchman, p. 29) Coleridge’s squeamishness, 

his ‘heart akes’ and his realization of the ‘ghastly horror’ of the fall, indicates the 
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ambivalence in his response as a man of feeling, which the invocation of ‘Mercy’ 

attempts to resolve by claiming a Bowlesian motivation for revolutionary violence, 

despite the apparent incongruity. The poem’s final section envisages the speaker’s 

role as to ‘seek the shade, / Where peaceful Virtue weaves the Myrtle braid.’ (ibid.) 

His poetry is characterized by ‘MIRTH and soften’d SENSE and WIT refin’d,’ (ibid.) the 

moderation and gentility of which presents a clear contrast with the frenzied 

celebration of revolution.  

This return to more conventional Bowlesian territory can be interpreted as an 

implicit renunciation of support for the French Revolution, but this appears to me to 

be an over reading.199 The poem lacks an explicit recantation and its structure, in 

which revolutionary fervour is flanked by milder sentiments, suggests rather that the 

Revolution was an exceptional event, justifying, even requiring, exceptional conduct. 

Even without this excuse, the logic of the early part holds: Bowlesian sentiment leads 

to sympathy for the oppressed in France and their aims, even if the methods are not 

condoned. The poem can be seen as enacting a form of regulation: the sublime 

aesthetic of the Revolution can spill into the horror of political violence, or instead 

can give way to the beautiful of romantic love and poetry. The poem is one where 

Coleridge suggests how the beautiful and sublime can reinforce one another. The 

political project of his 1796 collection is founded on this combination, in which 

Coleridge claims Bowlesian sentiment for radical, rather than conservative politics. 

                                                
199 See, for example, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Complete Poems, ed. by William Keach (London: 
Penguin, 1997) p. 447. 
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2. 
Coleridge’s Poetry Collections of 1796 and 1797 

 
 

2.i 
Coleridge’s 1796 Collection 

 
 
 
 
 
As far back as The English Review in 1796, Coleridge’s 1796 collection was criticized 

for being not unified. Indeed, it is titled Poems on Various Subjects, explicitly 

acknowledging its own diversity. David Fairer argues that such an effect is, at least 

partly, deliberate. His discussion of the volume pays detailed attention to the ordering 

of poems, claiming that Coleridge organizes ‘the material so as to highlight its 

disparateness. Instead of looking for smooth transitions, Coleridge tends to exploit 

juxtaposition in ways both self-dramatizing and self-critical.’200 Poems which are 

earnest examples of sensibility are followed by poems which check, question, or 

parody such excesses.201 Within the volume, Coleridge avoids a chronological 

sequence: he refuses to ‘separate off a “juvenile” voice from a “mature” one’. Fairer 

explains that: 

Coleridge does not organise his volume to show a poet who is growing before 

our eyes, nor does he group his work in a coherent way in terms of genre, 

subject, or date. Instead there is repeated evidence of a more sceptical self-appraisal, 

which is not afraid of ironic juxtapositions or sudden changes in tone. 202 

                                                
200 Fairer, p. 163. 
201 See Fairer, pp. 163-186, generally. On pp. 174-176, for example, he discusses how ‘Effusion XXII’ 
‘suggests a critique on what has gone before, and hints at a more comprehensive self-doubt’ and how 
‘Effusion XXIII’ ‘glances back ironically to the sentimental lyricism of the poet's youthful voice heard 
most recently in Effusions 17–18.’ 
202 Fairer, p. 186. 
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As a result, ‘the volume can be read as a critical self-presentation in which the poet is 

both indulging and checking himself.’203 Fairer’s characterization of the poet 

‘indulging and checking himself’ is apposite. The collection is not one of linear 

development, but it does offer a kind of progression, the organic growth, which Fairer 

explores. Coleridge may double back, or cast doubt upon a sentiment just expressed, 

but this is an attempt to temper his tendencies without losing the impulse which 

produced them. There are continuities throughout the volume, and ‘Religious 

Musings’ concludes it with an attempted synthesis of what has gone before. 

 The largest section of the 1796 collection is that taken up by the ‘Effusions’. 

In the ‘Introductory Address’ to Conciones ad Populum Coleridge affirms that the 

‘energies of mind are wasted in these intemperate effusions’ when discussing the 

effect of ‘vehement declarations of opinion’ on the masses (Lects 1795, p. 48). An 

‘Effusion,’ then, is something temperamental, overly emotional, and counter 

productive: it is not the basis for the reform of human society. Coleridge’s category of 

‘Effusions’ consequently has a dangerous potential signification. An effusion suggests 

a pouring over, of excess. As a new designation, it implies the breaking out of old 

categories. The term is indicative of emotional excess, of enthusiasm. However, as 

most of the ‘Effusions’ are actually sonnets, this suggestion of enthusiasm is 

countered by the rigidity of their form.  

In his preface to the 1796 volume, though, Coleridge explains the use of the 

term ‘Effusion’ ‘in defiance of Churchill’s line “Effusion on Effusion pour away”.’ 

(P1796, p. ix) Coleridge therefore claims a greater permanence and lasting relevance 

to such poetry than Churchill grants it, though the former sense remains. The 

‘Effusion’ is the poetry of personal feeling. Coleridge further explains that: 

                                                
203 Ibid. 
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I might indeed have called the majority of them Sonnets—but they do not 
posses that oneness of thought which I deem indispensible in a Sonnet—and 
[…] I was fearful that the title ‘Sonnet’ might have reminded my reader of the 
Poems of the Rev. W.L. Bowles—a comparison with whom would have sunk 
me below that mediocrity, on the surface of which I am at present enabled to 
float. (P1796, pp. ix-x) 

 
However, by seeking explicitly to distance his work from Bowles’s, he, perhaps 

deliberately, invites comparison, acknowledging the power of Bowles’s influence on 

him. Moreover, Coleridge concedes that the poems ‘do not posses that oneness of 

thought that I deem indispensible in a Sonnet’. He thus indicates that the poems, 

intended to create sympathy, an emotional unity between multiple people, proves 

disappointing, as they in fact reveal fragmentation and multiplicity.  

Bowles is misquoted for the epigraph to the ‘Effusions’: 

 Content, as random Fancies might inspire, 
 If his weak harp at times or lonely lyre 
 He struck with desultory hand, and drew 
 Some soften’d tones to Nature not untrue. 
      (P1796, p. 44)204 
 
The lines serve their function appropriately. The ‘random Fancies’ are spontaneous 

and thus alike to the compositional ease indicated by ‘Effusions’. The harp imagery 

looks ahead to the eolian harp and ‘desultory breeze’ of ‘Effusion XXXV’ (p. 97), the 

standard of ‘Nature’ points to a major theme, and the ‘lonely lyre’ suggests the pathos 

of the complaining, Bowlesian persona. Furthermore the ‘weak harp’ is a self-effacing 

strategy that deflects potential criticism by suggesting humility (quite the reverse of 

the grandiose ‘Religious Musings’).  

The epigraph is more important for its original context than its content, 

though. It is taken from Bowles’s ‘Monody written at Matlock.’ The poem utilizes 

many familiar Bowlesian tropes, such as melancholic reflection, pathetic fallacy, 

heavy regret which casts hope as a delusion, and the appeal to personified virtues, 

                                                
204 Compare Bowles, Sonnets, (Third Edition), p. 106. 
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here ‘Fortitude’ is ‘a mailed warrior, old’.205 The poem thus repeats the dominant 

motifs of Bowles’s sonnets, but, significantly, it also has a political edge. Bowles 

explains how the ‘songs of Peace in Virtue’s shade’ and ‘The humble incense, and the 

still small voice / Of those that on their pensive way rejoice’ are more pleasing to 

God: 

Than shouts of thousands echoing to the skies;  
Than songs of conquest pealing round the car 
Of hard Ambition, or the Fiend of War, 
Sated with slaughter.206 

 
The sentiment might at first appear trite and uncontroversial, and probably was when 

written by Bowles, but in this new context it is far more challenging. Coleridge 

published in the midst of war with France, and the pieties of Christian humility and 

pacifism, from a poet lauded by established taste, cannot but be critical of the present 

government. The poem implies that Bowles himself offers just such songs of peace (in 

the passage quoted as epigraph) and so, by extension, Coleridge, with Bowles’s 

authority, provides moral leadership so lacking from a ruthless government. 

Fittingly, the sonnet ‘to Bowles’ is placed as the first ‘Effusion’ in the 1796 

edition of Coleridge’s Poems, as he provides the standard to which Coleridge 

apparently aspires (just as the poem on Chatterton, another youthful idol, opens the 

volume as a whole). The sonnet concludes by comparing the pleasure excited by 

Bowles’s verse to how the ‘great SPIRIT erst with plastic sweep / Mov’d on the 

darkness of the unformed deep.’ (P1796, p. 46) Bowles is thus aligned with the divine 

creative power, operating at the beginning of Genesis. The poetry is depicted as 

having a therapeutic effect as the ‘sadness soothes me’ (ibid.) Coleridge also refers to 

Bowles’s ‘mild and manliest melancholy’ (ibid.) The alliteration naturalizes the 

                                                
205 Bowles, Sonnets, (Third Edition), pp. 101-108. 
206 Ibid., p. 105. 
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connection Coleridge makes between the adjectives and the emotion, despite the fact 

that ‘mild’ normally suggests a feminine softness and ‘melancholy’ is associated with 

an indulgent withdrawal from activity. Coleridge thus continues to recharacterize 

masculinity within a more emotionally sensitive model that advances his political 

ideals.  

Coleridge begins the poem by praising Bowles’s ‘soft strains’ and ends by 

invoking the creation of the Earth (ibid.). The ‘Effusion’ thus effects a movement 

from the beautiful to the sublime, providing a model for the collection as a whole, 

while hailing Bowles as the exemplar who demonstrates that sentiment can lead to the 

sublimity of divine vision. George Dekker notes that this is ‘a poem inspired – 

whatever Coleridge says about Bowles – by a passage in The Pleasures of 

Imagination’ which conceives God’s creative act as an expression of divine joy.207 In 

Book II, God is described in the creative act: 

Yet by immense benignity inclin’d 
To spread around him that primaeval joy 
Which fill’d himself, he rais’d his plastic arm, 
And sounded thro’ the hollow depth of space 
The strong, creative mandate.208 

 
The ‘Plastic’ is thus a marker of the divine power, but in Book III it becomes used to 

denote the faculty of human creativity which is utilized by the imagination in the 

associative process, when ‘By degrees, the mind / Feels her young nerves dilate: the 

plastic pow’rs / Labour for action’.209 Akenside had provided Coleridge with a term 

that could encapsulate the idea that imagination was, as an activity, a participation in 

the divine. This connection provides the shared assumption of the divine importance 

of imagination at the basis of Akenside’s Neoplatonic philosophy, which would shape 

                                                
207 George Dekker, Coleridge and the Literature of Sensibility (London: Vision Press, 1978), pp. 154-
155. 
208 Akenside, p. 120, Book II.311-315. 
209 Akenside, p. 146,  Book III.380-382. 
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Coleridge’s initial poetics and influence his maturer thought. With its synthesis of 

Bowles and Akenside, the ‘Effusion’ ‘To Bowles’ sets the template for the volume. 

The first ten ‘Effusions’ originally appeared as the ‘Sonnets on Eminent 

Characters’ in The Morning Chronicle: a series of sonnets praising contemporaries, 

most of whom are marked out for their liberal politics. As Woodring explains, 

‘Although the influences of Milton, Bowles, and a desire for fame were real, the 

influence of newspapers […] was equally real. He must have been reading such 

sonnets steadily in the Morning Chronicle as well as the Cambridge Intelligencer.’ 

Woodring details a number of similarly political sonnets and other poems published in 

these papers.210 

As ‘Effusions’, Coleridge reorders the poems and revises some of them. In the 

1796 volume, Coleridge follows the ‘Effusion’ addressing Bowles with one to Burke. 

When published in the Morning Chronicle, the sonnet on Burke was also the second 

in the series, but that on Bowles was seventh rather than first. In the Morning 

Chronicle, the sonnet praising Erskine’s defence of radical writers was the first. 

Consequently, ‘Freedom’s attack on Burke for ‘Blasting with wizard spell my 

laurell’d fame’ (P1796, p. 46) was initially drawing a contrast with Erskine. In the 

1796 collection, the contrast is with Bowles: Bowles is a healer, Burke a destroyer. 

Having celebrated the former, Coleridge berates the latter in order to accentuate the 

difference he conceives as existing between them: he is denying that Burke’s politics 

are the logical extension of Bowlesian sentiment and reclaiming Bowles for the 

political and social vision he advances in the ‘Effusions’ and ‘Religious Musings’ 

which follow. Coleridge then follows with the sonnet ‘On Pitt’, retitled ‘To Mercy’, 

with its subject anonymized. The sonnet attacks the Prime Minister as having ‘kiss’d 

                                                
210 Woodring, pp. 92-94. 
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his country with Iscariot mouth’ (P1796, p. 47). By portraying Pitt as a traitor who 

can be equated with one who betrayed God, Coleridge denies any claim Pitt might 

have to being a ‘Patriot’, meaning that Coleridge can claim the title for himself and 

bestow it on those sympathetic to France. Further, Pitt is a ‘foul apostate from his 

father’s fame’ P1796, (p. 47), while ‘Freedom’ addresses Burke as ‘Great Son of 

Genius’ P1796, (p. 46): Coleridge depicts both as scions who dishonour their 

ancestry, which negates their claim to be defending British freedom.  

The reworked ‘Sonnets on Eminent Characters’ thus begin the ‘Effusions’ by 

establishing the primacy of sympathetic sentiment and commitment to the cause of 

liberty. Daniel Robinson notes that while the ‘Sonnets on Eminent Characters’ have 

been read as Miltonic, Coleridge’s relabeling these poems as ‘Effusions’ enables them 

to be Bowlesian, that is, sentimental, as well. Such a move to present ‘the socially 

aware, but not less feeling, heart of the elegiac sonneteer’ was similar to other 

political poetry of the period, such as Charlotte Smith’s The Emigrants (1793).211 

Later poems in Coleridge’s sequence demonstrate a commitment to the principles he 

has praised in these characters. ‘Effusion XV’ (P1796, p. 60) begins by addressing the 

‘PALE Roamer thro’ the Night! thou poor Forlorn!’ The initial apostrophe seems to be 

a conventional poetic address to the moon, but Coleridge is actually discarding 

metaphorical language and describing the situation of the destitute. The poem 

explains that ‘The world is pitiless’, seemingly denying the possibility of any display 

of Bowles’s cardinal virtue. The speaker himself is ‘sad to think’ that lascivious 

people might turn such distress to ‘force from FAMINE the caress of LOVE’, but his 

sympathy produces no action to alleviate this suffering, his only solution being to pray 

for healing from the ‘great COMFORTER’. This rather inadequate response is rectified 

                                                
211 Daniel Robinson, ‘“Work without Hope”: Anxiety and Embarrassment in Coleridge's Sonnets’, 
Studies in Romanticism, 39.1 (Spring 2000), pp. 81-110 (pp. 95-96.) 
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in ‘Effusion XVI’ P1796, (p. 61) which begins ‘SWEET Mercy! how my very heart 

has bled / To see thee, poor OLD MAN!’ Leading with this vociferous declaration of 

his own sensitivity, the speaker has more than pieties for the homeless wanderer, 

offering, ‘take my garment– use / A young man’s arm!’ and ‘My SARA, too, shall 

tend thee, like a Child’. Treating the old man ‘like a Child’ should not patronize him, 

but rather stress the power, and therefore duty, of the young and healthy to aid those 

who are weaker.  

The most developed and significant Effusion is ‘Effusion XXXV, Composed 

August 20th, 1795, at Clevedon, Somersetshire’ (P1796, pp. 99-100), later retitled 

‘The Eolian Harp’. By the end of 1796, Coleridge was telling John Thelwall that it 

was ‘my favorite of my poems’ (CL I, pp. 294-295). It set the template for Coleridge’s 

lyric blank verse pieces, combining personal reflection, metaphysics, and emotional 

conflict.212 ‘Effusion XXXV’ begins in an amorous setting, addressing Coleridge’s 

future wife Sara, and thus, according to Burke’s aesthetic theory, in the beautiful 

mode, rather than the sublime.213 ‘Effusion XXXV’ generates a congenial 

environment through a demonstration of the unity in the natural world. As K. M. 

Wheeler observes, ‘the distant sea functions in the background like the darkening 

sky’, which, along with the depiction of ‘the star of eve’ as shining ‘opposite’ ‘the 

clouds, that late were rich with light’ (P1796, pp. 96-97), creates an image of unity in 

the natural scene.214 The serenity of the opening enables the introduction of the eolian 

music as ‘Such a soft floating witchery of sound’ (P1796, p. 97). The muted vowel 

                                                
212 Although Abrams cited ‘The Eolian Harp’ as an example of what he named the ‘Greater Romantic 
Lyric’ (Abrams, Correspondent Breeze, p. 76), the term ‘Conversation Poems’, first applied by George 
McLean Harper (George McLean Harper, Spirit of Delight (London: Ernest Benn Ltd., 1928),  pp. 8-9) 
has largely been adopted by critics. Everest focuses his entire study on this group of poems. I prefer to 
avoid the term, as it is not one that Coleridge himself used and so can give an anachronistic impression 
of intentional coherency to the group. 
213 Burke, Philosophical Enquiry, p. 73. 
214 K. M. Wheeler, The Creative Mind in Coleridge’s Poetry (London: Heinemann, c1981), pp. 72-73. 
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sounds allow the slight variation of metre, beginning the line with two trochees, to 

stress ‘soft’ without sounding heavy. The defining characteristic of the music as ‘soft’ 

is thus emphasized without the tone becoming peremptory. ‘Floating’, meanwhile, is 

left entirely unstressed, in a fitting manner which suggests the ethereal delicacy of the 

music. It is a non-antagonistic poetics of declaration. It is exploratory and amiable, 

appropriate to a conversation.  

The major philosophical speculation of ‘Effusion XXXV’ is contained in five 

lines: 

And what if all of animated nature 
Be but organic Harps diversly fram’d, 
That tremble into thought, as o’er them sweeps 
Plastic and vast, one intellectual Breeze, 
At once the Soul of each, and God of all? 

     (P1796, pp. 98-99) 
 
This passage, presented as a moment of immediate insight amongst more leisured and 

conventional reflections, constitutes an instance of the sublime. The ‘organic Harps’, 

standing in for the human subject, ‘tremble’, which although primarily indicating a 

shaking motion, also suggests the state of terror in the subject from whence, according 

to Burke, proceeds the sublime.215 Consequently, the power is also emphasized, since 

the ‘Breeze’ is ‘vast’ and ‘o’er them sweeps’, where ‘sweeps’ suggests an easy 

dismissal of any possible resistance. The ‘Breeze’, identified with God, is given three 

characteristics. It is ‘vast’, suggesting ubiquity, even omnipresence, it is ‘intellectual’, 

as opposed to material, and it is ‘Plastic’, which recalls the Neoplatonism of 

Akenside’s verse.216 

Coleridge’s theology, though, is more challenging than Akenside’s. Not only 

does the Unitarianism of God as ‘one intellectual Breeze’ indicate religious Dissent, 
                                                
215 Burke, Sublime, pp. 33-34, 47-48. 
216 Dekker, pp. 118-120, has also noted an analogue for the metaphor of the wind in Akenside’s 
discussion of the statue of Memnon and his use of the phrase ‘organic frame’. Dekker is himself 
following a hint of John Beer’s (Beer, Coleridge the Visionary, p. 90).  
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which was the source of much radical political activity during the period, but ‘At once 

the Soul of each, and God of all’ has a levelling tone suggestive of equality and 

republicanism: as Perry explains, the God of ‘Religious Musings’ is ‘a participatory 

and communitarian deity, a diffused, unifying life, whose energising and ubiquitous 

presence creates a cosmic, egalitarian republic’.217 Similarly, in ‘Effusion XXXV’: 

the balance of ‘each’ with ‘all’ suggests total parity, a kind of spiritual ‘Pantisocracy’, 

where the harmony of the whole is founded on the recognition of the identical power 

of individual components. These lines have been seen as one of the first expressions 

of Coleridge’s notion of the ‘one life’, as he would later term it, the pantheistic 

suggestion that ‘every Thing has a life of it’s [sic] own, & that we are all one Life’ 

(CL II, p. 864).218 Coleridge is harnessing the power of the sublime for a more radical 

politics than the Whig valorization of the liberty of the ancient constitution. 

Coleridge’s speculations are so threatening to the religious, and possibly 

political, establishment that the poem requires Sara as a figure of orthodoxy to reject 

them and draw an act of contrition from her future husband. Coleridge abruptly 

terminates his speculations when her ‘more serious eye a mild reproof / Darts […] 

And biddest me walk humbly with my God’ (P1796, p. 99). Coleridge then concedes 

that ‘never guiltless may I speak of Him, / Th’ INCOMPREHENSIBLE! save when with 

awe / I praise him, and with Faith that inly feels;’ (ibid.).219 Intellectual articulation 

                                                
217 Perry, p. 75. 
218 Coleridge’s lines attempt to combine Necessitarianism and Neoplatonism in order to resolve the 
problem of the mind as passive. The difficulty of such a synthesis has been discussed by House, pp. 75-
78, C. G. Martin (C. G. Martin, ‘Coleridge and Cudworth: A Source for “The Eolian Harp”’, Notes & 
Queries 13.5, (May 1966), pp. 173-176), and Ian Wylie, pp. 38-41. Both Piper (H. W. Piper, ‘“The 
Eolian Harp” Again’, Notes & Queries, 15.1 (January 1968), pp. 23-5) and Everest, pp. 205, 209-210, 
have, mistakenly in my view, denied the significance of Ralph Cudworth’s Neoplatonism to the poem 
(see Jacob Lloyd, ‘“every Thing is God”: Coleridge and Priestley Reconsidered’, Coleridge Bulletin, 
n.s. 49 (Summer 2017), pp. 65-74 (p. 73.)) Wheeler, pp. 80-86, also addresses the dualism inherent in 
the poem as it seeks to evade the passivity of materialism.  
219 The significance of this ending is disputed. For example, Everest, p. 151, interprets the poem’s 
conclusion as including ‘the sense of a successful emancipation from bewildering sophistication’. 
Similarly, McGann understands the poem as criticizing its speaker’s presumption (Jerome J. McGann, 
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has been replaced with sentimental affect. Coleridge’s radical speculations are 

enveloped by Bowlesian sensibility, both within the poem and by the other 

‘Effusions’ which surround it, to render its threat less immediate. ‘Effusion XXXV’ 

thus embodies the poetic project Coleridge is pursuing: the development of a 

republican sublime fuelled by a more conservative sentimental verse. The way that it 

develops sublime republicanism out of Bowlesian sentiment is expanded by 

‘Religious Musings’ to conclude the volume. 

The final poem in the sequence of ‘Effusions’ is titled ‘Effusion XXXVI, 

Written in Early Youth’ (P1796, p. 101). Although the sequence has been far from 

chronological, and any schematic progress has been inconsistent, the title explicitly 

turns back from ‘Effusion XXXV’ and the poems which have preceded it. The poem 

concerns disappointment and lost love, seeking Fancy’s aid to restore her (P1796, pp. 

102-103). It is a return to the most rudimentary Bowlesian idiom. Fairer suggests that 

‘Coleridge’s decision not only to conclude with this poem, but to re-title it “Written in 

Early Youth”, which it wasn’t, looks like a tactical regression, a return to pre-

maturity.’220 However, I do not read the poem as recoiling from the ‘mature’ poetry 

which has preceded it. It is instead a restatement of Coleridge’s poetic origins, from 

which the ‘later’ poetry was developed. He offers a reminder that the Bowlesian 

aesthetic, and thus the political resolutions drawn from it, are based upon rejected 

love.  

 

                                                                                                                                       
The Poetics of Sensibility: A Revolution in Literary Style (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), pp. 22-23). 
Mee reads the poem as a process of regulating, even disavowing, his poetic enthusiasm (Mee, 
Romanticism, Enthusiasm, p. 53). Perry, pp. 69-70, though, understands it as evidencing Coleridge’s 
mixed feelings about the idea of the ‘one life’, and Fairer, p. 181, emphasizes the sense of estrangement 
that proceeds from these lines. 
220 Fairer, p. 182. 
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2.ii 
Coleridge’s Appropriation of the Whig Sublime in 

‘Religious Musings’ 
 
 

 
 
Coleridge chose to close his 1796 collection with ‘Religious Musings’, his longest 

poem to date. It merges his philosophical, aesthetic, theological, and political 

concerns and has an epigraph attributed to Akenside (though Coleridge has modified 

the words), thus cementing the connection between Coleridge’s and Akenside’s 

philosophical blank verse (P1796, p. 136). The poem’s Argument elucidates its 

structure: 

Introduction. Person of Christ. His Prayer on the Cross. The process of his 
Doctrines on the mind of the Individual. Character of the Elect. Superstition. 
Digression to the present War. Origin and Uses of Government and Property. 
The present State of Society. French Revolution. Millenium. Universal 
Redemption. Conclusion. (P1796, p. 139) 

 
Coleridge’s epic pretentions are clear from this précis, which nonchalantly moves 

between the spiritual history of mankind and contemporary politics, providing a 

philosophical account of the origins of society, and a prophetic vision of salvation. 

Coleridge’s vision of the Millennium foresees ‘each heart / Self-govern’d, the vast 

family of Love / Rais’d from the common earth by common toil / Enjoy the equal 

produce.’ (P1796, pp. 162-163, ll. 361-364) As Everest observes, the poem unites 

Coleridge’s plans for an egalitarian community, Pantisocracy, with an emphasis on 

God’s kingdom as loving and familial.221 Coleridge promises an extraordinary range 

in his Argument, one that would exceed even that of Paradise Lost, despite ‘Religious 

Musings’ running to a mere 446 lines. 

                                                
221 See Everest, pp. 45, 53-54, 61, 82. 
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It was Piper’s insight that ‘Religious Musings’ vacillates between figurative 

and literal versions of apocalypse, in the latter expecting actual environmental 

catastrophes as spiritual portents.222 Coleridge’s poem figures the ‘French Revolution’ 

as the oncoming ‘storm’ (P1796, p. 161, l. 335, p. 175). Yet if the French Revolution 

is an apocalyptic event, there should be an end to human history. The poem confronts 

the problem that history has continued. Kitson argues that Coleridge, like Milton, 

changed from a millenarian position, assuming that the Second Coming would 

inaugurate the Millennium, to a millennialist one, seeing human effort as necessary to 

reform the world until it is ready for the Second Coming. Kitson attributes this change 

as a defeated response to the failure of Revolution.223 John Axcelson, by contrast, 

argues that ‘Coleridge embraces temporal millennialism […] as an attempt to save the 

revolution by acknowledging its history. He wants to refigure the French Revolution 

as the fruit of time.’224 The poem ‘aestheticizes apocalypse; it presents isolated, 

autonomous experience in a manner that can be incorporated into the production of a 

meaningful life’; the sustained commitment to temporality retains the prospect of 

reforming the present world.225 David Collings takes the poem’s subtitle, ‘A 

Desultory Poem’ to refer to this movement between the visionary and the rational 

(associated with Unitarianism). Collings argues that Coleridge refuses symbolization 

in the poem, which means that there is a gap between the ending of recorded history 

and the beginning of the millennial future. The poet is both inside and outside history, 

                                                
222 Piper, Active Universe, pp. 50-51. 
223 Kitson, ‘Coleridge, Milton, and the Millennium’, p. 61. 
224 John Axcelson, ‘Timing the Apocalypse: The Career of Religious Musings’, European Romantic 
Review, 16.4 (October 2005), pp. 439-454, (p. 444.) 
225 Axcelson, pp. 445-449. 
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inside and outside the many discourses that make up the poem, ‘attempting to prepare 

the way for the universal discourse which the revolution will bring’.226 

The poem’s epigraph is attributed to Akenside: 

What tho’ first, 
In years unseason’d, I attun’d the Lay 
To idle Passion and unreal Woe? 
Yet serious Truth her empire o’er my song 
Hath now asserted: Falshood’s evil brood, 
Vice and deceitful Pleasure, She at once 
Excluded, and my Fancy’s careless toil 
Drew to the better cause! 

    (P1796, p. 136) 
 
As Fairer explains, though, this is adulterated Akenside. The first five lines of the 

extract from The Pleasures of the Imagination have been rewritten by Coleridge: 

in order to declare the ‘now’ of his poem, and its break with the past: ‘yet 
serious Truth her empire O'er my song | Hath now asserted’. It is Coleridge 
officially announcing his maturity. With a fresh commitment to Truth, he has 
left behind the earlier verse of ‘idle Passion and unreal Woe’ (this phrase is 
also Coleridge’s), and with it he appears to be dismissing as immature 
everything that has gone before.227 

 
Coleridge thus artificially separates the ‘Effusions’ from ‘Religious Musings’, the 

former identified as Bowlesian by its epigraph, the latter as following Akenside. This 

also creates a hierarchy, of ‘serious Truth’ over ‘my song’, which places Akenside 

above Bowles, the quasi-epic above the lyric, the public above the personal, and the 

intellectual above the emotional. According to Fairer, ‘Religious Musings’, with its 

depiction of the human becoming divine, ‘represents not just a structural break in the 

1796 Poems, but a break with any notion of an organic history.’228 The organic, 

human history is subsumed, in the poem, into the all-encompassing presence and 

power of the divine. 

                                                
226 David Collings, ‘Coleridge Beginning a Career: Desultory Authorship in Religious Musings’, ELH, 
58.1 (Spring 1991), pp. 167-193, (pp. 169-171, 174-177.) 
227 Fairer, p. 187. For the original version, compare Akenside, p. 179, Book I.49-59. 
228 Fairer, p. 190. 
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As Axcelson observes, though, the notion that the turgid, sublime style of 

‘Religious Musings’ is an immature one, which Coleridge discards in order to develop 

the conversational idiom of his greatest poetry, ignores the ways that ‘Religious 

Musings’ addresses the concerns with temporal experience which dominate the 

collection as a whole.229 Axcelson does not see ‘Religious Musings’ as offering a 

straightforwardly apocalyptic break, but rather, by incorporating the desultory or 

temporal experience, it seeks to refute the association between the continuity of 

experienced time and the Ancien Regime; Coleridge confronts the Burkean case by 

incorporating temporal experience and history into a radical theory of politics.230 

An emphasis on the supposed ‘break’ between the Bowlesian, or organic, 

mode of the ‘Effusions’ and the Akensidean apocalypticism of ‘Religious Musings’ 

obscures the continuities which exist between the two types of poetry. ‘Religious 

Musings’ is stylistically and tonally distinct from the rest of the volume, but its 

positioning as the culmination of the collection suggests that the Bowlesian verse 

which has preceded it has prepared both reader and poet for the greater task of 

political and moral reformation. What Bowles’s example offers, then, is an 

experiential account of the development of the moral self. Emotional understanding 

and the ability to contend with loss and suffering are habituated by becoming 

associated with natural scenes generally, and with specific locations that have 

personal resonance. 

In ‘Religious Musings’, Coleridge maintains sympathy for the outcast, 

addressing, ‘O ye numberless, / Whom foul Oppression’s ruffian gluttony / Drives 

from life's plenteous feast!’ (P1796, p. 158, 296-8), as well as, ‘O aged Women!’ 

(P1796, p. 159, l. 307), and ‘O thou poor widow, who in dreams dost view / Thy 

                                                
229 Axcelson, pp. 439-440, 450-451. 
230 Axcelson, pp. 440-441. 
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husband’s mangled corse,’ (P1796, p. 160, ll. 317-8). The pity for the distressed is 

explicitly politicized by being attributed to ‘foul Oppression’s ruffian gluttony’. 

Coleridge’s evocation, ‘O pale-eyed form, / The victim of seduction,’ (P1796, p. 159, 

ll. 301-2) exactly recalls the situation of ‘Effusion XV’. Thus the Bowlesian 

sensibility is incorporated into the greater scheme of ‘Religious Musings’: the 

perfection of society through the benevolent action of an elect guiding the masses. As 

well as piety and philosophical enlightenment, the elect require a Bowlesian 

emotional education to fulfil their task.  

In the poem, Coleridge also foresees: 

When on some solemn jubilee of Saints 
The sapphire-blazing gates of Paradise 
Are thrown wide open, and thence voyage fresh 
[…] odors snatched from beds of amaranth, 
[…] The favor’d good man in his lonely walk 
Perceives them, and his silent spirit drinks 
Strange bliss which he shall recognize in heaven. 
    (P1796, p. 163, ll. 366-368, 370, 373-375) 

 
The ‘odours snatched from beds of amaranth’ recall ‘the scents / Snatch’d from yon 

bean-field’ in ‘Effusion XXXV’ (P1796, p. 97). ‘Religious Musings’ translates a 

domestic, physical experience in the former poem, into an ideal one, as the ‘amaranth’ 

is symbolic of poetic immortality. In ‘Religious Musings’ the smell of this flower is 

evidence of Heavenly glory and the reward awaiting the sniffer. In ‘Effusion XXXV’, 

then, we see the same experience, but in a more understated manner: the speaker is 

similarly assured of immortal reward, as ‘Religious Musings’ confirms his status as 

elect, which provides a retroactive authority for his drawing metaphysical insight 

from natural surroundings in ‘Effusion XXXV’.231  

                                                
231 Reeve Parker, Coleridge’s Meditative Art, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975), pp. 73-74, 
suggests that there are ‘affinities of expression’ between the passages of speculative reverie in 
‘Effusion XXXV’ and the millennialism of ‘Religious Musings’. Fairer, p. 191, by contrast sees 
‘Religious Musings’ as transfiguring earlier images of creativity and spurning ‘the rest of the 
collection’. 
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In the introductory section of ‘Religious Musings’, the speaker presents 

himself as experiencing a kind of revelation: 

 And with the rushing noise of wings 
Transports my spirit to the favor’d field 
Of Bethlehem, there in shepherd’s guise to sit 
Sublime of extacy, and mark entranc’d 
The glory-streaming VISION throng the night. 
    (P1796, pp. 139-140, ll. 4-8) 

 
In this passage, Coleridge does not produce sublimity, but merely claims to have felt 

it through an experience which ‘transports’, leaving him ‘entranc’d’, and in ‘extacy’. 

Such diction reinforces the idea of the ‘Sublime’: a term which is deliberately 

included early on to announce the poem’s aesthetic framework. By introducing the 

‘glory-streaming VISION’, Coleridge positions himself as a prophetic voice, privileged 

with a spiritual revelation that should enable rapturous communication. As with 

Dennis, Coleridge acknowledges religion as the source of the true sublime. 

The poem climaxes (though does not quite end) with another moment of 

spiritual insight: 

Believe thou, O my soul, 
Life is a vision shadowy of Truth, 
And vice, and anguish, and the wormy grave, 
Shapes of a dream! The veiling clouds retire 
And lo! the Throne of the redeeming God 
Forth flashing unimaginable day 
Wraps in one blaze earth, heaven, and deepest hell. 
    (P1796, pp. 166-167, ll. 421-428) 

 
Burke argued that terror was the source of the sublime, since the effect originates in a 

sense of astonishment: the suspension of the soul with some degree of horror.232 To 

make something appear terrible, Burke argued, obscurity was generally necessary, as 

passions are moved more by an imperfect than by a clear idea.233 Coleridge’s 

language (‘shadowy’, ‘Shapes’ and ‘veiling’) initially emphasizes obscurity. This 

                                                
232 Burke, Philosophical Enquiry, pp. 33-34, 47-48. 
233 Ibid., pp. 48-50. 
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obscurity is not the source of the full sublime effect, though, but supposedly only a 

prelude to the greater revelation that occurs. When God’s throne ‘Forth flashing 

unimaginable day / Wraps in one blaze earth, heaven, and deepest hell’ it is with a 

huge sense of power, combining immense light (‘flashing’) and heat (‘blaze’) with a 

sense of speed (again, ‘flashing’) and intensity: it is just ‘one’ act that covers all 

material and spiritual realms. The light here does not provide greater clarity or detail. 

Rather, like the true form of Zeus which no mortal could survive seeing, the vision is 

overwhelming. Burke describes such effects as sublime.234 Consequently, this glory is 

‘unimaginable’: it is the incomprehensible, the infinite of the sublime. 

Yet this sublimity is not accompanied by any really meaningful philosophical 

insight.235 Between these two moments of empty revelation, though, the poem 

engages much more substantially with the philosophical and political issues that 

Coleridge had been addressing in his prose. Coleridge’s invocation of the sublime 

places the poem as a successor to the ‘Whig sublime’ in general, but Coleridge 

responds particularly to the example of Akenside by depicting Neoplatonic 

philosophy as directing political action. Coleridge fuses this with Bowlesian 

                                                
234 Burke explains that: 
 

Mere light is too common a thing to make a strong impression on the mind, and without a 
strong impression nothing can be sublime. But such a light as that of the sun, immediately 
exerted on the eye, as it overpowers the sense, is a very great idea. […] A quick transition 
from light to darkness, or from darkness to light, has yet a greater effect […] Extreme light, by 
overcoming the organs of sight, obliterates all objects, so as in its effect exactly to resemble 
darkness. 

 
Burke, Philosophical Enquiry, pp. 65-66. 
235 In the 1797 version of the poem, Coleridge appended a note to the line ‘Life is a vision shadowy of 
truth’, which reads ‘This paragraph is intelligible to those, who, like the author, believe and feel the 
sublime system of Berkley [sic]; and the doctrine of the final Happiness of all men.’ (P1797, p. 147, l. 
403). However, since the lines date from the 1796 edition, they were written at the time when 
Coleridge was still describing himself as a ‘Necessitarian’, before he is likely to have read the 
philosophy of George Berkeley. Orsini notes brusquely that ‘These lines can be applied to almost any 
religious philosophy of the time’ (Gian Napoleone Giordano Orsini, Coleridge and German Idealism: 
A Study in the History of Philosophy with Unpublished Materials from Coleridge's Manuscripts 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, [1969]), p. 41). Orsini perhaps goes too far, since the 
lines are certainly suggestive of mysticism and immaterialism, but he illustrates how vague the passage 
is. 
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sentiment, which he incorporates into an Hartleian scheme for individual and social 

improvement. 

Coleridge stresses the importance of God. In ‘Religious Musings’, the ‘fiends’ 

of superstition cast spells: 

            that film the eye of Faith; 
Hiding the present God, whose presence lost, 
The moral world's cohesion, we become 
An Anarchy of Spirits! Toy-bewitch’d, 
Made blind by lusts, disherited of soul, 
No common center Man, no common sire 
Knoweth! A sordid solitary thing, 
Mid countless brethren with a lonely heart 
Thro’ courts and cities the smooth Savage roams 
Feeling himself, his own low Self the whole, 
When he by sacred sympathy might make 
The whole ONE SELF! SELF, that no alien knows! 
SELF, far diffus’d as Fancy’s wing can travel! 
SELF, spreading still! Oblivious of it’s own, 
Yet all of all possessing! This is FAITH! 
This the MESSIAH'S destin’d victory! 

     (P1796, pp. 150-151 ll. 163-178) 
 
Without God, humankind is merely ‘An Anarchy of Spirits’. This section is in part a 

critique of Godwin.236 However, it also demonstrates the ideas that Coleridge had 

absorbed from Akenside and Bowles. Under the influence of superstition ‘the eye of 

Faith’ is obscured and ‘The moral world’s cohesion’ is lost, which is the same as 

Akenside’s warning that fancy, by misrepresenting objects, causes immoral 

behaviour.237 In this passage at least, ‘Fancy’ and imagination are the same. When 

Coleridge then envisions how ‘the smooth Savage roams / Feeling himself, his own 

low Self the whole’, he recalls the end of Book II of Pleasures of Imagination when 

Akenside (through the figure of the ‘Genius of human kind’) contrasts he who feels 

‘heart-enobling sorrows’ with ‘him who sits amid the gaudy herd / Of mute barbarians 
                                                
236 Appleyard, pp. 39-42, reads the ‘identification of social justice with heavenly glory’ as ‘a marriage 
of Godwin and Hartley.’ However, as Wylie, p. 103, explains, the positioning of God as the ‘common 
center’ depicts Him as the moral equivalent of gravity, serving as ‘attacking Godwin’s notion of the 
independent man, who has the veneer of civilization, but sensuous and vicious principles.’  
237 Akenside, pp. 135-136, Book III.23-62. 
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[…] And says within himself, “I am a king”’.238 Coleridge thus reiterates Akenside’s 

connection between a lack of imagination and primitiveness, brutality, and 

immorality. The reverse situation is when people ‘by sacred sympathy might make / 

The whole ONE SELF! SELF, that no alien knows! / SELF, far diffus’d as Fancy’s wing 

can travel!’ That ‘sympathy’ is ‘sacred’ is an idea partly derived from Hartley, since 

the basis of his system is that ‘all the Pleasures and Pains of Sensation, Imagination, 

Ambition, Self-interest, Sympathy, and Theopathy […] beget in us a Moral Sense, 

and lead us to the Love and Approbation of Virtue […] the Moral Sense carries us 

perpetually to the pure Love of God’.239 This provides some intellectual foundation 

for the Bowlesian aesthetic. However, for Hartley, sympathy is only one stage, 

whereas in Bowles, as the extension of ‘Pity’, it takes a more prominent role. It 

enables the ‘SELF, that no alien knows’ because all suffering is sympathized with, 

through the agency of ‘Fancy’. 

In the poem, Coleridge explains the process of reformation through Christ’s 

teachings: 

And first by TERROR, Mercy’s startling prelude, 
Uncharm’d the Spirit spell-bound with earthly lusts 
Till of it’s nobler Nature it ’gan feel 
Dim recollections; and thence soared to HOPE, 
Strong to believe whate’er of mystic good 
Th’ ETERNAL dooms for his IMMORTAL Sons. 
From HOPE and stronger FAITH to perfect LOVE 
Attracted and absorb’d: and center’d there 
GOD only to behold, and know, and feel, 
Till by exclusive Consciousness of GOD 
All self-annihilated it shall make 
GOD its Identity: God all in all! 
We and our Father ONE! 
    (P1796, pp. 142-143, ll. 43-55) 

                                                
238 Akenside, p. 132, Book II.759-760, 763. There is a further parallel with James Thomson, who 
blames political corruption on the indulgence of self. Rome falls from liberty in part due to ‘stupid Self, 
/ Of narrow Gust’ (James Thomson, Liberty, p. 83, Part III. 380-381), and pursuit of self is the 
antithesis of the virtuous love for the public necessary to maintain liberty (ibid., pp. 133-135, Part 
V.221-303). Once more, Coleridge is adapting Whig tropes to his own purpose. 
239 Hartley, I, p. 497. 
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These lines versify the philosophy of Hartley, so much so that in the 1797 edition 

Coleridge inserted his own note referencing Hartley (P1797, p. 122, l. 44n). Hartley is 

also referenced later in the poem (P1796, p. 164, l. 392&n). Joseph Priestley, the 

Unitarian, had edited a version of Hartley’s Observations.240 In ‘Religious Musings’ 

Coleridge idealizes Priestley as a kind of exemplar for the elect, hailing him as 

‘Patriot, and Saint, and Sage’ (P1796, pp. 165, l. 395). 

 According to Hartley, the fears of punishment in the afterlife leads people to 

avoid immoral behaviour out of self-interest. As virtuous behaviour continues, it 

raises hope of spiritual reward, which makes virtuous behaviour itself pleasant by 

association. The person then develops to contemplating God’s goodness and, by 

association, disinterested love of God.241 However, the state of partaking in an 

existence with God is a Coleridgean addition to Hartley’s formula, which aligns the 

philosophy with Coleridge’s Unitarian, quasi-pantheistic tendencies in this period.242 

The ‘Dim recollections’ suggests the idea, voiced by both Longinus and 

Akenside, that a desire to experience the revelation of greatness is inherent in man. 

However, by stressing the starting point of moral reformation as ‘TERROR’, Coleridge 

replaces the vague Longinian elevation with the more sophisticated Burkean 

understanding of the origins of the sublime.243 The terror of God’s power is contrasted 

                                                
240 Joesph Priestley, Hartley’s Theory of the Human Mind, on the Principle of the Association of Ideas; 
with Essays Relating to the Subject of it (London: printed for J. Johnson, No. 72, St. Paul's Church-
Yard, 1775) 
241 See Hartley, I, pp. 487-91, 496-497. 
242 In this, there are some affinities with James Thomson’s deistic verse. In Liberty, Thomson refers to 
the ‘all-informing God’ and the ‘ever-active Power’ (James Thomson, Liberty, p. 74, Part III.49-51). 
Similarly, in The Seasons, he hails the ‘Inspiring GOD! who boundless Spirit all, / And unremitting 
Energy, pervades, /  Adjusts, sustains, and agitates the Whole.’ (James Thomson, The Seasons, p. 42, ll. 
853-855). 
243 There is some similarity, too, with James Thomson’s verse. Fulford argues that ‘Much of 
Thomson’s Winter can be usefully seen as an exemplification of the sublime, as derived from 
Longinus, but modified by Dennis’, through which ‘The subordination of the reader to images of God’s 
retributive hand is a moral education by emotional effect’ (Fulford, Landscape, pp. 21-28). Burke’s 
sublime had, to a degree, been anticipated by Dennis, who, while praising ‘Longinus’, claimed he was 
wrong to say that the loftiness of the sublime can be without passion. Dennis’s own analysis of the 
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with the triumvirate of abstracted virtues, ‘From HOPE and stronger FAITH to perfect 

LOVE’, which would normally be characteristic of the beautiful mode. However, in 

taking their origin from ‘TERROR’ they themselves are made sublime, and ‘Attracted 

and absorb’d’ within God, they are rendered as manifestation of divine power which 

far surpass their usual status as mere expressions of simple human virtue.244 Coleridge 

offers an ultimate vision of man’s consciousness as ‘self-annihilated’, so that it 

becomes merged with divinity: ‘it shall make / GOD its Identity: God all in all! / We 

and our Father ONE!’ As individual identity is lost, it provokes the terror of 

obliteration, but in seeking submersion within God, human consciousness becomes 

infinite instead. Thus elevated, Coleridge offers a Unitarian, quasi-pantheist sublime 

which outdoes the Whig version of more orthodox religious sentiments. 

Consequently, Coleridge explains that: 

 ’Tis the sublime of man, 
Our noontide Majesty, to know ourselves 
Parts and proportions of one wond’rous whole! 
This fraternises man, this constitutes 
Our charities and bearings. But ’tis God 
Diffus’d thro’ all, that doth make all one whole; 
This the worst superstition, him except 
Aught to desire, SUPREME REALITY! 

     (P1796, pp. 148-149, ll. 140-148) 
 

By beginning with the assertion that ‘’Tis the sublime of man,’ to have such 

knowledge, Coleridge seemingly redefines the conception of the ‘sublime’, as there is 

no immediate sense here of terror or obscurity to disquiet the reader. Instead, the 

passage looks back to Coleridge’s versification of the Hartleian ascent, from terror of 

God to knowledge and love of Him, as incorporating the full sublime experience of 

                                                                                                                                       
marks of the sublime that ‘Longinus’ lists concludes that ‘Enthusiastick Terror contributes extreamly to 
the Sublime, and Secondly that it is most produced by Religious Ideas.’ (Dennis, pp. 358-362). Burke’s 
account of the origins of the sublime in terror is more developed and was more widely influential in the 
1790s.  
244 Fairer, p. 189, suggests this passage reverses the dispersal, in the preceding poems, of these qualities 
into ‘separate earthly spheres’. 
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encountering God. God is named ‘SUPREME REALITY’ as an attempt at a sublime 

evocation of His total power. The conception of ‘God / Diffus’d thro’ all, that doth 

make all one whole;’ reinforces the sublime, through the apprehension of infinity. At 

the same time, though, this image suggests the gradual variation and melting of parts 

into one another which contribute to the aesthetic of the beautiful, according to 

Burke.245 Coleridge thus reincorporates the beautiful into the sublime. He replaces the 

Burkean terror of a terrible, patriarchal God with an aesthetic reflecting his Unitarian 

theology. 

William A. Ulmer argues that the contradictory representations of history in 

‘Religious Musings’ derive from an inability to reconcile Unitarian optimism with the 

political violence in France. Coleridge’s elect are passive, seemingly surplus to the 

workings of necessity: ‘Allied to necessity and averse to apocalypse, the Unitarian 

optimism of Religious Musings consistently conjures images of human moral 

powerlessness as Coleridge confronts the nightmare of history’.246 

However, Axcelson counters that: 

The temporal experience of the elect seems to stand in stark contrast to both 
the apocalyptic and the desultory […] The elect see beyond historical 
particularity (the deeds of Men) to the deeper temporal patterns on which such 
isolated moments rest; in their own lives they come to embody duration or 
development through moments of history rather than sudden intervention, as 
words such as stedfast, patiently, and gradual suggest.247 

 
Although Axcelson agrees that the elect ‘sit out’ the apocalyptic moment, he notes 

that they then ‘become the architects of the millennium’. Coleridge thus ‘articulates a 

sequence […] showing the power of temporal experience to shape the new order’, 

since ‘the new world of peace and justice emerges from the prior experience of the 

                                                
245 Burke, Philosophical Enquiry, p. 92. 
246 William A. Ulmer, ‘The Alienation of the Elect in Coleridge’s Unitarian Prophecies’, The Review of 
English Studies, 57.231 (2006), pp. 526–544, (p. 539). 
247 Axcelson, p. 442. 
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men who will build it’. The elect ‘use their desultory experience to renovate the 

world’.248 

The elect thus aid the transformation of man: 

  These on the fated day, 
When, stung to rage by Pity eloquent men 
Have rous’d with pealing voice th’ unnumber’d tribes 
That toil and groan and bleed, hungry and blind, 
These, hush’d awhile with patient eye serene, 
Shall watch the mad careering of the storm; 
Then o’er the wild and wavy chaos rush 
And tame th’ outrageous mass, with plastic might 
Moulding Confusion to such perfect forms, 
As erst were wont, bright visions of the day! 

    (p. 156, ll. 258-67) 
 
Aers, Cook, and Punter are scornful of these lines:  

The construction of new social forms is thus imagined not as a collaborative 
set of social practices involving ‘the outrageous mass’, but as an aesthetic 
exercise of ‘plastic might’ by an ill-defined elite. The language allows 
Coleridge to enjoy solipsistic revery in a form which still seems to engage 
with current social conflicts249 

 
This ideological criticism has rhetorical force, but it fails to recognize the specific 

references that Coleridge is making, that ‘plastic’ evokes the politicized Neoplatonism 

of Akenside. In one of the most Akensidean passages of the poem, Coleridge utilizes 

the Whig validation of representative democracy to reconfigure it as the idea of a 

vanguard who ensure social transformation. The plan is dependant on an ‘elite’ but 

they are not ‘ill-defined’ nor are they solely responding aesthetically. That the elect of 

‘Religious Musings’ ‘watch the mad careering of the storm […] And tame th’ 

outrageous mass’ aligns them with Akenside’s statesman who seeks ‘To calm and 

guide / The swelling democratic tide’. Furthermore, their ‘plastic might / Moulding 

Confusion to such perfect forms’ mirrors Akenside’s descriptions of divine creativity 

in The Pleasures of Imagination, while suggesting they can shape events and people 
                                                
248 Axcelson, p. 447. 
249 Aers et al, p. 88. They also repeatedly, pp. 87-89, criticize the poem for being ‘desocialized’, and 
ignoring ‘human agencies’ and ‘historical particulars’. 
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into a Neoplatonic ideal of ‘perfect forms’. These ‘eloquent men’ are natural 

replacements for Parliamentarians, but they are motivated by ‘Pity’, possessed of a 

benevolence which ensures that they mobilize rather than exclude ‘th’ unnumber’d 

tribes’. These people ‘toil and groan and bleed, hungry and blind’: pieties about 

freedom and representation of ‘interests’ are inadequate when the material reality of 

poverty is understood. Coleridge takes the rhetoric of the Whig sublime tradition, 

especially as embodied by Akenside, and applies it to the political reality of his day. 

The result is a poetics which gives the professed values of Whigs a far more radical 

agenda than they had themselves promulgated. 
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2.iii 
Rewriting ‘Patriot’ Whig Assumptions in the Ode on the 

Departing Year 
 

 
The concept of patriotism is strongly embedded in the eighteenth-century poetry from 

which Coleridge drew inspiration. Gerrard explains that the ideology behind Lord 

Bolingbroke’s ‘patriot’ opposition to Walpole was based on ‘an ideal of selfless 

public activity’ and a ‘neo-Harringtonian tradition’ which emphasized the 

vulnerability of the balanced constitution to corruption: ‘Patriotism, or Country 

doctrine, thus entailed constant vigilance, a suspicion of anything that threatened the 

independence of the Commons.’250 Patriotism entailed a commitment to neo-Roman 

free state theory which represented principled, uncompromising Whiggism.  

By referring to his reformers as ‘thinking and disinterested patriots’, Coleridge 

is thus aligning himself with the Whig opposition, both historical and 

contemporary.251  The term was also problematic for Coleridge, though. Patriotism 

differed from the earlier Country ideology in that it ‘had expanded to accommodate 

new, often urban elements, with a particular emphasis on trade and commerce and 

popular extraparliamentary participation in the political process.’252 The emphasis on 

commerce included ‘support for the campaign for a war with Spain which would open 

up new prospects for British merchants in the expanding Atlantic markets.’253 

Consequently, ‘One of the distinctive features of the opposition patriotism of the 

1730s was its injection of overt war fever into the Country party programme.’254  In 

his poem A British Phillipic: Occasion’d by the Insults of the Spaniards, and the 

                                                
250 Gerrard, Patriot Opposition, p. 5. 
251 The opposition to Walpole was non-partisan, but the label ‘patriot’ was usually reserved for Whigs. 
See Gerrard, Patriot Opposition, pp. 10-12.  
252 Gerrard, Patriot Opposition, p. 6. For an example, see James Thomson’s celebration of trade (James 
Thomson, Liberty, p. 117, Part IV.910-921). 
253 Ibid., p. 6. 
254 Gerrard, p. 8. 
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Present Preparations for War (1738) Akenside is eager for war following the cutting 

of Captain Robert Jenkins’s ear by a Spanish captain for alleged smuggling. Such 

eagerness is out of keeping with Akenside’s apparent concern for peaceful progress 

elsewhere in his poetry.  

The Whig poetic tradition Coleridge utilized was thus deeply associated with 

an aggressive celebration of militarism, which was anathema to all of Coleridge’s 

professed moral and political values, making it a problematic inheritance. I will read 

the Ode on the Departing Year as directly confronting Coleridge’s disagreements with 

Bowles and Akenside. The Ode was originally published in The Cambridge 

Intelligencer in December 1796, and an expanded version appeared as a quarto 

pamphlet that same month. It was subsequently revised for inclusion in the 1797 

Poems.  

The Departing Year is a Pindaric ode, a choice of form which is significant. 

Although popularized by Cowley in the 17th Century, by the 18th the Pindaric ode had 

strong cultural and political associations. As George Shuster rather unkindly 

comments, ‘under the aegis of the dull Hanoverian sovereigns, the form was identified 

with glorification of royal feats and feasts.’255 The Pindaric thus became associated 

with the Hanoverian regime and the Whiggish glorification of the Protestant 

Monarchy. The irregularity of the Pindaric was lauded by Whigs as an example of the 

sublime, and as being representative of imaginative freedom which reflected the 

liberty Whig poets conceived their politics as embodying.256 Furthermore, Pindar was 

celebrated in the 18th Century, including by Akenside, not merely as a sublime poet, 

but also as a patriot who demonstrated that poetry plays a public role.257 In the 

                                                
255 George N. Shuster, The English Ode from Milton to Keats (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1940), p. 120. 
256 Williams, Whig Literary Culture, pp. 178-180. 
257 Ibid. Griffin, pp. 65-66, 107-108, 116. 
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‘Imperium Pelagi’, Edward Young did not deploy Pindaric irregularity, but still made 

a claim, in the poem’s subtitle, to be imitating ‘Pindar’s spirit’.258 In the ‘Preface’ to 

the poem, he claimed that ‘Trade is a very noble subject matter in itself’.259 In other 

words, the greatness of its Whiggish theme made the verse sublime, rather than the 

sublime verse testifying to the greatness of the theme. As Shuster notes of the ode, the 

major poets of the period, Pope, Addison, Swift, and Thomas Parnell ‘left the form 

alone or turned from it after a few experiments.’260 It was thus a form unfavoured by 

satirists and Tories. Notably, The Dunciad ‘was an attack upon much that is 

associated with the Pindaric’.261 

As Woodring details, in the 1790s James Pye, the Poet Laureate, would 

compose ‘an officially optimistic “Ode for the New Year”.’262 This led to a practice in 

the opposition papers of printing poems in response to the official ode which could 

expose the problems of current events and criticise the government.263 Furthermore, 

as David Duff notes, ‘the Pindaric ode […] had recently been used for public 

ceremonials in revolutionary France’.264 With his choice of title, Coleridge adopts a 

poetically contested form, and makes a declaration of political allegiance, especially 

as the poem was originally commissioned by the editor of, and published in, an 

opposition paper (CL I, p. 289). Paley observes that Coleridge’s poem ‘is deliberately 

antithetical’ to the anti-French sentiments of Pye’s odes.265  

The Argument to the poem explains that it ‘commences with an Address to the 

Divine Providence’, which is characterized as the ‘SPIRIT! Who sweepest the wild 
                                                
258 Edward Young, Imperium Pelagi. A Naval Lyrick: Written in Imitation of Pindar’s Spirit. 
Occasion’d by His Majesty’s return, Sept. 1729. and the succeeding Peace. (London: printed for 
Lawton Gilliver, at Homer's Head against St. Dunstan's Church, Fleetstreet, 1730). 
259 Ibid., ‘Preface’. See also Kaul, pp. 191-193, 200-201. 
260 Shuster, pp. 166-167. 
261 Shuster, p. 168. 
262 Woodring, p. 174. 
263 Woodring, pp. 174-175. 
264 David Duff, Romanticism and the Uses of Genre (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 66. 
265 Paley, pp. 126-127. 
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Harp of Time’ (P1797, pp. 4-5). Coleridge thus returns to the visionary mode of 

‘Religious Musings’, again fusing it with political commentary. However, in the 

quarto’s dedicatory letter, Coleridge expresses his hope that the poem exemplifies 

‘that Impetuosity of Transition, and that Precipitation of Fancy and Feeling, which are 

the essential excellencies of the sublimer Ode’.266 It is not, therefore, political insight 

or intellectual research that Coleridge identifies as the source of his commentary, but 

instead ‘Fancy and Feeling’: the internal and subjective response of the poet. It is the 

logic of enthusiasm. Coleridge can be said to be applying the precepts of Dennis, who 

asserted that: 

the excellence of the Greater Ode must consist in extraordinary Passion, which 
can be nothing but strong Enthusiasm; but Religion is the greatest, noblest, 
strongest source of Enthusiasm as we very clearly shew; so that the Modern 
Ode, by forsaking Religion, and becoming for the most part prophane, has 
parted with that from which it deriv’d its greatest excellence.267 

 
Coleridge follows Dennis both by invoking the sacred in his poem and in striving for 

the impact of impassioned verse. Furthermore, in the dedicatory letter to the original 

quarto version of the poem, Coleridge states that ‘among the Ancients, the Bard and 

the Prophet were one and the same character’. 268 Coleridge thus claims a privileged 

insight, the speaker claims access to a form of revelation from which his authority to 

comment on contemporary events proceeds. It is a variation on the idea of the elect, 

and connects directly to the poetics of enthusiasm.269 

Although Coleridge is attentive to ‘the wild Harp of Time’, he confesses that 

‘It is most hard, with an untroubled Ear / Thy dark inwoven Harmonies to hear!’ 

(P1797, p. 5). The metaphor of the harp for the music of the divine spirit connects the 

poem with ‘Effusion XXXV’, but replaces the optimism of the ‘Effusion’ with a 
                                                
266 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Ode on the Departing Year (Bristol: printed by N. Biggs, and sold by J. 
Parsons, Paternoster-Row, London, 1796), p. 4. 
267 Dennis, p. 332. 
268 Coleridge, Departing Year, p. 4. 
269 See Irlam, pp. 9-10. 



 110 

prediction of miseries to come. The characterization of the music as ‘inwoven’ 

suggests its complexity, but whereas in ‘Effusion XXXV’ the intertwining of all 

things was cause for celebration, here it is connected with the difficulty of having ‘an 

untroubled ear’. Coleridge’s ear is troubled both by the destruction he expects (in the 

quarto dedication he explains that ‘although I prophesy curses, I pray fervently for 

blessings’), but also there is a sense that simply distinguishing the different melodies 

of ‘Time’s music is difficult.270 Paley points out that the motto to the poem (taken 

from Aeschylus’s Agamemnon) associates the speaker with Cassandra, who is 

possessed of true prophecy, but powerless to affect events because she is cursed not to 

be believed. Consequently, ‘Cassandra is an appropriate persona for the poet whose 

dithyrambic utterances mask a certain equivocation about what he is saying.’271 Even 

as he draws on the revelatory potential of enthusiasm, Coleridge qualifies it. 

Coleridge’s speaker receives a vision of social transformation, how ‘in saintly 

jubilee / JUSTICE AND TRUTH: they too have heard the spell, / They too obey thy Name, 

divinest LIBERTY!’ (P1797, p. 7) Coleridge’s tone here is apparently optimistic, as the 

capitalized abstract personifications suggest the power of the forces of political 

progress. Yet this celebration of liberty is complicated by the ambiguous description 

of the echo of ‘the dread Name that o’er the earth / Let slip the storm and woke the 

brood of Hell’ (ibid.). In 1803, Coleridge would offer a conservative reading of these 

lines, placing a note explaining that ‘The Name of Liberty […] at the commencement 

of the French Revolution was both the occasion and the pretext of unnumbered crimes 

and horrors’ (PW I.2, p. 416, l.37.1.1fn). However, Woodring persuasively suggests 

that this is a later conservative reading, made possible by the ambiguity of the lines. 

He suggests that the natural reading of the poem in 1796 was that ‘the dread name of 

                                                
270 Coleridge, Departing Year, p. 4. 
271 Paley, pp. 124-125. 
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“divinest Liberty” awoke the monarchs of the Continent and their sinful paymaster, 

Britain, excoriated throughout the poem and here responsible for “the brood of 

Hell.”’272 The true purpose of the Ode emerges then as a challenge to the Akensidean 

and Whig odes which consistently portray ‘Albion’ as the ‘tamer of despotic sway’ 

and the embodiment of political liberty. In Coleridge’s poem, it is rather despotism’s 

ally, seeking to halt the spread of liberty. 

The ‘Spirit of the Earth’ rebukes Britain as ‘By Belgium’s corse impeded 

flood! / By PEACE with proffer’d insult scar’d,’, thus blaming Britain rather than the 

French revolutionaries, or the Royalist insurrectionists, for the war in the Vendée 

from 1793-1796 (P1797, p. 10). The spirit immediately follows this charge with a 

reproach for Britain’s failure to offer suitable terms, and continues: 

But chief by Afric’s wrongs 
Strange, horrible and foul!  
By what deep Guilt belongs  
To the deaf Senate, “full of gifts and lies”! 
    (P1797, p. 11) 

 

This places the burden of all these wrongs, the ‘deep Guilt’, on the perfidy and 

corruption of Parliament. The name ‘Senate’ invokes an unflattering comparison with 

Rome, as the symbol of republican liberty became the instrument of dictators. 

Britain’s ‘balanced constitution’ is a cover for the crimes of tyranny. 

This leads to an indignant cry: 

For ever shall the bloody Island scowl? 
For aye, unbroken, shall her cruel Bow 
Shoot Famine’s arrows o’er thy ravaged World? 
Hark! How wide NATURE joins her groans below–’ 
Rise, God of Nature, rise! Ah why those bolts unhurl’d? 
      (Ibid.) 

 

                                                
272 Woodring, p. 78. 
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In the quarto version, Coleridge explains these lines with a footnote quoting from his 

own Conciones ad Populum: 

In Europe the smoking Villages of Flanders, and the putrified Fields of La 
Véndee – from Africa the unnumbered victims of a detestable Slave-trade— in 
Asia the desolated plains of Indostan and the Million whom a rice-contracting 
Governor caused to perish— in America the recent enormities of our Scalp-
Merchants — the four quarters of the globe groan beneath the intolerable 
iniquity of this nation!273 

 
‘Albion’ was, for Bowles, the realm of freedom ‘Whose commerce glows beneath the 

distant poles’, and, for Akenside (in his ‘Ode to the Country Gentleman of England. 

MDCCLVIII’) the land where ‘every port is crouded with thy sails, / And every wave 

throws treasure on thy shore.’ 274 Coleridge, though, incorporates some of his 

favourite themes to expose the moral corruption of his country, which profits from the 

selling of human beings and causes such suffering as to be imaged as an Apollo 

shooting famine into foreign lands.  The final invocation to the ‘God of Nature’ 

merges Coleridge’s religious optimism with his love of nature and his political 

convictions. Though the Spirit asks why the metaphorical thunder bolts are 

‘unhurl’d’, the verb contains within it the destructive potential of such retribution 

which, though not yet used, is coming. Coleridge thus exposes the arrogance of 

British foreign policy: Coleridge has depicted Britain as a pagan God only to remind 

his readers that a greater divinity (whether metaphorically Zeus or literally the 

Christian God) ultimately holds sway. 

After the vision of the Spirit fades, the poem reverts to its former voice: 

O doom’d to fall, enslav’d and vile, 
O ALBION! O my mother Isle!  
Thy valleys, fair as Eden's bowers, 
Glitter green with sunny showers; 
Thy grassy Uplands’ gentle swells 
Echo to the Bleat of Flocks 

                                                
273 Coleridge, Departing Year, p. 12n. 
274 Akenside, p. 338, ll. 33-34. 
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(Those grassy Hills, those glitt’ring Dells 
Proudly ramparted with rocks); 
And Ocean mid his uproar wild  
Speaks safety to his Island-child. 
Hence for many a fearless age 
Has social Quiet lov’d thy shore; 
Nor ever sworded Foeman’s rage 
Or sack’d thy towers, or stain’d thy fields with gore. 
     (P1797, pp. 12-13) 

 
Coleridge combines a prediction of Britain’s fall, with a loving description of her 

countryside. It is thus both a condemnation and a lament. Coleridge draws explicitly 

on Biblical narrative: ‘doom’d to fall’ references the fall of man, with avarice being 

similar to Adam’s pride in its status as an original sin. Britain is thus configured as 

like to ‘Eden’s bowers’, as Coleridge’s use of alliteration and repetition, ‘Glitter 

green’, ‘grassy Uplands’ gentle’, ‘grassy Hills, those glitt’ring Dells’, emphasizes the 

place’s unspoilt, benevolent nature, which has then been corrupted by its leaders.  

Coleridge confronts the Whiggish myth of Britain as the land of liberty, by 

deliberately addressing this apostrophe to the poetic ‘Albion’. This myth is present in 

Bowles’s ‘To Mr. Burke’. Britain is the place of liberty: 

With joy we turn to Albion’s happier plain,  
Where ancient freedom holds her temperate reign;  
Where justice sits majestick on her throne;  
Where mercy turns her ear to every groan.  
O Albion! fairest isle, whose verdant plain  
Springs beauteous from the blue and billowy main;  
In peaceful pomp whose glitt’ring cities rise,  
And lift their crowded temples to the skies;  
Whose navy on the broad brine awful rolls;  
Whose commerce glows beneath the distant poles;275 

 
The ‘ancient freedom’ is an assertion of the country’s present constitutional 

excellence and an appeal both to a Burkean respect for one’s political inheritance and 

the Whiggish myth of Saxon liberty through representative government. It forms a 

triumvirate with ‘justice’ and ‘mercy’, asserting that the country is a virtuous 

                                                
275 Bowles, Sonnets, (Third Edition), pp. 115-116. 
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commonweal, and thereby denies the need for any political progress. ‘Albion’s 

enlightened state is connected to its physical environment, that it is the ‘fairest isle, 

whose verdant plain / Springs beauteous from the blue and billowy main’. There is an 

actual political argument here: that Britain’s island nature has protected it from 

damaging foreign influences and enabled it to cultivate a uniquely free society, but 

there is also an element of the nature worship that informs some of his other poems 

and was attractive to Coleridge.  

Coleridge’s lines on ‘Albion’ in Departing Year are thus an extension of 

Bowles’s apostrophe ‘O Albion! fairest isle,’ but with the politics inverted. The nation 

will be ‘enslav’d’ not by foreign invasion, but by the sin of abandoning her own 

professed principles. Yet only a few months later, Coleridge wrote to Bowles, saying 

of the Departing Year, ‘you will read with a friendly forbearance as to its political 

sentiments. — The base of our politics is, I doubt not, the same. We both feel strongly 

for whomever our imaginations present to us in the attitude of suffering. — I confess, 

that mine is too often a “stormy pity.”’ (CL I, p. 318) Coleridge’s need for approval 

manifests here with his attempt to smooth over political differences, barely 

acknowledging their existence. Yet by arguing that pity for others forms a shared 

basis of their politics, Coleridge insists that Bowlesian emotion is the source of a 

political opinion which Bowles would not endorse. 

In his ‘Ode to the Country Gentleman’ written in response to the defeat of a 

Hanoverian army by the French during the Seven Years War, Akenside supports the 

conscription entailed by the Militia Act of 1757.276 He observes that Britain is: 

Girt by the azure tide and thron’d sublime 
Amid thy floating bulwarks, thou canst see, 
With scorn the fury of each hostile clime 

                                                
276 Akenside, p. 501, l. 22n. 
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Dash’d ere it reach thee. Sacred from the foe 
Are thy fair fields.277 

 
Akenside goes on to suggest that this can create a false sense of security, that relying 

on the water and weather is dangerous, but the initial point of Britain’s fortuitous 

geography stands.278 Britain is ‘Sacred from the foe’, ‘Sacred’ both in the sense of 

being set apart for a special purpose and of being connected with or favoured by God. 

Coleridge’s observation that Britain is ‘Proudly ramparted with rocks’ explains her 

protected state by likening her geographical features to the defence of a fortification. 

Coleridge makes this explicit with the attack on Britain’s greed which follows: 

Disclaim’d of Heaven! mad Av’rice at thy side 
At coward distance, yet kindling pride– 
Safe ’mid thy herds and corn fields thou hast stood. 
And join’d the yell of Famine and of Blood. 
     (P1797, pp. 13-14) 

 
Coleridge’s explanatory footnote is clear: ‘We have been preserved by our insular 

situation, from suffering actual horrors of War ourselves, and we have shown our 

gratitude to Providence for this immunity by our eagerness to spread these horrors 

over others less happily situated.’ (P1797, pp. 13-14n) Coleridge thus responds 

directly to Bowles’s and Akenside’s celebration of Britain’s island nature by positing 

this geographical advantage as a source of shame. Where Akenside sees divine 

favour, Coleridge asserts God’s abandonment of Britain.  

Coleridge concludes the poem with a pious turn to religion, as ‘Now I recenter 

my immortal mind / In the deep sabbath of blest self-content’ (P1797, p. 103). The 

poem’s end enacts a powerful volta: the ostensibly political poem resolves itself in 

                                                
277 Akenside, pp. 338-339, ll. 42-46. 
278 For this claim, there is precedent in Thomson’s verse. In Britannia, A Poem (1729), Thomson 
claims that, in order for Britain to be the seat of Liberty, ‘these rocks around your coast were thrown / 
For this, your oaks, peculiar harden’d, shoot / Strong into sturdy growth’ (James Thomson, Liberty, p. 
27, ll. 199-201). 
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favour of ‘deep Sabbath of blest self-content’, which links holiness (‘Sabbath’ and 

‘blest’) with a return to a Bowlesian focus on personal feelings and a domestic setting. 

Charles Mahoney observes that, while Coleridge’s ‘odes can be seen to deploy 

a turn and counter-turn (strophe and antistrophe) along the lines of Pindar’s dramatic 

model, they never seem able to effect any sort of stand (epode), giving way instead to 

a falling or, at the very least, a vertiginously unbalanced stasis.’279 When, in Ode on 

the Departing Year, the line ‘Now I recenter my immortal mind’ follows the vision of 

‘Albion’s demise, Mahoney observes that: ‘It is astonishingly abrupt transition, one 

which leaves the reader at something of a loss as to the impassioned seer’s suddenly 

complacent tone’.280 Rather than having found a secure source of authority, a place to 

stand, Coleridge offers no ‘proper epode’ but rather ‘an apostrophic performance of 

apostasy, as the bard disclaims that which he has previously sung – a vocal 

“unpartaking” – in the act of singing himself away’.281  

The poem then ends flatly, even bathetically, which is possibly why The 

Critical Review dismissed the poem, opining that Coleridge ‘attempts the flight of the 

Theban eagle, the great Pindar: but we are sorry to say that he too frequently mistakes 

bombast and obscurity, for sublimity.’282  By contrast, the Monthly Review praised the 

poem as having ‘ardent conception’ and calling forth genuine feelings. It also felt 

necessary to defend Coleridge’s politics: 

If general philanthropy has made him look with detestation on the schemes of 
policy in which his country is unfortunately engaged […] he certainly would 
not acknowledge the apparent want of patriotism to be his fault; and he has 
taken care to assure us in sober prose, that, ‘although he prophesies curses, he 
fervently prays for blessings.’283 

                                                
279 Mahoney, p. 42. 
280 Mahoney, p. 50. 
281 Mahoney, p. 52. 
282 ‘Ode on the Departing Year. By S. T. Coleridge. 4to. Is. Parsons. 1796.’, The Critical Review, or, 
Annals of Literature, 20  (July 1797), pp. 343-344 (p. 343.) 
283 ‘Ode on the Departing Year’, Monthly Review, or, Literary Journal, 22 (March 1797), pp. 342-343, 
(p. 342.) 
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That Coleridge’s radical poem might be still defended for its patriotism, despite 

criticizing the British state and challenging the assumptions of the Whig poetry to 

which it was heir, is testament to the flexibility of the term ‘patriotism’. It is also 

evidence of Coleridge’s success, at least in the view of that particular journal. 

Coleridge took Akenside’s aesthetics, philosophy and theology, combining it with 

Bowles’s sentiment and applied them to advance his own politics. Doing so required 

that he strip these sources of their jingoistic tendencies, by exposing their ideological 

inconsistency. In the Ode on the Departing Year, the radical lecturer allows himself a 

parting shot, reclaiming liberty from the hypocrisy of Whiggish cant. 
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II. 
Retirement Politics in The Fears in 

Solitude Quarto  
 
 
 

1.i 
The Context of Poetic Retirement 

 
 
 

In ‘Reflections on Entering into Active Life’ (October 1796, later retitled ‘Reflections 

on Having Left A Place of Retirement’), Coleridge emphasizes political activity, 

resolving to quit his domestic idyll in order ‘to fight the bloodless fight / Of Science, 

Freedom, and the Truth in Christ.’1 Both Jacobus and Fulford read this poem as 

responding to the influence of William Cowper’s The Task (1785).2 However, 

Coleridge’s reception of Cowper altered at around this time. Two letters from Lamb 

imply that Coleridge was unenthusiastic about Cowper in July 1796 (when Lamb 

worried that his friend ‘will not accord with my sentiments of Cowper’), but an 

admirer by December (when Lamb wrote, ‘I am glad you love Cowper.’)3 These 

letters indicate that Coleridge first read Cowper appreciatively at some point in the 

second half of 1796, which was probably after he had written ‘Reflections’.  

However, he would have read The Task before he composed ‘To the Rev 

George Coleridge’, which Coleridge dates ‘May 26th, 1797’ (P1797, p. xii). In this 

poem, Coleridge praises domesticity, claiming that ‘A blessed Lot hath he, who […] 

                                                
1 S. T. Coleridge, ‘Reflections on Entering into Active Life’, The Monthly Magazine, 2.9 (October 
1796), p. 732. 
2 Jacobus, pp. 74-75. Tim Fulford, Landscape, Liberty and Authority: Poetry, Criticism and Politics 
from Thomson to Wordsworth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 227. 
3 Charles Lamb and Mary Ann Lamb, The Letters of Charles and Mary Ann Lamb, ed. by Edwin W. 
Marrs, Jr., 3 vols (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975-), I (1975), pp. 40-41, 72. 
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retreats at length, […] To the same Dwelling where his Father dwelt;’ (P1797, p. vii). 

I am not suggesting that Cowper persuaded Coleridge to abandon political activity 

and embrace rural retirement, but that Cowper provided Coleridge with an example of 

poetry that took its politics from the position of domestic piety, which Coleridge had 

already decided to embrace. The change is significant since the poem to ‘George 

Coleridge’ sets the course for the blank verse lyrics Coleridge was to write over the 

next year: ‘This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison’, ‘Frost at Midnight’, Fears in Solitude, 

and ‘The Nightingale’. 

Critics have understood the tradition of English retirement poetry, in the 17th 

and 18th Centuries, as indebted to classical models, particularly that of Horace, but 

also Martial and Virgil.4 The contrast between the retired poet and the corrupt court 

provided a precedent for Country opposition verse against Walpole. Maynard Mack 

understands Alexander Pope’s poetry of the 1730s as inheriting this attitude through a 

tradition stretching from Horace through seventeenth-century English poems.5 Central 

to this retirement poetry is the figure of ‘beatus vir’ (‘blessed is the man’): ‘this figure 

normally speaks from a small homestead of inherited land […] Here the happy man 

was born and here he stays.’6 Coleridge’s poem, ‘To the Rev George Coleridge’ 

employs a version of this figure. This tradition includes Cowper.7 Cowper invokes 

Horace in The Task as ‘The Sabine Bard’.8 As Tom Clucas notes, Cowper uses ‘this 

                                                
4 As Isabel Rivers explains, ‘Virgil was to become the stereotype of the epic poet, the prophet of 
empire, and Horace of the retired poet, independent and free from public affairs’ (Isabel Rivers, The 
Poetry of Conservatism, 1600-1745: A Study of Poets and Public Affairs from Jonson to Pope 
(Cambridge: Rivers Press, 1973), p. 13). See also Oswald Doughty, Forgotten Lyrics of the Eighteenth 
Century (London: H.F. & G. Witherby, 1924), p. 95, and Patricia Meyer Spacks, Reading Eighteenth-
Century Poetry (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009), pp. 3-4. 
5 Maynard Mack, The Garden and the City: Retirement and Politics in the Later Poetry of Pope 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1969), p. 96. 
6 Mack, pp. 100-101. 
7 See William Cowper, The Poems of William Cowper, ed. by John D. Baird and Charles Ryskamp, 3 
vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980-1995), II (1995), p. 132, Book I.592-599, and Kaul, pp. 233-234.  
8 Cowper, II, p. 191, Book IV.190. 
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epithet to invoke the Roman satirist as an exemplar of the politically-engaged retired 

life.’9 

Michael Edson, however, has taken issue with such criticism, arguing ‘that 

construing such poetry after 1690 as a secular, classically inspired mode constitutes a 

grave misreading. Much retirement poetry of this period instead reflects the influence 

of a native tradition: Protestant practices of “closet” devotion.’10 Edson observes that 

poets such as Pope, Mary Chudleigh, and Thomson emphasize intellectual exertion. 

Such mental pursuits replace the Horatian emphasis on husbandry of land as the main 

activity in English retirement poetry.11 Indeed, ‘many poems after 1690 feature 

neither Horace’s freehold farm nor its bourgeois equivalent, Pomfret’s suburban 

villa.’12 Edson asserts that ‘By 1700 the term “retirement” in Britain carried religious 

meanings. It signified a withdrawal from worldly preoccupations for the purposes of 

prayer and reflection, and it was associated with the material space of the prayer 

closet.’13 Consequently, there was something of a synthesis of devotional verse and 

the secular Horatian model.14 While echoes of Horace may persist in Coleridge’s 

verse, therefore, this native tradition of retirement poetry was perhaps more important. 

Cowper’s poetry provided an immediate source and inspiration for Coleridge’s own 

retirement verse. 

The stylistic influence of Cowper upon Coleridge’s blank verse has long been 

noted.15 What has largely been missing from the discussion, though, with the notable 

exception of Fulford, is a consideration of the political significance of Cowper for 

                                                
9 Tom Clucas, ‘Romantic Reclusion in the Works of Cowper and Wordsworth’ (unpublished doctoral 
thesis, University of Oxford, 2014), p. 37. 
10 Michael Edson, ‘“A Closet or a Secret Field”: Horace, Protestant Devotion and British Retirement 
Poetry’, Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies, 35.1 (2012), pp. 17-41 (p. 17.) 
11 Edson, p. 19. 
12 Edson, p. 20. 
13 Edson, p. 21. 
14 Edson, pp. 23-24. 
15 See, for example, House, pp. 72-73, Jacobus, pp. 44, 51. 
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Coleridge.16 By adopting Cowper’s conversational style, Coleridge was suggesting 

political, as well as poetic allegiances. Although Cowper embraces rural retirement 

and piety in The Task, it remains a political poem, with frequent discursions on 

Parliament, morality, and the nature of liberty. The Task is part of the 

Commonwealth/Country tradition, discussed in Chapter I, using the position of 

retirement as a vantage point from which to make a political comment. It is within this 

context that Coleridge’s poetry of 1798 should be understood. 

 

                                                
16 See Fulford, Landscape, pp. 216-243. 
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1.ii 
The Political Significance of Cowper’s Influence 

 
 
 

In March 1798, Coleridge wrote to his brother, George. Keen to mollify his 

respectable and theologically orthodox brother, he denied any enthusiasm for ‘French 

Metaphysics, French Politics, French Ethics, & French Theology’ and asserted his 

belief in original sin (CL I, pp. 395-396). Coleridge illustrated his contempt for 

‘Democrats and Oppositionists’ by quoting from The Task, which attacks such critics 

of the government as ‘slaves of Lust’ (ibid.). He then quoted some unpublished lines 

of Wordsworth’s, in which ‘the Man / Once taught to love’ nature ‘cannot chuse / But 

seek for objects of a kindred Love / In fellow-natures, & a kindred Joy.’ (CL I, pp. 

397-398) Coleridge stresses a quietist self-communing with nature.  

Coleridge’s move from quoting Cowper to quoting Wordsworth acknowledges 

Cowper’s influence on Wordsworth and on himself. He also associates his friend’s 

nature poetry with the political values underpinning Cowper’s attack on ‘Democrats 

and Oppositionists’. Coleridge suggests that the nature poetry Wordsworth and he 

were writing encodes a more orthodox, conservative politics. In Fulford’s phrase, the 

letter ‘uses Cowper’s Christian moralizing to imply that Coleridge is a lover of both 

his country and its religion.’17 

Cowper’s religious and philosophical views are not as rigid, nor as supportive 

of the establishment, as one might expect from Coleridge’s letter, though. Indeed, 

Cowper’s theology represents a degree of continuity with Coleridge’s early poetry: 

The Lord of all, himself through all diffused, 
Sustains and is the life of all that lives. 
Nature is but a name for an effect 

                                                
17 Fulford, Landscape, p. 233. 
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Whose cause is God.18 
 
The notion that God ‘through all diffused, / Sustains and is the life of all that lives’ 

recalls Coleridge’s pantheistic tendencies, resembling the contention in ‘Religious 

Musings’ that ‘’tis God / Diffus’d thro’ all, that doth make all one whole;’ (P1796, p. 

149, ll. 145-6). Yet Cowper deliberately distinguishes this conception of God’s action 

from the notion that God is merely a first cause.19 As Vincent Newey explains, 

Cowper’s depiction ‘is in tune with a widespread contemporary resistance to the 

atheistic implications of Cartesian, “mechanistic”, interpretations of the universe.’20 

Cowper reiterates the atonement of Christ, and other features of orthodox Christian 

faith as a means of insulating himself from Deistic interpretations.21  

Cowper was therefore, though a figure associated with respectable theological 

opinions, one whose metaphysics seemed congenial to Coleridge’s own, which were 

still in flux. Cowper was orthodox enough, though, to attack tolerance for Dissenters, 

criticizing those who deny Christ’s divinity.22 Such scorn would at one point have 

applied to Coleridge, due to his Unitarianism. Coleridge’s allusion to Cowper acts as 

a confirmation that he has since abandoned these heterodox beliefs, which certainly 

seems to be what he wants George to believe. Alternatively, he may invoke Cowper 

because of a shared aesthetic and a compatible metaphysics, but merely pretends to 

share Cowper’s orthodoxy to protect himself from accusations of atheism and 

sedition, while he continued to develop the ideas he had advocated over the previous 

few years. 

                                                
18 Cowper, II, p. 242, Book VI.220-223. 
19 Ibid., p. 233, Book V.865-869, p. 242, Book VI.198-219. 
20 Vincent Newey, Cowper’s Poetry: A Critical Study and Reassessment (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 1982), p. 143. 
21 Newey, pp. 142-143. 
22 Cowper, II, p. 259, Book VI.881-886. 
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Cowper’s politics are nuanced, though often classically Whiggish. In the 

opening section of The Task, Cowper refers, deferentially, to ‘immortal Alfred’.23 

However, Cowper’s veneration for a Saxon king does not produce respect for custom 

and inheritance, as it would for Burke. Rather, Cowper offers a critique of the appeal 

to tradition. His account of how ‘kings were first invented’ is quite critical: 

When man was multiplied and spread abroad 
In tribes and clans, and had begun to call 
These meadows and that range of hills his own, 
The tasted sweets of property begat 
Desire of more; and industry in some 
To improve and cultivate their just demesne, 
Made others covet what they saw so fair. 
Thus wars began on earth. […] 

[…] At length 
One eminent above the rest, for strength, 
For stratagem or courage, or for all, 
Was chosen leader.24 

 
The king emerges from the state of nature due to his ability to counter the violence of 

others with more effective violence. Cowper’s account positions kings as the 

consequence of property, which is shown to be arbitrary and the product of 

aggression, not divinely ordained. That war results in the institution of property 

suggests a disparaging view of the fundamental structure of society. Cowper’s 

explanation of the origin of property resembles Coleridge’s in ‘Religious Musings’.  

The vacant Shepherd wander’d with his flock, 
Pitching his tent where’er the green grass waved. 
But soon Imagination conjured up 
An host of new desires: with busy aim, 
Each for himself, Earth’s eager children toiled. 

                                                
23 Ibid., p. 117, l. 22. In Whig imagination, Alfred is the idealized first patriarch, seen as the founder of 
Saxon liberty (see, for example, James Thomson, Liberty, p. 111, Part IV.731-733&n). In May 1796 
Richard Poole wrote to Coleridge, telling him that ‘If I mistake not, you are warmly attached to the 
principles of the British Constitution’ and encouraging him to ‘turn your attention to the character of 
Alfred […] as I hope to see him the hero of an Epic Poem by S. T. Coledridge [sic].’ (Quoted in 
Margaret E. Sandford, Thomas Poole and his Friends, 2 vols (London: Macmillan, 1888), I, pp. 138-
139.) Poole claims to have read Coleridge’s poems, some issues of The Watchman, and his two 
published lectures. Poole’s letter indicates that it was quite easy to interpret Coleridge’s politics as 
culturally Whiggish. 
24 Cowper, II, pp. 216-218, Book V. 221-228, 230-233, 279. 
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So PROPERTY began, twy-streaming fount, 
Whence Vice and Virtue flow, honey and gall. 
     (P1796, p. 154, ll. 219-25) 

 
For Cowper, the choice of king is a rational action that emerges by consent, not as a 

divine edict from above. Rather than being the proper response to divine right, 

absolute fealty is idolatry, the action that will ‘demi-deify’ ordinary men.25 Describing 

kings as ‘invented’, Cowper continues to stress monarchy as a human institution, 

whose power over ‘this terraqueous swamp’ suggests that kingship, rather than 

glorious, is simply trying to make the best of a messy situation.26 

This account of the origins of social structures underpins a classically Whig 

attitude to authority: 

     We love 
The king who loves the law; respects his bounds 
And reigns content within them. […] 
[…] Mark now the diff’rence, ye that boast your love 
Of kings, between your loyalty and ours. 
We love the man. The paultry pageant you. 
We the chief patron of the Commonwealth; 
You the regardless author of its woes. 
We for the sake of liberty, a king; 
You chains and bondage for a tyrant’s sake. 
Our love is principle, and has its root 
In reason, is judicious, manly, free. 
Yours, a blind instinct, crouches to the rod, 
And licks the foot that treads it in the dust.27 

 
Cowper’s emphasis is on the rule of law, the limitations of power, and the freedom 

which derives from those restraints on the monarch. This enables a contrast with Tory 

support for, and glorification of, the monarchy. The Whig attitude is derived from 

‘reason, is judicious, manly, free’: not only wise, it is independent and virtuous, 

whereas the Tory attitude is servile, and ‘a blind instinct’, linked to feeling rather than 

reason. Cowper’s dichotomy is not so stark as to exclude emotion, though. Notably, 

                                                
25 Ibid., p. 217, Book V.266. 
26 Ibid., pp. 218, Book V.281. 
27 Ibid., pp. 219-220, Book V. 331-333, 346-356. 
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he professes ‘love’ for the king. The crucial distinction is between feeling derived 

from reason and feeling pursued uncritically. 

Cowper’s view of Britain resembles that of Whig poetry earlier in the Century, 

in conceiving the nation as particularly blessed with liberty: even ‘With all thy loss of 

empire, and though squeezed / By public exigence’, he considers Britain ‘still happy, 

and the chief / Among the nations, seeing thou art free!’28 Cowper presents exile as 

preferable to remaining in a Britain that had become enslaved: 

if I must bewail the blessing lost 
For which our Hampdens and our Sidneys bled, 
I would at least bewail it under skies 
Milder, among a people less austere, 
In scenes which having never known me free 
Would not reproach me with the loss I felt. 
Do I forebode impossible events, 
And tremble at vain dreams? Heav’n grant I may! 
But th’ age of virtuous politics is past, 
And we are deep in that of cold pretence. 
Patriots are grown too shrewd to be sincere, 
And we too wise to trust them. He that takes 
Deep in his soft credulity the stamp 
Designed by loud declaimers on the part 
Of liberty, themselves the slaves of lust, 
Incurs derision for his easy faith 
And lack of knowledge, and with cause enough. 
For when was public virtue to be found 
Where private was not? can he love the whole 
Who loves no part? He be a nation’s friend 
Who is, in truth, the friend of no man there?29 

 
Cowper focuses not only on the perceived loss of empire, but also on the threat to 

British liberty from within. Although he has precedent for this in the poetry of the 

patriot opposition to Walpole, Cowper’s tone is far more pessimistic. His valorization 

of the sacrifice of ‘our Hampdens and our Sidneys’ is only to expose the shortcomings 

of their successors, who ‘are grown too shrewd to be sincere’. Reason and emotion 

have become divorced, and this threatens the government of the commonwealth. It is 

                                                
28 Ibid., p. 222, Book V.457-462. 
29 Ibid., pp. 223-224, Book V.485-505. 
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these final ten lines which Coleridge chooses to quote to his brother. Out of context, 

they seem an unqualified indictment of the political process, but when read in The 

Task they offer a defence of specifically Whig values, tinged even by the more radical 

associations of the English Republicans (Thelwall named his son Hampden; Sidney 

was a theorist of republican government). Cowper invokes the so called ‘Whig canon’ 

which was actually, as Pocock observes, a ‘republican canon’, developed as a result of a 

Whig interpretation of history which sought to defend the actions of the parliamentary 

leaders who resisted Charles I, without endorsing the regicide.30 

Notably, Cowper asks, ‘when was public virtue to be found / Where private 

was not? can he love the whole / Who loves no part?’ The emphasis on public 

benevolence growing from private attachment brings Cowper’s ideology closer to 

Burke’s. Coleridge’s enlisting of Cowper as a political soulmate in the letter to his 

brother indicates a continuity of influences on his thinking, even as Coleridge is 

promising that he has ‘snapped my squeaking baby-trumpet of Sedition’. As Paley 

points out, ‘This would be more convincing had Coleridge not, as we have seen, used 

the same expression to Charles Lloyd, Senior,’ almost two years earlier (CL I, p. 240). 

Paley explains that ‘trivialization is used as a rhetorical technique to fictionalize 

Coleridge’s political past. The harmless poet could never have accomplished much 

with such a little trumpet.’31 Coleridge asserts to his brother that he is ‘no Whig, no 

Reformist, no Republican’ immediately after quoting a poet who is clearly the first, 

could be characterized as the second, and appears sympathetic to the exemplars of the 

third (CL I, p. 397). 

                                                
30 Pocock, ‘varieties of Whiggism’, pp. 232-233. See also James Thomson, Liberty, pp. 120-121, Part 
IV.1012-1035, in which Thomson presents the Parliamentarian side in the Civil War intending to limit 
monarchy to restore ancient freedom. Thomson thereby establishes a Whig pantheon in which the taint 
of Republicanism is removed. 
31 Paley, p. 135. 
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 Cowper also points to the need to consider the less fortunate ‘And sympathize 

with others, suffering more.’32 Here, though, Cowper’s sympathy serves to stress the 

difference between two social classes, as he asserts that a labourer ‘feels indeed / The 

piercing cold, but feels it unimpair’d’.33 Cowper’s denial of sensitivity is the very 

reverse of Wordsworth’s stated poetic mission (in a letter to Fox of 1801) ‘to shew 

that men who do not wear fine cloaths can feel deeply.’34  

 Cowper is quick to make a direct attack on the poor: 

But poverty with most who whimper forth 
Their long complaints, is self inflicted woe, 
Th’ effect of laziness or sottish waste.35 

 
He rejects any suggestion that poverty is a structural consequence of the economic 

system, preferring instead the conservative explanation of individual fault, that the 

poor are mostly undeserving. Even the verb ‘whimper’ suggests a feeble and 

undignified querulousness. 

Cowper can at once decry violations of the ‘Common rights of man’ (the 

Lockean ideas of life, liberty and property deriving from natural equality), yet also 

advance a view of social structure utterly unthreatening to established power: 

Some must be great. Great offices will have 
Great talents. And God gives to ev’ry man 
The virtue, temper, understanding, taste, 
That lifts him into life, and lets him fall 
Just in the niche he was ordain’d to fill.36 

 
Such a conservative endorsement of hierarchy sits oddly with Cowper’s rational 

account of the origin and limitations of kingship. The idea that every person is placed 

by God ‘in the niche he was ordain’d to fill’ is the logic behind the divine right of 

                                                
32 Cowper, II, p. 195, Book IV.340. 
33 Ibid., p. 196, Book IV.360-361. 
34 William Wordsworth and Dorothy Wordsworth, The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, 
ed. by Ernest de Selincourt, 2nd edn., 7 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967-1988), I: The Early Years 
1787-1805 (1967), revised by Chester L. Shaver, p. 315. 
35 Cowper, II, p. 198, Book IV.429-431. 
36 Ibid., pp. 204, 207, Book IV.680, 788-792. See also pp. 393-394n. 
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kings and absolute monarchy. Elsewhere, Cowper can depict greatness as resulting 

from parliamentary intrigue through the machinations of self-serving careerists: 

Here runs the mountainous and craggy ridge 
That tempts ambition. On the summit, see, 
The seals of office glitter in his eyes; 
He climbs, he pants, he grasps them.37 
 

It is Cowper’s excoriation of Parliament as a place of intrigue and self-promotion, 

disconnected from the good of the commonweal, that makes him a useful reference 

for Coleridge’s disavowal of politics to his brother. To an extent, Cowper was 

updating the Commonwealthman tradition: upholding the principles of supposedly 

ancient liberty, comfortable with social hierarchy, but criticizing endemic corruption, 

the power of money, and the slave trade.  

Due to Cowper’s reputation for piety, his social conservatism, and his 

cynicism towards Parliament, Coleridge’s invocation of Cowper suggests a retreat 

from his own political and religious enthusiasms of 1796. When Coleridge then 

quotes Wordsworth’s poetry, he suggests that his friend’s poetic project (and by 

association, his own) is an extension of Cowper’s spiritually acceptable concerns. Yet 

at the same time, it is a kind of reaffirmation of allegiance to an intellectual political 

tradition which Coleridge had previously used to derive support for his more radical 

politics. Invoking Cowper allows Coleridge to portray himself as friendly to the 

establishment whilst maintaining a fierce critique consistent with the principles he had 

espoused over the previous four years. 

 
 

                                                
37 Ibid., p. 188, Book IV.57-60. 
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2. 
The Fears in Solitude Quarto 

 
 
 

2.i 
Fears in Solitude 

 
 

 
 
Paul Magnuson has detailed how Tory satirists, most notably the Anti-Jacobin, 

attacked Coleridge (and Southey) from late 1797. Specifically, Coleridge was 

associated with Louis La Révellière-Lépaux’s atheism or deism by James Gilray’s 

‘New Morality’ caricature in August 1798, and, in the 1799 reprint, the editorial 

commentary named him ‘an avowed Deist’ who had ‘become a citizen of the world, 

left his little ones fatherless, and his wife destitute.’38 Magnuson argues that, while the 

specifics of the latter attack postdate the Fears in Solitude quarto (the former 

appeared after the poems were written, but before the volume was put together and 

published), they nevertheless illustrate the charges to which Coleridge was open. The 

volume appeared as a necessary defence against the kind of attacks which were 

already being levelled at both him and his publisher, Joseph Johnson, in print and, one 

would presume, more generally as gossip. Coleridge responds in these poems by 

presenting himself as a lover of his God, his country, and his family.39 

My reading of Fears in Solitude argues that the poem’s echoes of The Task 

specifically advance this agenda by placing Coleridge in the tradition of Cowper. 

Secondly, though, I suggest that the poem also responds to John Thelwall’s ‘Lines 

                                                
38 The Beauties of The Anti-Jacobin; or, Weekly Examiner (London: printed, by J. Plymsell, At The 
Anti-Jacobin Press, Peterborough Court, Fleet Street, for C. Chapple, NO. 66, Pall Mall, 1799), p. 
306n. 
39 Magnuson, Reading, pp. 69-72, 75-77.  
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written at Bridgewater, in Somersetshire, on the 27th of July, 1797; during a long 

excursion, in quest of a peaceful retreat’. Coleridge uses Cowper to respond to 

Thelwall’s pessimism by stressing the potential of the poet in retirement to remain 

engaged with politics. 

Fears in Solitude. Written, April 1798, During the Alarm of an Invasion 

follows a Cowperian model. In Book II of The Task, Cowper begins by asking: 

Oh for a lodge in some vast wilderness, 
Some boundless continguity of shade, 
Where rumour of oppression and deceit, 
Of unsuccessful or successful war 
Might never reach me more. My ear is pain’d, 
My soul is sick with ev’ry day’s report 
Of wrong and outrage with which earth is fill’d. 
There is no flesh in man’s obdurate heart, 
It does not feel for man. The nat’ral bond 
Of brotherhood is sever’d as the flax 
That falls asunder at the touch of fire.40 

 
Cowper’s desire to seek shelter from the world, specifically from the knowledge of its 

conflicts, mirrors the way Coleridge celebrates, at the start of Fears in Solitude, the 

secluded ‘GREEN and silent spot, amid the hills! / A small and silent dell! […] a quiet 

spirit-healing nook,’ only to reflect that: 

    My God! it is a melancholy thing 
For such a man, who would full fain preserve 
His soul in calmness, yet perforce must feel 
For all his human brethren– O my God, 
It is indeed a melancholy thing, 
And weighs upon the heart, that he must think 
What uproar and what strife may now be stirring 
This way or that way o’er these silent hills– 
Invasion, and the thunder and the shout, 
And all the crash of onset; fear and rage 
And undetermined conflict– even now, 
Even now, perchance, and in his native Isle: 
Carnage and screams beneath this blessed sun! 

(FiS, pp. 1, 2-3) 
 

                                                
40 Cowper, II, p. 139, Book II.1-12. 
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Both poets emphasize humanity as a family, and the effect of conflict on the 

empathetic poet who must ‘feel’ for them. In both poems, seclusion from the realities 

of global affairs is shown to be impossible, and retirement is a prelude to a sustained 

social critique, with the difference being that Coleridge is responding to a specific set 

of recent events, while Cowper is considering the global order more generally. 

For Coleridge, the nation has become one of institutionalized hypocrisy, 

where: 

We gabble o’er the oaths we mean to break, 
For all must swear– all, and in every place, 
College and wharf, council and justice-court, 
All, all must swear, the briber and the brib’d, 
Merchant and lawyer, senator and priest, 
The rich, the poor, the old man and the young, 
All, all make up one scheme of perjury, 
That faith doth reel; 

(FiS, p. 4) 
 
As Justin Shepherd observes, in the poem, ‘There is throughout a constant use of 

onomatopoeia such as ‘mutter’, ‘gabble’, ‘scoff’ as if words have become merely 

sounds without meaning.’41 Coleridge gives the impression of being even-handed 

here, with the multiple repetitions of ‘all’, and a series of lines neatly divided, and 

seemingly balanced, by caesurae. However, on closer examination his list of those 

who swear falsely is dominated by privileged institutions and those with powerful 

status: ‘College and wharf, council and justice-court, […] Merchant and lawyer, 

senator and priest’. Coleridge may include ‘the poor, the old man and the young’ for 

completion’s sake, but the force of his ire is seemingly directed against the 

establishment. 

Cowper is consistent in his attacks on the corruption at court. While Coleridge 

depicts hypocrisy as the great ill destroying the nation, for Cowper it is avarice, or: 

                                                
41 Justin Shepherd, ‘Fears in Solitude: Private Places and Public Faces’, Coleridge Bulletin, n.s. 32 
(Winter 2008), pp. 18-24, (p. 23.) 
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Profusion unrestrain’d, with all that’s base 
In character, has litter’d all the land, 
And bred within the mem’ry of no few 
A priesthood such as Baal’s was of old, 
A people such as never was ’till now. 
[…] Profusion deluging a state with lusts 
Of grossest nature and of worst effects, 
Prepares it for its ruin. Hardens, blinds, 
And warps the consciences of public men 
Till they can laugh at virtue; 42 

 
The comparison of the established religion to the pagan devotees of ‘Baal’ is 

reminiscent of Coleridge’s religious criticisms in his lectures, and is surprisingly 

seditious. Cowper’s concern that avarice ‘Hardens, blinds, / And warps the 

consciences of public men / Till they can laugh at virtue’ supports Coleridge’s 1795 

case for redistributing property and land so as to create a more virtuous society. It is a 

point made similarly in Fears in Solitude when Coleridge exclaims that the ‘deep 

taint’ of ‘our vices’ ‘murders the whole man, / His body and his soul! (FiS, p. 3) 

Cowper’s concern extends to the landowner, who: 

     burns with most intense and flagrant zeal 
To serve his country […] 
[…]    some private purse 
Supplies his need with an usurious loan 
To be refunded duely, when his vote 
Well-managed, shall have earn’d its worthy price.43 

 
When votes are bought, it is the inevitable consequence of ‘Profusion’; the absence of 

the public ‘virtue’ reveals the ‘zeal / To serve’ as bitterly ironic. The country 

gentleman, supposedly disinterested because of his independent wealth, ‘serves’ in the 

sense of being labour which is readily and indiscriminately bought and sold. Thus: 

Ambition, av’rice, penury incurr’d 
By endless riot; vanity, the lust 
Of pleasure and variety, dispatch 
As duely as the swallows disappear, 
The world of wand’ring knights and squires to town. 

                                                
42 Cowper, II, p. 156, Book II. 674-678, 688-692. 
43 Ibid., p. 183, Book III. 794-795, 797-800. 



 134 

London ingulphs them all.44 
 
As Martin Priestman explains, ‘Cowper bears faithful witness to the decline of 

paternalist order that accompanied the Agrarian Revolution, and attributes it to the 

greedy town-oriented absenteeism of the landlords’.45 Mercantile values have 

replaced aristocratic and patriotic ones. Cowper is throughout suspicious of 

commercial power, bitterly noting that it corrodes the rule of law, since ‘thieves at 

home must hang; but he that puts / Into his overgorged and bloated purse / The wealth 

of Indian provinces, escapes.’46 He further observes that: 

Doing good, 
Disinterested good, is not our trade. 
We travel far ’tis true, but not for nought; 
And must be brib’d to compass earth again 
By other hopes and richer fruits than yours.47 

 
Cowper is saddened that the profit motive is placed above any ethical or spiritual 

code. Cowper’s desire for moral consistency leads to his attacking the slave trade.48 

His condemnation goes further than many of his predecessors.49 He does not seek to 

separate slavery from other commercial activity, but sees moral fault in both. He 

decries how: 

In proud and gay 
And gain-devoted cities; thither flow, 
As to a common and most noisesome sewer, 
The dregs and fæculence of ev’ry land.50 

 
Kaul observes that Cowper’s ‘denunciation of British commercial practices […] 

rewrites the central topos of British mercantilism, the vision of London (“Augusta”) 

                                                
44 Ibid., Book III.811-816. 
45 Martin Priestman, Cowper’s Task: Structure and Influence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983), p. 120. 
46 Cowper, II, p. 135, Book I.736-738. 
47 Ibid., p. 134, Book I.673-677. 
48 Ibid., pp. 139-140, Book II.20-39. 
49 James Thomson is noticeably ambiguous, condemning its cruelty but also accepting it as part of 
Britain’s trading empire. See Griffin, pp. 88-89 and Kaul, pp. 158-159. 
50 Cowper, II, p. 134, Book I.681-684. 



 135 

as entrepôt to the world, into which goods and commodities stream as effortlessly’.51 

Trade, which Thomson saw as the ‘golden Flood’ and which Cowper had previously 

described as ‘the golden girdle of the globe’, is now excremental for Cowper.52 

However, Cowper is still an advocate of empire, only wishing to make it more 

humane.53 

Cowper’s persistent criticism of corruption defines his political position quite 

specifically. In Fulford’s analysis: 

Attacking their corruption by commercialism, by places at Court, by the 
wealth of the City, by the luxury of the spa towns, Cowper appeared as a 
traditional Country independent who regarded critical scrutiny of power, even 
when exercised by Whig ministers, as the duty of a truly patriotic Whig […] 
However, in a reversal of the traditional Country equation of disinterest with 
land ownership, it was now only Cowper’s landlessness, his poverty, that kept 
him independent and immune from temptation.54 

 
For Cowper, retirement was thus a means to preserve one’s integrity and speak from a 

position of authority to criticize social ills as stemming from the ruling class’s moral 

failures. This offered Coleridge a model of how to criticize the political establishment 

and its corruptions.55  

In Fears in Solitude, Coleridge complains that the loyalists: 

Dote with a mad idolatry; and all, 
Who will not fall before their images, 
And yield them worship, they are enemies 
Ev’n of their country! –Such have I been deem’d.  
But, O dear Britain! O my mother Isle! 
Needs must thou prove a name most dear and holy 
To me, a son, a brother, and a friend, 
A husband, and a father! who revere 
All bonds of natural love, and find them all 
Within the limits of thy rocky shores. 
O native Britain! O my mother Isle! 
    (FiS, p. 9) 

 
                                                
51 Kaul, p. 236. 
52 James Thomson, Liberty, p. 117, Part IV.910-912. Cowper, I (1980), p. 339, l. 86. 
53 See Kaul, pp. 238-244. 
54 Fulford, Landscape, p. 53. 
55 Ibid., pp. 53-54, 216. 
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The devout tone Coleridge adopts here serves to assert his moral credentials, such that 

the idea that he is one of the ‘enemies / Even of their country’ appears self-evidently 

absurd. Coleridge supports his love for his country on the basis that Britain is ‘a name 

most dear and holy / To me, a son, a brother, and a friend, / A husband, and a father!’: 

it is the domestic, conventional family roles that demonstrate his patriotism.  

Gurion Taussig notes that Burkean sentiments underlie this connection of 

patriotism with a love for the local and his familial role.56 Coleridge’s apostrophe to 

his country, ‘O dear Britain! O my mother Isle!’ repeats his address, ‘O ALBION! O my 

mother Isle!’ in Ode on the Departing Year (P1797, p. 12). Fears in Solitude 

continues Coleridge’s engagement with the tradition of Whig poetry. The substitution 

of ‘Britain’ for ‘Albion’ suggests a new political realism, contemplating the existing 

nation state rather than a romanticized ideal. As in the former poem, he proceeds to a 

loving list of the country’s beautiful natural features. This poem, too, is in dialogue 

with the celebrations of Akenside and Bowles of ‘Albion’ as the ‘fairest isle’, the 

place of liberty, in part due to its geography.57 Coleridge’s reference to ‘the limits of 

thy rocky shores’ glances back to ‘those glitt’ring Dells / Proudly ramparted with 

rocks’ (P1797, p. 12) in the Departing Year and, beyond that, to Bowles’s ‘To Mr. 

Burke’ which asks, ‘Oh! still may freedom with majestick mien, / Pacing thy rocks 

and the green vales be seen’, and Akenside’s ‘Ode to the Country Gentleman of 

England’, in which Britain is ‘Girt by the azure tide and thron’d sublime / Amid thy 

floating bulwarks’.58 In the Departing Year, Coleridge had invoked these poems to 

turn the argument on its head: that the security offered by Britain’s island nature was 

a source of shame, not pride. In Fears in Solitude the argument is different. Coleridge 

asks: 
                                                
56 Taussig, pp. 172, 201-202. 
57 Bowles, Sonnets, (Third Edition), pp. 116. 
58 Ibid. Akenside, pp. 338-339, ll. 42-46. 
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How should’st thou prove aught else but dear and holy 
To me, who from thy lakes and mountain-hills, 
Thy clouds, thy quiet dales, thy rocks, and seas, 
Have drunk in all my intellectual life, 
All sweet sensations, all ennobling thoughts, 
All adoration of the God in nature, 
All lovely and all honourable things, 
Whatever makes this mortal spirit feel 
The joy and greatness of it’s future being? 
There lives nor form nor feeling in my soul 
Unborrowed from my country! O divine 
And beauteous Island! thou hast been my sole 
And most magnificent temple, in the which 
I walk with awe, and sing my stately songs, 
Loving the God that made me! 

(FiS, pp. 9-10) 
 
Britain’s natural features are celebrated here not because they insulate the populace, 

but because they offer the means for moral improvement. The sentiment is similar to 

that expressed by Wordsworth in the unpublished lines which Coleridge quoted in the 

letter to his brother. In the lines from Fears in Solitude Coleridge replaces Whig 

panegyrics about trade with an extolling of spiritual values, from which the true 

strength to overcome one’s enemies derives. The piety of ‘I walk with awe […] 

Loving the God that made me’ recalls the ending to ‘Effusion XXXV’. Coleridge 

considers ‘all my intellectual life, / All sweet sensations, all ennobling thoughts, / All 

adoration of the God in nature’ as particularly British: the meditations of Coleridge’s 

blank verse lyrics thus have a national, political purpose. They articulate a kind of 

natural patriotism, a patriotism which not only generates the commitment necessary to 

defend the nation, but, Coleridge suggests, provides the foundation for the moral 

reformation of a corrupt polity. Shepherd argues that: 

Coleridge desynonymises the term ‘Britain’ so that it refers not to the Pitt 
administration nor indeed to any political party or grouping, but refers rather 
to the actual physical landscape of the country and to the personal 
relationships which exist within its geographical boundaries59 

 

                                                
59 Shepherd, pp. 23-24. 



 138 

Such an approach is not politically neutral. Coleridge erases government associations 

in order to reinscribe the landscape with his own values. He counters the idea of 

loyalist Britain with his own home: a reminder that Pitt’s Britain is just a construction. 

Coleridge’s defence of his ‘love’ for his country descends from Cowper’s own 

struggles with the issue: 

    England, with all thy faults, I love thee still 
My country! and while yet a nook is left 
Where English minds and manners may be found, 
Shall be constrain’d to love thee. Though thy clime 
Be fickle, and thy year, most part, deform’d 
With dripping rains, or wither’d by a frost, 
I would not yet exchange thy sullen skies 
And fields without a flower, for warmer France 
With all her vines; nor for Ausonia’s groves 
Of golden fruitage and her myrtle bow’rs. 
To shake thy senate, and from heights sublime 
Of patriot eloquence to flash down fire 
Upon thy foes, was never meant my task; 
But I can feel thy fortunes, and partake 
Thy joys and sorrows with as true a heart 
As any thund’rer there. And I can feel 
Thy follies too, and with a just disdain 
Frown at effeminates, whose very looks 
Reflect dishonor on the land I love.60 

 
Fulford argues that Cowper’s inner conflict and emotional turmoil over public issues 

signifies a moral sensitivity, which is contrasted with the nation’s leaders’ lack of 

feeling. This relocates authority away from traditional hierarchies and into the inner 

struggle of the poet, providing an example for Wordsworth and Coleridge.61 Unlike 

Coleridge, Cowper’s references to England’s landscape and climate are negative. 

Nevertheless, this climate is positively connected with a valued way of thinking, the 

‘English minds and manners’. Crucially for Coleridge, Cowper’s statement of 

patriotism is combined with, and not diminished by, the acknowledgment of national 

faults. Cowper disclaims the ‘patriot eloquence to flash down fire / Upon thy foes’, 

                                                
60 Cowper, II, p. 144, Book II.206-224. 
61 Fulford, Landscape, pp. 64-66. 
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thus creating space for Coleridge, similarly, to avoid jingoism. Cowper implicitly 

contrasts this ‘task’ with that of the poem’s title: a series of meditations prompted by 

domestic life. Coleridge’s sustained engagement with The Task is thus a step away 

from his French sympathies, but simultaneously a reassertion of his right to anti-

ministerial opposition without the charge of treachery. Cowper’s alternative to ‘patriot 

eloquence’ is to remind his reader that ‘I can feel thy fortunes, and partake / Thy joys 

and sorrows with as true a heart / As any thund’rer’: the conversational style takes its 

authority from the poet’s emotional sensitivity. 

Coleridge acknowledged the influence of The Task’s conversational style 

when he extolled ‘the divine Chit chat of Cowper’ in a letter to John Thelwall, as part 

of a dispute about poetic style (CL I, p. 279). Thelwall was another significant 

influence on Coleridge. Their correspondence (much of which, sadly, is lost) contains 

some of Coleridge’s most engaging discussions of poetry and poetic theory during the 

period when he was writing his greatest verse. In his one letter to Coleridge which 

still survives, Thelwall chided Coleridge for ‘an affectation of the Della Crusca school 

which blurs almost every one of your poems– I mean the frequent accent upon 

adjectives and weak words’.62 Coleridge clearly respected Thelwall’s opinion. 

Although he continued to defend metaphysics in poetry (Thelwall had criticized the 

religious parts of ‘Religious Musings’ as the ‘very acme of abstruse, metaphysical, 

mistical rant’), he accepted Thelwall’s criticisms as ‘just in general’ (CL I, p. 215).63 

It was to Thelwall that Coleridge later conceded that his own poetry, ‘frequently both 

in thought & language deviates from “nature & simplicity.”’ (CL I, p. 278) As 

Duncan Wu notes, then, Thelwall’s criticism contributed to Coleridge’s movement 

                                                
62 Warren E. Gibbs, ‘An Unpublished Letter from John Thelwall to S. T. Coleridge’, The Modern 
Language Review, 25.1 (January 1930), pp. 85-90, (p. 88.) 
63 Gibbs, p. 87. 
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towards the conversational style in his blank verse lyrics between 1796 and 1798. 64 

So, too, did the example of Thelwall’s own poetic practice.  

Fears in Solitude responds to Thelwall’s ‘Lines written at Bridgewater’, or, at 

the very least, it can be read productively in the context of Thelwall’s poem. While 

there is no definitive evidence that Coleridge read this poem, Thelwall sent him other 

poetry he was writing during this period (CL I, p. 351). Given that the poem explicitly 

addresses Coleridge, it would have been very strange not to show him this one, 

especially since the title claims that the poem was written during his visit to Coleridge 

in July 1797. 

 In the poem, Thelwall expresses his desire to live with Coleridge: 

Ah! let me, far in some sequester’d dell, 
Build my low cot; most happy might it prove, 
My Samuel! near to thine, that I might oft 
Share thy sweet converse, best-belov’d of friends!— 
[…] Ah! ’twould be sweet, beneath the neighb’ring thatch, 
In philosophic amity to dwell, 
Inditing moral verse, or tale, or theme, 
Gay or instructive; and it would be sweet, 
With kindly interchange of mutual aid, 
To delve our little garden plots, the while 
Sweet converse flow’d, suspending oft the arm 
And half-driven spade, while, eager, one propounds, 
And listens one, weighing each pregnant word, 
And pondering fit reply, that may untwist 
The knotty point— perchance, of import high—— 
Of Moral Truth, of Causes Infinite, 
Creating Power! or Uncreated Worlds 
Eternal and uncaus’d! or whatsoe’er, 
Of Metaphysic, or of Ethic lore, 
The mind, with curious subtilty, pursues— 
Agreeing, or dissenting—sweet alike, 
When wisdom, and not victory, the end.65 

 

                                                
64 Wu, pp. 37, 40. 
65 John Thelwall, Poems chiefly written in Retirement, 1801 (Hereford: Printed by W. H. Parker, Sold 
by West and Hughes, Paternoster-Row, R. Phillips, St. Paul's Church-Yard, and Jas Ridseway, York-
Street, London; J. Stockdale, Abbey-Street, Dublin, 1801; repr. Oxford: Woodstock, 1989), pp. 129-
130. 
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As Taussig has rightly commented, in this passage, and the poem more generally, 

‘Thelwall’s vision resonates with Coleridge’s radical, Pantisocratic ideal’.66 In 

particular, the activities anticipated echo Southey’s summary of Pantisocratic life: 

‘When Coleridge and I are sawing down a tree we shall discuss metaphysics: criticise 

poetry when hunting a buffalo, and write sonnets whilst following the plough.’67 

Thelwall’s vision of the two of them ‘Agreeing, or dissenting’ not only frames their 

future as a continuation of the friendly disputations of their letters, but alludes to 

Coleridge’s religious Dissent. It is not simply Coleridge’s schemes which Thelwall 

references, but the language of his blank verse poems. The ‘low cot’ which he hopes 

to build, and his notion of ‘poetic dreams / In dell romantic, or by bubbling brook, / 

High wood, or rocky shore’, recall the setting of ‘Effusion XXXV’ and ‘Reflections 

Having Left a Place of Retirement’.68 

 However, I disagree with Taussig on one crucial point. While he observes, 

uncontroversially, that, in the poem, ‘Friendship is ostensibly an alternative to 

politics’, Taussig suggests that this superficial relinquishing of politics for social joy 

is undermined by the Pantisocratic elements and that ‘the poem encodes a recalcitrant 

opposition to the Anti-Jacobin Establishment’.69 While the poem does not waver on 

Thelwall’s previous political opinions, it does suggest something very different about 

his commitments, and Coleridge, by contrast, seems the more dedicated. 

Thelwall explicitly disclaims continued political involvement, asking: 

    Ah! let me then, far from the strifeful scenes 
Of public life (where Reason’s warning voice 
Is heard no longer, and the trump of Truth 
Who blows but wakes The Ruffian Crew of Power 
To deeds of maddest anarchy and blood) 

                                                
66 Taussig, p. 199. 
67 Robert Southey, New Letters of Robert Southey, ed. Kenneth Curry, 2 vols (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1965), I, p. 72. 
68 Thelwall, Poems chiefly written in Retirement, pp. 127, 129. 
69 Taussig, p. 199. 
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Ah! let me, far in some sequester’d dell, 
Build my low cot;70 

 
The desire to escape ‘the strifeful scenes / Of public life’ is unambiguous. The 

personified abstractions which follow recall both Thelwall’s Poems Written in Close 

Confinement in the Tower and at Newgate, Under a Charge of High Treason 

(populated, in the first poem alone, by references to ‘Nature’, ‘Freedom’, ‘Grandeur’ 

‘Tyranny’, and ‘Liberty’) and Coleridge’s ‘Religious Musings’.71 In particular, ‘The 

Ruffian Crew of Power’ and their ‘deeds of maddest anarchy and blood’ would fit 

with Coleridge’s apocalyptic verse. However, in ‘Lines written at Bridgewater’ there 

is neither the virtuous patriot heroically resisting, nor Coleridge’s vision of 

millennium. Retreat is the only option, and the ‘sequester’d dell’ with its ‘low cot’ is 

depicted as a shelter. The opening of Fears in Solitude, then, set in the ‘green and 

silent spot’, the ‘small and silent dell’ answers Thelwall’s request with a reminder that 

the sensitive man, the patriot and poet, cannot shut himself off from the political 

nation. 

As Simon Bainbridge explains, Fears in Solitude ‘presents the threat of 

invasion as’ caused by ‘a national failure of imagination and feeling’ concerning the 

horrors of war for which Britain is responsible. ‘Coleridge emphasizes the contrast 

between, the bellicose nation and the “humble man”’. This ‘humble man’, who stands 

in for the poet, creates a vital role for Coleridge as the nation’s surrogate imaginer, 

who then seeks the ‘remasculinization of the nation’:72 

Stand forth! be men! repel an impious foe,  
Impious and false, a light yet cruel race, 
[…] Render them back upon th’ insulted ocean, 

                                                
70 Thelwall, Poems chiefly written in Retirement, p. 129. 
71 John Thelwall, Poems Written in Close Confinement in the Tower and at Newgate, Under a Charge 
of High Treason (London: printed for the author, and sold by J. Ridgway, York-Street, St. James's-
Square; H. D. Symonds, Paternoster-Row; and D. I. Eaton, Newgate-Street, 1795), p. 1. 
72 Simon Bainbridge, British Poetry and the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars: Visions of Conflict 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 68, 72-73. 
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And let them toss as idly on it’s waves 
As the vile sea-weed, which some mountain-blast 
Swept from our shores! And O! may we return 
Not with a drunken triumph, but with fear, 
Repenting of the wrongs, with which we stung 
So fierce a foe to frenzy! 
    (FiS, pp. 7-8) 
 

Coleridge is almost carried away by his own rhetoric here into approving the 

oncoming bloodshed. As Michael Simpson observes, ‘this passage militates against 

the poem’s earlier polemic against rhetoric’, despite critical arguments to justify the 

apparently contradictory argument. However, ‘By convicting the text of instantiating 

some of the very rhetoric that it condemns, we accept and extend that gesture of 

condemnation.’ There is no strategy available other than simultaneously ‘using 

national rhetoric as power and exposing rhetoric as trope’.73 

The lines contemplating the casting of the enemies into the sea, are, like much 

of the poem, enjambed, and sound excited and passionate. Their forcefulness is 

suddenly checked by the caesura, and the prayer to ‘return / Not with a drunken 

triumph’. In offering solidarity with Britain’s military endeavour, Coleridge is still 

hoping to direct and qualify that response.  

Thelwall, though, is keen for a year of retirement and domestic joys: 

Day of my double Birth! if such the Year 
Thou usherest in, most welcome!— for my soul 
Is sick of public turmoil— ah, most sick 
Of the vain effort to redeem a Race 
Enslav’d, because degenerate; lost to Hope, 
Because to Virtue lost— wrapp’d up in Self, 
In sordid avarice, luxurious pomp, 
And profligate intemperance—— a Race 
Fierce without courage; abject, and yet proud; 
And most licentious, tho’ most far from free.74 
 

                                                
73 Michael Simpson, ‘The Morning (Post) After: Apocalypse and Bathos in “Fears in Solitude”’, in 
Romanticism and Millenarianism, ed. by Tim Fulford (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002), pp. 71-86 (p. 75.) 
74 Thelwall, Poems chiefly written in Retirement, p. 129. 
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Dismissing his previous attempts at social improvement as a ‘vain effort’, Thelwall 

becomes misanthropic, describing his countrymen as ‘to Virtue lost— wrapp’d up in 

Self, / In sordid avarice, luxurious pomp, / And profligate intemperance’. His 

language here is somewhat reminiscent of Coleridge’s description of the atheist in 

‘Religious Musings’ as: 

    A sordid solitary thing, 
Mid countless brethren with a lonely heart 
Thro’ courts and cities the smooth Savage roams 
Feeling himself, his own low Self the whole  
     (P1796, p. 150, ll. 169-172) 

 
Thelwall echoes Coleridge’s language of moral myopia, but without the promise of 

religious salvation. In turn, Thelwall’s attacks on the ‘Race’ of men find 

corresponding passages in Fears in Solitude. First, the British are castigated: 

We have been drinking with a riotous thirst 
Pollutions from the brimming cup of wealth, 
A selfish, lewd, effeminated race, 
Contemptuous of all honourable rule, 
Yet bartering freedom, and the poor man’s life, 
For gold, as at a market! 
   (FiS, pp. 3-4) 

 
Although the verbal formulations are different, Coleridge effectively repeats 

Thelwall’s analysis: the British are selfish, decadent, avaricious, and possibly even 

lascivious. Certainly they appear to lack the virtue and fortitude of true patriotism. 

However, Coleridge differs from Thelwall in that he does not consider Britain as ‘lost 

to Hope’, even suggesting that his poetic truth telling will facilitate repentance and 

redemption. Coleridge turns his attention to the French, whom he characterizes as: 

Impious and false, a light yet cruel race, 
Who laugh away all virtue, mingling mirth 
With deeds of murder; and still promising 
Freedom, themselves too sensual to be free 
Poison life’s amities, and cheat the heart 
Of Faith and quiet Hope, and all that soothes 
And all that lifts the spirit! 

  (FiS, pp. 7-8) 
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His words are harsher here than for the British, and his comment that the French are 

‘promising / Freedom, themselves too sensual to be free’ more directly echoes 

Thelwall’s description of the British as ‘most licentious, tho’ most far from free.’ 

What Coleridge suggests is that British degeneracy does not result from political 

structures. The French claim to embody ‘Freedom’, but their republican government 

leaves them as ‘sensual’ as the British are ‘licentious’. Neither instance involves 

genuine freedom. Coleridge exposes the fallacy he sees promulgated by those who 

‘expect / All change from change of constituted power:’ (FiS, p. 8). The French’s 

greatest fault is that they ‘cheat the heart / Of Faith and quiet Hope, and all that 

soothes / And all that lifts the spirit’, destroying the very religious belief which 

Coleridge asserts is the foundation for reform. In his letters to Thelwall, Coleridge 

defended Christianity, in preference to Thelwall’s materialist atheism, as cultivating 

democratic politics. Responding to Thelwall’s suggestion (which is presumably 

sarcastic, the original letter being lost) that Christianity is ‘a religion for Democrats’, 

Coleridge begins, ‘It certainly teaches in the most explicit terms the rights of Man, his 

right to Wisdom, his right to an equal share in all the blessings of Nature’ (CL I, p. 

282). Coleridge’s linking of patriotism to natural religion in Fears in Solitude renews 

the debate with Thelwall, reasserting that religion is necessary for benevolence and 

social progress. 

The rediscovery of faith in divine providence and the recovery of benevolence 

towards humanity is a process Coleridge records in ‘Frost at Midnight’, the poem 

which closes the Fears in Solitude quarto. ‘Frost at Midnight’ owes much to 

Thelwall’s ‘To the Infant Hampden.– Written during a sleepless night. Derby. Oct. 

1797’. Judith Thompson has commented extensively on the relationship between the 
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two poems.75 She notes that Coleridge’s optimistic conclusion directly counters 

Thelwall’s depiction of the world as a waste land with a prophecy of Hartley’s 

enjoyment of nature. Furthermore, Thompson connects the original version of ‘Frost 

at Midnight’ with the imagery of a poem from Thelwall’s The Peripatetic (1793), 

‘Yes, Nature! yes; to my enthusiast eye’, which makes an oak tree, with icicles 

hanging from its branches, an image of ‘the naked form / Of Patriot virtue’.76 

Thompson suggests then that the image of Hartley in ‘Frost at Midnight’, stretching 

‘from thy mother’s arms’ towards the hanging icicles (FiS, p. 23), serves to recall 

Thelwall to his radical principles. Consequently, in Thompson’s reading, ‘Frost at 

Midnight’ is not a counsel to escape social responsibility, but ‘simply a reminder that 

times change, sorrows pass and new generations rise to carry forward the torch from 

their exhausted and embittered fathers.’77 I suggest that there is something similar 

going on in the way that Fears in Solitude answers ‘Lines written at Bridgewater’. 

Coleridge concludes Fears in Solitude with a vision of domesticity that 

soothes the anxiety the poem has previously voiced: 

And now, beloved STOWEY! I behold 
Thy church-tower, and (methinks) the four huge elms 
Clust’ring, which mark the mansion of my friend; 
And close behind them, hidden from my view, 
Is my own lowly cottage, where my babe 
And my babe’s mother dwell in peace! With light 
And quicken’d footsteps thitherward I tend, 
Rememb’ring thee, O green and silent dell! 
And grateful, that by nature’s quietness 
And solitary musings, all my heart 
Is soften’d, and made worthy to indulge 
Love, and the thoughts that yearn for human kind. 
     (FiS, pp. 11-12) 

    
Shepherd glosses the significance of these lines as dramatizing: 
                                                
75 Judith Thompson, ‘An Autumnal Blast, a Killing Frost: Coleridge's Poetic Conversation with John 
Thelwall’, Studies in Romanticism, 36. 3 (Fall 1997), pp. 427-456. 
76 John Thelwall, The Peripatetic, ed. by Judith Thompson (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
2001), p. 168. 
77 Judith Thompson, ‘Autumnal Blast’, pp. 449-451. 
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the return of Coleridge not only from solitude to the ‘bonds of natural love’ in 
the shape of Tom Poole, Sara and Hartley but also from the euphemism and 
abstract language of government propaganda to the living language of felt 
experience.78 

 
Additionally, he returns from the public voice to the private. The former is deemed 

necessary to rally the nation in time of war, but only the latter voice, and its local 

attachments, can generate the benevolence to build a better world.  

Roe, though, finds the ending of the poem somewhat unconvincing: 

The conclusion of ‘Fears in Solitude’ is at odds with all that has gone before, 
for the poem actually relates an experience by which his heart had been 
‘wearied’, not ‘soften’d: ‘Nature’s quietness | And solitary musings’ had 
wakened thoughts of ‘strife’ and human anguish, rather than yielding a ‘spirit-
healing’ tranquillity. Coleridge’s indulgence is self-deception, but it arises 
from a need to believe in the beneficent influence of nature to moral good that 
the poem has significantly failed to answer.’79 

 
Similarly, Mahoney, observes that ‘there is no adequate clarification of precisely how 

nature manages to correct the poet’s ominous presentiments’.80 Mahoney, though 

relies on a chronological reading, in which Fears in Solitude looks back to ‘France: 

An Ode’ and Ode on the Departing Year, whereas Coleridge’s publication decision to 

begin the quarto with this poem allows it to be understood differently, as anticipating 

the poems which follow. 

The introduction of home and family prepares the reader for ‘Frost at 

Midnight’, which will conclude the quarto with detailed ‘solitary musings’ of the poet 

that develop into ‘Love’, both for family and more general benevolence for ‘human 

kind’. Having purged himself of the agitated declamations of Fears in Solitude and 

‘France: An Ode’, Coleridge can then change tack. ‘Frost at Midnight’, which will 

close the volume with the private poetic voice, offers a corrective optimism to the 

opening poem’s fears. ‘Frost at Midnight’ thus ‘presented a patriotic poet, whose 

                                                
78 Shepherd, p. 24. 
79 Roe, Wordsworth and Coleridge, p. 267. 
80 Mahoney, pp. 60-61. 
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patriotism rested on the love of his country and his domestic affections.’81 In Fears in 

Solitude, Stowey is first recognized by the discernment of ‘Thy church-tower’: 

religious devotion remains essential for the healing process Coleridge claims to have 

undergone. Family and God, appreciated through commune with nature in retirement, 

are presented as the answer to the great political questions and the problem of 

European conflict. 

Such domestic retirement is best understood as part of the progressive 

tradition of the Commonwealthmen and the Country/Patriot opposition, in resistance 

to the commercial mentality of the established social structure.82 This is the tradition 

to which Cowper belongs, and Thomson before him.83 The Task repeatedly praises 

retirement, declaring, for example, that ‘Domestic life in rural leisure pass’d!’ is 

‘friendly to the best pursuits of man, / Friendly to thought, to virtue, and to peace’.84 

Cowper describes the countryside, in contrast to the corrupting effect of the city, as 

nurturing ‘The growing seeds of wisdom;’ and provoking ‘Reflections such as 

meliorate the heart, / Compose the passions, and exalt the mind’.85 Such a formulation 

could serve as shorthand for the prevailing mood of Coleridge’s blank verse lyrics, 

and parallels Fears in Solitude’s concluding ‘solitary musings,’ by which ‘all my 

heart / Is soften’d’. This is not to suggest that the idea of nature as mentally and 

morally improving is original to Cowper, or even that he is Coleridge’s primary 

                                                
81 Magnuson, Reading, p. 78. 
82 Leask, p. 39. 
83 For example, in Liberty, Thomson describes those Britons who remain virtuously devoted to the 
country as living in ‘a blest Retirement’ (James Thomson, Liberty, p. 137, Part V.367-373). In Autumn 
(1730) he begins a section by exclaiming: 
 

OH  knew he but his Happiness, of Men 
The happiest he! who far from public Rage, 
Deep in the Vale, with a choice Few retir’d, 
Drinks the pure Pleasures of the RURAL LIFE. 
   (James Thomson, Seasons, p. 196, ll. 1235-1238) 

84 Cowper, II, p. 170, Book III.290-292. 
85 Ibid., Book III.301-305. 
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source: such ideas are latent in ‘Effusion XXXV’, and also conclude Akenside’s The 

Pleasures of Imagination. However, Cowper’s emphasis differs from Akenside’s, and 

Cowper directly opposes the Unitarian, deistic tendencies of Akenside. Rather than 

suggesting observation of nature as enabling metaphysical insight, for Cowper, the 

process is ‘Friendly to thought, to virtue, and to peace,’ and these reflections 

‘meliorate the heart, / Compose the passions, and exalt the mind’. These less grand 

claims, that nature provides the tranquillity and mental elevation necessary for moral 

self-improvement, become more pronounced in Coleridge’s poetry as Cowper’s 

influence waxes, although the metaphysical element is rarely pushed aside entirely. 

The emphasis on the moral benefit of interacting with nature also indicates 

Wordsworth’s influence, since it again echoes the idea of the lines quoted to George 

Coleridge. 

The Task concludes with a defence of retirement: 

    He is the happy man, whose life ev’n now 
Shows somewhat of that happier life to come. 
Who doomed to an obscure but tranquil state 
Is pleased with it, and were he free to chuse, 
Would make his fate his choice. Whom peace, the fruit 
Of virtue, and whom virtue, fruit of faith, 
Prepare for happiness; […]  
Ask him indeed, what trophies he has raised, 
Or what atchievements of immortal fame 
He purposes, and he shall answer— none. 
His warfare is within. There unfatigued 
His fervent spirit labors. There he fights, 
And there obtains fresh triumphs o’er himself, 
And never-with’ring wreaths, compared with which 
The laurels that a Caesar reaps are weeds.86 

 
Such lines offer a model justification for retirement for Coleridge to develop. The 

‘happy man’ is the Horatian figure of ‘beatus vir’. Cowper suggests that rural 

retirement ‘Shows somewhat of that happier life to come’: it provides a preview of 

                                                
86 Ibid., pp. 260-261, Book VI. 906-912, 932-939. 
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both heaven and the Millennium. This retreat into faith ties in with the religious 

utopianism of Pantisocracy and the dedication to ‘daily prayer and daily toil’ at the 

conclusion of Ode on the Departing Year (P1797, p. 16). 

The Task envisisages a life of internal moral conflict: ‘His warfare is within. 

There unfatigued / His fervent spirit labors. There he fights, / And there obtains fresh 

triumphs o’er himself’. This spiritual struggle is what Coleridge shows happening in 

Fears in Solitude: Coleridge begins overwhelmed by his fears, but wins himself back 

to love for his country and optimism through his faith.  

Cowper defends the utility of retreat: ‘if that humble sphere / Shine with his 

fair example,’ and ‘if that influence all be spent / In soothing sorrow’ then Cowper 

frames it as a worthwhile contribution.87 Although lacking ‘public praise,’ such a 

person can ‘boast what few that win it can, / That if his country stand not by his skill, 

/ At least his follies have not wrought her fall.’88 Again, these are very small claims 

and are underwhelming. The idea of ‘doing no harm’ to one’s country is not 

laudatory, but something to be expected. Nevertheless, the defence of retirement, and 

the insistence on the role of the poet as the pious conscience detached from the 

corrupting influence of public life, is important for Coleridge. It allows him to use 

Fears in Solitude to make bigger claims, to take a position of geographical and 

cultural marginalization as a source of authority to speak for the nation in a time of 

crisis. 

 It is easy to draw too neat a contrast between Coleridge’s and Thelwall’s 

models of retirement, whereby Coleridge’s version enables renewed political 

commentary, but Thelwall disavows his former activities. Thelwall’s retirement 

poems do continue to discuss wider society, but it is the sense of frustration, 

                                                
87 Ibid, p. 261, Book VI.960-968 
88 Ibid, Book VI. 974-976. 
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persecution, and defeat that dominates poems such as ‘Lines written at Bridgwater’, 

‘To Stella in the Country, Dec. 1796’ and ‘To the Infant Hampden.– Written during a 

sleepless night. Derby. Oct. 1797’.89 However, another poem, ‘Maria: A Fragment’, 

written during the same period, October 1797, largely repeats the conventions of his 

prison poetry, that the patriot, inspired by noble ideals and the examples of previous 

devotees to the cause, can resist tyranny and imprisonment.90 ‘Maria’ also places 

particular emphasis on the importance of family, though, expanding the theme of 

‘Sonnet: Feelings of a Parent’ from the Poems written in Close Confinement:91 

    But there were times when fonder thoughts prevail’d, 
Soft’ning, but not abasing, the stern brow 
Of Patriot-Emulation: — chiefly then 
When, with a tardy pace, the wish’d for hour 
Approach’d, that to a husband’s, father’s sight 
Promis’d the social banquet. Then — ah! then, […] 
Swell’d the fond passion — for Thee, babe belov’d!— 
(Even in the earliest dawn of infancy, 
So sweet thy promise!) and, for Her, more dear 
To my connubial heart, that she had giv’n 
Birth to thy infant sweetness.——— 92 

 
Thelwall’s imagined approach to home to resume his dual familial role (‘husband’s, 

father’s’) is repeated by Coleridge’s actual return home at the end of Fears in 

Solitude. This is not the only parallel, though. The second volume of the Peripatetic 

ends with a section called ‘The Hamlet’, including an untitled poem that concludes 

with the following lines: 

Let me, whom each pleasure eccentric can move,  
Who would travel to know, and would live to improve,  
When at eve my tir’d limbs relaxation require,  
To some snug little thatch, in some hamlet, retire;  
Where, the cravings of Nature content to supply,  
I may hear, or may join in the hind’s rustic joy– 
May Man in his varied conditions compare,  
And learn the hard lot which too many must bear;  

                                                
89 Thelwall, Poems chiefly written in Retirement, pp. 120-123, 126-132, 140-141. 
90 Ibid., pp. 142-144. 
91 Thelwall, Poems Written in Close Confinement, p. 1. 
92 Thelwall, Poems chiefly written in Retirement, p. 144. 
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That thus, as with all I alternately blend,  
The mind may expand, and the heart may amend;  
Till, embracing Mankind in one girdle of Love,  
In Nature’s kind lesson I daily improve,  
And (no haughty distinctions to fetter my soul)  
As the brother of all, learn to feel for the whole.93 

 
Thelwall’s praise of rustic life is conventional, but his desire for interaction with 

people with differing experiences is more significant. The final assertion that such 

interactions mean that ‘In Nature’s kind lesson I daily improve, / And […] As the 

brother of all, learn to feel for the whole’, is a Coleridgean formulation of 

benevolence acquired through interaction with nature, only without the religious 

component. The ending of Fears in Solitude, with its reassertion of ‘Love of Nature’ 

(and family) ‘leading to love of Mankind’ (as Wordsworth would later formulate it), 

is not therefore simply an alternative to Thelwall’s misanthropist pessimism.94 Rather, 

if we consider the poem in part addressed to Thelwall, it is an echoing of Thelwall’s 

earlier poetry, the kind from which Coleridge would ‘have supposed our 

poetical tastes more nearly alike’ (CL, I, p. 258). 

 Coleridge continues the dispute of their letters, in which Coleridge states, ‘We 

run on the same ground, but we drive different Horses. I am daily more and more a 

religionist — you, of course, more & more otherwise. I am sorry for the difference, 

simply because it impoverishes our sympathies’ (CL, I, p. 253).  In Fears in Solitude, 

Coleridge renews this wish and reminds Thelwall of his former self, counselling him 

not to despair but to renew the patriotic mission to which he had previously been 

committed.    

                                                
93 Thelwall, Peripatetic, p. 279. 
94 William Wordsworth, The Thirteen-Book Prelude, ed. by Mark L. Reed, 2 vols (Cornell: Cornell 
University Press, 1991) I, p. 211. 
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2.ii 
France: An Ode 

 
 

 
 
‘France: An Ode’ first appeared in The Morning Post on April 26th 1798. Originally 

titled ‘The Recantation, An Ode’, it represented an apparently quite public change in 

Coleridge’s political analysis, by denouncing the French Republic. It was 

accompanied by an editorial note, beginning: 

The following excellent Ode will be in unison with the feelings of every friend 
to Liberty and foe to Oppression; of all who, admiring the French Revolution, 
detest and deplore the conduct of France towards Switzerland […] we know of 
no Friend to Liberty who is not of his opinion95 

 
The note not only asserts the principled stance of the poem, but also defines the ode’s 

sentiment as being those of any ‘Friend to Liberty’, with the implication that any 

disagreement with the poem’s sentiment must be due to bad faith, to favouring 

‘Oppression’. While some criticism of the poem has claimed that Coleridge ends his 

ode with a concept of ‘Liberty’ emptied of meaning, I argue the reverse. I suggest that 

Coleridge draws on Cowper’s understanding of spiritual liberty. He thereby redeems 

the ideal of ‘Liberty’, which has been mistakenly associated with France’s political 

failings. 

In the first stanza of ‘France’, Coleridge implores various parts of the natural 

world to ‘Bear witness for me […] With what deep worship I have still ador’d / The 

spirit of divinest liberty.’ (FiS, p. 14) This assertion, the central claim of the poem, 

looks back to the Departing Year, in which the poet envisions how ‘JUSTICE and TRUTH 

[…] obey thy Name, divinest LIBERTY!’ (P1797, p. 7) As Fairer observes, ‘France’ 

‘reads less like a recantation than a self-justification, celebrating an elemental 

                                                
95 Coleridge, ‘The Recantation’, Morning Post, 16 April 1798, p. 2. 
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principle to which he has remained constant.’96 Coleridge is not abjuring a set of 

political principles, but specifically the ‘doom’d to fall, enslav’d and vile, / O 

ALBION!’ section of the Ode on the Departing Year, which could be read as predicting, 

even welcoming, conquest by a foreign power. In both poems Coleridge presents 

himself as the servant of this deified ideal: he has not changed, but global politics has. 

Coleridge’s invocation of the natural world is itself significant. He begins ‘France’ by 

apostrophizing: 

Ye Clouds, that far above me float and pause,  
Whose pathless march no mortal may control!  
Ye ocean waves, that, wheresoe’er ye roll,  
Yield homage only to eternal laws!  
    (FiS, p. 13) 

 
These features are generalized, that is not specified to a particular geographical 

location. The irrelevance of human designations and impositions is emphasized by the 

acknowledgement that the clouds’ movements ‘no mortal may control’ and that the 

oceans solely obey ‘eternal laws’. The Ode on the Departing Year had been specific 

about the nations, including the forlorn description of ‘Albion’s’ countryside. By 

commencing ‘France’ with features of universal nature, Coleridge maintains his 

internationalist sympathies. When Coleridge then does refer to ‘Britain’ as ‘dear her 

shores, and circling ocean,’ (FiS, pp. 14-15), the acknowledgement of specific 

features (those, of course, which Whig poetry celebrates as ensuring her security and, 

consequently, liberty) is so brief as to appear perfunctory. 

Coleridge claims that ‘many friendships, many youthful loves / Had swoln the 

patriot emotion, / And flung a magic light o’er all her hills and groves’ (FiS, p. 

15), but this notion is in conflict with much of Coleridge’s earlier writings. As 

explored in Chapter I, the dynamic of the Ode on the Departing Year inverts Whig 

                                                
96 Fairer, p. 288. 
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patriot tropes in reference to ‘Albion’. In The Watchman of April 27th 1796, Coleridge 

had recalled that the example of French legislators had been initially inspiring: ‘each 

heart proudly expatriated itself, and we heard with transport the victories of 

Frenchmen, as the victories of Human Nature’ (Watchman, p. 269-270). Such 

empathy with French freedom suggests that patriotic feeling, in the narrow sense, had 

previously been less important to Coleridge’s ideals than he now claims. However, in 

the context of the Fears in Solitude volume, Coleridge’s claim always to have been 

acting out of love for one’s country, as opposed to love of one’s national liberty, 

makes more sense. Although ‘France’ was written before Fears in Solitude, it is 

placed after, which allows the idea of ‘patriot emotion’ to refer back to the sentiments 

expressed in the title poem. Coleridge, having affirmed his patriotic credentials, can 

then discuss ‘Liberty’ in abstract terms without opening himself to charges of 

disloyalty. The Cowperian conversational patriotism in retirement has been 

established as the background of the poem. 

When Coleridge recalls how ‘my voice unalter’d sang defeat / To all that 

brav’d the tyrant-quelling lance,’ and ‘blest the pæans of deliver’d France, / And hung 

my head, and wept at Britain’s name!’ (FiS, p. 15), it is a direct acknowledgement of 

the Ode on the Departing Year. The tone is ashamed, yet the language of ‘tyrant-

quelling lance’ and ‘deliver’d France’ frames the stance of the previous poem as 

morally correct, even as ‘France: An Ode’ as a whole expresses regret: ‘Forgive me, 

Freedom!’ (FiS, p.16) Coleridge’s fault in the poem is not so much misconceived 

principles, as misapplied ones. In France, ‘blasphemy’s loud scream / “With that 

sweet music of deliv’rance strove (FiS, p. 15). France’s reversion to terror and 

conquest is due to its atheistic rationalism, a tendency Coleridge had always critiqued 

(most obviously in Godwin), but the strength of which he did not sufficiently 
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appreciate in France against more benevolent tendencies. His complacency was to 

assume that ‘“soon (I said) shall wisdom teach her lore / “In the low huts of them that 

toil and groan!’ (FiS, p. 16). ‘wisdom’ has Cowperian associations, a religious 

empiricism contrasted with atheistic rationalism. In The Task, Cowper distinguishes 

between ‘knowledge’ and wisdom: ‘Knowledge dwells / In heads replete with 

thoughts of other men, / Wisdom in minds attentive to their own.’97 The ‘low huts’ 

suggest both Coleridgean and Cowperian retirement, particularly the ‘daily prayer and 

daily toil’ at the end of the Departing Year. France has failed because it has not 

followed the Coleridgean conversational model as the way to benevolence, but 

continued on the atheist path. 

A key point of contact between the odes is the way in which France takes on 

the position formerly occupied by Russia and Britain. Coleridge responds to the 

horrors of the invasion of Switzerland and the cries of ‘Freedom’: 

I hear thy groans upon her blood-stain’d streams!  
Heroes, that for your peaceful country perish’d;  
And ye that, fleeing spot the mountain snows  
With bleeding wounds;  
     (FiS, pp. 16-17) 

 
The lines tonally recall those describing the consequences of Catherine the Great’s 

aggression in Poland and Turkey in the Ode on the Departing Year: 

Ye that gasped on WARSAW’S plain! 
Ye that erst at ISMAIL’S tower, 
When human ruin chok’d the streams, 
Fell in Conquest’s glutted hour, 
Mid Women’s shrieks and Infants’ screams; 
    (P1797, p. 8) 

 

The parallel passages emphasize the inversion: France, previously considered the 

victim is now depicted as the aggressor, the mirror image of Russia’s imperial 

                                                
97 Cowper, II, pp. 239-240 Book VI.88-117, 89-91. 
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ambitions. Similarly, Coleridge’s exclamation, ‘O France!, that mockest heav’n, 

adult’rous, blind,’ (FiS, p. 17) recalls his condemnation of Britain, in the earlier poem, 

as: 

Disclaim’d of Heaven! mad Av’rice at thy side, 
At coward distance, yet with kindling pride– 
Safe ’mid thy herds and thy corn-fields secure thou hast stood. 
And join’d the yell of Famine and of Blood! 
All nations curse thee: 
     (P1797, pp. 13-14) 

 
While Whigs had hoped that France would come to resemble Britain as a 

constitutionally limited monarchy, or even as a republic, in being bound by the rule of 

law, France has instead come to resemble Britain in godless arrogance and the sinful 

desire to dominate others. 

Coleridge has acquired a new political scepticism, asserting that, ‘O Liberty! 

[…] thou nor swell’st the victor’s strain, nor ever / Didst breathe thy soul in forms of 

human pow’r.’ (FiS, p. 18) Coleridge is not therefore one, who, in Fears in Solitude’s 

words, would ‘expect / All change from change of constituted power:’ (FiS, p. 8). His 

understanding of human government as ‘forms of human power’ and ‘constituted 

power’ suggests something limited and restrained, a corrupted manifestation of the 

ethereal ideal. Such approximations can never represent true liberty, which by its 

definition is boundless. 

The poem concludes with a rhapsodic moment of communion with nature: 

And there I felt thee on that sea-cliff's verge,  
Whose pines, scarce travell’d by the breeze above,  
Had made one murmur with the distant surge!  
Yes, while I stood and gaz’d, my temples bare,  
And shot my being thro’ earth, sea, and air,  
Possessing all things with intensest love,  
O Liberty! my spirit felt thee there! 
    (FiS, p. 18) 
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Critical discussion has debated whether the poem, particularly its ending, provides 

meaningful commentary on the concept of ‘Liberty’. The unsigned review in the 

Critical Review described the ending of the poem as ‘very ridiculous’ and asked, 

‘What does Mr. Coleridge mean by liberty in this passage? or what connexion has it 

with the subject of civil freedom?’98 Woodring notes that there is an apparent 

contradiction in the poem, between an assertion that liberty resides in nature, such as 

the mountains and streams of Switzerland, and a lament for the change of government 

there, when it supposedly has no effect on natural freedom.99 Mahoney finds 

Coleridge, at the end of the poem, ‘frustrated in his attempt to reconcile the dialectical 

tension between natural and political liberty’, and Class, initially, described the poet 

as acting under ‘the painful awareness that freedom, as a word, may be just another 

arbitrary signifier.’100  

Aers, Cook, and Punter complain that ‘the world of political structure and 

action is written out of the poem’ in order to justify ‘a general withdrawal from 

political and social concerns altogether.’101 Angela Esterhammer, by contrast, makes 

the case that the conclusion of the poem is a recovery of meaning, since it is an 

intervention in the debate about natural rights. The poem ‘seeks to liberate “liberty” 

from the constructions that have been imposed on it during the French Revolution by 

relating it back to the “unconstructed” term “nature”’.102 Paul Fry, though, sees the 

                                                
98 ‘Fears in Solitude, written in 1798, during the Alarm of an Invasion. To which are added, France, an 
Ode; and Frost at Midnight, By S. T. Coleridge. 4to. 1s. 6d. Johnson. 1798’, The Critical Review, or, 
Annals of Literature, ser. 2, 26 (August 1799), pp. 472-475 (p. 474.) Coleridge attributed this review to 
Southey (S. T. Coleridge, Fears in Solitude, written in 1798, during the Alarm of an Invasion. To which 
are added, France, an Ode; and Frost at Midnight (London: Printed for J. Johnson, in St. Paul’s 
Church-yard, 1798), New York, Morgan Library, PML 47225, p. 18.) 
99 Woodring, p. 184. 
100 Mahoney, pp. 53-54. Monika Class, ‘Return to Sender, Address Unknown? — The Self-conscious 
Nature of the Address in France: An Ode and Constancy to an Ideal Object’, Coleridge Bulletin, n.s. 
24 (Winter 2004), pp. 51-58, (pp. 53-54.) 
101 Aers et al, p. 93. 
102 Angela Esterhammer, The Romantic Performative: Language and Action in British and German 
Romanticism (Stanford, C.A.: Stanford University Press, 2000), pp. 150-151. 
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poem’s denial of the sufficiency of natural liberty, despite claiming to celebrate it, as 

leading to a politically conservative argument, which serves to ‘justify authoritarian 

government in revealing the corruption of nature, both human and inhuman’.103 

Woodring posits an alternative explanation, that Coleridge’s position is that of: 

a poet who had once believed in the political doctrines of the French 
Revolution, and in French actions based on those doctrines, has learned from 
the violation of Helvetian liberty that all usable freedom depends upon 
political morality, absent whenever the individuals making up a nation have 
broken their life giving bond with Nature.104 

 
It is Woodring’s reading that I find more convincing. My contention is that 

Coleridge’s articulation of liberty is neither conservative nor platitudinal, but can be 

understood by examining its sincere religious underpinnings. 

The poem’s conclusion has previously been considered unsettled. Fulford sees 

Coleridge on the cliff as possessing ‘a lonely spiritual transcendence’, but lacking ‘a 

discourse by which he can speak with authority for a public audience’.105 Mahoney 

goes further, suggesting that: 

Positioning his experience of Liberty on the verge, […] the poet betrays both 
its precariousness (the verge) and his own imminent apostasy, for he now 
stands elsewhere, stands off (or has he fallen off?) and away from the very 
place, however vertiginous, of Liberty.106 

 
Fry also considers the ending of the poem as offering a failed attempt at 

transcendence.107 Class formerly argued that the structure of the poem itself embodies 

this failure to offer meaningful solutions to the semantic difficulties it catalogues, 

since ‘The Pindaric Ode ends with an antistrophe. Due to this formal incompleteness 

                                                
103 Paul H. Fry, The Poet’s Calling in the English Ode (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), pp. 
187-188. 
104 Woodring, p. 186. 
105 Fulford, Landscape, pp. 231-232. 
106 Mahoney, pp. 53-54, 57. 
107 Fry, Poet’s Calling, pp. 188-189. 
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France: An Ode may be called a fragment.’108 However, I would stress that the ending 

of the poem, technically incomplete, is formally satisfying, returning to the theme of 

its opening stanza in a recreation of the eternal truth of ‘Liberty’ as an aspect of the 

divine. The final lines do not record a sense of bewilderment, but are exuberant. 

I do not see the poet as ‘lonely’ in his conclusion, either. Rather the 

personification of ‘Liberty’ is explicitly referenced as his companion, and having 

‘shot my being through earth, sea, and air, / Possessing all things with intensest love,’ 

Coleridge presents his  ‘transcendence’ as a recovery of connection with a world that 

can seem insuperably distant in all three poems in the quarto. His sensation is far 

more similar to the rapturous height of ‘Effusion XXXV’. It is another moment of 

metaphysical insight, without the disappointment and retreat to orthodoxy of the 

earlier poem. The voicing of landscape has changed his discourse, not prevented or 

silenced it entirely. Mahoney’s insistence on the cliff as a precarious location 

bypasses the obvious alternative: that the sea-cliff offers a commanding position, from 

which the speaker can descry a prospect that enables him to speak authoritatively. 

Coleridge’s own response to criticisms that the concept of liberty was ill-

defined in the poem is recorded in Sir George Beaumont’s copy of the Fears in 

Solitude quarto. Coleridge notes there that such criticism made it appear ‘as if I had 

confounded moral with political Freedom— but surely the object of this stanza is to 

show, that true political Freedom can only arise out of moral Freedom’.109 Paley is 

                                                
108 Class, ‘Return to Sender’, p. 54. Class later revised her understanding of the poem, arguing that it 
was influenced by Kant’s Towards a Perpetual Peace (1795) and draws on Kant’s contention that 
nature acts as a corrective to human selfishness by creating the very conditions which necessitate the 
creation of free states and the pursuit of peace among nations. The formal incompleteness of the poem 
is now considered a gesture towards Perpetual Peace’s form as a deliberate draft: both suggest an 
ongoing process. Intriguing as this reading is, though, it suffers from the fact that there is no clear 
evidence that Coleridge had read this pamphlet at the time. Class argues that Coleridge, rather 
conveniently for her thesis, made no explicit reference to Perpetual Peace because to do so would 
invite charges of republicanism and Jacobinism. (Class, Coleridge and Kantian Ideas, pp. 97-110, 
119). 
109 Coleridge, Fears in Solitude, New York, Morgan Library, PML 47225, p. 18. 
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dismissive of this claim, denying that it is the argument of the last stanza. Rather, 

Paley sees the poem concluding, like the Ode on the Departing Year, ‘with the forces 

of Nature now substituted for the purely spiritual ones of the earlier ode. The ideal of 

domesticity has disappeared, the apocalyptic become historicized in the past, the 

millennial shown to be an illusion.’110 However, the notion of ‘millennium’ has not 

disappeared, but changed in Coleridge’s conception, not only in this poem, but in the 

conclusion to ‘Frost at Midnight’, which follows it in the volume. I suggest that 

Coleridge’s own comments are much more relevant than Paley allows, and, 

furthermore, Coleridge is referring to a particular idea of liberty that can be 

appreciated by looking to his engagement with Cowper. This is the notion of spiritual 

liberty, a prominent theme in The Task. Reading ‘France: An Ode’ in this context 

provides a far more optimistic gloss on the poem’s conclusion than Paley or Fulford 

offer, and provides something of a solution to the dilemma of meaning which Class 

emphasizes.  

Coleridge’s concept of liberty in the poem is often framed in moral rather than 

political terms. He dismisses the notion that the French have gained liberty in their 

new Republic: 

    The sensual and the dark rebel in vain,  
Slaves by their own compulsion! In mad game  
They burst their manacles, and wear the name  
Of freedom, graven on a heavier chain!  
     (FiS, p. 17) 

 
One metaphorical chain is replaced by another and the ‘freedom’ obtained is merely a 

‘name’ without essence. As Esterhammer observes, the loss of meaning in France’s 

commitment to ‘liberté’ parallels the oath taking of Fears in Solitude, in which 

                                                
110 Paley, p. 137. 
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meaning is separated from utterance.111 Again, I note that the placing of ‘France: An 

Ode’ after Fears in Solitude in the volume is significant in emphasizing how the 

French, far from being free, have simply imitated British failings. 

The French remain oppressed not because they have been tricked by 

miscreants, but because they are ‘sensual’ and ‘dark’: they have not undergone the 

moral and religious reformation necessary to cultivate true benevolence, or to invest 

freedom with its proper meaning. Coleridge asked in his contribution to Southey’s 

Joan of Arc (1796):  

For what is Freedom, but the unfetter’d use  
Of all the Powers which God for use had given?  
But chiefly this, with holiest habitude 
Of constant Faith, him First, him Last to view112  

 
Consequently, the French are ‘Slaves by their own compulsion!’ In a letter of 1794 to 

Southey, Coleridge wrote that, ‘A willing Slave is the worst of Slaves— His Soul is a 

Slave.’ (CL I, p. 122) The French ‘rebel in vain’ because they are unenlightened in 

spiritual matters. The point that sin is incompatible with freedom is also made in 

Fears in Solitude, which describes the French as ‘promising / Freedom, themselves 

too sensual to be free’ (FiS, p. 7). By ‘sensual’ Coleridge implies a reliance on one’s 

senses, an empiricism which leads to materialism, and thence to atheism. Again, this 

is an extension of Coleridge’s earlier enunciated principles. The French here are 

reminiscent of the second class of the ‘professed Friends of Liberty’ in his ‘Moral and 

Political Lecture’ who ‘listen only to the inflammatory harangues of some mad-

headed Enthusiast,’ and being ‘Unillumined by Philosophy and stimulated to a lust of 

Revenge by aggravated wrongs, they would make the Altar of Freedom stream with 

blood’ (Lects 1795, p. 9). Similarly, in The Watchman article on ‘Modern Patriotism’, 
                                                
111 Esterhammer, pp. 148-149. 
112 Southey, Robert, Joan of Arc (Bristol: printed by Bulgin and Rosser, for Joseph Cottle, Bristol, and 
Cadell and Davies, and G. G. and J. Robinson, London, 1796; repr. Oxford: Woodstock, 1993), pp. 39-
40, Book II.13-16. 
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Coleridge had criticized Godwin’s followers because their ‘Principles are villainous 

ones!’ He advises them, ‘You must give up your sensuality and your philosophy, the 

pimp of your sensuality; you must condescend to believe in a God, and in the 

existence of a Future State!’ (Watchman, pp. 99-100)  

Presenting the French as ‘too sensual to be free’ aligns the poem with Burke’s 

distinction between British and French ‘liberty’. In his Appeal from the New to the 

Old Whigs (1791), Burke quotes himself as claiming that ‘The distinguishing part of 

our constitution […] is its liberty. […] But the liberty, the only liberty I mean, is a 

liberty connected with order, and that not only exists with order and virtue, but cannot 

exist at all without them.’ He then proceeds to comment that ‘The liberty to which 

Mr. Burke declared himself attached, is not French liberty. That liberty is nothing but 

the rein given to vice and confusion.’113 Similarly, in the Reflections, Burke had 

declared, ‘I love a manly, moral, regulated liberty’.114 Coleridge’s condemnation of 

the French speaks to a more conservative audience but as with his previous adoption 

of Burkean rhetoric, it is not in itself a retreat from radicalism.  

The ‘mad game’ of the French in ‘France: An Ode’ is equivalent to Britain’s 

‘mad Av’rice’ in Ode on the Departing Year. The French are indistinguishable from 

the British because both fail to live up to Coleridge’s long-established spiritual ideal. 

In the final stanza of the ‘Ode’ Coleridge can define ‘Liberty’ as existing ‘Alike from 

priestcraft’s harpy minions, / And factious blasphemy’s obscener slaves,’ (FiS, p. 18) 

because he abhors both the established religion of Britain and the anti-Christian 

approach of France. 

                                                
113 Edmund Burke, An Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs: in Consequence of Some Late 
Discussions in Parliament Relative to the Reflections on the French Revolution (London: Printed for J. 
Dodsley, 1791), pp. 34-35. 
114 Burke, Reflections, p. 7. 
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Coleridge’s image of the French as enchained still, while consistent with his 

political theology of previous years, also has sources in Cowper. Cowper analogizes 

living in a sinful world to being captive: 

So fare we in this prison-house the world. 
And ’tis a fearful spectacle to see 
So many maniacs dancing in their chains. 
They gaze upon the links that hold them fast 
With eyes of anguish, execrate their lot, 
Then shake them in despair, and dance again.115 
 

The ‘maniacs dancing in their chains’ are the image of the French: people in bondage 

to their own sin, yet revelling in the very source of this restraint. The other passage of 

Cowper which is relevant is that which Coleridge quotes in the letter to George, 

beginning: 

    He that takes 
Deep in his soft credulity the stamp 
Designed by loud declaimers on the part 
Of liberty, themselves the slaves of lust, 
Incurs derision for his easy faith 
And lack of knowledge, and with cause enough.116 

 
Even to speak of ‘liberty’ becomes suspect, as its most zealous advocates are called 

‘declaimers’, suggesting grandstanding and rhetorical part playing. They are ‘slaves 

of lust’: for Cowper, as for Coleridge, the irony is that the advocacy of freedom is 

most loudly asserted by those, in Britain as well as France, whose actions are most 

destructive to its realization.  

In The Task, a few lines after the passage which Coleridge quotes to his 

brother, Cowper turns from politics to declare that: 

    But there is yet a liberty unsung 
By poets, and by senators unpraised, 
Which monarchs cannot grant, nor all the powers 
Of earth and hell confed’rate take away. 
A liberty, which persecution, fraud, 

                                                
115 Cowper, II, p. 155, Book II.661-6. 
116 Ibid., pp. 223-224, Book V.496-501. 
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Oppression, prisons, have no power to bind, 
Which whoso tastes can be enslaved no more. 
’Tis liberty of heart, derived from heav’n, 
Bought with HIS blood who gave it to mankind, 
And seal’d with the same token. It is held 
By charter, and that charter sanction’d sure 
By th’ unimpeachable and awful oath 
And promise of a God.117 

 
Religious faith and love of God are certainly not ‘unsung / By poets’, so presumably 

Cowper means specifically faith as liberty has not been explored in verse (even then, 

Milton might object to the suggestion that the theme had not received adequate 

attention). Newey suggests that ‘“Liberty of heart, deriv’d from heav’n” is to Cowper 

really nothing so simple as being “saved” from sin and made conscious of future 

rewards, but means a comprehensive liberty in the world, an unchallengeable inward 

strength and happiness in this life’.118 Newey’s definition is somewhat imprecise, and 

I would suggest that spiritual liberty makes more sense as the individual choosing 

virtue. For Coleridge, Cowper’s ‘unimpeachable and awful oath’ is an important 

contrast with the ubiquitous ‘falsehoods’ of Fears in Solitude, in which ‘We gabble 

o’er the oaths we mean to break, / For all must swear […] All, all make up one 

scheme of perjury, / That faith doth reel’ (FiS, p. 4). If liberty requires virtue, as 

Burke and others maintained, then restoring integrity to the making of oaths will 

promote freedom. God here is like the good Whig monarch, acting justly within 

powers that have been prescribed (God being Parliament as well). The rights of the 

people are secure so long as they act in accordance with the law. Cowper declares that 

‘Grace makes the slave a freeman’ and ‘He is a freeman who the truth makes free, / 

And all are slaves beside.’119 The French are not free in ‘France: An Ode’ because 

they act according to ‘compulsion’ and indulge in vice. It would only be by gaining 

                                                
117 Ibid., pp. 224-225, Book V.538-550 
118 Newey, p. 146. 
119 Cowper, II, pp. 228, 229, Book V.688, 733-734. 



 166 

‘liberty of the heart’ that they could be truly free, and act benevolently rather than 

licentiously. 

The relevance of spiritual liberty to ‘France: An Ode’ is further clarified by 

considering how Cowper relates this spiritual liberty to an appreciation of nature: 

He looks abroad into the varied field 
Of Nature, and though poor perhaps, compared 
With those whose mansions glitter in his sight, 
Calls the delightful scen’ry all his own. […] 
Are they not his by a peculiar right, 
And by an emphasis of int’rest his, […] 
[…]     ye will not find 
In feast or in the chace, in song or dance 
A liberty like his, who unimpeach’d 
Of usurpation and to no man’s wrong, 
Appropriates nature as his father’s work, 
And has a richer use of yours, than you. 
He is indeed a freeman.120 

 
Cowper’s framing of nature as belonging to the ‘freeman’ explains Coleridge’s 

ending to ‘France: An Ode’, of feeling ‘Liberty’ in nature. Cowper’s linking of liberty 

to nature is somewhat similar to Akenside’s, except that it is the spiritual kind Cowper 

means, whereas Akenside ties it to a particular ideology. This connection justifies 

Coleridge’s later claim that the poem’s ending addressed ‘moral Freedom’ (what I 

have termed ‘spiritual liberty’) rather than the civil or political kind. If the poet can 

feel this spirit, he can act as a moral and political guide. 

Magnuson suggests that Coleridge is duplicitous in the 1798 quarto, since its 

poems present: 

Coleridge both as a loyal patriot, who loves his country, and as a devoutly 
religious man, on the one hand, and on the other, as one who continues to 
support the Jacobin ideals of liberty that he has always held […] Fears in 
Solitude wants to have it both ways and is a public utterance crafted for widely 
different audiences121 
 

                                                
120 Ibid., p. 229-30, Book V. 738-741, 742-743, 757-763. 
121 Magnuson, Reading, pp. 78-79. 
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Cowper’s presence is important in ‘France’ because it allows Coleridge to speak to 

two audiences simultaneously. Firstly, he reassures respectable figures of orthodoxy, 

like his brother, by condemning the French Revolution from a Christian standpoint, 

and confining himself to moral, rather than political reform. Simultaneously, though, 

he answers the despair of a figure such as Thelwall, explaining the failure of the 

Revolution while offering an alternative path for social reformation, inspired by 

Cowper. It is very much the instinct that would lead him in September 1799 to 

encourage Wordsworth to write: 

a poem, in blank verse, addressed to those, who, in consequence of the 
complete failure of the French Revolution, have thrown up all hopes of the 
amelioration of mankind, and are sinking into an almost epicurean selfishness, 
disguising the same under the soft titles of domestic attachment and contempt 
for visionary philosophes. (CL I, p. 527) 

 
Coleridge has not given up on ameliorating his fellow man. Notably, as Clucas 

observes, Coleridge intends ‘to prevent Wordsworth from relying on arguments for 

domesticity’.122 In writing of the virtues of retirement, Coleridge means to reinforce, 

rather than abandon, the visionary politics of his youth. 

                                                
122 Clucas, p. 209. 
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2.iii 
Frost at Midnight 

 
 

The political implications of ‘Frost at Midnight’ have been thoroughly discussed by 

Magnuson.123 He contends that closing a volume with “Frost at Midnight”, after two 

explicitly political poems, suggests that the ‘numberless goings on of life’ (FiS, p. 18) 

refer to the political events the previous poems discuss, and that the ‘Abstruser 

musings’ (ibid.) of ‘Frost at Midnight’ echo the ‘solitary musings’ of Fears in 

Solitude (FiS, p. 12). Furthermore, ‘Abstruser’ suggests the kind of abstract 

metaphysics which Burke associated with Jacobinism.124 I argue that in the poem 

Coleridge moves beyond fears and recriminations to reassert his optimistic faith in his 

son’s future and, by extension, that of all humanity, if it is guided by the principles he 

has defended and continues to espouse. 

The movement within ‘Frost at Midnight’ parallels that of the volume within 

which it is placed. Coleridge arranges his poems in reverse chronological order, a 

sequence which he indicates by appending a date to each poem (if misleadingly so, as 

‘France’ is dated February, instead of March-April). Just as the speaker in ‘Frost at 

Midnight’ meditates upon his past to recognize the failings of his upbringing and 

envisions a better course for his son, so the volume as a whole thinks back to the 

reflections of ‘Frost at Midnight’ to inform Coleridge’s future conduct. The domestic 

affection in ‘Frost at Midnight’ is affirmed as the source of the more public political 

principles which Coleridge upholds in ‘France: An Ode’ and ‘Fears in Solitude’. 

When the allusions to The Task are considered fully, ‘Frost at Midnight’ emerges, 

after intellectual struggle, as a testament to the Cowperian approach: the poet provides 

a pious example in retirement, instead of the more public approach of earlier poetry.  
                                                
123 Magnuson, Reading, pp. 67-94, p. 67. 
124 Ibid., pp. 92-93. 
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‘Frost at Midnight’ is the poem of Coleridge’s most obviously indebted to 

Cowper, paralleling a segment from Book IV, ‘The Winter Evening’ of The Task: 

   But me perhaps 
The glowing hearth may satisfy awhile 
With faint illumination that uplifts 
The shadow to the cieling, there by fits 
Dancing uncouthly to the quiv’ring flame. 
Not undelightful is an hour to me 
So spent in parlour twilight; such a gloom 
Suits well the thoughtfull or unthinking mind, 
The mind contemplative, with some new theme 
Pregnant, or indisposed alike to all. 
Laugh ye, who boast your more mercurial pow’rs 
That never feel a stupor, know no pause 
Nor need one. I am conscious, and confess 
Fearless, a soul that does not always think. 
Me oft has fancy ludicrous and wild 
Sooth’d with a waking dream of houses, tow’rs, 
Trees, churches, and strange visages express’d 
In the red cinders, while with poring eye 
I gazed, myself creating what I saw. 
Nor less amused have I quiescent watch’d 
The sooty films that play upon the bars 
Pendulous, and foreboding in the view 
Of superstition prophesying still 
Though still deceived, some stranger’s near approach. 
’Tis thus the understanding takes repose 
In indolent vacuity of thought, 
And sleeps and is refresh’d. Meanwhile the face 
Conceals the mood lethargic with a mask 
Of deep deliberation, as the man 
Were task’d to his full strength, absorb’d and lost. 
Thus oft reclin’d at ease, I lose an hour 
At evening, till at length the freezing blast 
That sweeps the bolted shutter, summons home 
The recollected powers, and snapping short 
The glassy threads with which the fancy weaves 
Her brittle toys, restores me to myself. 
How calm is my recess, and how the frost 
Raging abroad, and the rough wind, endear 
The silence and the warmth enjoy’d within.125 

 

                                                
125 Cowper, II, p. 194, Book IV.272-310. Again, it should be noted that Cowper is developing a 
tradition with Whig associations.  In Winter, Thomson describes the ideal of a fireside retreat during 
winter, and proceeds to meditate, in his case on the examples of various Greek and Roman worthies 
and patriots, beginning with Socrates (James Thomson, Seasons, pp. 222-230, ll. 424-571). 
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The similarity to this section of The Task has been noted in critical discussions of 

‘Frost at Midnight’. Humphry House suggests that ‘Cowper emphasizes the utter 

indolence, the insignificance, of his mood, and the quite false appearance of “deep 

deliberation” which he gives to others’, whereas Coleridge’s ‘thought acquires serious 

content as it moves, and the man is really tasked to his full strength.126 For Jacobus, 

Coleridge’s blank verse ‘is both more economical and more profound’ than ‘the 

random reflections of Cowper’s fire-gazing’, which Coleridge transforms into ‘a 

poem about the power of the imagination to bring mind and nature into creative 

relationship.’127 Michael O’Neill describes the original version of ‘Frost at Midnight’ 

as ‘nervier’ than the passage in The Task, generating ‘the spark-like suggestion of a 

mind whose subtleties are absorbing and sometimes surprising to itself.128 In sum, 

then, the criticism on the relationship of these two poems has generally declared 

Coleridge’s to be superior and more intellectually weighty, without commenting on 

what Coleridge’s appropriation of this source might say about his meaning or 

intention.  

Critical discussion of ‘Frost at Midnight’ has failed to take into account the 

context of Cowper’s lines within The Task. Book IV begins with a passage on the 

reading of newspapers, and alludes to the events in the aftermath of the American 

Revolutionary War, including the fall of the Fox-North coalition, and the 

parliamentary debates on how to regulate the East India Company.129 In Fears in 

Solitude, Coleridge laments the role newspapers are playing in the desensitized 

nation: 

                                                
126 House, p. 79. 
127 Jacobus, p. 121. 
128 Michael O’Neill, Romanticism and the Self-Conscious Poem (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 
69-70. 
129 Cowper, II, pp. 187-189, Book IV.5-87. 



 171 

     Boys and girls, 
And women that would groan to see a child 
Pull off an insect's leg, all read of war, 
The best amusement for our morning meal! 
    (FiS, p. 6) 
 

In the quarto, ‘Frost at Midnight’ follows the absorption of news in ‘Fears in 

Solitude’, just as Cowper’s own lines on the stranger follow lines considering the 

reading of newspapers. Cowper is much more positive about the reading experience 

than the Coleridge of ‘Fears in Solitude’: 

’Tis pleasant through the loop-holes of retreat 
To peep at such a world. To see the stir 
Of the great Babel and not feel the crowd. 
To hear the roar she sends through all her gates 
At a safe distance, where the dying sound 
Falls a soft murmur on th’ uninjured ear. 
Thus sitting and surveying thus at ease 
The globe and its concerns, I seem advanced 
To some secure and more than mortal height, 
That lib’rates and exempts me from them all. 
It turns submitted to my view, turns round 
With all its generations; I behold 
The tumult and am still. The sound of war 
Has lost its terrors ‘ere it reaches me, 
Grieves but alarms me not. I mourn the pride 
And av’rice that make man a wolf to man, 
Hear the faint echo of those brazen throats 
By which he speaks the language of his heart, 
And sigh, but never tremble at the sound.130 

 
There are conclusions that Coleridge can share, though. Cowper emphasizes his 

distance from the world of court and war to assert his independence and safety from 

its corruptions. Rural ‘retreat’ means that Cowper is ‘advanced / To some secure and 

more than mortal height’, indicating spiritual glory, through Christian faith. Cowper 

sees himself as leading the life of humility advocated by Christ. He can ‘mourn the 

pride / And av’rice that make man a wolf to man’ because his distance from this 

world has purged him of such sinful aspirations. He ‘does not feel the crowd’, 

                                                
130 Ibid., p. 189, Book IV.88-106. 
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indicating that it is the solitary musings which follow that characterize the virtuous, 

and therefore free, man. 

Although House is correct that Coleridge treats his musings on the stranger 

more seriously than Cowper does his, it does not follow that the conclusions he 

reaches are, in fact, more profound. Notably, Cowper’s acknowledgement that he is 

‘myself creating what I saw’ emphasizes the subjectivity of the imaginative vision 

which Coleridge explores. Cowper absorbs the news from the paper and then has a 

period of intellectual indolence, but this serves an important moral and intellectual 

function. Having so relaxed his mind, Cowper is able to move from news of the 

outside world to ‘sympathize with others, suffering more.’131 Likewise, Coleridge’s 

reflections in ‘Frost at Midnight’ enable him to settle the anxieties and fears of the 

previous two poems, so as to restore his benevolent disposition. It is to Cowper’s 

example that Coleridge looks to restore his faith in human nature. The implication of 

looking at the source of the poem in The Task is that ‘Frost at Midnight’ closes the 

Fears in Solitude quarto with Coleridge again optimistic about the improvement of 

human affairs and with the capacity to sympathize with the wider world.  

In addition to The Task, the other major source of ‘Frost at Midnight’ is 

Thelwall’s ‘To the Infant Hampden.– Written during a sleepless night. Derby. Oct. 

1797’. Coleridge certainly read this poem, as he provided some commentary on it in a 

letter to Thelwall (CL I, p. 351). Judith Thompson has commented extensively on the 

relationship between the two poems.132 Both speakers begin their poems in a 

somewhat uneasy state. Each addresses a sleeping infant son, contrasting the child’s 

fate with their own. Thelwall laments his anxieties and fears as a notorious Jacobin. 

While his son, Hampden, is blessed, being ‘unconscious of The Patriot’s name / Or of 

                                                
131 Ibid., Book IV.340. 
132 Judith Thompson, ‘Autumnal Blast’, pp. 427-456. 
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a patriot’s sorrows– of the cares / For which thy name-sire bled’, he, Thelwall, ‘in his 

native land / Wanders an exile; and, of all that land / Can find no spot his home.’133 

Thelwall is full of despair, and pessimism about the state of the world. He sees his son 

as ‘Ill-omen’d’, and wishes that ‘thy dream of life be ne’er disturbed / With visions 

such as mar thy father’s peace—’.134 The irony of ‘Hampden’s name and lineage is 

foregrounded here. Thelwall may hope his son will avoid sharing his fate, but being 

named after a Republican martyr, the child seems nominatively determined to suffer 

for the cause. There is no prospect that he will remain ‘unconscious of The Patriot’s 

name / Or of a patriot’s sorrow’: having been given the former, it seems likely he will 

acquire the latter. There is a notable contrast here with Thelwall’s prison poetry. In 

‘Ode II’ in Poems Written in Close Confinement, Thelwall invokes ‘the undaunted 

pride / Of Hampden, who a Tyrant’s wrath defied, / And bled for Freedom;’ as an 

example to inspire the contemporary patriot faced with imprisonment.135 Now, 

Hampden becomes a warning of what is to be feared, rather than an example to be 

emulated. 

Thelwall concludes ‘To the Infant Hampden’ by describing the world as ‘A 

waste of troubled waters’ in which: 

 my Ark– 
The scanty remnant of my deluged joys! 
Floats anchorless; while thro’ the dreary round, 
Fluttering on anxious pinion, the tired foot 
Of persecuted Virtue cannot find 
One spray on which to rest; or scarce one leaf 
To cheer with promise of subsiding woe.136 

 
Thelwall is deeply pessimistic here. Coleridge’s conclusion to ‘Frost at Midnight’, in 

which he foresees that Hartley ‘Shalt wander, like a breeze, / By lakes and sandy 

                                                
133 Thelwall, Poems chiefly written in Retirement, p. 141. 
134 Ibid. 
135 Thelwall, Poems Written in Close Confinement, p. 20. 
136 Thelwall, Poems chiefly written in Retirement, p. 141. 
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shores’ (FiS, p. 22) directly counters, as Thompson notes, Thelwall’s depiction of the 

world as a waste land with Hartley’s enjoyment of nature. Coleridge’s assertion of 

spiritual optimism, in which Hartley shall understand ‘that eternal language, which 

thy God / Utters’ (ibid.), is a response effectively invited by Thelwall’s biblical 

allusions to Noah and the Flood.137 Furthermore, Coleridge’s prediction that Hartley 

‘shalt learn far other lore, / And in far other scenes!’ (FiS, pp. 21-22) responds to 

Thelwall’s ‘Ethic lore’ in ‘Lines written at Bridgewater’, replacing a ‘lore’ he sees as 

implicitly atheist and materialist with one which is explicitly religious.138 

 ‘Frost at Midnight’ is an anxious poem, and its celebration of imaginative 

creativity is provisional and fragile. As both Everest and Benjamin Brice have 

detailed, the speaker struggles to differentiate between the projection of ‘sympathy’ 

and the discovery of genuine unity. If Coleridge has misread God in nature, then 

Hartley’s own response to God’s ‘eternal language’ might merely be another mistaken 

projection.139  

It is due to the poem’s anxiety about its own conclusions, that the presence of 

Cowper is so important. As Newey comments, like Coleridge and Wordsworth, 

Cowper ‘values nature not for its appeal to the outer eye, but for its influences upon 

the inner self’.140 Cowper offers Coleridge an example of poetry which emphasizes 

the presence of God in the natural world: 

Happy who walks with him! whom what he finds 
Of flavour or of scent in fruit or flow’r, 
Or what he views of beautiful or grand 
In Nature, from the broad majestic oak 
To the green blade that twinkles in the sun, 
Prompts with remembrance of a present God. 

                                                
137 Judith Thompson, ‘Autumnal Blast’, pp. 445-447. 
138 Ibid., pp. 447-448. 
139 Everest, pp. 262, 268. Benjamin Brice, Coleridge and Scepticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007), pp. 141-143. Everest is discussing this passage of the poem as it appeared from 1829, but his 
analysis stands nonetheless. 
140 Newey, p. 101. 
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His presence who made all so fair, perceived, 
Makes all still fairer. As with him no scene 
Is dreary, so with him all seasons please.141 
 

Newey glosses this passage as meaning that ‘To walk with nature is to walk with 

God’, identifying it with Coleridge’s dictum that ‘All seasons shall be sweet’ (FiS, p. 

22) to Hartley in ‘Frost at Midnight’.142 Having invoked spiritual liberty in nature in 

‘France: An Ode’, ‘Frost at Midnight’ provides a development by offering the 

renewed faith of God’s presence in the world as an answer to the political worries 

with which Coleridge began the volume.  

Coleridge alludes to Cowper because he is himself a ‘companionable form’: a 

poet in solitude in winter, whose reverie leads him to benevolence and to God, 

through nature. Cowper advocates retirement on the grounds it cultivates virtue.  

This is a path open to all, since: 

My charmer is not mine alone; my sweets 
And she that sweetens all my bitters too, 
Nature, enchanting Nature, in whose form 
And lineaments divine I trace a hand 
That errs not, and find raptures still renew’d, 
Is free to all men, universal prize.143 

 
The similarity of Cowper’s and Coleridge’s reflections corroborates the rediscovery 

of God in nature, offering evidence that the unity has been discovered, not made. The 

claim to be able to read God in nature, to ‘trace a hand / That errs not’ is not new for 

Coleridge, but a repetition of Akenside’s claims. However, Akenside’s elitist 

suggestions, that only those made by nature from a ‘finer mould’ can read God’s will, 

is replaced by something much more open.144 If nature is indeed ‘free to all men, 

universal prize’, then the truth of what Cowper claims can be readily verified by 

anyone. There is a democratic suggestion here of ownership in common: a spiritual 
                                                
141 Cowper, II, p. 243, Book VI.247-255. 
142 Newey, p. 160. 
143 Cowper, II, p. 181, Book III.719-724. 
144 Akenside, p. 94, Book I.96-101. 
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equality which exposes the failures of human society. By acting as confirmation for 

Cowper, Coleridge strengthens his own theological assertions.  

For neither Cowper nor Coleridge, though, is this process easy. As Newey 

puts it, Cowper has a ‘preoccupation with the processes, nature, and signs of “rebirth” 

[…] His contemplations of the natural world are trials of the spirit against a 

background of potential despair.’145 Cowper’s own situation, with bouts of religious 

despair, speaks to Coleridge’s worries about his scepticism and doubts about a 

theology which underpinned his political faith. 

Hartley, though, will: 

 see and hear  
The lovely shapes and sounds intelligible  
Of that eternal language, which thy God  
Utters, who from eternity doth teach  
Himself in all, and all things in himself. 
Great universal Teacher! he shall mould 
Thy spirit, and by giving make it ask.  
    (FiS, p. 22) 

 
‘Himself in all, and all things in himself’ is suggestive of the ‘one life’ ideology, but 

is derived from a nurturing and unselfconsciously reflexive experience, rather than the 

father’s agonized metaphysical musings. The vision of Hartley growing up in 

unmediated contact with nature and God is a modification of Pantisocratic ideals. 

Coleridge wrote to Southey that ‘The leading Idea of Pantisocracy is to make men 

necessarily virtuous by removing all Motives to Evil — all possible Temptations.’(CL 

I, p. 114) Rather than emigrating to America, Coleridge seeks to escape society by 

rural retirement, and instead of removing temptations, there is a renewed focus on 

cultivating virtue, or spiritual and moral knowledge, at least.  

In his ‘Ode II’ of his prison poems, Thelwall instructs parents to educate their 

children as patriots, to: 

                                                
145 Newey, p. 133. 
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   Instil the lore of Virtue, and imbue  
His youthful reason with the sacred creed,  
   That not for self alone– not for the few  
Whom kindred ties endear, we live. The soul  
By Justice warm’d pants for the kindred whole.146 

 
The scheme for educating Hartley in ‘Frost at Midnight’ serves as a variation on 

Thelwall’s plan, with the ‘other lore’ of intimacy with nature, and ‘that eternal 

language, which thy God / Utters’ serving as equivalents to Thelwall’s ‘lore of Virtue’ 

and ‘sacred creed’. Thelwall then suggests that the patriot ‘leaves behind / The 

world’s ignoble passions’. 147 Furthermore, such a person can escape ‘the gloom / Of 

Solitude,’ because he ‘thus can turn / From Self to Sentient Nature’.148 Coleridge 

literalizes this movement on a Cowperian model of abandoning the corruptions of 

town for the purity of communion with nature. The movement ‘From Self to Sentient 

Nature’, which in Thelwall’s version is not a theistic one, is envisioned in Hartley’s 

future and, by implication, Coleridge’s present. Coming to know God through nature 

is the best method of overcoming selfish motivations and developing wider 

sympathies. 

By conquering his own doubts, Coleridge thus offers an answer to the 

pessimism and misanthropy of Thelwall’s ‘To the Infant Hampden’. Coleridge’s 

religious consolation is not offered as a glib pacifier, but has the power of being a 

hard won victory over the temptation to despair. As Damien Walford Davies, amongst 

others, points out, the idea of nature as God’s ‘eternal language’ shows the influence 

of Berkeley.149 However, in its emphasis on environment as shaping ‘spirit’ or moral 

character, and these experiences as associating the sense pleasures of nature with God, 

the ideas of David Hartley are also being reasserted, if in modified form. ‘Frost at 

                                                
146 Thelwall, Poems Written in Close Confinement, pp. 21-22. 
147 Ibid., p. 22. 
148 Ibid. 
149 Davies, Presences, p. 215. 
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Midnight’ closes the Fears in Solitude volume by again insisting upon the ideas the 

Coleridge had adopted over the previous few years. By clothing them in the language 

of Cowper’s poetry, Coleridge gave his schemes for moral and political reformation 

of humanity the veneer of orthodox respectability. Simultaneously, though, he was 

reasserting his more radical convictions and encouraging fellow travellers such as 

Thelwall not to despair or abandon hopes of ‘the amelioration of mankind’. Rather, 

they must redirect such efforts into renewed religious faith by seclusion from worldly 

corruptions, as exampled principally by Cowper. 
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III. 
The Politics of Superstition in ‘The 
Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ and 

Wordsworth’s The Borderers 
 
 
 

1. 
Wordsworth’s Response to Godwin in The Borderers 

 
 
 

The Borderers (1797-1799), Osorio (1797), and ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ 

(1798) all explore the psychological consequences of committing a crime.1 The 

Borderers sees Wordsworth re-evaluating the politics of his earlier verse. Considering 

‘The Rime’ as a response to The Borderers suggests that the poem can likewise be 

understood as a commentary on Coleridge’s own intellectual history, suggesting that 

his previously articulated political positions constituted some kind of moral 

transgression. 

Wordsworth ends the first version of his poem, ‘Salisbury Plain’ (1793-1794), 

with an invocation to the forces of progress:  

Heroes of Truth pursue your march, uptear  
Th’ Oppressor’s dungeon from its deepest base;  
High o’er the towers of Pride undaunted rear  
Resistless in your might the herculean mace  
Of Reason; let foul Error’s monster race  
Dragged from their dens start at the light with pain  
And die; pursue your toils, till not a trace  
Be left on earth of Superstition’s reign,  
Save that eternal pile which frowns on Sarum’s plain.2 

                                                
1 William Empson denies that there is a crime, treating the poem as being about ‘Neurotic guilt’, which 
nevertheless seems to be referred from participation in the slave trade (Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 
Selected Poetry, ed. by William Empson and David Pirie (London: Faber, 1972; Manchester: Carcarnet 
Press, 1989), pp. 27-39). 
2 William Wordsworth, The Salisbury Plain Poems of William Wordsworth, ed. by Stephen Gill 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1975), p. 38 ll. 541-549. 
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Wordsworth identifies the sources of ‘Oppression’ as ‘Pride’, ‘Error’, and 

‘Superstition’. By explicitly identifying ‘Reason’ as the power to overcome them, 

Wordsworth suggests his Godwinian bent. This seemingly banal set of oppositions 

conforms to the Godwinian epistemology, that truth is single, uniform, and eminently 

knowable to the reasoning mind.3 It is only ‘Pride’, the overvaluing of self, 

manifested in the social structures and physical means of oppression, which prevents 

individuals from recognising truth and pursuing the interests of justice. It is notable 

that Wordsworth finally labels the infliction of suffering as ‘Superstition's reign’. 

Political injustice is the product of credulous belief in the irrational, so a personal 

commitment to reason offers the means to secure liberty.  

In The Borderers such opposition between superstition and individual reason 

has collapsed entirely. The play is far more aware of the dangers of revolutionary 

radicalism, more cautious about its possibilities, and more sceptical of the ambitious 

rhetoric which ensues. The villain Rivers, believing that Mortimer has murdered 

Herbert, tells Mortimer that he has: 

thrown off […]  
[…] the tyranny 

Of moralists, and saints, and lawgivers. 
You have obeyed the only law that wisdom 
Can ever recognize: the immediate law 
Flashed from the light of circumstances 
Upon an independent intellect.4 

 
The very rationalism praised as the source of progress in ‘Salisbury Plain’ becomes 

the justification of the murderous villain. The play functions in large part as a critique 

of Godwin’s ideas, or, rather, the uses to which they might be put. As Robert Osborn 

                                                
3 Godwin, I, p. 181. 
4 William Wordsworth, The Borderers, ed. by Robert Osborn (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982), 
p. 210, ll. 26, 32-37. 
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observes, Rivers’s language derives from Godwin.5 The parallel he cites is Godwin’s 

statement that ‘The genuine and wholesome state of the mind is, to be loosed from 

shackles, and to expand every fibre of its frame to the independent and individual 

impression of truth upon the mind’. Godwin stresses how vast the intellectual 

improvement would be without the restriction of prejudices.6 He consistently explains 

his contempt for traditional authority throughout Political Justice. He argues that 

there is no obligation for an individual to obey authority if that individual’s private 

judgement does not perceive the justice of the order. Without such consent, 

government is just a mechanism to use force to assert the sense of one person or group 

over another.7 Godwin explains that ‘The first lesson of virtue is, Obey no man’.8 

David Bromwich identifies the tendency in Godwin to reduce all action either to 

rational conduct, or else unthinking conformity to custom and prejudice.9 It is this 

simplified dichotomy which enables Rivers to claim that any rejection of established 

practice is rational action and to frame the murder of Herbert as ‘an act of reason’.10  

Mortimer suggests that he and Rivers as murderers were ‘instruments in the 

hands of heaven’.11 Initially this might seem a pseudo-religious justification, that he is 

meting out punishment for sin on behalf of God, but actually there is a more specific 

connection to Godwin. Godwin’s deterministic materialism is such that he argues that 

‘The assassin cannot help the murder he commits any more than the dagger can’ help 

being the means of that murder.12 By claiming to be the ‘instrument’ of heaven, 

Mortimer is actually claiming to be passive, that his actions are pre-determined, 

                                                
5 Ibid., p. 30. 
6 Godwin, II, p. 569. 
7 Godwin, I, pp. 191-192. 
8 Godwin, II, p. 430. 
9 David Bromwich, Disowned By Memory: Wordsworth’s Poetry of the 1790s (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998), p. 60. 
10 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 130, l. 81. 
11 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 232, l. 67. 
12 Godwin, II, p. 690. 
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willed by God, and that therefore he bears no culpability for them. Such had also been 

Coleridge’s belief when he was a necessitarian: ‘That vice is the effect of error and 

the offspring of surrounding circumstances, the object therefore of condolence not of 

anger, is a proposition easily understood, and as easily demonstrated.’ (Lects 1795, p. 

49)  

Rivers also justifies Herbert’s murder on the grounds that ‘One man / Was 

famished and ten thousand have been saved.’13 Rivers’s ruthlessness reflects the 

utilitarian calculation of Godwin’s writings; Godwin even accepted that ‘there are 

cases in which it is proper that innocent men should suffer for the public good.’14 For 

Godwin, reason can justify seeming wrongs with calculations of bare utility. 

Furthermore, this justification of murder by an asserted long term saving of lives 

resembles Southey’s alleged remark that ‘Robespierre was a ministering angel of 

mercy, sent to slay thousands that he might save millions.’15 The Borderers is thus a 

powerful rebuke to such claims and Godwin’s more general conception of how to 

serve justice. 

As Newlyn, drawing on Jacobus, summarizes, the play is a twofold critique of 

Godwin. Firstly, Wordsworth demonstrates that reason, if separated from benevolence 

(as in Godwin), becomes perverted. Secondly, he dismisses the notion that reason can 

exist in an unadulterated form. 16 In his prefatory essay on the character of Rivers, 

Wordsworth supposes a ‘Young man of great intellectual powers’ who is yet without 

‘genuine benevolence’. As a result, ‘His master passions are pride and the love of 

distinction’.17 The Borderers is not, therefore, solely a critique of political reason or 

Godwinian radicalism, but of its divorce from benevolence, sympathy, and normal 
                                                
13 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 240, ll. 172-173. 
14 Bromwich, p. 65. Godwin, I, p. 134. 
15 Sandford, pp. 70-71. 
16 Newlyn, Coleridge, Wordsworth, pp. 11-12. Jacobus, p. 29. 
17 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 62. 
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human emotion. Reason is unable to replace emotion, but can be used as a 

disingenuous attempt to hide malign motivations.18 

Such criticisms not only chimed with the conclusions Coleridge had reached 

quite separately, but Wordsworth’s depiction of Rivers informed the title character of 

Coleridge’s tragedy, Osorio. Coleridge had first written to Sheridan in February 1797 

about the possibility of writing a tragedy (CL I, p. 304), and by the end of March had 

sketched a plan (CL I, pp. 318). In May he told Cottle that he had written 1500 lines 

(which is almost the full length of the final text) (CL I, p. 324), but it was not until 

October that he referred to it as finished (CL I, p. 352). In June, he stayed at 

Racedown, writing to Cottle that ‘Wordsworth admires my Tragedy — which gives 

me great hopes. Wordsworth has written a Tragedy himself. […] His Drama is 

absolutely wonderful.’ (CL I, p. 325) Dorothy Wordsworth’s account of the June stay 

at Racedown is that Coleridge read them ‘two acts and a half of his tragedy Osorio’, 

suggesting that it was only half done by this point. Dorothy refers to Coleridge and 

Wordsworth’s plan for the ballad which would become ‘The Rime of the Ancyent 

Marinere’ in November.19 Given Coleridge’s professed admiration for The Borderers, 

the indication is that it influenced both ‘The Rime’ and the latter part of Osorio. 

Although it cannot be entirely discounted, Coleridge’s claim to have written 1500 

lines of Osorio by May should be treated with scepticism given his propensity to 

exaggerate how far along his projects were at any given time. 

In 1813, Coleridge described ‘Ordonio’ (as Osorio had been renamed for the 

revised play, Remorse) as a man ‘whose reason points out to him a high and severe 

standard of unattainable perfection, while his temperament urges him on to a violation 

                                                
18 The play’s political critique also, according to James Chandler, addresses the views of the Ideologues 
of the French Revolution. See James Chandler, Wordsworth's Second Nature: A Study of the Poetry 
and Politics (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1984), pp. 220-229. 
19 William Wordsworth and Dorothy Wordsworth, Letters, I, pp. 188, 194. 
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of all the ordinary distinctions of right and wrong’.20 Coleridge thus depicts Osorio as 

being, like Rivers, a failed Godwinian, believing himself guided by reason when in 

fact a slave to his emotional self. He also strives for ‘perfection’, a goal which 

underpinned Godwin’s philosophy. This objective creates a vindictive absolutism and 

leads to the callous violence inflicted by the villains in the two plays. As with Rivers, 

Osorio’s malice originates in his overestimation of his own virtues. In his climactic 

confrontation with Osorio, Albert rebukes Osorio explicitly for his faults: 

Thou blind self-worshipper! thy pride, thy cunning, 
Thy faith in universal villainy, 
Thy shallow sophisms, thy pretended scorn 
For all thy human brethren— out upon them! 

(PW III.1, p. 141, ll. 81-84) 
 
Osorio as a ‘blind self-worshipper’ looks back to Coleridge’s critique of Godwin in 

‘Religious Musings’. Again, it is specifically identified as ‘pride’. This perverts the 

understanding: Osorio’s ‘faith in universal villainy’ is a distortion of the radical’s 

quest to develop human benevolence. Consequently, Osorio’s Hobbesian 

understanding of mankind’s innate depravity is dismissed as ‘shallow sophisms’, the 

creations of a proud self which yet lacks the intellectual capacity to develop 

something impressive. In an 1842 note, Wordsworth described the central drama of 

The Borderers as being ‘the hardening of the heart, and the perversion of the 

understanding’.21 Emotional and sympathetic failings are accorded primacy by 

Wordsworth even at a time when he had most reason to emphasize the political 

critique of his youthful radicalism. What both The Borderers and Osorio suggest is 

that an emphasis on rationality is actually a disguise for excessive ego and pride, a 

selfishness which overpowers the tendency for sympathy that must inform political 

                                                
20 ‘Drury-Lane Theatre’, Morning Chronicle, 25 January 1813, p. 3. 
21 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 813. 



 185 

action. Both plays criticize such egomania, while maintaining a belief that political 

action can be virtuous when guided by emotional wisdom.  
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2. 
Coleridge’s Transgression in ‘The Rime’ 

 
 

 
The relationship between Coleridge and the Marinere can be informed by that 

between Wordsworth and the protagonist of The Borderers, Mortimer. Bromwich 

theorizes that Wordsworth was still in sympathy with Revolutionary principles when 

he began the play, and even partly so when he completed it.22 He suggests that The 

Borderers is an allegory about Wordsworth’s moral beliefs, upon which he was ready 

to act, when he was in Revolutionary France.23 Mortimer is thus the representative of 

Wordsworth, misled by his own righteous political anger into an appalling 

transgression, at least in his own mind. 

There are clear parallels between Rivers’s and Wordsworth’s philosophies. In 

The Prelude, Wordsworth describes his own infatuation with the philosophy of 

reason, under which ‘the individual mind […] magisterially adopts / One guide, the 

light of circumstances, flash’d / Upon an independent intellect.’24 The language is 

almost identical to that used by Rivers.25 When describing his relationship to the 

external world, Rivers recounts how ‘In these my lonely wanderings I perceived / 

What mighty objects do impress their forms / To build up this our intellectual 

being’.26 Rivers’s phrase ‘intellectual being’ recalls Belial’s question in Book II of 

Paradise Lost: ‘for who would lose, / Though full of pain, this intellectual being’?27 

Belial asks this rhetorically to justify continued opposition to God’s will, meaning 

that Rivers is associated, by this allusion, with devilish thinking. Despite his other 

                                                
22 Bromwich, p. 44. 
23 Bromwich, pp. 46, 64-65. 
24 William Wordsworth, Thirteen-Book Prelude, p. 289, I, Book X, ll. 825, 827-829. 
25 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 210, ll. 34-37. 
26 Ibid., p. 238, ll. 133-5. 
27 Milton, Paradise Lost, p. 116, Book II.146-147. 
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claims of spiritual knowledge, Rivers here advances a materialist understanding. The 

lines indicate a Lockean epistemology with the mind constructed from the sense 

experience of the world, the ‘impress’ of external ‘forms’. Nor is this merely a 

philosophy that Wordsworth had simply discarded. As Bromwich notes, these lines 

parallel other parts of Wordsworth’s verse, his autobiographical accounts of his 

encounters with nature in The Excursion, The Prelude, ‘Tintern Abbey’, and even 

‘Composed Upon Westminster Bridge’.28 The closest is perhaps the description of the 

Pedlar who: 

 had perceived the presence and the power  
Of greatness, and deep feelings had impressed  
Great objects on his mind with portraiture  
And colour so distinct that on his mind  
They lay like substances, and almost seemed  
To haunt the bodily sense.29 

 
The Pedlar is the model of the benevolent figure, an idealization of Wordsworth’s 

self. The difference between the Pedlar and Rivers is that the Pedlar responds to these 

objects with ‘deep feelings’, whereas Rivers reacts only with intellect.30  

Nevertheless, the parallel drawn with Rivers indicates that he, too, is a version 

of Wordsworth, that there is a resemblance between their philosophies. Even if 

Wordsworth did not sympathize with Rivers, there is little faulting Mortimer’s 

motivations, and Wordsworth himself describes the character as ‘amiable’.31 

Bromwich’s reading of The Borderers stresses that it demonstrates the difficulty in 

distinguishing crime from error when the motive is just. 

Wordsworth’s feeling of complicity in the ideology behind the French 

Revolution is echoed by Coleridge in ‘The Rime’. Magnuson suggests that the 

                                                
28 Bromwich, p. 52, 
29 William Wordsworth, The Ruined Cottage and the Pedlar, ed. by James Butler (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1979), p. 151, ll. 11-16. 
30 I am grateful to Ros Ballaster for drawing my attention to this difference. 
31 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 66. 
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Marinere’s wanderings are associated both with criminal fault and the wanderings of 

Coleridge’s mind.32 Critics have long suggested that the Marinere’s voyage 

symbolizes mental or intellectual self-discovery.33 The Marinere’s crime might then 

represent some intellectual crime Coleridge has committed.  

Several critics have identified the shooting of the albatross as a grave moral 

transgression. Hugh I’Anson Fausset and Robert Penn Warren position the Mariner’s 

act as a crime against nature, and nature and God, respectively. 34 G. Wilson Knight 

sees the Albatross as a Christlike figure and the Marinere’s slaying of it as analogous 

to the Fall.35 Even critics who question the overall redemptive arc of the poem 

nevertheless accept the symbolic significance of the Albatross, and that the 

Marinere’s action is a crime which is cosmically disruptive. Walter Jackson Bate 

refers to the notion of the shooting as ‘violating the bonds of nature’ as a 

‘Wordsworthian reading’ and notes that if the Marinere had not shot the bird, ‘his 

sense of the Universe would be more limited’.36  

                                                
32 Paul Magnuson, Coleridge’s Nightmare Poetry (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1974), 
p. 69. 
33 The poem has, since the 19th Century, often been read as a dream vision which does not subscribe to 
the logic of the real world. See Richard Haven, ‘The Ancient Mariner in the Nineteenth Century’, 
Studies in Romanticism, 11.4 (Fall 1972), 360-374, (pp. 370-372.), E. M. W. Tillyard, Poetry and its 
Background: Illustrated by Five Poems, 1470-1870 (London: Chatto and Windus, 1948), p. 71, Haven, 
Patterns of Consciousness, pp. 19-20, Wheeler, pp. 42, and James D. Boulger, ‘Christian Skepticism in 
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ in Frederick W. Hilles and Harold Bloom, eds. From Sensibility to 
Romanticism: Essays Presented to Frederick A. Pottle (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965), pp. 
439-52 (pp. 440, 446-450.) 
34 Hugh I'Anson Fausset, Samuel Taylor Coleridge (London: J. Cape, [1926]), pp. 163-166. Robert 
Penn Warren, ‘A Poem of Pure Imagination: An Experiment in Reading’ in Selected Essays (New 
York: Random House, 1958) pp. 198-305. Much of the latter essay initially appeared in The Kenyon 
Review, 8.3 (Summer 1946), pp. 391-427 (pp. 227-230.) Warren, p. 114, is also, I believe, the first 
critic to associate the morality of the poem explicitly with the idea of the ‘one life’ of Coleridgean 
metaphysics, rather than the more general ‘crime against nature’ in previous accounts . 
35 G. Wilson Knight, The Starlit Dome: Studies in the Poetry of Vision (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1941), pp. 84-88. 
36 Walter Jackson Bate, Coleridge (New York: Macmillan, 1968), pp. 57-63, 108. See also Charles J. 
Rzepka, The Self as Mind: Vision and Identity in Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Keats (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1986), p. 137, Stanley Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary: Lines of Skepticism 
and Romanticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), p. 56, Keane, pp. 144, 233-239,  
Raimonda Modiano, ‘Historicist Readings of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ in Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge and the Sciences of Life, ed. by Nicholas Roe (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 2001) pp. 
271-296 (pp. 287-8.) 
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Peter Kitson suggests that, by 1798, Coleridge was disillusioned with the 

French Revolution and brooding upon his sense his personal guilt: ‘It was a crime for 

the mariner to shoot the albatross just as it was a crime for Eve to eat the apple. It was 

also a crime for Coleridge to believe and encourage people to expect mankind to 

improve itself by its own action unaided by grace.’37 For Kitson, this personal guilt is 

combined with ‘Coleridge’s own sense of national guilt at his country’s participation 

in the barbaric slave trade and its involvement with the counter-revolution in France, 

especially in the plains of La Vendée.’38 Raimonda Modiano observes that the 

revolutionary slogan, ‘Fraternité ou la morte’ links the Marinere’s actions, of hailing 

the albatross as a Christian soul and then killing it, to the French Revolution.39 The 

Marinere embodies the contradictions of the Revolution, and the violence that 

inevitably follows. In his 1795 ‘Moral and Political Lecture’ Coleridge discusses the 

French Revolution, quoting Milton’s Samson Agonistes, and commenting that: 

There was not a Tyrant in Europe, that did not tremble on his Throne. 
Freedom herself heard the Crash aghast– yet shall she not have heard it 
unbenefitted, if haply the Horrors of that Day shall have made other nations 
timely wise– if great people shall from hence become adequately illuminated 
for a Revolution bloodless, like Poland’s, but not, like Poland’s assassinated 
by the foul Treason of Tyrants against Liberty. (Lects 1795, pp. 6-7) 

 
As Georgina Green argues, the invocation of Samson analogizes him to the French 

Revolutionaries, who enact a blind violence, which nevertheless prefigures the 

general illumination of those who will redeem history.40 Coleridge’s complicity with 

the French Revolution is that he offers an optimistic interpretation of it as a sign of the 

Millennium to come. The violence serves a greater good. In 1795, such thinking was 

                                                
37 Peter J. Kitson, ‘Coleridge, the French Revolution, and ‘The Ancient Mariner’: Collective Guilt and 
Individual Salvation’, Yearbook of English Studies, 19 (1989), pp. 197-207, (p. 205.) 
38 Ibid., pp. 204-206. Peter J. Kitson, ‘Coleridge, the French Revolution and The Ancient Mariner: A 
Reassessment’, Coleridge Bulletin, n.s. 7 (Spring 1996), p. 45. Keane, pp. 270-271, suggests three 
possible forms of ‘liberal guilt’ that Coleridge is suffering from, but they do not implicate Coleridge in 
Revolutionary violence. 
39 Modiano in Coleridge and the Sciences of Life, ed. by Roe, pp. 288-289. 
40 Green, pp. 162-163. 
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rooted in his necessitarian optimism, the conviction that ‘every event however 

calamitous is the necessary mean of the best possible end’ (Lects 1795, p. 196). What 

changes in ‘The Rime’ is that Coleridge begins to cast doubt on the interpretation of 

divine providence acting through catastrophes. 
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3. 
The Marinere as Superstitious Protagonist 

 
 

 
 
The Marinere offers a narrative of his experiences which presents a progression from 

sin, through suffering, to enlightenment. Warren understands the poem as having two 

major themes: the sacramental vision of the ‘one life’ and the imagination.41 He 

provides a reading of sustained complexity, bringing the symbolism of sun and moon 

(representing imagination and understanding, respectively) into a synthesis with the 

Marinere’s redemption. For Warren, the blessing of the water snakes is akin to poetic 

creativity, and the Marinere’s ensuing agony demonstrates that the ‘Imagination 

curses as it blesses’, leaving him a kind of ‘poète maudit’ like Coleridge himself. 

Warren’s approach has largely been supported by E. M. W. Tillyard, W. H. Auden, H. 

W. Piper, Geoffrey Yarlott, and M. H. Abrams, though Abrams draws back from 

Warren’s symbolism to provide a more traditionally Christian moral account of the 

poem.42  

In contrast to the Christian and ‘one life’ readings of the poems are those 

which claim that the poem presents a nightmarish vision of the arbitrariness of 

                                                
41 Warren, p. 214. For earlier discussions of the theme of the imagination see Leigh Hunt, ‘Sketches of 
the Living Poets. No. 4– Mr. Coleridge’, Examiner 720 (21 October 1821), pp. 664-667, (p. 667.), 
Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry: Psychological Studies of Imagination (London: 
Humphrey Milford, Oxford University Press, 1934), pp. 25-85, Newton P. Stallknecht, Strange Seas of 
Thought: Studies in William Wordsworth’s Philosophy of Man and Nature (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1945), pp. 148-153. 
42 Tillyard, pp. 66-86. W. H. Auden, The Enchafèd Flood (London: Faber and Faber, 1951), pp. 64-9. 
Piper, Active Universe, pp. 103-105. Geoffrey Yarlott, Coleridge and the Abyssinian Maid (London: 
Methuen, 1967), pp. 155-170. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism, pp. 272-275. For a critique of 
Warren’s scheme, see Elder Olson, ‘Reviewed Work: The Rime of the Ancient Mariner by Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, with an essay by Robert Penn Warren’, Modern Philology, 45.4 (May 1948), pp. 
275-279, E.E. Stoll, ‘Symbolism in Coleridge’, PMLA, 63 (1948), pp. 214–233, (pp. 217-221.), House, 
pp. 93-98, 107-113, Gose, pp. 239-240, Edward E. Bostetter, ‘The Nightmare World of the Ancient 
Mariner’, Studies in Romanticism, 1.3 (1962), pp. 241-54, (pp. 241-242.), Arden Reed, ‘The Mariner 
Rimed’ in Romanticism and Language, ed. by Arden Reed (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1984), pp. 168-201, (pp. 175-176.), William Empson, ‘The Ancient Mariner: An Answer to Warren’, 
Kenyon Review, 15 (1993), pp. 155-177, Beer, Coleridge the Visionary, pp. 168-170, Rzepka, p. 139. 
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suffering. Leslie Stephen first observed that ‘the moral, which would apparently be 

that people who sympathise with a man who shoots an albatross will die in 

prolonged torture of thirst, is open to obvious objections.’43 Edward Bostetter’s 

reading of the poem is the prototypical analysis of it as demonstrating the horror of an 

arbitrary universe. Rather than the forgiving, benevolent, merciful God one would 

associate with the ‘one life’, the poem suggests a vengeful deity. Far from being 

redeemed, the Marinere is unable to receive absolution from the hermit, the poem’s 

figure of orthodox religion.44 Empson argues that the polar spirit does not punish the 

Marinere for killing the Albatross because the act is a great wickedness, but because 

the bird is its favourite. The spirit is only wilful, rather than good or bad.45 Empson 

also cites ‘The Wanderings of Cain’ as Coleridge’s protest against the idea of 

redemption through suffering. Susan J. Eilenberg comments that ‘The Rime’, like 

‘The Wanderings of Cain’, concerns the fear that the cosmos is controlled not by a 

single, benevolent God, but is a place of contest between warring spirits: ‘“The 

Wanderings of Cain” articulates the heresy that The Rime rehearses to deny.’46  

Between the sacramental and the nightmare readings of the poem are those 

which suggest that the Marinere has a spiritual experience, but one which he cannot 

understand. Bate argues that the Marinere’s need to retell the tale suggests that he still 

                                                
43 Leslie Stephen, Hours in a Library, new edn. with annotations (London: Smith Elder, 1892), 3 vols, 
III, p. 359. 
44 Bostetter, pp. 243-247. For an argument that the Mariner actually replaces the hermit, placing him 
beyond redemption, see Magnuson, Nightmare Poetry, p. 73. 
45 William Empson, ‘The Ancient Mariner’ in Argufying: Essays on Literature and Culture (London: 
Chatto & Windus, 1987), pp. 297-319, (p. 302.) (first publ. in Critical Quarterly, 6.4 (Winter 1964), 
pp. 298-319). 
46 Other critics have also connected ‘The Rime’ with ‘The Wanderings of Cain’. See S. F. Gingerich, 
‘From Necessity to Transcendentalism in Coleridge’, PMLA, 35.1 (1920), pp. 1-59, (p. 21.), Dorothy 
Waples, ‘David Hartley in “The Ancient Mariner”’, The Journal of English and Germanic Philology,  
35.3 (July 1936), pp. 337-351, (p. 344.) House, p. 98, Modiano in Coleridge and the Sciences of Life, 
ed. by Roe, pp. 286-287, Susan J. Eilenberg, Strange Power of Speech: Wordsworth, Coleridge and 
Literary Possession (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 45-46, Tim Fulford, Coleridge’s 
Figurative Language (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1991), pp. 68-69. 
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does not possess complete understanding.47 Haven compares the confused account of 

the enthusiastic mystic, in the parable in the appendix to Aids to Reflection, to the 

Mariner’s: both are intermixed with fancy’s projections, but nevertheless have a 

central truth which the philosopher can recover.48 For Beer, the poem’s very 

incomprehensibility, which requires repeated attempts at explanation by the reader, 

mirrors the human mind’s attempt to comprehend the universe.49  

Elinor Shaffer suggests that Coleridge viewed the Marinere like the human 

authors of the Bible: primitive, superstitious men whose oral tradition converts by the 

truth of their visionary experience.50 Jerome McGann further explores Coleridge’s 

interest in biblical Higher Criticism to suggest that Coleridge designed the later 

versions of the poem, with its multiple narrative voices and paratextual devices, to 

create a text with its own layers of ‘historical’ development. This enables it to be 

interpreted by different people differently in various periods. The poem then has a 

transhistorical significance, and for McGann ‘It is necessary to historicize all aspects 

of the work’, what is ‘a delusion from one point of view is a spiritual truth from 

another’.51 However, Modiano has criticized McGann’s approach for simplifying 

Coleridge’s Christianity and bypassing his doubts, as well as the crisis and suffering 

in the poem. She argues that there is a collusion between historicist and Christian 

readings of the poem, both of which accept that a ‘sin’ is committed. She does not 

                                                
47 Bate, p. 64. 
48 Haven, Patterns of Consciousness, pp. 37-38. the relevance of this passage was first noted by Irene 
Chayes. 
49 John Beer, Coleridge’s Poetic Intelligence (London: Macmillan, 1977), pp. 155-158, 169, 179-181. 
See also Eilenberg, pp. 32-33 and Perry, pp. 285-291, for whom the poem exemplifies Coleridgean 
division: how the desire for unity is frustrated by the diversity of experience. 
50 E. S. Shaffer, Kubla Khan and the Fall of Jerusalem: The Mythological School in Biblical Criticism 
and Secular Literature, 1770-1880 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), p. 87. Shaffer is 
drawing on the ideas of Johann Gottfried Eichhorn and Friedrich Schleiermacher, but Coleridge had 
not read them by 1798. Shaffer suggests he had independently arrived at similar ideas. 
51 Jerome J. McGann, ‘The Ancient Mariner: The Meaning of the Meanings’ in The Beauty of 
Inflections: Literary Investigations in Historical Method and Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 
pp. 135-172, (pp. 170-1.) (first publ. in Critical Inquiry 8.1 (Autumn 1981) pp. 35-67). 
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read the poem as one of redemption, but about the sense of rupture at the centre of the 

cosmic order.52 

What many of these readings have in common is that they seek to provide a 

totalizing explanation of the poem of one kind or another. They might insist on the 

spiritual worth of the Marinere’s encounters, or their arbitrariness, but in either case, 

they reject the alternative. Other readings, such as McGann’s, may seek to reconcile 

such antithetical approaches, but nevertheless they try to provide a harmonious 

synthesis which resolves the apparent contradictions. I differ in my approach to the 

poem, in that, rather than seeking resolution, I emphasize the ambiguities and 

uncertainties of the poem. I suggest that Coleridge writes the poem as a means of self-

criticism, subjecting the beliefs he had articulated in his earlier verse to scrutiny.  

I read the Marinere’s tale, and its apparent morality, though, as the product of 

superstition. The conclusions the Marinere draws from his experience are, 

consequently, highly suspect, especially since being superstitious is a characteristic he 

shares with Rivers. Hartley defines superstition as a mistake as to the severity of 

punishments from God.53 It is thus similar to enthusiasm, or rather its mirror image, 

since enthusiasm, as discussed in Chapter I, is the mistaken belief that one is favoured 

by God, or has privileged communication from him.54 More generally, enthusiasm 

was defined as irrational or excessive joy, and superstition as excessive fear, 

concerning God’s actions.55 The Marinere exhibits both tendencies, with his zeal to 

spread word of his revelation demonstrating his enthusiasm at the end of the poem. 

Primarily, though, he is superstitious, believing himself guilty of a great crime, and 

facing spiritual persecution as a result. The Marinere explains his blessing of the 

                                                
52 Modiano in Coleridge and the Sciences of Life, ed. by Roe, pp. 274-280, 294-296. 
53 Hartley, I, pp. 490-491. 
54 Ibid. 
55 See Mee, Romanticism, Enthusiasm, pp. 186-187. 
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water snakes as occurring because ‘my kind Saint took pity on me’ and claims that 

Mary ‘sent the gentle sleep from heaven’ (LB, pp. 25-26). His frame of reference and 

explanation is explicitly Catholic, a theology with which Coleridge would have had 

no sympathy, given his own Dissenting and, later, Anglican theology.56 Empson and 

David Pirie, for example, distinguish the Marinere’s message from Coleridge’s, and 

view the moral as the means by which the Marinere just about retains his sanity, 

understanding what has happened to him within his own Catholic terms.57 The 

Marinere’s Catholicism indicates that perhaps he has failed to understand his own 

experience. More generally, Catholicism was regarded as particularly prone to 

superstition.58 

Coleridge had previously sought to explore the nature of superstition in ‘The 

Three Graves’, a poem started by Wordsworth, continued by Coleridge, but 

abandoned. Coleridge had intended to show ‘a striking proof of the possible effect on 

the imagination, from an idea violently and suddenly impressed on it’ and ‘that 

instances of this kind are not peculiar to savage or barbarous tribes’ (PW I.1, p. 338). 

In the poem, the ‘idea’ is that of the mother’s curses, first on her daughter, Mary, and 

then on Mary’s friend, Ellen. Their lives and that of Mary’s husband, Edward, are 

subsequently destroyed because, as the narrator, the Old Sexton, has it, ‘Beneath the 

foulest mother’s curse / No child could hope to thrive.’ (PW I.1, p. 340, ll. 37-38)  

Stephen M. Parrish explains that both ‘The Rime’ and Wordsworth’s ‘The 

Thorn’ were conceived as solutions to the problems which appeared when the two 

                                                
56 See Bostetter, p. 243, Empson, Argufying, pp. 297-298, 314-315, Cornwell, p. 243, Leslie Brisman, 
‘Coleridge and the Supernatural’, Studies in Romanticism, 21.2 (Summer 1982), pp. 123-159, (pp. 155-
159), and Perry, p. 286. 
57 Coleridge, Selected Poetry, pp. 223-224n. 
58 Enthusiasm could also be seen as a Protestant problem of prophetic pretensions, whereas superstition 
was what Catholics were prone too. See Mee, Romanticism, Enthusiasm, p. 9. 
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poets attempted to compose ‘The Three Graves’ jointly. Each ballad represents a 

different approach to a narrative based around the effect of superstition.59  

‘The Rime’ was influenced by Gottfried Bürger’s supernatural ballad, 

‘Lenore’.60 The other, British, ballads with which Coleridge would have been familiar 

can broadly be placed into two categories. Thomas Percy, who collected a number of 

ballads in 1765, under the title Reliques of Ancient English Poetry, had distinguished 

between the traditional minstrel ballad, and the modern ballad, written for 

publication.61 Broadside ballads were printed and sold to be sung to known melodies: 

they were popular, cheap, and widely available literature.62 They often emphasized 

topical subjects, unlike the traditional songs of minstrels.63 Indeed at the beginning of 

the 18th Century, they typically included ‘love songs, bawdy songs of country 

wenches, songs of wars and especially of politicians. These sheets have always 

faithfully mirrored the range of human preoccupations between religion and 

politics.’64 As Duff explains, Broadside Ballads were often seen as radical, even 

seditious, and ‘had class affiliations which undermined the assumptions of polite 

culture.’65  

While it would be tempting to connect ‘The Rime’ to this popular literature as 

an expression of radical sentiment, it is primarilly the minstrel ballad upon which it is 

modelled.66 Percy saw the minstrels of these ballads as the ‘genuine successors of the 

                                                
59 Stephen M. Parrish, ‘The Wordsworth-Coleridge Controversy’, PMLA, 73.4 (September 1958), pp. 
367-374, (p. 369.) 
60 Beer, Coleridge the Visionary, pp. 147-148. 
61 Thomas Percy, Reliques of Ancient English Poetry: Consisting of Old Heroic Ballads, Songs, and 
Other Pieces of our Earlier Poets, (Chiefly of the Lyric Kind.) Together with Some Few of Later Date, 
3 vols (London: printed for J. Dodsley in Pall-Mall, 1765), I, p. xxii-xxiii. 
62 Leslie Shepard, The Broadside Ballad: A Study in Origins and Meaning (London: H. Jenkins, 1962), 
p. 26.  
63 Shepard, p. 51. 
64 Shepard, p. 69. 
65 Duff, pp. 69-70, 128. 
66 Albert B. Friedman The Ballad Revival: Studies in the Influence of Popular on Sophisticated Poetry 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), p. 277. 
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ancient Bards,’ so they have some claim to the legacy of the poet as prophet in 

Coleridge’s understanding.67 Percy also characterized such poetry as rude and 

‘Saxon’.68 ‘The Rime’ is connected by its form to a kind of traditional authority. 

Coleridge’s politics were driven by his Unitarianism, which was based on the 

idea that correct doctrine could be recovered through a return to scripture. While the 

form of the ballad supposedly speaks with the authority of tradition, it associates that 

tradition with credulity, superstition, and a narrative agenda. By writing ‘The Rime’ 

as a ballad, Coleridge presents the idea of spiritual revelation in a form which 

undermines its reliability. He casts doubt upon the spiritual claims the poem makes, 

and, by implication, upon his own erstwhile faith. 

The Marinere demonstrates his superstition by claiming that he is affected by 

curses (like the characters in ‘The Three Graves’). Each of the Marinere’s crewmates 

is said to have ‘curs’d me with his ee’, and he later reflects that:  

An orphan’s curse would drag to Hell 
     A spirit from on high: 
But O! more horrible than that 
     Is the curse in a dead man’s eye! 
   (LB, p. 23) 

 
The Marinere stresses the orphan’s curse as powerful enough to direct the course of 

spiritual outcomes, yet he finds his own experience ‘more horrible’, which suggests 

greater potency. The setting here is far less naturalistic than ‘The Three Graves’, but 

the Marinere’s belief can be treated the same way: a psychosomatic explanation of the 

power of superstition, rather than an account of supernatural experience. 

The Marinere describes his state of mind as being: 

Like one, that on a lonely road 
     Doth walk in fear and dread, 
And having once turn’d round, walks on 

                                                
67 Percy, I, pp. xv-xvi. 
68 Percy, I, pp. x, xv. 
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     And turns no more his head: 
Because he knows, a frightful fiend 
     Doth close behind him tread.  
   (LB, p. 38) 

 
The Marinere is acting out of ‘fear and dread’, the very emotions characteristic of 

superstition. Although he claims to ‘know’ about the presence of a ‘frightful fiend’, 

and the fact that he has ‘once turn’d round’ implies that he has seen something, 

sensory confirmation of a pursuer is absent. The impression that is left is that the 

walker intuits a presence, but it is only one conjured by his frightened, superstitious 

imagination. 

There are a number of close correspondences between the Marinere and 

Rivers. Yarlott connects the Marinere’s lack of motive with the description of Rivers 

as possessing of those natures which ‘Spin motives out of their own bowels’.69 The 

Marinere resembles this Godwinian villain far more closely than he does either the 

anguished Mortimer or the remorseful Osorio.  

When Rivers gives his account of the murder he committed, several details 

anticipate the Marinere’s tale. Each commits his crime at sea. As noted by Geoffrey 

Hartman, Rivers explains how ‘we were becalmed’, just as the Marinere’s ship is.70 

Like the Marinere’s crew, Rivers’s ship faced severe shortages: ‘The water of the ship 

was exhausted– / I felt a double fever in my veins.’71 Rivers’s description of his sense 

of grievance at the captain is delivered in terms reminiscent of the Marinere’s 

isolation amid a desolate seascape: ‘for many days / Beneath the burning sky on the 

dead seas / I brooded o’er my injuries– deserted / By man and nature’.72 Unlike the 

Marinere, Rivers is only isolated in his perception: it is the captain who is abandoned 

                                                
69 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 204, l. 7, p. 294, ll. 264-275. Yarlott, pp. 314-317. Yarlott cites 
the later version of the play, so refers to the characters as Oswald and Marmaduke, respectively. 
70 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 228, l. 11. Geoffrey Hartman, Wordsworth’s Poetry 1787-1814 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1964), p. 132, p. 133. 
71 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 228, ll. 12-13. 
72 Ibid., p. 229, ll. 16-18. 
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by the crew and left to die alone. Thus, unlike Mortimer or the Marinere, the 

transgression is separated from the suffering conscience. Rivers evokes no sympathy 

from the audience, making his alignment with the Marinere troubling when the play is 

dominated by Rivers’s philosophy, the origin of which he traces to these events. 

The effect of superstition on moral conduct is a prominent theme in The 

Borderers. Rivers asserts that Mortimer has, by killing Herbert, triumphed over ‘this 

flimsy superstition.’73 Rivers also labels the murder of Herbert as ‘an act of reason’.74 

He thus frames Mortimer’s conduct as enacting the kind of liberation which 

Wordsworth had heralded in ‘Salisbury Plain’. However, rather than approving 

Rivers’s rationality, Wordsworth identifies Rivers’s actions as superstitious.75 He 

explains that such a man as Rivers has discarded religion and morality. He will be 

unable, due to his pride, to explain the workings of events through the agency of his 

fellow men, which he will instead ‘ascribe to invisible agents: his pride impels him to 

superstition and shapes out the nature of his belief: his creed is his own: it is made and 

not adopted.’76 Wordsworth says that Rivers ‘is perpetually ch[a]sing a phantom’, by 

which he means the sense of pleasure from new stimulation, but his metaphor is a 

reminder that the Marinere literally pursues, or rather is pursued by, spirits.77 In the 

context of Rivers, the Marinere’s tale looks like his own projections aimed at 

justifying incoherent spiritual beliefs. 

Wordsworth explains that, with Rivers, ‘his imagination is powerful, having 

been strengthened by the habit of picturing possible forms of society where his crimes 

                                                
73 Ibid., p. 216, ll. 92-106. 
74 Ibid., p. 130, l. 81. 
75 Wordsworth uses the term ‘superstition’, but, as Mee discusses, he is really rather an enthusiast, 
since he is not motivated by fear (Mee, Romanticism, Enthusiasm, pp. 231-233). This nice distinction 
does not materially affect the point at hand. 
76 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 66. 
77 Ibid. 
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would no be longer crimes’.78 Coleridge’s imagination has been similarly 

strengthened by contemplating a different society, such as Pantisocracy, but such 

potency suggests the danger that his conclusions are prone to the projection of inner 

self to colour what he receives. For the Marinere, the reverse applies: his imaginative 

summoning of spirits to populate his tale indicates that he has a politically radical 

agenda. The shooting of a sea bird is not a crime, or even a misdemeanour, according 

to conventional moral understanding. By recounting the presence of supernatural 

beings, the Marinere insists that the killing of the albatross is actually ‘an hellish 

thing’ (LB, p. 11). The recognition of the albatross as a fellow creature deserving of 

love is similar to Coleridge’s attitude in ‘To A Young Ass, It’s Mother being Tethered 

Near It’, when the speaker hails the ass as ‘BROTHER’ (P1796, p. 92), as an extension 

of Pantisocratic principles. If the Marinere’s spirits proves his contention that the 

shooting is a crime, he thereby encodes a politically radical morality. The Marinere 

then makes sense of his experience by offering a moral to a select audience, which 

aims at aimed at recalibrating society through the ethical reformation of his listener. 

In this he resembles Coleridge, who based his radical political lectures upon a 

particular interpretation of Christian ethics and emphasized the individual virtue of an 

elect as crucial for political progress. 

As Osborn notes, Rivers’s superstitious nature is described by Mortimer’s 

band, but we never see him exhibit any signs of it himself.79 Nevertheless, Lennox 

describes Rivers as a particular kind of personality: 

Such minds as find amid their fellow men 
No heart that loves them, none that they can love, 
Will turn, perforce, and seek for sympathies 
In dim relations to imagined beings.80 

 
                                                
78 Ibid., p. 64. 
79 Ibid., pp. 15-16. 
80 Ibid., p. 206, ll. 34-37. 
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Rivers’s loss of human connection and his retreat into superstition, into intercourse 

with beings who do not exist, provides a lens through which to view Coleridge’s 

Marinere. Each has endured a traumatic experience, claiming to have found 

enlightenment, but by framing Rivers’s actions as superstitious, Wordsworth presents 

Rivers as failing at rational conduct. The Marinere can be understood similarly, not as 

offering insight into the metaphysical connection between all things, but rather as 

failing to understand the distinction between simultaneous phenomena and resorting 

to superstitious and spurious connections in order to retain some coherence for his 

world view. 

The causal link between the shooting of the Albatross and the spiritual 

punishments which ensue are asserted by the Marinere and the crew, but lack any 

external corroboration. In 1834, Hartley Nelson Coleridge suggested that it is a fault 

with the poem that the hermit and pilot witness the destruction of the ship because the 

Marinere should be the only witness to supernatural events. This indicates that the 

reader should have no possible corroboration for the Marinere’s account.81 

Upon shooting the Albatross, the crew pronounce an initially condemnatory 

judgement: 

And I had done an hellish thing 
     And it would work ’em woe; 
For all averr’d, I had kill’d the Bird 
     That made the Breeze to blow.  
   (LB, p. 11) 
 

The Marinere takes immediate responsibility with his use of the pronoun ‘I’, only the 

second time he has employed it in the poem, the first being when he reveals ‘I shot the 

Albatross’ (LB, p. 10). He labels his own act ‘an hellish thing’, introducing the 

                                                
81 See ‘The Poetical Works of S. T. Coleridge’, The Quarterly Review, 52.103 (August 1834), pp. 1-38, 
(pp. 28-29.), Cornwell, p. 235, and Perry, pp. 285-286, are both among those who emphasize the 
reader’s reliance on the Marinere as a source of information and that the poem merges subjective and 
objective spheres unclearly. 
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language of supernatural consequence and spiritual punishment, which is furthered by 

the assertion that ‘it would work ’em woe’. As Bate and Lipking both observe, it is 

the Marinere’s own guilt which makes the shooting seem criminal, rather than the 

facts of the situation itself. 82 Empson describes the Marinere’s guilt as a reflection of 

Coleridge’s own ‘neurotic guilt’.83 Anne K. Mellor makes similar claims, and relates 

the arbitrariness of the universe to Coleridge’s theological doubts at the time.84 

However, the Marinere’s portentous declaration and guilt is not grounded in 

true knowledge, but rather in a collective judgement: ‘For all averr’d, I had kill’d the 

Bird / That made the Breeze to blow.’ The punctuation of the line indicates that it is 

‘an hellish thing’ and will cause ‘woe’ because the crew agreed it would, ‘For all 

averr’d’. ‘For’, meaning ‘because’ is linked to the agreement rather than the slaying 

(that would be punctuated as ‘For, all averr’d, I had kill’d the bird’ making the crew’s 

agreement about the reason for the curse rather than the actual cause of the curse). 

The haunted Marinere who tells this tale has taken this collective judgement to 

heart.85 However, the crew are capricious and soon change their minds: 

Ne dim ne red, like God's own head, 
     The glorious Sun uprist: 
Then all averr’d, I had kill’d the Bird 
     That brought the fog and mist. 
’Twas right, said they, such birds to slay 
     That bring the fog and mist.  
   (LB, p. 12) 

 
As has long been noted, the crew behave in the most primitive and superstitious 

manner, determining the morality of an act through the weather, and according to 

                                                
82 Bate, p. 58. Lipking, p. 616.  
83 Empson, Argufying, pp. 305-307. 
84 Anne K. Mellor, English Romantic Irony (Cambridge, M. A.: Harvard University Press, 1980), pp. 
137-41. 
85 Gingerich, p. 16, is the first, I believe, to observe that the Marinere accepts their judgement without 
question. Eilenberg, pp. 47-48, and Perry, pp. 288-289, both observe that the shooting of the Albatross 
is not clearly the turning point in the narrative. It is the crew who give it meaning and the Marinere 
who obsessively returns to it. 
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their own convenience.86 They are like pagans divining the mood of elemental gods. 

Yet the Marinere continues to accept the crew’s judgement, despite the evidence of 

their capriciousness, and the only real sign he has of God’s displeasure is the 

relentlessly bad weather he suffers. The visitations by spiritual beings in the poem 

almost all occur in a trance, through dreams, or when the Marinere is parched with 

thirst: all situations in which the reliability of the information is questionable. Thomas 

De Quincey suggested that part of the idea for the poem originated from when 

Coleridge ‘had meditated a poem on delirium, confounding its own dream-scenery 

with external things,’ which supports readings of the poem which stress the 

Marinere’s tale as the ravings of a man whose senses have been disordered by a 

hugely traumatic experience.87 Even the later versions of the poem, which add the 

marginal gloss and the argument that explicitly identify the shooting as a crime, rely 

on the Marinere’s own account for their authority. 

The circumstances of the poem suggest the Marinere’s fallibility. The 

Albatross appears ‘Through the Fog’ in an environment characterized by ‘Mist and 

Snow’. In such an environment, vision is limited to glimpses of outlines, where ‘thro’ 

the drifts the snowy clifts / Did send a dismal sheen’ (LB, p. 8). This sensory 

deprivation is indicative of epistemic uncertainty, as various critics since W. H. 

Auden have argued.88  

As part of his ordeal, the Marinere both falls into a fit himself and causes the 

Pilot who rescues him to do likewise. The Marinere first describes the ice’s sounds as 
                                                
86 See Warren, pp. 231-232, Max F. Schulz, The Poetic Voices of Coleridge (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1963), p. 56, Yarlott, pp. 157-158, Empson, Argufying, pp. 299-300 and Perry, pp. 
287-289.  
87 Thomas De Quincey, Selections Grave and Gay from Writings Published and Unpublished by 
Thomas De Quincey, 14 vols (Edinburgh: James Hogg, 1853-1860), II: Autobiographic Sketches 
(1854), p. 150. 
88 See Auden, p. 69, Beer, Coleridge the Visionary, pp. 153-154, James C. McKusick, ‘Coleridge and 
the Economy of Nature’, Studies in Romanticism, 35.3 (Fall 1996), pp. 375-392, (p. 385.), and Arden 
Reed, ‘The Mariner Rimed’ in Romanticism and Language, ed. by Reed (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 1984), pp. 168-201, (pp. 172-173.) 
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‘Like noises of a swound’ (LB, p. 9), and later recounts how the sudden movement of 

the ship meant he ‘fell into a swound’ and that ‘ere my living life return’d, / I heard 

and in my soul discern’d / Two voices in the air’ (LB, p. 33). The trance casts doubt 

on the validity of the claims made based upon this experience. Schulz observes that 

the poem ‘may be read as a dramatic study in abnormal psychology rather than as a 

symbolical presentation of the natural and spiritual oneness of the universe’.89 Haven 

and Davies have connected the Marinere’s experience with psychosis and post-

traumatic stress.90 

Cornwell says that ‘The Rime’ ‘neither settles entirely in the objective and 

subjective spheres, but merges the two states undefinably’ and that the first swound 

simile is the ‘lightest stroke’ by which ‘the poet suggests’ the Marinere ‘is talking of 

anything but the real world.’91 Likewise, Magnuson takes the swounds as indicating 

that the Marinere is in a nightmare state, during which sensations are transmitted to 

the mind and real perceptions are distorted into images.92 Even John Beer’s reading of 

the poem as genuinely visionary recognizes that the swound of the polar regions is 

akin to a delirium which disorders the senses.93 The trance provides a traumatic origin 

for the Marinere’s superstition since it enables the elevation of subjective experience 

over the external world. 

Susan Wolfson observes that the Marinere’s ‘As if’ (‘an it’ in the 1798 text, 

LB, pp. 9, 15), describing the Albatross when it first appears, conjectures at a 

connection. The Marinere attempts to ‘convert conjecture into a syntax of event and 

consequence’, a pattern the Marinere and crew maintain with their interpretations of 

                                                
89 Schulz, p. 55.  
90 Haven, Patterns of Consciousness, pp. 24-29. Damian Walford Davies, ‘Diagnosing “The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner”: shipwreck, historicism, traumatology’, Studies in Romanticism, 55.4 (Winter 
2016), pp. 503-536. 
91 Cornwell, pp. 234-236. 
92 Magnuson, Nightmare Poetry, pp. 55-60. 
93 Beer, Poetic Intelligence, pp. 152-153. 
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the significance of its death. The Marinere continues to try to make connections 

thereafter. Wolfson sees the Albatross as representing ‘the very ambiguity of signs’.94 

The central episode of the poem is the appearance of the spectre-bark and its effect on 

the crew, but its arrival is full of uncertainties. Initially, the Marinere is unsure about 

what he is seeing: 

I saw a something in the Sky 
     No bigger than my fist; 
At first it seem’d a little speck 
     And then it seem’d a mist: 
It mov’d and mov’d, and took at last 
     A certain shape, I wist. 
  
A speck, a mist, a shape, I wist! 
     And still it ner’d and ner’d; 
And, an it dodg’d a water-sprite, 
     It plung’d and tack’d and veer’d.  
   (LB, p. 15) 

 
The ship is introduced as ‘a something’, mislocated as being ‘in the Sky’. The 

Marinere considers it first a ‘little speck’, suggesting something insignificant, but then 

it is ‘a mist’, becoming less, rather than more, substantial as it approaches. The 

Marinere declares it ‘A certain shape’, but though apparently confirming its solid 

form, the Marinere actually remains vague about what object he has actually seen.  He 

repeats his labels for it, ‘A speck, a mist, a shape’, a summary of the previous stanza 

which makes the object appear unstable. Its indirect motion enhances this impression. 

Magnuson notes that this is the moment when the normal world of cause and effect is 

replaced by a world which ‘astounds the mariner by its capriciousness. The ship 

approaches without breeze and without tacking’.95 The Marinere’s comparison, ‘an it 

dodg’d a water-sprite’, further associates the ship with the incorporeal, supernatural, 

and potentially unreal. 

                                                
94 Susan J. Wolfson, ‘The Language of Interpretation in Romantic Poetry’ in Romanticism and 
Language, ed. by Reed, pp. 22-49, (pp. 25-26.) 
95 Magnuson, Nightmare Poetry, p. 64. 
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The ship’s approach is then described more fully: 

     How fast she neres and neres! 
Are those her Sails that glance in the Sun 
     Like restless gossameres?  
 
Are those her naked ribs, which fleck’d 
     The sun that did behind them peer? 
And are these two all, all the crew, 
     That woman and her fleshless Pheere?  
   (LB, pp. 17-18) 
 

Notably, the Marinere does not actually describe what he sees as a clear vision, but 

with a series of hesitant questions. This mode is dramatic, but, aside from the later 

reference to the ‘naked Hulk’ (LB, p. 19), he never answers the questions he has 

posed. The Marinere’s use of unanswered questions suggests that he is not wholly 

convinced by what he has seen. As he continues to detail the encounter, he notes that 

‘His bones were black with many a crack, / All black and bare, I ween;’ (LB, p. 18). 

The shift into the present tense for ‘ween’ is a dramatic moment, akin to the use of the 

historic present, but it emphasizes the Marinere’s uncertainty. To ‘ween’ is to believe 

or to surmise, not to know absolutely. By utilizing the present tense, Coleridge 

maintains this surmise, allowing it to persist into the Marinere’s recollection, 

unsupported by later, certain knowledge. When viewed as superstitious and similar to 

Rivers’s account of his awakening, the Marinere’s tale seems evidently unreliable.  
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4. 
The Borderers and The Marinere’s Moral  

 
 
 
 
What The Borderers, and also then Osorio and ‘The Rime’, confront is the problem of 

becoming disconnected from reality, of the imposition of self on the world. This 

parallels the role of the poet. In The Borderers a conflict between subjective and 

external reality is played out between Rivers and Mortimer. When discussing the 

location for Herbert’s murder, Rivers tells Mortimer to ‘look / Beyond the present 

object of the sense’.96 The immediate reality of the place is no obstacle to Rivers, 

whose belief in his own perception enables him to identify the requirements of the 

place of execution. When contemplating the act, Mortimer hesitates, querying 

whether a clap of thunder is an omen that they should not proceed. Rivers, however, 

asserts that ‘Great souls / Look to the world within’, advancing the individual 

conscience as taking precedence over the traditional interpretation of divine 

authority.97 

However, Mortimer does not carry out the murder, explaining that ‘I cast my 

eyes upwards, and through a crevice in the roof I beheld a star twinkling over my 

head, and, by the living God, I could not do it.’98 Rivers understands Mortimer’s 

reluctance as due to the belief that Herbert’s ‘crimes / Must never come before a 

mortal judgment seat, / Or be chastised by mortal instruments.’99 Mortimer’s 

emphasis on the star is therefore a rejection of Rivers’s pressure to subvert traditional 

authority in favour of one’s own judgement. Mortimer’s rationale is religious, but the 

                                                
96 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 132, ll. 109-10. 
97 Ibid., p. 148, ll. 76-77. 
98 Ibid., p. 168, ll. 290-291. 
99 Ibid., ll. 302-304. 
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star is also a part of nature, and Mortimer maintains righteousness temporarily 

because he is connected to nature. 

Mortimer later offers a further reflection on the event: 

Last night, when I would play the murderer’s part, 
I did believe all things were shadows, yea, 
Living and dead all things were bodiless, 
Till that same star summoned me back again.100 

 
Mortimer’s willingness to murder is grounded in the belief that ‘all things were 

shadows’, a denial of external reality and also of the distinction between living and 

dead things. He is saved from this solipsism by the ‘star’, a reminder of the physical 

existence of the external world. 

Threatened with a politics based on personal ego and disconnection from 

reality, that is the product of trauma and injustice, the solution that is apparently 

presented is to connect with nature as a corrective against solipsism. The Borderers 

ends by undermining sympathy. Goaded by the guilty Mortimer, Matilda exclaims: 

   O miserable Father! 
Thou didst command me to bless all mankind; 
Nor to this moment, have I ever wished 
Evil to any living thing; but hear me, 
Hear me, ye Heavens! (kneeling) may vengeance haunt the fiend 
For this most cruel murder101 

 
Osborn describes this moment as a fall, which ‘is marked by a degeneration into 

superstition’ that separates ‘her from the “natural religion” she embraced during her 

father’s lifetime’.102 Notably, Coleridge can be seen to use ‘The Rime of the Ancient 

Marinere’ to reverse this process. The Marinere begins as a superstitious man, 

shooting the Albatross which the crew consider an ill omen (at least as a post hoc 

rationalisation), but by undergoing suffering he discovers, if unwittingly, ‘natural 

religion’ when he blesses the water snakes. His final advice to the wedding guest to 
                                                
100 Ibid., p. 186, ll. 727-5. 
101 Ibid., p. 272, ll. 61-65. 
102 Ibid., p. 35. 
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bless all living things (LB, p. 50) would complete Coleridge’s optimistic correction of 

Wordsworth’s nihilistic ending to The Borderers.103 However, in the ‘Ancyent 

Marinere’, this message seems inadequate. Possibly, then, the Marinere has 

overcorrected, or rather failed to correct, his superstition and ended up as an 

enthusiast prophet. The question arises as to how far the Marinere can be relied upon 

as a witness to, and interpreter of, his own experiences.104 

At the poem’s close, the Marinere’s zeal to spread his message of love for all 

creation, and his framing of the blessing of the water snakes as a transformative 

moment, demonstrates enthusiasm. As discussed, the Marinere’s theological 

explanations of events are tainted, for Coleridge, by Catholic superstition, which 

assigns events to the intervention of saints and the Virgin Mary. Furthermore, the 

Marinere’s journey is full of fantastic descriptions: ‘ice […] as green as Emerauld’ 

(LB, p. 8), ‘a hot and copper sky’ (LB, p. 13), ‘The water, like a witch’s oils, / Burnt 

green and blue and white’ (LB, p. 14), and ‘The charmèd water burnt alway / A still 

and awful red’ (LB, p. 24). These descriptions make it seem like the Marinere has 

passed into another world, his senses registering something numinous or daemonic. 

However, as John Livingstone Lowes has demonstrated, these images are actually 

drawn from the real experiences of sailors, recorded in the travel books Coleridge 

                                                
103 The progression of the dialogue between Wordsworth and Coleridge has been variously 
characterized. Jonathan Wordsworth suggests that Coleridge has learned a positive love of nature, 
which underlies ‘The Rime’, from Wordsworth, via the negatives of ‘Lines left upon a Seat in a Yew-
tree’ (Jonathan Wordsworth, The Music of Humanity, pp. 98, 200, 254). Fry, by contrast, sees ‘The 
Rime’ as a criticism of Wordsworth’s ‘natural religion’, specifically the self-sufficiency of 
Wordsworthian tranquillity. (Paul H. Fry, Wordsworth and the Poetry of What We Are (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2008), pp. 25-35). 
104 See Gingerich, p. 17, Bostetter, pp. 251-254, Raimonda Modiano, ‘Words and “Languageless” 
Meanings: Limits of Expression in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, Modern Language Quarterly, 38 
(March 1977), pp. 40-61. 
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read.105 The Marinere’s narrative makes the appearance of natural, though admittedly 

spectacular, phenomena appear to be spiritual signs. In this, he is mistaken.  

Previously, Coleridge had been more optimistic about the effects of 

superstition. In his contributions to Southey’s Joan of Arc, Coleridge had described 

‘Fancy’ as ‘the power / That first unsensualizes the dark mind / Giving it new 

delights’ and which: 

Emancipates it from the grosser thrall 
Of the present impulse, teaching self controul 
’Till Superstition with unconscious hand  
Seat Reason on her throne’.106 
 

For Coleridge at this stage, ‘Superstition’ is not something to be feared, but is rather 

evidence of an imaginative capacity that will embrace ‘Reason’. He goes further than 

Hartley, who frames superstition as excessive fear which rather leads away from love 

of God, by providing a process whose tenor is Hartleian, suggesting a progress by 

degrees, through association, from the imperfect to the perfect.107 Coleridge’s 

contribution to Joan of Arc concludes with a celebration of God’s providence: 

“Whether thy LAW with unrefracted Ray 
“Beam on the PROPHET’S purged Eye, or if 
“Diseasing Realms the ENTHUSIAST wild of thought 
“Scatter new frenzies on the infected Throng, 
“THOU both inspiring and predooming Both, 
“Fit INSTRUMENTS and best, of perfect END.”108 

 
Again, Coleridge’s determinist optimism goes beyond even Hartley’s. Coleridge 

makes slight distinction between the ‘PROPHET’, truly inspired by God to bring a 

message, and the deluded ‘ENTHUSIAST’, but nevertheless sees both as ‘Fit instruments 

and best, of perfect end’. If one reads the Marinere’s moral sympathetically, then he 

has undergone the process described in Joan of Arc, arriving at reason and perfect 
                                                
105 John Livingstone Lowes, The Road to Xanadu: A Study in the Ways of the Imagination (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1927), pp. 81-83, 89, 141, 157-160, 315, 323-330. 
106 Southey, Joan of Arc, p. 45, Book II.80-88. 
107 Hartley, I, p. 491, II, p. 439. 
108 Southey, Joan of Arc, p. 65, Book II.446-451. 
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faith through a superstitious process. However, the message that ‘He prayeth best who 

loveth best, / All things both great and small’ (LB, p. 50) seems inadequate, as it 

appears unable to explain or justify the immense sufferings the Marinere has 

undergone.  

A recurrent issue in the criticism of the poem is the question of how useful the 

moral is. Stallknecht, Walter Jackson Bate, and Empson and Pirie all suggest that the 

moral is dramatically appropriate, representing the Marinere’s understanding and not 

the view endorsed by Coleridge or the poem.109 House takes Coleridge’s complaint, 

recorded in 1830, that the poem has ‘too much moral’ as indicating that the moral 

spoken by the Marinere is too open an intrusion of moral sentiment in the poem, and 

considers it banal.110 Lawrence Lipking, though, takes this comment by Coleridge as 

referring to the marginal gloss.111  

Gayle S. Smith agrees that the flatness of the moral stanzas seems to deny the 

poem’s unique qualities, comparing them to the concluding chorus of a Greek or 

Shakespearean tragedy: ‘inadequate to contain the vision, but words which give us 

moorings in the commonplace.’112 Haven reads the moral as the ‘residue’ of the 

Marinere’s experience when he is unable to explain its significance.113 Empson also 

casts doubt on the moral, stressing the incongruities between the depiction of a loving 

God and the account of a series of harsh, and seemingly arbitrary, punishments.114 

However, Arnold E. Davidson, following Ward Pafford, argues that the moral is 

intended for the Wedding Guest alone: it is not a general truth, but a partial one for 
                                                
109 Stallknecht, pp. 146-147, Bate, p. 65, Coleridge, Selected Poetry, pp. 223-224n. 
110 House, pp. 90-92. Coleridge, Collected Works, XIV: Table Talk ed. by Carl Woodring, 2 vols 
(1990), II, p. 100. 
111 Lawrence Lipking, ‘The Marginal Gloss’, Critical Inquiry, 3.4 (Summer 1977), pp. 609-655, (p. 
616.) 
112 Gayle S. Smith, ‘A Reappraisal of the Moral Stanzas in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”’, 
Studies in Romanticism, 3.1 (Autumn 1963), pp. 42-52. 
113 Richard Haven, Patterns of Consciousness: An Essay on Coleridge (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1969), p. 21. 
114 Coleridge, Selected Poetry, p. 242. 
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this specific listener, who must recognize himself in the tale.115 Fulford, though, 

thinks the inability of the reader to learn from the Marinere stems from the fact that 

only disconfirmation can proceed from his moral, making the Marinere destined to 

remain alone.116 

The moral of the poem cannot be taken as an unproblematic summation of the 

poem’s purpose or of Coleridge’s own attitude. I argue that the Marinere’s moral 

understanding must be considered in the context of Coleridge’s ongoing poetic 

discussion with Wordsworth, in which the beliefs of their youth were questioned. 

Specifically, the considerable evidence of the Marinere’s superstition indicates that 

Coleridge was, like Wordsworth, concerned that the political opinions he had held 

were misconceived, having been derived from false assumptions. 

 

                                                
115 Arnold E. Davidson, ‘The Concluding Moral in Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”’, 
Philological Quarterly, 60.1  (Winter 1981), pp. 87-94. 
116 Fulford, Coleridge’s Figurative Language, pp. 69-70. 
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5. 
The Enthusiasm of Rivers, Osorio and the Marinere 

 
 
 
 
The Marinere and Rivers both claim to have experienced a kind of revelation, which 

they then seek to share with a selected follower. The validity of the Marinere’s 

spiritual authority is diminished by such a comparison, which demonstrates his 

similarity to Rivers. They are both enthusiasts for beliefs which are versions of those 

which had possessed their poetic creators, Coleridge and Wordsworth: a democratic 

kind of Unitarian metaphysics, and a Godwinian rationalism, respectively. Like poets, 

they both claim authority from subjective experience, which lacks external 

corroboration. These connections are strengthened by considering Osorio¸ who also 

exhibits such tendencies. Rivers and Osorio place the Marinere in a lineage of 

delusional egomaniacs and depict Coleridge’s idealization of poetic creativity as a 

malignant enthusiasm. 

Magnuson stresses that Rivers tempts Mortimer by telling him he will ‘assume 

a character / More awful and sublime’.117 Rivers offers Mortimer sublimity, an 

imaginative power, to be achieved through exposure to a strong stimulus which will 

shock him. Mortimer is a young poet offered the chance to develop his powers.118 

Rivers offers himself as the example which Mortimer might follow. The central event 

of the play is not Mortimer’s abandonment of Herbert, nor even his acceptance of his 

guilt, but rather Rivers’s account of his crime and its aftermath. Rivers presents this 

process as an enlightenment. He declares that, ‘I saw that every possible shape of 

action / Might lead to good– I saw it and burst forth / Thirsting for some exploit of 
                                                
117 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 128, ll. 77-8. 
118 Magnuson, Coleridge and Wordsworth, pp. 55-56. Eilenberg, p. 21, compares the relationship 
between Rivers and Mortimer to that between the Marinere and Wedding Guest, as well as to that 
between the poet-speaker and audience in Coleridge’s lyrical blank verse. 
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power and terror.’119 Rivers utilizes the language of revelation, presenting himself as 

having transcended the mundane, yet his message contains tensions. The repeated ‘I 

saw’ is emphatic, implying a specific insight, even an actual physical vision. This 

certainty is undermined, though, by the breadth of ‘every possible shape of action’, 

since this claim to omniscience breaks his credibility.  

Rivers claims that he became possessed of oneiromantic power: ‘my sleep was 

linked / To purposes of reason– my very dreams / Assumed a substance and a 

character’.120  His imagination, in its most chaotic state, is accorded power to shape 

the external world. In ‘The Rime’, the Marinere indicates that his crew possibly have 

means of knowledge beyond the empirical when ‘some in dreams assured were / Of 

the Spirit that plagued us so’ (LB, p. 14). However, the validity of such knowledge is 

questionable. To accept it is to give credence to the nightmares of men undergoing 

extreme deprivation. 

The Marinere considers the ‘silly buckets’, of which, ‘I dreamt that they were 

fill’d with dew / And when I awoke it rain’d.’ (LB, p. 26) The Marinere provides a 

juxtaposition of events, suggesting a connection. He does not go so far as to say that 

his desire, expressed through the dream, caused the rain, but indicates that the dream 

is a sign of favour from divine powers. Rivers clearly believes his ideas become 

reality. This is true only of God: Rivers is mistaking shadows for substance. Not 

merely analysing the present state of things, Rivers presents himself as a prophet, ‘a 

being who had passed alone / Beyond the visible barriers of the world / And travelled 

into things to come.’121 There is a similarity here with the Marinere, a pioneer who 

has journeyed into uncharted seas (‘the first that ever burst / Into that silent Sea’) (LB, 

p. 12), and whose age, combined with the sense that he is cursed with wandering 
                                                
119 William Wordsworth, Borderers, p. 236, ll. 108-110. 
120 Ibid., ll. 123-125. 
121 Ibid., p. 238, ll. 143-145. 
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beyond the mortal span, also sets him outside normal considerations of time. 

However, Rivers goes further. His identification of ‘visible barriers’ makes the 

physical world seem apparent only, a boundary which can be breached by those so 

favoured. Nor is he contained by temporality. His self-impression is tantamount to 

claiming immortality. He is deluded, enthusiastic.  

In Osorio, Coleridge presents a villainous figure whose claims to spiritual 

election are the basis of delusion and wickedness. As Newlyn notes, Osorio’s account 

of his life recalls The Borderers.122 Osorio presents himself as disconnected from the 

ordinary world: 

He was a man different from other men, 
And he despised them, yet rever’d himself. 
[…] 
  All men seem’d mad to him— 
Their actions noisome folly, and their talk— 
A Goose’s Gabble was more musical. 
Nature had made him for some other planet, 
And press’d his soul into a human shape 
By accident or malice. In this World 
He found no fit Companion! 
[…] 
   He walk’d alone, 
And phantasies, unsought for, troubl’d him. 
Something within would still be shadowing out 
All possibilities, and with these shadows 
His mind held dalliance. Once, as so it happen’d, 
A fancy cross’d him wilder than the rest: 
[…] 
  With his human hand 
He gave a being and reality 
To that wild fancy of a possible thing. 

(PW III.1, p. 117, ll. 83-84, 85-91, 92-97, 105-107) 
 
Like the Marinere, Osorio is isolated from humanity, though by nature rather than 

circumstances. Like the Marinere he seems crazed (Ferdinand asks Osorio if he was 

mad (PW III.1, p. 117, l. 85)). Osorio’s crime is identified as originating as a ‘fancy’ 

which he had the power to shape into a reality. As with the Marinere, what might have 

                                                
122 Newlyn, Coleridge and Wordsworth, p. 14. 
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been a transitory impulse is enacted and brings chaos, but the suggestion is that such 

action is caused by the personality’s predisposition. That disposition is to see the 

world as shaped by the self, rather than the self as shaped by the world. Like Rivers, 

Osorio considers himself as transcending the physical. His soul, ‘press’d […] into a 

human shape’ is imprisoned, removed from its proper sphere. Osorio claims to be 

encumbered with his body. Although this could describe any person, Osorio presents 

himself in such a way as to imply his own uniqueness: he alone is essentially 

immaterial, and thus cognisant of spiritual truth denied to other people. Osorio’s 

proud insistence upon his uniqueness disconnects him from mankind. The contrast 

with Albert’s praise of affinity in the natural world confirms that Osorio is 

intellectually and spiritually warped. 

Again, like Rivers, Osorio claims incredible powers of contemplation and 

sapience, that ‘Something within would still be shadowing out / All possibilities’. The 

‘shadows’ are by their nature insubstantial, but in the sense not merely of being 

immaterial, but also vague or unreliable. Such weakness is countered by the awesome 

potential of ‘All possibilities’. The ‘dalliance’ he has with these ideas presents his 

contemplation of them as a relationship of superiority, since he is able to regard them 

casually and even dismissively. The noun ‘dalliance’ also denotes frivolity and 

indulgence, though. At the very moment Osorio is insisting upon his intellectual 

profundity, he reveals his shallowness. 

However, Osorio’s arrogance is couched in a Platonic register. His sense of his 

soul, and of the things he creates, having an existence outside and before their 

physical one is suggestive of Platonic forms, an ideal which predates the real. In 

claiming to give ‘a being and reality’ to ‘a possible thing’, Osorio depicts himself as 

possessed of divine creative power.  The ‘wild fancy’ suggests moral waywardness, 
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but also imaginative strength. Osorio’s description recalls the ideal poet as imagined 

by Coleridge, and before him by Akenside: he speaks of himself the way Coleridge 

describes the elect of ‘Religious Musings’ ‘moulding’ the world into the desired form. 

Even if contrasted with Albert (described by Maurice as a ‘painter’ (PW III.1, p. 88, 

ll. 19-21)), Osorio’s delusions still ask troubling questions of Coleridge’s previous 

ideas about the poet partaking in divine creativity. Osorio suggests that egomania, 

rather than divinely granted insight, is the source of such ideas. It is enthusiasm, not 

prophecy. 

‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ also has apparent Neoplatonic elements. 

Warren proposes that the ‘one life’ was something ‘Coleridge perhaps derived from 

his neo-Platonic studies’.123 Beer interprets the poem as a Neoplatonic allegory in 

which the Marinere has blinded his ‘inward eye’, which must be reawakened before 

he can return to his ‘native country’, the world of the soul.124 The Marinere might 

then be seen as a visionary, but, there is reason to doubt such a conclusion.125 Like 

Osorio, he seemingly suffers from delusions. After he has slept and been refreshed by 

rain, he confides that ‘I was so light, almost / I thought that I had died in sleep / And 

was a blessed Ghost.’ (LB, p. 27)  When the reanimated crew are operating the rigging 

of the ship, he similarly suggests his own insubstantiality: ‘Thought I, I am as thin as 

air – / They cannot me behold.’ (LB, p. 31) Both declarations indicate that the 

Marinere conceives himself as transformed by his experience, as having broken from 

normal physical existence. They stand in stark contrast to his reassurance to the 
                                                
123 Warren, p. 222.  
124 Beer, Coleridge the Visionary, pp. 150-166. See also Elliott B. Gose, Jr., ‘Coleridge and the 
Luminous Gloom: An Analysis of the “Symbolical Language” in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”’, 
PMLA, 75.3 (June 1960), pp. 238-244. 
125 Schulz, pp. 54-55, is sceptical about Beer’s use of Greek and Egyptian mythology to read the 
‘Rime’, on the basis that Coleridge was not an occultist, but rather an ‘heir of English rationalism and 
German metaphysics’. Later, Beer would further suggest that what the Marinere rediscovers is the 
universe as perceived by Jacob Boehme (Beer, Coleridge’s Poetic Intelligence, pp. 89-90). As Yarlott, 
p. 155, observes, no one interpretation can accommodate poem’s Catholicism, daemonology, and 
Neoplatonism. 
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Wedding Guest that ‘This body dropt not down.’ (LB, p. 21) Such proclamations 

suggest the delusions of a Rivers or an Osorio writ large, but in the Marinere’s case, 

they are supported by others’ response to him. He is an object of fear, to the Wedding 

Guest, and to the Pilot’s Boy who labels him ‘The devil’ (LB, p. 47).126 His power 

causes the Pilot to fall down in a fit and he has a mesmeric effect on the Wedding 

Guest (LB, p. 47).127 The ambiguity of the poem is whether the Marinere’s power 

derives from genuine spiritual power, or if he is just a more compelling version of 

Rivers, Osorio, or of Coleridge, the great talker, himself.  

The difference between Osorio and ‘The Rime’ is that the former 

optimistically suggests that enthusiasm can be exorcized by benevolence such as 

Albert’s, whereas in ‘The Rime’ the Marinere remains in the grip of his enthusiasm. 

However, such distinctions become less clear upon further reflection. In Osorio, 

madness is characterized as disconnection from the physical reality of the world, but 

this is demonstrated not in terms of denying the external world, but by making 

projections onto it. When Alhadra is crazed with grief, Naomi thus describes her 

actions: 

  She mov’d steadily on 

                                                
126 A considerable literature treats the Marinere as possessing daemonic power. See Beer, Coleridge the 
Visionary, pp. 124-125, 131-132, 174, Laurence S. Lockridge, Coleridge the Moralist (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1977), pp. 64-74, 100, 212-220, 265-266, Lawrence Kramer, ‘That Other Will: The 
Daemonic in Coleridge and Wordsworth’, Philological Quarterly, 58.3 (Summer 1979), pp. 298-320, 
Daniel P. Watkins, ‘History as Demon in Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, Papers on 
Language and Literature, 24 (1988), pp. 23-33, and Gregory Leadbetter, Coleridge and the Daemonic 
Imagination (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), pp. 12, 50-52, 156-82). By contrast, Camille 
Paglia argues that the poem ‘falls apart’ after the blessing of the water snakes, as the daemonic vision is 
abandoned in favour of a confused Christian redemption (Camille Paglia, Sexual Personae: Art and 
Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), pp.  326-
327). 
127 The Marinere’s mesmeric power has been the subject of critical readings which link the poem to 
contemporary interests in animal magnetism, both as a means of healing and as a method of controlling 
people to act against their will, making it a metaphor for political tyranny or Revolutionary fever. See 
George Whalley, ‘Mariner and the Albatross’, p. 388, Lane Cooper, ‘The Power of the Eye in 
Coleridge’, reprinted in Late Harvest (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1952), pp. 65-95, Beer, 
Coleridge’s Poetic Intelligence, pp. 70-2, 81-88, 157-158, Rzepka, pp. 109-15, 133-145, Wylie, pp. 
130-132, and Tim Fulford, ‘“Conducting the Vital Fluid”: The Politics and Poetics of Mesmerism in 
the 1790s, Studies in Romanticism, 43.1 (Spring 2004), pp. 57-78. 
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Unswerving from the Path of her resolve. 
Yet each strange object fix’d her eye: for grief 
Doth love to dally with fantastic shapes, 
And smiling, like a sickly Moralist, 
Gives some resemblance of her own concerns 
To the Straws of chance, and things inanimate. 

(PW III.1, p. 133, ll. 8-14) 
 
The language recalls Osorio’s description of his own solipsism: his ‘fantasies’ and 

‘dalliance’ with ‘shadows’ resemble how her grief ‘Doth love to dally with fantastic 

shapes’. Alhadra’s philosophy is not intellectually refined: it results from a disordered 

mind. Naomi’s choice epithet, ‘a sickly Moralist’, applies perfectly to the Marinere, 

who can be read as reading purpose into his experiences, of finding meaning within 

‘the straws of chance, and things inanimate.’ Coleridge would come to criticize this 

imaginative projection in Bowles’s poetry. In 1802, Coleridge complained to William 

Sotheby of Bowles’s ‘perpetual trick of moralizing every thing — which is very well, 

occasionally — but never to see or describe any interesting appearance in nature, 

without connecting it by dim analogies with the moral world, proves faintness of 

Impression’ (CL II, p. 864). What was previously celebrated as Bowles’s union of 

subjective consciousness with the objective natural world (P1797, pp. 71-72), comes 

to seem a sign of disconnection, as demonstrated by the adjectives ‘dim’ and ‘faint’, 

which emphasize the weakness of the connection. This dismissal of Bowlesian poetics 

corresponds to a political shift: a move away from the confidence in sentimental 

benevolence as underpinning widespread social change. 

Coleridge offers versions of his own ideas through these characters. None of 

them are in sympathy with Coleridge’s theology, though, so they cannot simply be 

seen as mouthpieces for him. Naomi and Alhadra are both Muslims, with Naomi 

seemingly also a materialist, and the Marinere, like Osorio, is a Catholic. However, 

such differences do not by themselves invalidate these characters’ convictions, but 
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distance them enough for Coleridge to reassess them. Thus, Alhadra can voice a 

version of Coleridge’s metaphysical speculations, and Naomi provide a critique of 

them. The scene exemplifies Coleridge’s ability to be self-critical; by 

recontextualizing such ideas, he can expose their weaknesses. 

In October 1797, Coleridge wrote to Thelwall, quoting two parts of his own 

poetry: the visionary sublimation of the world into the immaterial ‘Hues’ of ‘th’ 

Almighty Spirit’ in ‘This Lime-Tree Bower my Prison’ and the speech of Alhadra 

which shortly follows Naomi’s description. Alhadra begins by claiming that ‘The 

hanging woods, that touch’d by Autumn seem’d / As they were blossoming hues of 

fire & gold’ (CL I, pp. 349-351). The lines are ambiguous, revolving around the 

interpretation of ‘seem’d’. It at once appears to be a recognition by Alhedra of her 

own subjectivity, yet ‘seem’d’ can also be used to denote a specific, if transitory, 

moment of insight. Indeed, Coleridge uses it in the latter sense in the extract from 

‘This Lime-Tree Bower’ which he quotes in the letter, in which ‘all doth seem / Less 

gross than bodily, a living Thing / Which acts upon the mind’ (CL I, pp. 349-350). 

Alhadra’s vision of the woods as ‘blossoming hues of fire & gold’ is similar to 

Coleridge’s depiction of Lamb’s awareness of spiritual life in ‘This Lime-Tree 

Bower’ and redolent with symbolic interpretation. The ‘fire’ is both her desire for 

revenge and a confirmation of divine energy or purity, while the gold suggests 

spiritual worth. 

Alhadra concludes by expressing her desires to ‘drink in life from the 

universal air!’ (which is reminiscent of the conceit at the heart of ‘Effusion XXXV’), 

or else ‘Along some Ocean’s boundless solitude / To float for ever with a careless 

course, / And think myself the only Being alive!’ (CL I, p. 351) Keane suggests that 

Alhadra’s imagery elsewhere in the play, which Coleridge had previously deployed in 
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the 1795 lectures and The Watchman, reveals his ‘empathetic identification with 

Alhadra’ and ‘suggests that Coleridge was psychologically if not physically ready for 

action in late 1797.’128 However, her speech is that of a person who not only has been 

lost from her political purpose, but has been driven mad by grief. Her desire for 

disengagement, and construction of the world around her as responsive to her, 

experience is evidence of her derangement through grief. By aligning himself with 

her, Coleridge appears to be admitting that his poetic metaphysics are disengaged 

from reality and that his political projects are a subjective construct, unable to 

withstand scrutiny. 

The outlook of the Marinere can seem similar to Coleridge’s Unitarianism, 

explicitly advanced in poems such as ‘Religious Musings’ and his contribution to 

Joan of Arc. However, Coleridge was already moving away from these opinions. In 

March 1797, he wrote to the Reverend John Edwards asking, ‘How is it that Dr 

Priestley is not an atheist?’ (CL I, pp. 192-193), thus distancing himself from his 

former intellectual icon. By March of 1798, he was writing to his brother, George, 

denying any belief in ‘French Metaphysics, French Politics, French Ethics, & French 

Theology’ and asserting his belief in original sin.129 He was moving towards 

theological orthodoxy.130  As Georgina Green suggests, debates about popular 

sovereignty were connected with fundamental theological questions about the moral 

nature of man.131 If mankind is inherently corrupt and sinful, the Hobbesian 

justification for hierarchical society becomes validated. The French revolution, on the 

                                                
128 Keane, p. 263. 
129 ‘Of GUILT I say nothing; but I believe most stedfastly in original Sin; that from our mothers' 
wombs our understandings are darkened’, CL I, pp. 395-396. 
130 Ulmer argues that Coleridge was still a Unitarian during this period, treating the letter to George as 
a concession to his brother’s religious sensibilities (William A. Ulmer, ‘Necessary Evils: Unitarian 
Theodicy in “The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere”’, Studies in Romanticism, 43.3 (Fall 2004), pp. 327-
356. His argument is answered effectively by Stokes, pp. 93-97, who places a more straightforward 
construction on Coleridge’s letter. 
131 Green, pp. 9-11. 
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other hand, was animated by more optimistic beliefs in humanity as essentially 

rational and capable of self-government. Coleridge’s movement away from Unitarian 

optimism means the Marinere’s version of the ‘one life’ cannot be easily identified 

with Coleridge’s current beliefs, but like Wordsworth with Rivers, with a version of 

what he has since recanted.  
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6. 
‘The Rime’ as Critique of Democratic Unitarianism 

 
 
 
 
‘The Rime’ rebukes Coleridge’s previous Necessitarian optimism. Dorothy Waples 

suggests that the poem exemplifies a Hartleian progress: the Marinere follows 

Hartley’s moral education. His imagination induces the fear of God and avenging 

spirits; his ambition causes him to feel shame at the curses of his crewmates. His hope 

of rescue is brief. Fear then returns with the punishment of the crew. Eventually, he 

feels sympathy with the beauty of the water snakes, which leads him ultimately to 

theopathy, the love of God.132 However, the poem seems to me to do precisely the 

opposite: to expose the simplicity of such a scheme of moral education to the realities 

of suffering trauma. In Joan of Arc, Coleridge had suggested that superstition would 

lead to true religion, but the Marinere is simply imprisoned by it. Unable to make 

sensible moral choices, he accepts a kind of spiritual tyranny. He believes in a 

universe governed by a benevolent God, yet one also populated by powerful spirits, 

who take vengeance on those who upset their favourite creatures, and the daemonic 

figures of Life-in-Death and Death who play dice to determine the fate of mortals: a 

symbol of moral arbitrariness, as Bostetter and Keane, amongst others, have pointed 

out.133 It is a pagan universe with Catholic trimming.134 It is a belief system 

characterized by moral, spiritual, and metaphysical confusion.135 

                                                
132 Waples, pp. 347-349. Ulmer provides another reading of the poem as exemplifying Priestleian 
Oprimism and Necessity, see Ulmer, ‘Necessary Evils’, pp. 338-350. 
133 Bostetter, p. 244. See also Mellor, Romantic Irony, p. 139. Keane, pp. 321-323, suggests this 
randomness could even depict God as a malicious, arbitrary tyrant. 
134 Schulz, p. 57, observes that there are two logics to the poem: one belonging to the narrative ballad, 
and another providing a Christian frame, which at times combine. 
135 Richard Fogle suggests that the hierarchy of spirits in the poem provides a kind of multeity in unity 
and, even more oddly,  suggests that the polar spirit is also the ‘kind saint’ which takes pity on the 
Marinere (Richard Harter Fogle, ‘The Genre of the Ancient Mariner’, Tulane Studies in English 
Literature, 7 (1957), pp. 111-124, (pp. 120-121.)) Warren Stevenson seems to be nearer the mark when 
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The Marinere’s actions often belie his intentions. He shoots the Albatross not 

with any notable malice, but he seemingly unleashes great suffering. He calls for the 

attention of a ship which he mistakenly thinks will bring salvation, only for 

malevolent forces to cause the death of his crew.136 In this incident there is a possible 

pun, which demonstrates the inefficacy of the Marinere’s attempt at good works: 

‘With throat unslak’d, with black lips bak’d / Agape they heard me call’ (LB, p. 16). 

‘Agape’ has its most common, English meaning of ‘wide open’, but, on the page, it 

also suggests ἀγάπη, the love of God for man, and man for God: the highest form in 

Christian theology.137 This pun may well be unintentional, but it speaks to the 

Marinere’s confusion. He intends to demonstrate his benevolence, grounded in 

spiritual knowledge, by calling at the sight of the ship, but what we register is a mouth 

wide open in surprise, making a cry of excitement which is soon transformed into 

horror. There is no reason to assume that, after his experiences, he ceases to be so 

maladroit. The Marinere preaches love, but his powers have a ‘decidedly malignant 

effect on the persons who save his body’, as Frances Ferguson notes.138 Most 

obviously, he recounts how when ‘I mov’d my lips: the Pilot shriek’d / And fell down 

in a fit’ (LB, p. 47). Furthermore, the Wedding Guest is left ‘A sadder and a wiser 

man’ (LB, p. 51), though the former seems far more in evidence than the latter.139 The 

                                                                                                                                       
pointing to the very lack of hierarchy which contrasts with the cosmic order the Marinere seeks 
(Warren Stevenson, ‘The Case of the Missing Captain: Power Politics in “The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner”, The Wordsworth Circle, 26.1 (Winter 1995), pp. 12-18, (p. 16.)). 
136 Magnuson reads the incident where the Marinere sucks his own blood to be able to speak as a 
parody of the Eucharist. The intended ransom becomes a suicide (Magnuson, Nightmare Poetry, pp. 
64-65). 
137 This potential pun was suggested to me by Knight’s comment that the Marinere learns to substitute 
agape for eros. See Knight, pp. 87-88. 
138 Frances Ferguson, ‘Coleridge and the Deluded Reader: “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”’, 
Georgia Review, 31 (1977), 617-35, (p. 621.) 
139 Empson and Pirie question whether the Wedding Guest is sad at the arbitrary nature of things or due 
to pity for what the Mariner has become (Coleridge, Selected Poetry, p. 242n). Beer suggests that the 
Wedding Guest is ‘sadder and wiser’ because he has no means to access the joy described by the 
Mariner, he focuses on the moments of terror rather than of vision (Beer, Poetic Intelligence, pp. 89-
90). Paglia, p. 328, frames the same concept more negatively, that the Wedding Guest does not react 
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Marinere separates him from his two companions at the beginning of the poem, and 

prevents him from ever attending the Wedding.140 Though the Marinere stresses the 

community of faith as the ideal, the effect of his tale is to isolate the Wedding Guest 

from all society. Fulford argues that to listen to the Marinere is to become a slave, that 

he has the power to force listeners to enter the world of reverie, away from the real 

world.141 The Marinere can make his auditors realize the horrors of which man is 

capable, but he cannot then make them better moral creatures as a result.142 

Fulford also connects the Marinere’s superstition to submission to political 

tyranny. In ‘Religious Musings’ and the introductory note to ‘The Three Graves’, 

Coleridge presents superstition as the result of slavery and as a kind of mental slavery. 

The British who accepted the tyrannical political system were thus superstitious 

slaves and the Marinere is their representative.143  

There have been a number of political readings of the poem. Malcolm Ware 

was the first to connect the spectre-bark with the image of a slave ship and suggest 

that the poem is informed by the idea of the slave trade as a violation of natural 

law.144 Empson identified maritime expansion as the theme of the poem.145 More 

                                                                                                                                       
with Christian love but is instead saddened because he sees the nightmare at the core of the Marinere’s 
experience.  
140 Warren, pp. 255-256, Cavell, pp. 64-65, Yarlott, p. 155, and Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism, p. 
273, all consider the neglect of the wedding appropriate to the poem’s morality. They argue that the 
wedding is representative of human love, and is an invalid celebration because it does not connect with 
the higher, universal love which the poem and the Marinere celebrate. Bostetter, though, pp. 246-247, 
argues that the true expression of the joy of ‘one life’ would be joining the wedding feast. To turn away 
instead means that the poem ends in sadness. 
141 Tim Fulford, ‘Slavery and Superstition in the Supernatural Poems’ in The Cambridge Companion to 
Coleridge, ed. by Lucy Newlyn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 45-58, (pp. 52-
53.) 
142 Davidson, p. 92, suggests that the irony is that the Marinere who was the victim, can now save 
others, but not himself, and that this constitutes his final victory. However, I do not find this persuasive 
since there is no clear indication that the Wedding Guest is ‘saved’. He is simply ‘sadder’ and ‘wiser’. 
143 Fulford in The Cambridge Companion, ed. by Newlyn, pp. 45-49. 
144 Malcolm Ware, ‘Coleridge’s “Spectre-Bark”: A Slave Ship?’, Philological Quarterly, 40 (1961), 
pp. 589-593. See also Empson, Argufying, pp. 297, 303-304, J. R. Ebbatson, ‘Coleridge's Mariner and 
the Rights of Man’, Studies in Romanticism, 11.3 (Summer 1972), pp. 171-206, Keane, pp. 47-160, 
Stevenson, p. 16. 
145 Empson, Argufying, p. 297. 
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generally, Daniel Watkins suggests the poem confronts the forces of history, the 

breakdown of social institutions and communities in the face of the individualism of 

the 1790s.146 Other critics have read the poem within the context of the French 

Revolution, whereby Coleridge records a loss of faith in political action, or attempts 

to interpret Revolutionary violence, possibly within a scheme of apocalypse and 

millennium.147 Ve-Yin Tee has connected the poem to naval experiences of 

impressment, disease, and ship discipline during the war with France.148  

The most thorough account of the political imagery of the poem is provided by 

Keane, who offers a reading which begins with the appearance of the spectre-bark, 

which has the effect that ‘strait the Sun was fleck’d with bars […] As if thro’ a 

dungeon grate he peer’d / With broad and burning face.’ (LB, p. 17) Keane interprets 

the image of the dungeon grate as an example of the intrusion of political reality in the 

poem, which disrupts the text.149 The Marinere’s initial belief that he has seen a ship 

which will save them is related to Coleridge’s short-lived hope that the Pitt ministry 

would fall.150 Instead, the naked hulk as dungeon grate is an image for the British 

state, for Pitt’s ministry obscuring the glory of French liberty, replacing it with 

domestic terror.151 Keane connects the Marinere’s sense of terror, his fear that ‘a 

frightful fiend / Doth close behind him tread’ (LB, p. 38) with Coleridge’s fear of 

Pitt’s political repression, that he was himself pursued by spies.152 Keane reads the 

                                                
146 Watkins, pp. 23-33. 
147 See Kitson, ‘Coleridge, the French Revolution, and ‘The Ancient Mariner’, pp. 197-207, Kitson, 
‘Coleridge, the French Revolution and The Ancient Mariner: A Reassessment’, pp. 30-48, Robert M. 
Maniquis, ‘Holy Savagery and Wild Justice: English Romanticism and the Terror’, Studies in 
Romanticism, 28.3 (Fall 1989), pp. 365-395, Wylie, pp. 158-160. 
148 Ve-Yin Tee, Coleridge, Revision and Romanticism: After the Revolution, 1793-1818 (London: 
Continuum, 2009), pp. 48-58. 
149 Keane, pp. 204-205. 
150 Keane, pp. 255, 260, 272-273. 
151 Keane, pp. 287-289. 
152 Keane, pp. 314-316. 
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shooting of the Albatross as symbolizing Coleridge’s anti-Pitt political journalism. 

Such subversive activity can lead to imprisonment, hence the dungeon grate image.153  

Keane notes that in his 1795 lectures, Coleridge argues that religious terror is 

created by political tyranny (Lects 1795, pp. 204-205, 350), making the Marinere’s 

fear of pursuing fiends a political metaphor, and Pitt the tyrannical God of the 

‘Rime’.154 Pitt is also represented by the water snakes, with the Marinere’s initial 

repulsion mirroring Coleridge’s own disgust at the Prime Minister’s actions. The 

blessing of the water snakes is then an act of fear as well of love, a desire for 

reintegration reflecting Coleridge’s wish to accommodate himself to the repressive 

order.155 The satanic associations of snakes, and with the nefarious Geraldine in 

Christabel, suggest that the blessing is misguided, an act of craven loyalty to 

despotism.156 

One need not follow Keane’s reading entirely to see its value, and Keane 

himself is at pains to add qualifiers and caveats, suggesting that it is a set of 

submerged readings rather than the dominant one. What Keane’s reading does 

highlight, though, is the level of compulsion under which the Marinere makes his 

conversion, that it is achieved through the infliction, and threat, of punishment. In this 

matter, the analogy for political tyranny remains clear, and Keane suggests that the 

moral spoken by the Marinere reflects the newly found quietism of Coleridge, both in 

politics and poetry, in 1798.157 Consequently, Coleridge is held not to have genuinely 

changed his mind about political activism, but rather made a show of doing so in 

order to avoid punishment by government forces.  

                                                
153 Keane, pp. 317-318. 
154 Keane, pp. 324-327. This is a reading that Kitson adopts, see ‘French Revolution and The Ancient 
Mariner: A Reassessment’, pp. 42-43.  
155 Keane, pp. 202-2-3, 334-41, 35135-3. 
156 Keane, pp. 362-363. 
157 Keane, p. 321. Kitson also accepts this reading, see ‘French Revolution and The Ancient Mariner: A 
Reassessment’, pp. 45-46. 
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The Marinere’s life becomes one of acting under forces other than his own 

volition: 

Since then at an uncertain hour, 
     Now oftimes and now fewer, 
That anguish comes and makes me tell 
     My ghastly aventure.  
 
I pass, like night, from land to land; 
     I have strange power of speech; 
The moment that his face I see 
I know the man that must hear me; 
     To him my tale I teach. 
   (LB, pp. 48-49) 

 
The Marinere emphasizes his suffering and compulsion, and yet there is also a 

suggestion of dedication, in the sense of being assigned to a particular purpose, of 

which he is proud.158 Aside from the accompanying agony, his role is not dissimilar 

from that advocated by Coleridge in his 1795 Lectures, of going amongst the poor, 

with the zeal of the Methodist, to teach them their duties (Lects 1795, p. 43). The 

Marinere’s identity is now reliant on this task, awful though it is, and he is made 

greater by it, seemingly relishing that ‘I have strange power […] I know’. This 

combination of knowledge from private revelation, power, and purpose marks him out 

as an enthusiast for his new found politics or religion.  

 Even if the blessing of the water snakes is read as a moment of genuine 

benevolence, it is easily overshadowed by the punishments of the poem. Keane’s 

reading is a development of Bostetter’s, that the God of the poem is obeyed out of 

fear of his terrible power, rather than love for goodness.159 Even in his recantation, 

Coleridge worries that he is aligning himself with the forces of oppression. As Fulford 

                                                
158 Bostetter, pp. 250-251, describes the poem as the ‘morbidly self-obsessed account of a man who 
through his act has become the center of universal attention.’ The Marinere’s act has made him 
important and given him power, so in a sense rewarded him, but his situation is clearly horrific. 
Cornwell, p. 241, notes that the Marinere becomes more purposive and self-aware as a result of his 
experience. 
159 Bostetter, pp. 247-248. 



 229 

notes, Coleridge and others compared Pitt to an animal magnetist, mesmerizing the 

nation, while many Britons saw the French Revolution as connected with 

mesmerism.160 The shared mesmeric power of the Marinere and Pitt is troubling, 

suggesting that the Marinere is also a figure of domination and tyranny, who, even as 

he promises brotherhood, could end up creating a new Terror. As Coleridge worries 

about aligning himself with the forces of reaction, the Pitt ministry and the Jacobins 

perpetrate similar horrors, perhaps explaining why Keane can interpret the shooting of 

the albatross as symbolizing both the Slave Trade and the French Revolution.161  

Moreover, the Marinere’s moral, his insistence not only on finding meaning in 

his experiences, but in framing it as morally improving, justifies the horrors that he 

has endured, and which his shipmates have not survived. Even accepting the crew as 

complicit in a symbolic crime is to impose the brutal ‘justice’ characteristic of 

Revolutionary absolutism, the kind that lies behind Southey’s alleged remarks about 

slaying thousands to save millions.162 

I do not mean to allegorize the poem into a unified meaning (the variety of 

interpretations offered by readers indicates the futility and intellectual poverty of such 

an approach), but to suggest that the poem ultimately grapples with questions of the 

moral, and therefore political, justification for the use of violence. Keane suggests that 

the blessing of the water snakes takes place in the reddened water, which has been 

symbolically coloured by the Albatross’s blood, because violence and blessing are 

part of the same movement.163 It is this combination with which Coleridge struggles, 

particularly when the violence seems to predominate. Empson argues that while 

Coleridge had become disillusioned with France by 1798, his basic political position 

                                                
160 Fulford, ‘Conducting the Vital Fluid’, pp. 57-58. 
161 Keane, pp. 144-149, 260-271. 
162 Sandford, pp. 70-71. 
163 Keane, pp. 340-341. 
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had not changed, and that he blamed France’s errors on their being misled by their 

atheism.164 This seems a slightly strange claim given Empson’s emphasis on 

Coleridge’s personal sense of guilt in general. Even though Coleridge had, by 1795, 

been relatively restrained in his approval of the French Revolution, and cautioned 

against its bloodshed, he, like the Marinere, preached benevolence while explaining 

the moral order underpinning mass violence. In retrospect, Coleridge’s moral and 

metaphysical certainties could seem complicit with that brutality.  

Magnuson explores the context of the response to the poem, noting that the 

identification of ‘The Rime’ with German literary trends associated it with 

Jacobinism. Reviewers’ aesthetic objections were actually rejecting the poem as 

politically dangerous, associated with the licentiousness of contemporary German 

drama. ‘The Rime’ was read as ‘a Jacobin poem of violated boundaries and errant 

wanderings’, and its moral, stressing the importance of all creatures, is Jacobin in its 

suggestion of equality and levelling fraternity.165  

The message that the Marinere offers seems entirely inadequate in light of the 

suffering he has undergone, and deficient, given that his punishment, and especially 

that of his crew mates, appears wholly disproportionate to the seriousness of his 

crime. Yet while the moral offered is banal, it is hard to reject the idea that one should 

love all creatures as a way to love God. It is also an idea emphasized by Hartley.166 In 

a letter of 1797, Coleridge explains to Cottle that he is unwilling to set a trap for mice, 

since ‘’Tis telling a lie. ’Tis as if you said, “Here is a bit of toasted cheese; come little 

mice! I invite you!” when, oh, foul breach of the rites of hospitality! I mean to 

assassinate my too credulous guests!’ (CL I, p. 322) As Keane comments, ‘Beneath 

the lighthearted playfulness […] there is enough […] “high seriousness” to satisfy the 
                                                
164 Empson, ‘Answer to Warren’, p. 165. 
165 Magnuson, Reading Public Romanticism, pp. 97-109, 119. 
166 Hartley, II, pp. 283, 439. 
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most solemn critic.’167 The morality the Marinere reads into his act does in some 

sense reflect Coleridge’s own. The urge towards love and sympathy recalls 

Coleridge’s insistence upon domestic affection, the sentiment exemplified by the 

poetry of Bowles, as the basis of political philosophy. This principle had been offered 

as an insurance against enthusiasm or superstition, such as that which led to the 

killing of the Albatross, but the irony is that the Marinere arrives at his creed by way 

of superstition and enthusiasm: an epistemic process that undermines the validity of 

its conclusion. Engagement with nature is not, by itself adequate, as Rivers’s belief in 

the effect of external objects makes clear. Consequently, the moral of ‘The Rime’ is 

undermined, as the poem offers a sceptical appraisal of the creed advanced in 

Coleridge’s earlier verse. 

 

                                                
167 Keane, p. 133. 
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IV. 
The Politics of Coleridge’s Poetry in The 

Morning Post Period 
 
 
 

1. 
The Politics of Coleridge’s Essays in The Morning Post, 

1798-1803 
 
 

 
 
There are five distinct periods during which Coleridge was most heavily involved in 

producing content, both poetry and articles, for The Morning Post: from 7th December 

1797 until 16th April 1798, from 24th August to 24th September 1799, from 7th 

December 1799 until 5th February 1800, from 15th September to 26th December 1801, 

and from 6th September to 20th November 1802. In addition to these periods of 

concentrated activity, Coleridge would contribute the odd article or poem, with his 

final article appearing 20th August 1803.  

Coleridge’s first period of prose contributions to The Morning Post, from 

January to March 1798, adopted oppositional, even Jacobin, positions. He criticized 

Pitt’s government for its assessed taxes and its actions in La Vendée (EoT I, pp. 7, 9-

10). He justified the French refusal to conclude peace on the basis that Pitt’s 

government could not be trusted to maintain friendly relations (EoT I, p. 10). 

Furthermore, Coleridge advocated ‘radical reform’ as necessary to achieve peace with 

France, dealing with the national debt, and establishing a just and lenient government 

in Ireland (EoT I, pp. 13-14). Coleridge advocated ‘a full, fair, and free representation 

in Parliament’ for ‘the Irish People’ and ‘at home’. For all of these, Coleridge saw 
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Fox as essential to a new government: ‘REFORM and FOX are political synonimes.’ 

(EoT I, p. 17) It is possible Coleridge was adopting the more moderate position on 

reform advocated by Fox (as discussed in Chapter I), but the phrase ‘radical reform’ 

suggests rather that he was reading Fox’s statements on the subject in line with the 

more far reaching ideas Coleridge had seemed to support in 1795.  

 After his return from Germany, Coleridge’s political positions, expressed 

across all his articles together, were more ambiguous. In the articles he wrote in 1799 

and 1800, I discern an idiosyncratic, oppositional, though increasingly moderate, 

mindset.  

The great issue of this period was the war with France. David Erdman’s 

analysis is that Coleridge largely favoured peace and was even a Foxite until 1802, 

while also noting that his essays moved back and forth in their attitude during the 

period (EoT I, pp. lxx-lxxi, c-ci, lxiv). Between December 1799 and February 1800, 

Coleridge adopted a position which was adamant in its opposition to the war, 

repeatedly objecting to it as unnecessary, even counter-productive, while blaming 

Pitt’s ministry for being unwilling to enter into peace negotiations in good faith (EoT 

I, pp. 45-46, 65, 73-82, 142-143, 198). However, while he persistently criticized the 

continuation of war, Coleridge was keen to stress his lack of sympathy for French 

principles. On 6th January, he wrote that ‘We detest equally Jacobinism and 

usurpation in the French, and the principles of despotism preached by their 

opponents’. Further promising not to ‘slur over the follies or wickedness of France’, 

he declared, ‘We despise the absurdities and dread the fanaticism of France; 

believing, however, at the same time, that but for the war against France they would 

have died in their infancy.’ (EoT I, p. 78) Coleridge presented his paper as the voice 

of principle: moderate, consistent, and speaking with integrity. 
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There was a significant change in Coleridge’s attitude in March 1800. On the 

17th, he argued that if the French were likely to conclude treaties which would leave 

them in possession of Egypt, then ‘an expedition against the French in that country 

becomes not merely a diversion of war, but a just and necessary undertaking.’ (EoT I, 

p. 218) Coleridge conceded, potentially, both the moral right and strategic sense of the 

government’s actions. However, he still criticized the conduct of the war more 

generally as causing food shortages (EoT I, p. 238). 

 Coleridge’s attitude towards the French Revolution and ‘Jacobinism’ was 

rather more ambiguous. In an article of December 1799 on the proposed new 

constitution of France, Coleridge discussed the proper basis of government:  

The prejudices of superstition, birth, and hereditary right, have been gradually 
declining during the last four centuries, and the empire of property as 
gradually establishing itself in their stead. Whether or no this will not in a 
distant age submit to some more powerful principle, is indeed, a subject 
fruitful in dreams to poetic philosophers, who amuse themselves with 
reasonings on unknown quantities; but to all present purposes it is a useless 
and impertinent speculation. For the present race of men Governments must be 
founded on property; that Government is good in which property is secure and 
circulates; that Government the best, which, in the exactest ratio, makes each 
man’s power proportionate to his property. (EoT I, pp. 31-32) 
 

In establishing a reading of history as a progression from ‘prejudices’ to the 

apparently more objective basis of ‘property’, Coleridge offers a rather Whiggish 

viewpoint.1 The emphasis on property is also a disavowal of the Cowperian idea of 

independence through being propertyless, which had permeated the Fears in Solitude 

volume. Moreover, in asserting that ‘Government the best, which, in the exactest 

ratio, makes each man’s power proportionate to his property’, Coleridge makes a 

deliberate break from the motivations of ‘Pantisocracy’, where ‘aspheterizing’ 

property was intended specifically to eliminate the inequalities of power which result 

                                                
1 Morrow, p. 46, explains that the circulation of property is important because it divorces political 
personality from hereditary right, while security of property serves to give artificial strength to the few 
in order to balance physical power of the majority. 



 

 235 

from the present distribution of property. When Coleridge dismisses speculation of a 

propertyless future as ‘a subject fruitful in dreams to poetic philosophers, who amuse 

themselves with reasonings on unknown quantities’, he is consciously mocking the 

pretensions of his younger self. Yet, in holding out the possibility that property might 

‘in a distant age submit to some more powerful principle,’ Coleridge stopped short of 

entirely renouncing such aspirations.  

The foundation of government on property contrasts with Jacobinism, which, 

in January 1800, Coleridge called the ‘absurd and impracticable doctrine’ of 

‘endeavouring to erect a Government on the foundation of personal Rights’ (EoT I, p. 

69). Coleridge’s advocacy for the principle of property is repeatedly emphasized to 

shore up the paper’s anti-Revolutionary credentials (EoT I, pp. 75, 78-79, 142-143). 

Coleridge’s writings were not entirely anti-Jacobin, though. In his ‘Advice to 

Friends of Freedom’, in December, he argued that the leaders of the Revolution 

should not be exculpated because if the fault lies with them (rather than with the 

system they advocate), there remains the hope that ‘some fortunate moment will bring 

into action a corps of wise and virtuous Statesmen’ who could fulfil what the 

Revolution promised (EoT I, pp. 37-38). Coleridge thus left open the possibility that 

the Revolutionaries’ aims could be achieved, and that they should be supported. 

When discussing constitutional issues, though, Coleridge’s frame of reference 

became increasingly Whiggish, while retaining a trace of republican sentiments. In 

four articles of December 1799 (on the 7th, 26th, 27th and 31st), Coleridge detailed his 

objections to the proposed French constitution. He pursued what was an apparently 

contradictory line, attacking it both for having democracy as its guiding principle, and 

for establishing mechanisms to subvert that principle (EoT I, pp. 32-34). He 
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concluded that France would become an oligarchy, supported by the military, all 

under Napoleon’s direction (EoT I, pp. 48, 50-53).2  

Throughout these articles, not only was the French constitution attacked, but 

Coleridge implicitly suggested the superiority of the British version. In the first 

article, he criticized the French constitution because it relied on the mistaken 

‘assumption that checks and counter-checks can be produced in Legislative Bodies, 

merely by division of chambers and diversity of titles, where no real difference of 

interest exists in the Legislative, as individuals’ (EoT I, p. 36). The most obvious 

inference that can be drawn is that the model Coleridge has in mind is the British 

system, in which the Commons represents the interests of ‘the people’ and of 

commerce, and the Lords those of land, the established church, and the nobility.  

In the second article, Coleridge argued that, in countries governed by the 

favour of a hereditary monarch, ‘we may expect to find a sense of honour, and all the 

dubious virtues that flow from pride tempered by chivalric courtesies’. His claim is 

reminiscent of Burke’s eulogy to the age of chivalry. Democracy, by contrast, while a 

system Coleridge believes to be ‘impermanent and unadapted to man’ would 

temporarily provide ‘a hotbed for individual talent and occasional heroism’, while a 

government based on property results in ‘active industry, attachment to law and order, 

and aversion from innovation.’ Coleridge concluded that ‘We are fortunate enough to 

live in a country’ where ‘the national character is made up, though in different 

quantities, by all these three principles’ (EoT I, p. 48). Although Coleridge does not 

link this claim directly to the constitution, it nevertheless suggests a classic Whig 

                                                
2 As Morrow, pp. 49, 52, explains, this conclusion draws upon Country Party arguments, which see 
oligarchy as when power is concentrated in the richest, as a resource to direct government and 
legislation, rather than property being a minimum qualification for participation in public life to ensure 
independence. See also Dickinson pp. 102-118. 
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praise for the balance of the British constitution, which is a significant departure from 

his position, discussed in Chapter I, in 1795, as has been noted.3  

Yet while Coleridge’s argument suggested a more Whiggish position, later 

articles continued to hint at a preference for republicanism. In January 1800, 

Coleridge outlined the different factions then existing in France, which ranged from 

‘absolute Equalizers’, to ‘Parisian Royalists’ to ‘The Jacobins, who wish to found a 

Government on personal rights, independent of property.’ After speaking dismissively 

of these, Coleridge names ‘the moderate Republicans, who deem that highest possible 

quantity of civil and political liberty will exist in Governments, that take property for 

their chief basis’ (EoT I, pp. 102-103). The emphasis on property matches Coleridge’s 

own more recent pronouncements, and he seems to sympathize with these ‘moderate 

Republicans’, especially ‘the most moderate of these, and perhaps the most 

distinguished for talent’ Benjamin Constant, whose ideas Coleridge then advances 

(actually they are Coleridge’s, with Constant a convenient mouthpiece) (EoT I, pp. 

103-105). 

Coleridge’s ambiguity extended to his commentary on Napoleon. In January 

1800 he denied any contradiction in his assessment of Bonaparte: ‘We exhibited lately 

our detestation of Bonaparte as an usurper; a few days afterwards we admitted him to 

be a great General! And this, forsooth, is self-contradiction!’ (EoT I, p. 87) However, 

his writings were not always so clear. In his report of Pitt’s speech justifying war, Pitt 

refers to Napoleon as the ‘child and champion’ of Jacobinism, ‘reared in its 

principles’ (EoT I, p. 185). The following month Coleridge commented that it is 

testament to Napoleon that British government considers him the greatest object to the 

restoration of feudalism. He added that by calling Napoleon ‘Jacobin’, the ministry 

                                                
3 John Miller, pp. 111-114. Morrow, pp. 50, 67-68. 
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asserts that Napoleon is attached to ‘liberty and progressive amelioration’. Coleridge 

hoped that this would prove so (EoT I, p. 214). While this comment could be taken as 

somewhat flippant, Coleridge went further later that month in his review of Arthur 

Young’s pamphlet on the question of food scarcity. Coleridge noted that rage against 

‘a phantom of Jacobinism’ had often meant ignoring the ‘blessings from the 

destruction of Feudalism.’ He insisted that ‘The vine of liberty shall not be 

blasphemed by us, because the Noahs of the revolutionary deluge, who first planted it, 

were made drunk by its untried fruits.’ (EoT I, p. 238) By referring to the anger at ‘a 

phantom of Jacobinism’, Coleridge suggests that the target is a caricature, an illusion 

or something misunderstood; true Jacobinism is something much more virtuous, if 

still dangerous. Furthermore, his association of the Revolution with ‘The vine of 

liberty’ defends its ideological intentions, and his presentation of intoxication through 

inexperience asserts that the fault lies in the leaders, not the system or principles. 

Even in 1800, Coleridge could still appear to be a Jacobin. 

Furthermore, the consistency of Coleridge’s comments on property in The 

Morning Post contrasted with feelings he expressed in private letters, as Colmer and 

Miller have noted.4 In March 1801, Coleridge wrote to Poole, lamenting the state of 

the nation: 

a place where the laborious Poor are dying with Grass with[in] their Bellies! 
[…] it is our pestilent Commerce, our unnatural Crowding together of men in 
Cities, & our Government by Rich Men, that are bringing about the 
manifestations of offended Deity. (CL II, pp. 709-710) 

 
Coleridge connects the oppression of the nation specifically with economic inequality. 

The tone of the 1795 lectures is detectable, as is the influence of Cowper through the 

connection of City corruption with plutocracy and God’s judgement. In further letters 

                                                
4 Colmer, p. 57. John Miller, pp. 114-116. 
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to Poole, Coleridge made similar criticisms of the oppression of the masses by the 

wealthy (CL II, pp. 710-711, 719).  

Coleridge also wrote that if he could be sure of retaining his annuity from the 

Wedgwoods, then ‘I would go & settle near Priestly, in America […] if Wordsworth 

would go with me, & we could persuade two or three Farmers of this Country who are 

exceedingly attached to us, to accompany us’ (CL II, pp. 709-710). Such a wish 

recalls the Pantisocratic dreams of 1794-1795. 

By October 1802, Coleridge’s public position had shifted to one that appeared 

royalist and even Pittite, a change which Erdman attributes to a reappraisal of the 

threat posed by Napoleon (EoT I, pp. cvi-cvii). In his article of 9th October, Coleridge 

noted that while France retained the forms of republicanism, the Republicans in 

France could yet hope that despotism would give way to liberty: a hope that would 

disappear in the event of a Bourbon restoration (EoT I, p. 352). Nevertheless, 

Coleridge proceeded to argue in favour of such a restoration. He posited that a 

hereditary monarchy coupled with a hereditary nobility would, by necessity, be a 

more limited form of government than Napoleon’s dictatorial patronage, and that a 

restored monarchy would seek for peace with Britain (EoT I, pp. 354-356). 

Coleridge’s logic is Whiggish, even Burkean, but it aligns him more with the 

Government than the Opposition. 

The following month, Coleridge made a clear break with the Opposition when 

he used a pair of articles to attack Fox. Coleridge criticized Fox for having defended 

France’s conduct, having attempted a ‘palliation’ of French atrocities (EoT I, p. 379), 

having failed to denounce Napoleon’s ambition, and having ‘exulted [..] that the war 

had ended as it ought to end, gloriously for France, ignomiously for Great Britain!’ 

(EoT I, p. 386) Coleridge rebuked Fox for this description: 
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a peace which had exchanged liberty for empire, that conquests and successes 
which had transformed victors into crouching slaves, with no freedom but to 
be vicious; no voice but to utter brothelry and blasphemy, could not in the eye 
of reason be glorious, or matter of a wise man’s congratulations. (EoT I, p. 
387) 

 
Here Coleridge does not attack Fox for supporting French principles, but rather for 

failing to recognize that the aims and promises of the French Revolution have been 

perverted by subsequent events. While he repeats the pious criticisms of ‘France: An 

Ode’, he laments the ‘liberty’ that has been lost, thus suggesting some remaining 

sympathy for the Revolution itself. 

By 1803 Coleridge was announcing his intention to ‘prove, on the assumption 

of its expedience, the war is morally just; secondly, that it is expedient, and 

consequently, that the war is both just and wise, not only morally, but likewise 

politically, just.’ Coleridge also expressed his ‘confidence in the competency of’ the 

public’s ‘official servants’, meaning the ministry he had previously condemned so 

thoroughly (EoT I, p. 426). His positions were quite the reverse of those he had held 

in 1800, let alone 1795.  
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2. 
The Poetry in The Morning Post, 1797-1800 

 
 

 
 
Between the 7th December 1797 and 19th October 1802, Coleridge contributed around 

100 poems to The Morning Post with a wide variety of forms, styles, and subject 

matter: blank verse, epigrams, translations, political poems and allegories, odes, 

lyrical fragments, and love poems.5 He also wrote Christabel and, possibly, ‘Kubla 

Khan’ during this period.  

In the first period (December 1797-April 1798) during which Coleridge was 

most heavily involved with the paper, The Morning Post featured three main kinds of 

poetry: the political, the satirical (which overlapped with the first category), and the 

sentimental. The political category includes many which are pointedly anti-Pitt. For 

example, ‘The Blasted Oak’ by ‘F.’ laments the state of Britain: 

   thy Liberties are gone, 
And Oppression vile usurps its place. 
She comes, with TREBLED TAXES in her hand, 
And War and Desolation sweep the land.6 

 

The poem is subtitled ‘Addressed to the Right Hon. William Pitt’, making it obvious 

whom the poet blames for this state of affairs. Having notoriously trebled the assessed 

taxes, he is here personified as ‘Oppression’. Such depictions of Britain as oppressed 

and tyrannized by the government of Pitt recur in the poetry of this period. 

 While it demonizes Pitt, the Post (in this period) celebrates Fox. ‘F.’s poem, 

‘An Ode to the Right Hon. C. J. Fox on his Birth-Day (January 24, 1798)’ praises Fox 

as ‘THE MAN, ALL OTHER MEN ABOVE, / THE STATESMAN we admire, the FRIEND we 

                                                
5 For a complete list, see EoT III, pp. 285-299. Since some of these attributions are conjectural, the 
precise number of contributions cannot be reckoned. 
6 F., ‘The Blasted Oak’, Morning Post, 11 January 1798, p. 2. 
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love!’, while ‘J. L.’s ‘Ode on the Birth-Day of the Right Hon. Charles James Fox’ 

apostrophises him: ‘Thou only can’st avert a Nation’s doom! / Thy powers were 

design’d / To be the boast and blessing of mankind!’7 The poetry of the paper can 

seem solidly Whig. Southey’s poem, ‘Inscription for a Column in Smithfield where 

Wat Tyler was killed’, insists that the example of Tyler should teach rulers that ‘If 

they oppress their people […] there may come a day / Of vengeance’. Equally, 

though, ‘the Citizen should think / That not by tumult and mad violence / Can Peace 

be forc’d’.8 The balancing of the right to resist tyranny with an injunction to respect 

order clearly distances the poem’s view from revolutionary enthusiasm, in a display 

of Whig reformism. Similarly, other Morning Post poems attributed to Southey 

rehearse familiar Whig tropes: ‘The Ides of March’ praises Brutus and laments that 

‘Albion’ now disowns ‘Liberty’, while ‘Inscription for a Monument at Corfe Castle’ 

refers to King John as ‘tyrant John’ and Magna Carta as ‘The charter of thy 

Freedom’.9 

However, a poem such as the ‘Sonnet’ (‘Say, stern Oppression’) by Tabitha 

Bramble (Mary Robinson), which demands to know ‘When will AMBITION’S 

DEMONS cease to reign, / And smiling PEACE reanimate the earth?’ utilizes the sort of 

apocalyptic rhetoric reminiscent of the poetry Wordsworth and Coleridge wrote at 

their most radical.10 A month later, the ‘Sonnet to Joseph Gerald, 1794’ (which 

                                                
7 F., ‘An Ode to the Right Hon. C. J. Fox on his Birth-Day (January 24, 1798)’, Morning Post, 24 
January 1798, p. 2. J. L., ‘Ode on the Birth-Day of the Right Hon. Charles James Fox’, Morning Post, 
25 January 1798, p. 2. 
8 The poem appeared with the name ‘Walter’ as author. Walter, ‘Inscription for a Column in Smithfield 
where Wat Tyler was killed’, Morning Post, 12 February 1798, p. 2. Robert Southey, The 
Contributions of Robert Southey to the Morning Post, ed. by Kenneth Curry (University, A.L.: 
University of Alabama Press, 1984), pp. 13, 31-32. 
9 ‘The Ides of March’, Morning Post, 15 March 1798, p. 2. ‘Inscription for a Monument at Corfe 
Castle’, Morning Post, 17 March 1798, p. 3. 
10 T. B., ‘Sonnet’, Morning Post, 3 February 1798, p. 2 
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Kenneth Curry attributes to Southey) praises the reformer who was transported to 

Australia to sedition, associating the paper with more radical company.11 

 The most ambitious political poems in this period are the first three of the 

series of ‘Poetical Pictures’ in April. The first instalment, ‘The Birth-Day of Liberty’ 

concludes with the lines that ‘Liberty’ is born ‘To call the pow’rs of teeming Reason 

Forth, / And ratify the laws by Nature made!’12 The appeal to ‘Reason’ and the 

suggestion of natural rights suggest a far more radical philosophy than Whig 

reverence for customary liberties. 

The series continues with ‘The Progress of Liberty’ and ‘The Horrors of 

Anarchy’: allegorical pieces with personified abstractions (the former depicts ‘FOLLY, 

CRUELTY, OPPRESSION, VICE: / Confederate FIENDS, that trampled on the laws / Of 

bleeding Nature’).13 Such pieces take the politics of The Morning Post away from the 

definite world of the present war and parliamentary disputes, and into a discourse of 

idealized and abstract absolutes, similar in tone to the prophetic strains of Coleridge’s 

earlier verse, such as ‘Religious Musings’ and Ode on the Departing Year, or the 

political metaphysics which Burke criticized. Such visionary poetics suggest the 

enthusiasm of the Jacobin.  

The Post also featured several comic or satirical poems, which were often 

epigrams. These were not necessarily political. For example, ‘Advice to an Ancient 

Lady at Kensington’, by ‘Hibernicus’, reads, ‘PRAY not give all my good PHYLLIS / 

You may want fees for Doctor WILLIS!’, while ‘A Lord Mayor’s Nose’ by ‘Tip.’ 

mocks its eponymous subject for being hot, therefore implying the Lord Mayor is a 

                                                
11 ‘Sonnet to Joseph Gerald, 1794’, Morning Post, 20 March 1798, p. 2. Southey, Contributions, p. 41. 
12 ‘The Birth-Day of Liberty’, Morning Post, 7 April 1798, p. 2. 
13 ‘The Progress of Liberty’, Morning Post, 14 April 1798, p. 2. ‘The Horrors of Anarchy’, Morning 
Post, 24 April 1798, p. 3. ‘The Horrors of Anarchy’ [corrected version], Morning Post, 25 April 1798, 
p. 3. 
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drunkard.14 However, frequently, these kinds of poems attack Pitt and the War with 

France. For example, ‘The State Quack’ by ‘Old Squib’ uses the title to compare the 

prime minister to an incompetent doctor, complaining that, ‘Sly PITT, who has 

carefully lessen’d our means, / Now feigns to relieve us – by tripling our Taxes.’15 

The poem is immediately followed by three short ‘Impromptu’s by ‘Mum’ which 

bemoan the loss of British life in the war.16 A similar sequence, by ‘Paddy’, ‘Helasii’, 

and ‘Millions’, satirizing the tax increases caused by war, appeared a month later.17  

From February 1798, The Morning Post began a more regular series of poetic 

political satire. On 1st February, a letter from ‘F.’ in the paper explained that John Bull 

was having to auction off his estate due to the new taxes. This letter proceeds to 

describe ‘First Day’s Sale of Pictures’ in rhymes, beginning with ‘The State Mill – 

bought by Mr. Tierney’, in which Tierney tells Pitt he is ‘black at the core’ and 

worries about the state of the people, since ‘On their Vitals you feed, while you keep 

them on straw’. If they complain, Pitt will ‘crush them, with more than the Vigour of 

Law.’18 In ‘Sale of Pictures. No II.’, Pitt is depicted as ‘counting the links of 

BRITAIN’S lengthen’d chains’. John Bull, though refuses to sell a bust of Charles 

James Fox, an action to which the approving line, ‘FOX IS ABOVE ALL PRICE’ is 

added.19 From 8th February, the series was entitled ‘The Pittiad’.20 A further five 

instalments followed.21 In the penultimate instalment, Pitt is described as the artist of 

‘The Goat of the Alps’, which is glossed by the descriptive rhyme as a self-portrait. 

The rhyme begins, ‘sure-footed as a Goat seems Billy Tory’ and concludes that Pitt 
                                                
14 Hibernicus, ‘Advice to an Ancient Lady at Kensington’, Morning Post, 27 January 1798, p. 2. Tip, 
‘A Lord Mayor’s Nose’, Morning Post, 17 January 1798, p. 2. 
15 Old Squib, ‘The State Quack’, Morning Post, 2 December 1797, p. 2. 
16 Mum, ‘Impromptu’, ‘Another’, ‘Another’, Morning Post, 2 December 1797, p. 2. 
17 Paddy, ‘Impromptu’, Helasii, ‘Another’, Millions, ‘Another’, Morning Post, 4 January 1798, p. 4. 
18 ‘F.’, ‘Public Sale of John Bull’s Effects’, Morning Post, 1 February 1798, p. 3. 
19 ‘Sale of Pictures. No II.’, Morning Post, 6 February 1798, p. 2. 
20 ‘The Pittiad’, The Morning Post, 8 February 1798, p. 2. 
21 ‘The Pittiad’, The Morning Post, 16 February 1798, p. 3, 21 February 1798, p. 2, 24 February 1798, 
p. 3, 3 March 1798, p. 3, and 13 March 1798, p. 2. 
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may well slip, fall ‘And shew the swinish herd your cloven feet.’22 Not only seen as an 

oppressor, Pitt is identified with the Devil. 

Alongside the clearly political content, The Morning Post published a good 

deal of verse which was sentimental. It is here that the influence of Mary Robinson is 

evident.  The Morning Post did much to promote Robinson’s work. The period of 

Coleridge’s first involvement with the paper featured several poetic extracts from 

Robinson’s novel, Walsingham, which provided both material for the paper and 

advertizing for Robinson. An example from 20th December 1797 is illustrative. It is 

on the subject of neglect, and complains that, when neglect occurs:  

  how sad the world appears, 
How false, how idle are the gay! 
Morn only breaks to witness tears, 
And ev’ning closes but to shew 
That darkness mimics human woe,23 

 
The Morning Post cultivated the impression that Walsingham was well-received, as a 

profound work, by publishing responses to it. On 11th January, a poem by ‘Lindor’ 

appeared, entitled ‘To Mrs Robinson. On Reading Walsingham’ and addressing its 

subject as ‘SWEET Moralist!’24 Similarly, after further poetic extracts from 

Walsingham had been published, The Morning Post featured ‘Stanzas. Written by a 

Young Gentleman, at Winchester, on Reading Mrs. Robinson’s “Walsingham, or the 

Pupil of Nature!”’ by ‘B. W.’ The poet praises the novel because ‘So just, so pathetic, 

so classic and chaste, / The moral is drawn to our view’.25 

 Ballads and narrative poems also appeared in the paper, such as Robinson’s 

‘The Doublet of Grey’ (also taken from Walsingham): a story of murder which results 

                                                
22 ‘The Pittiad’, The Morning Post, 3 March 1798, p. 3. 
23 ‘Walsingham’, Morning Post, 20 December 1797, p. 3. 
24 Lindor, ‘To Mrs Robinson. On Reading Walsingham’, Morning Post, 11 January 1798, p. 2. 
25 B. W., ‘Stanzas. Written by a Young Gentleman, at Winchester, on Reading Mrs. Robinson’s 
“Walsingham, or the Pupil of Nature!”’, Morning Post, 17 February 1798, p. 2. 
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in ghostly hauntings.26 Similar is Southey’s ‘Lord William’, which is about a man 

who drowns his nephew in order to inherit an estate, then ends up drowning himself, 

confronted by the ghost of his victim.27 

 What this brief survey illustrates is that Coleridge’s poems published in The 

Morning Post were generic: the kind that its readers would be used to seeing from 

other contributors. The political prophecy of ‘The Visions of the Maid of Orleans’ 

was followed in a few months by the allegorical account of ‘The Birth-Day of 

Liberty’.28 The irreverence of ‘To Sir John Sinclair, Alderman Lushington, and the 

Whole Troop of Parliamentary Oscillators’ was matched by the frequent mockery of 

the ministry by others; its focus on those siding with Pitt to triple the assessed taxes 

suited the paper’s frequent complaint about the tax increases in other rhymes.29 ‘Fire, 

Famine, and Slaughter: A War Eclogue’, though somewhat more extreme in its 

rhetoric, was in keeping with the frequent depictions of Pitt as oppressive, cruel, and 

uncaring to the point of being inhuman.30 Coleridge’s epigrams, such as ‘To a well-

known Musical Critic, remarkable for his ears flicking thro’ his hair’, were 

unexceptional, in as far as they often appeared as part of a series by various hands.31 

Erdman suggests that since most of The Morning Post was a reprint of Intelligence 

without commentary, and advertisements, pointedly political pieces, whether leading 

articles, essays, or poems such as ‘Fire, Famine and Slaughter’, would have stood out 

(EoT I, p. lxxiii). However, I feel this overlooks how consistently opinion pieces and 

political poetry appeared in the paper, especially during particular periods, such as 

                                                
26 ‘The Doublet of Grey. From Walsingham’, Morning Post, 15 February 1798, p. 4. 
27 ‘Lord William’, Morning Post, 16 March 1798, p. 3. 
28 S. T. Coleridge, ‘The Visions of the Maid of Orleans. A Fragment, by S. T. Coleridge’, Morning 
Post, 26 December 1797. See EoT III, p. 286, PW II.1, p. 382. 
29 Laberius, ‘To Sir John Sinclair, Alderman Lushington, and the Whole Troop of Parliamentary 
Oscillators’, Morning Post, 30 December 1797. See EoT III, p. 286, PW II.1, p. 540. 
30 Laberius, ‘Fire, Famine, and Slaughter: A War Eclogue’, Morning Post, 8 January 1798, p. 3. 
31 Laberius, ‘To a well-known Musical Critic, remarkable for his ears flicking thro’ his hair’, Morning 
Post, 4 January 1798, p. 4. 
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December 1797 to January 1798, and also overemphasizes the impact Coleridge’s 

politics had above the other anti-ministerial pieces published. 

 Coleridge’s ostensibly non-political pieces were also consistent with the other 

poetry published in the Post, of the more sentimental or romantic kind. Indeed, 

Coleridge’s very first poem to appear in The Morning Post was the sentimental ‘Lines 

to an Unfortunate Woman’, which resembled the tone of Robinson’s poems.32 

Furthermore, ‘The Apotheosis, or the Snow Drop’ was printed with a note to the 

editor claiming that the poem was a tribute to Walsingham.33 Even Coleridge’s cod-

Spenserian piece ‘The Raven’ was the less jarring for the presence of Robinson’s 

gothic ‘The Doublet of Grey’ a month before, and Southey’s ‘Lord William’ a few 

days after.34 

 However, what the context reminds us about such poems is not only that they 

were usual in The Morning Post, but that their appearance regularly in a paper that 

offered so much political verse meant that almost any poem in the paper could be 

associated with a particular kind of politics. This is true not only of Coleridge’s ‘The 

Old Man of the Alps’, which, in giving a sentimental story of grief following the loss 

of a loved one in war, could not help but seem to allude to contemporary events.35 To 

write sentimental verse for the Post was implicitly to align oneself with its anti-Pitt, 

anti-war, political stance. This can be seen with Coleridge’s ‘Melancholy. A 

Fragment’. Published on 12th December 1797, it appeared immediately below an 

‘Impromptu’, reading – ‘HOW can a country be wise or free, / Where Reason Treason 

is, just to a T?’ and immediately above ‘A Radical Cure’ by ‘Old Squib’, which 

                                                
32 Albert, ‘Lines to an Unfortunate Woman, in the Back Seats of the Boxes at the Theatre’, Morning 
Post, 7 December 1797, p. 2. 
33 Francini, ‘The Apotheosis, or the Snow Drop’, Morning Post, 3 January 1798. See EoT III, p. 286, 
PW II.1, p. 544. 
34 Cuddy, ‘To the EDITOR of The MORNING POST’, Morning Post, 10th March 1798, p. 2. 
35 Nicias Erythræus, ‘The Old Man of the Alps’, Morning Post, 8th March 1798, p. 3. 
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satirically presents Pitt’s tax increases as a ‘cure’ for troubles, since they will cause 

death through starvation and thus the end of sufferings.36 Coleridge’s dispirited lines 

become associated with the shortages and censorship of Pitt’s war. On April 13th 

1798, The Morning Post published ‘Lewti; or, The Circassian Love Chant’ and 

introduced the poem with a headnote suggesting that ‘Amidst images of war and woe, 

amidst scenes of carnage and horror, of devastation and dismay, it affords the mind a 

temporary relief to wander to the magic haunts of the Muses’.37 Such a prospect is 

undercut by the irony of placing the poem between columns on ‘State Trials’ for high 

treason and ‘Ship News’: a visual reminder that the businesses of politics and war 

cannot be forgotten, even temporarily. Furthermore, Coleridge signed this poem 

‘Nicias Erythraeus’, which he also used for ‘The Old Man of the Alps’, and thereby 

recalled another instance of loss of life in war. While such significant juxtapositions 

of poetry and political articles occur only occasionally, they do expose a general 

point: by the kind of poetry it printed, The Morning Post associated its opposition 

politics with a taste for the poetry of sensibility. In this it was offering a successor to 

the Della Cruscan poetry (much of which had originally appeared in The World) had 

become associated with Jacobinism. The poetry of sensibility had already been 

politically inflected by the support of Robert Merry, the lead poet of the Della 

Cruscans, for the French Revolution 

Despite its relatively mainstream political leanings, the poetry of the Morning 

Post could be attacked as representing something far more extreme. Mary Robinson 

had a long standing reputation as an-anti government figure, associated with the Whig 

Opposition, as well as more radical company. She was frequently attacked by Tory 

                                                
36 P. ‘Impromptu’, ‘Melancholy. A Fragment’, Old Squib, ‘A Radical Cure’, Morning Post, 12 

December 1797, p. 3. 
37 Nicias Erythræus, ‘Lewti; or, The Circassian’s Love Chant’, Morning Post, 13 April 1798, p. 3. 
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satirists, as Fulford and Lessenich have recounted.38 The poetry of Southey, 

Robinson, and Coleridge often conformed to the caricature of Jacobin poetry, as 

conceived by Tory satirists. In its very first issue (November 20th, 1797), The Anti-

Jacobin provided a definition of Jacobin poetry. Its characteristics include ‘a hatred of 

the rich and great’, and feelings of love, which, normally reserved for one’s own 

country, are ‘enlarged and expanded so as to comprehend all human kind’. 

Furthermore, while the Jacobin poet will celebrate the ‘prowess of BUONAPARTE’, 

should ‘his own Country triumph […] we are presented with nothing but contusions 

and amputations, plundered peasants, and deserted looms.’39 The following issue 

provided further particulars, namely that Jacobin poetry considers the operation of the 

law as ‘for the most part nothing but gross oppression; and that, in all cases of the 

administration of Criminal Justice, the truly benevolent mind will consider only the 

severity of the punishment, without any reference to the malignity of the crime.’40 

Furthermore, ‘the natural and eternal warfare of the POOR and the RICH’ is assumed 

by such poetry, which ‘considers every rich man as an oppressor, and every person in 

a lower situation as the victim of avarice, and the slave of aristocratical insolence and 

contempt.’41 

 These principles are then illustrated by the ‘Imitation’ which follows, entitled 

‘Sapphics. The Friend of Humanity and the Knife-Grinder’.42 The specific target of 

this parody is Southey. The Sapphic metre of the poem is intended to evoke his poem, 

‘The Widow’, which is quoted beforehand, ostensibly to illustrate the metre, but 

actually to make its target clear.43 Southey was also mocked as the ‘Wearisome 

                                                
38 See Fulford, Romantic Poetry, pp. 31-34, and Lessenich, pp. 273-275. 
39 ‘Introduction to the Poetry of The Anti-Jacobin’, The Anti-Jacobin, 20 November 1797, p. 7. 
40 ‘Poetry’, The Anti-Jacobin, 27 November 1797, p. 15. 
41 Ibid. 
42 ‘(Imitation.) Sapphics.’, The Anti-Jacobin, 27 November 1797, p. 15. 
43 ‘Poetry’, The Anti-Jacobin, 27 November 1797, p. 15. 
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Sonnetteer, feeble and querulous, / Painfully dragging out thy demo-cratic lays–’ in 

the ‘Imitation. Dactyllics’, which made a reference to Coleridge as ‘the Bellman’, to 

mock his ‘Watchman’.44 

 The Anti-Jacobin’s definition of Jacobin poetry would clearly encompass 

much of The Morning Post’s output. Poems such as Southey’s ‘Lord William’ 

maintained the assumption of aristocratic wickedness, while the anti-war 

sentimentality of Coleridge’s ‘The Old Man of the Alps’ could be read as 

demonstrating disloyalty to Britain.  

 The Anti-Jacobin attacked Coleridge directly in the poem later named ‘New 

Morality’.45 The poem imagines the English Jacobins welcoming Napoleon’s 

conquest of Britain: 

While countless votaries thronging in his train  
Wave their red caps, and hymn this jocund strain:  
“Couriers and Stars, Sedition’s Evening Host,  
“Thou Morning Chronicle, and Morning Post,  
“Whether ye make the Rights of Man your theme,  
“Your Country libel, and your God blaspheme,  
“Or dirt on private worth and virtue throw,  
“Still, blasphemous or blackguard, praise LEPAUX!  
 
    “And ye five other wandering Bards, that move  
“In sweet accord of harmony and love,  
“C—DGE and S—TH—Y, L—D, and L—BE, and Co. 
“Tune all your mystic harps to praise LEPAUX!”46 

 
The poem accurately identifies Coleridge’s literary circle of Southey, Charles Lloyd, 

and Lamb (Wordsworth was not yet publically associated with them, having not 

published anything since he had become acquainted with Coleridge). The Morning 

Post is explicitly named as a paper of the Jacobins, alongside The Morning Chronicle, 

The Courier and The Star. Such a list reveals that The Post was not uniquely or 

particularly ‘Jacobin’, but rather aligned with a broad opposition that was collectively 
                                                
44 Imitation. Dactyllics, The Anti-Jacobin, 18 December 1797, p. 46. 
45 Beauties of the Anti-Jacobin, p. 293. 
46 ‘Poetry’, The Anti-Jacobin, 9 July1798, p. 286, ll. 327-337. 



 

 251 

demonized by Tory satire.47 Nevertheless, this approach has some rhetorical force. 

When the Jacobins exhort one another, ‘Whether ye make the Rights of Man your 

theme, / “Your Country libel, and your God blaspheme, / “Or dirt on private worth 

and virtue throw,’ to ‘praise LEPAUX’, the lines provide a succinct recapitulation of the 

paper’s definition of Jacobin poetry. The ‘Rights of Man’ refers to the concept in 

general, but clearly evokes Paine’s text. In this way, the moderate opposition 

newspapers become indistinguishable from revolutionary tracts. Such an attack denies 

the space for a publication such as The Morning Post, or a writer such as Coleridge, to 

assume the mantle of loyal opposition. 

 The one poem that Coleridge published in The Morning Post during this first 

period which is notably different from the kind generally featured was ‘The 

Recantation: An Ode’.48 As discussed in Chapter II, the actual recantation represented 

by the poem was fairly limited. Nevertheless, the admission of political 

misjudgement, and the poem’s anti-Gallic conclusion, presented a notable contrast 

with the smug tone of the paper’s anti-ministerial satire elsewhere. It is for this reason 

that the shift in editorial tone which coincided with the poem was so welcomed by 

The Anti-Jacobin.49 The fact that Coleridge signed this poem with his real name also 

suggests that he wished the poem to be recognized as a public statement and to 

distance himself from the sentiments of the paper’s anonymous pieces. Coleridge’s 

next poem in The Morning Post, though, was ‘A Tale’ (later retitled ‘Recantation, 

Illustrated in the Story of the Mad Ox’ in The Annual Anthology), which returned 

                                                
47 For further discussion see Erdman in EoT, I, pp. lxxxiv-lxxxv, III, pp. 269-273. 
48 Coleridge, ‘The Recantation,’, Morning Post, 16 April 1798, p. 2. 
49 As Magnuson, p. 73, observes, one week after the publication of ‘The Recantation’, The Anti-
Jacobin gloated that Stuart’s paper had ‘wisely shrunk from our severity, reformed its Principles, and 
in more than one of its last columns, held a language which the Whig Club and Corresponding 
Societies will not soon forgive’ (‘Weekly Examiner. Newgate’, Anti-Jacobin, 23 April 1798, p. 186.) 
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(anonymously) to the position of blaming the war with France on the actions of Pitt’s 

ministry.50 

 While ‘The Recantation: An Ode’ did not lead to a total change in The 

Morning Post, it did mark a change in the balance of verse published. When 

Coleridge resumed his poetic contributions to the paper on 24th August 1799, after an 

absence of over a year, his first poem published was ‘The British Stripling’s War 

Song’, an imitation of Stolberg, which ostensibly celebrates the patriotic glory of 

fighting in war.51 On 3rd September, an epigram described ‘The United Irishmen’ as 

the ‘Most vile, most venomous’ of ‘all our vi’prous race’.52 With these two poems, 

Coleridge suggested a position of loyalism and unionism, yet in September 1799, the 

Post also published ‘The Devil’s Thoughts’, which presented much of the British 

establishment as satanic, and ‘On a Report of a Minister’s Death’, which suggested 

that 90% of the population would be pleased to hear news of Pitt’s death.53 

Furthermore, in ‘The Lethargist and the Madman. A Political Fable’, Coleridge 

intimated that both loyalist and Jacobin were extremists, and that each could moderate 

the other to the best position.54 During a period in which far fewer of the poems 

published by the Post were explicitly political, these two poems by Coleridge recalled 

the outlook of the paper in late 1797 and early 1798. 

The aesthetics of the paper’s poetry had changed. The Morning Post did 

continue to promote Mary Robinson by publishing poetic extracts from her novel, The 

Natural Daughter. For example, ‘The Old Soldier’ is a poem of pity for the soldier 

                                                
50 ‘A Tale’, Morning Post, 30 July 1798, p. 3. See Magnuson, Reading, pp. 79-80. 
51 ‘The British Stripling’s War Song’, Morning Post, 24 August 1799, p. 2. 
52 ‘Epigram’, Morning Post, 3 September 1799. See EoT III, p. 289, PW II.1, p. 718. 
53 ‘The Devil’s Thoughts’, Morning Post, 6 September 1799, p. 2. ‘On a Report of a Minister’s Death’, 
Morning Post, 18 September 1799, p. 3. 
54 ‘The Lethargist and the Madman. A Political Fable’, Morning Post, 19 September 1799. See EoT III, 
p. 289, PW II.2, p. 771. 
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who survives fighting in his country’s service, but dies in obscurity.55 It is a poem of 

sensibility, yet in the previous week, The Morning Post had published two poems by 

Southey which parodied sensibility. The ‘Sonnet’ (‘MORNOCK, thy verdant vale so 

fair to sight’) travesties the poetry of William Lisle Bowles and Charlotte Smith by 

praising ‘Mornock’ as a location where ‘idleness and solitude inspire / Dull rhymes’ 

in front of ‘the alehouse fire’.56 Two days later, the ‘Elegy upon Eggs and Bacon’ 

mocks sentimental refinement with an hyperbolic lament for the pigs and chicken who 

have been made into a meal.57 The Morning Post was no longer simply championing 

the poetics of sensibility which had suggested a culture of political opposition. By 

becoming much less aesthetically consistent, its poetry was, for a period, more muted, 

politically.  

 The third period of Coleridge’s closest involvement with The Morning Post, 

from December 1799 until April 1800, was marked by there being far fewer satires, 

epigrams, and political poems, but many more tales, instead. Mary Robinson became 

the chief poetic contributor, supplying the vast majority of poems that were published 

from January 1800, using several pseudonyms. On 21st December 1799, The Morning 

Post published ‘Introduction to the Tale of the Dark Ladie’ (later retitled ‘Love’). In 

his introductory letter to the editor, Coleridge wrote that an ‘objection may be 

adduced against the Author, that in these times of fear and expectation, he should 

presume to offer to the public a silly tale of old fashioned love: and, five years ago, I 

own, I should have allowed and felt the force of this objection.’58 Heidi Thomson 

suggests that the reference to ‘five years ago’ marks the time before he was married to 

                                                
55 ‘The Old Soldier’, Morning Post, 31 August 1799, p. 2. 
56 ‘Sonnet’, Morning Post, 26 August 1799, p. 2. Southey, Contributions, p. 24. 
57 ‘Elegy upon Eggs and Bacon’, Morning Post, 28 August 1799, p. 2. Southey, Contributions, pp. 24, 
169-171. 
58 ‘To the EDITOR of the MORNING POST’, Morning Post, 21 December 1799. 
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Sara, when love seemed possible.59 However, I think an alternative explanation is 

more plausible. Five years ago would refer to December 1794, the month in which 

The Morning Chronicle published the first eight of Coleridge’s ‘Sonnets on Eminent 

Characters’ at the start of Coleridge’s career as a public political poet. Notably, 

Coleridge appends his real name to the introductory letter, making it the first time he 

had signed a poem in the Post with his name since ‘The Recantation: An Ode’, 20 

months previously. By offering ‘a silly tale of old fashioned love’ which is contrary to 

the ‘these times of fear and expectation’, he is publically signalling an end to his 

career as a public poet on political matters. 

 The reality, though, was slightly different. Three days later, The Post 

published Coleridge’s ‘Ode To Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire’, a poem praising a 

figure heavily associated with the Whig opposition.60 The following Day, Christmas, 

featured ‘A Christmas Carol’, signed ‘ESTEESI’. This poem’s repeated prophecies of 

peace, while absolutely traditional, were nevertheless politically pointed at the 

ongoing war with France, especially given the poem’s personification of War as ‘A 

murd’rous Thief, by Fiends ador’d’.61 Nor was Coleridge’s the only political poetry in 

the paper. While Robinson’s ‘The Miser’, signed ‘Laura Maria’, might be read as 

strictly moralistic and sentimental in its attack on avarice, it nevertheless suggested 

adherence to a set of oppositional values.62 Clearly political was the ‘Ode for the New 

Year’. In publishing this poem, The Post was taking a different stance from the one it 

had assumed two years earlier, when Robinson’s ‘Ode Fourth. For New Year’s Day’ 

had mocked the tradition of the Poet Laureate offering a loyalist ode for the new year 

                                                
59 Heidi Thomson, pp. 59-61. 
60 ‘Ode To Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire’, Morning Post, 24 December 1799, p. 3. 
61 ESTEESI, ‘A Christmas Carol’, Morning Post, 25 December 1799, p. 3. 
62 Laura Maria, ‘The Miser’, Morning Post, 23 December 1799, p. 2. 
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celebrating the valour and freedom of Britain.63 The 1800 version, while seemingly 

oppositional, asking ‘When will soft PEACE her olive branch display’, concludes in 

more conventionally loyalist terms, with the wishes that the flag of ‘ALBION’ shall 

‘Wave bold defiance to the threat’ning world;’ and asks that ‘May REASON teach they 

foes, that BRITONS, free, / Shall fix THEIR throne sublime, AMID THE RAGING SEA’.64 

 Coleridge’s last, new, obviously public poem for the Post was ‘Talleyrand 

[…] to Lord Grenville’, in which Coleridge mocks the arrogance and hypocrisy of the 

British government’s diplomatic conduct towards France.65 Coleridge uses the voice 

of ‘Talleyrand’ to mock Grenville as verbose, self-important and intemperate. 

Coleridge makes ‘Talleyrand’ solicitous towards Grenville in order to show a 

resemblance between them: both are devoid of principle, have profited by corruption, 

and wish to curtail popular freedom by censoring the press. Published on 10th January, 

it represented an increasingly rare example of the topically political poetry that had 

once been so common in the Post. The less topical, but still culturally pointed poetry 

remained. In Robinson’s ‘The Poor Singing Dame’, the Lord of the castle is angered 

by the singing of an old woman, and imprisons her, causing her death.66 The poem is 

anti-aristocratic, but is distanced from the immediate concerns of contemporary 

politics. Similarly, ‘The Modern Wedding Day’, which attacks marriage as a form of 

slavery, was socially radical, but did not address affairs of state.67 

As discussed by Magnuson and, especially, Fulford, Coleridge’s involvement 

with the second volume of Southey’s The Annual Anthology in 1800 could only have 

                                                
63 Tabitha Bramble, ‘(In Favour of Her Friends at Court.) Ode Fourth. For New Year’s Day’, Morning 
Post, 1 January 1798, p. 3. 
64 ‘Ode for the New Year’, Morning Post, 2 January 1800, p. 2. 
65 ‘Talleyrand, Minister of Foreign Affairs at Paris, to Lord Grenville, Secretary of State in Great 
Britain for Foreign Affairs, Auditor of the Exchequer, A Lord of Trade, an Elder Brother of Trinity 
House, &c’, Morning Post, 10 January 1800, pp. 2-3. See Woodring, pp. 150-151 for further 
commentary. 
66 Mrs. Robinson, ‘The Poor Singing Dame’, Morning Post, 25 January 1800, p. 2. 
67 ‘The Modern Wedding Day!’, Morning Post, 31 January 1800, p. 2. 
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maintained his public reputation as a Jacobin poet.68 Magnuson observes that 

Southey’s preface to the Anthology of 1799 noted that several of the poems had 

previously appeared in Morning Post, and further that, in 1817, Hazlitt regarded the 

Anthology as one of Southey’s youthful Jacobin publications, while a contemporary 

cartoon associated it with Southey’s radical Wat Tyler.69 Coleridge’s association with 

the volume maintained his reputation as a Jacobin poet, even as he was trying to 

distance himself from such positions with his journalism. 

                                                
68 See Magnuson, Reading, pp. 55-58, and Fulford, Romantic Poetry, pp. 45-52. 
69 Magnuson, Reading, pp. 55-56. 
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3. 
Coleridge’s Evolving Poetic Theory 

 
 

 
 
On 11th October 1799, Southey wrote to Coleridge and requested Christabel for the 

new volume of the Annual Anthology, suggesting it be the opening poem.70 Coleridge 

responded a few days later that he did ‘not think it a fit opening Poem’ (CL I, p. 540). 

He later explained: 

My reason is — it cannot be expected to please all / Those who dislike it will 
deem it extravagant Ravings, & go on thro’ the rest of the Collection with the 
feeling of Disgust — & it is not impossible that were it liked by any, it would 
still not harmonize with the real-life Poems that follow. (CL I, p. 545) 

 
Notably, Coleridge identifies the aesthetic of Christabel as clashing with that of the 

Anthology, with what he refers to as ‘real-life Poems’. He explained Wordsworth’s 

decision not to include Christabel in the second edition of Lyrical Ballads in similar 

terms to Humphry Davy: 

the poem was in direct opposition to the very purpose for which the Lyrical 
Ballads were published — viz — an experiment to see how far those passions, 
which alone give any value to extraordinary Incidents, were capable of 
interesting, in & for themselves, in the incidents of common Life.——We 
mean to publish the Christabel therefore with a long Blank Verse Poem of 
Wordsworth’s entitled the Pedlar — I assure you, I think very differently of 
CHRISTABEL. — I would rather have written Ruth, and Nature’s Lady than a 
million such poems (CL I, pp. 631-632) 

 
The emphasis on the ‘passions’ around ‘the incidents of common Life’ appears to 

offer what Coleridge considers a superior poetics, since he asserts that he ‘would 

rather have written Ruth, and Nature’s Lady than a million such poems’ as Christabel. 

In September he had written to Daniel Stuart that ‘The Preface contains our joint 

opinions on Poetry.’ (CL I, p. 627) Christabel then appears to be an anomaly, an 

irregular poem written against Coleridge’s better judgement, almost against his will. 

                                                
70 Southey, New Letters, I, p. 203. 
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The intention to print Christabel suggests, however, that Coleridge nevertheless saw 

value in the poem. At the same time he was extolling the virtues of Wordsworth’s 

style, he was moving away from it in his own poetic practice.71 

In January 1801 Coleridge informed Poole that copies of Lyrical Ballads ‘with 

appropriate Letters were sent to the Dutchess of Devonshire, Sir Bland Burgess, Mrs 

Jordan, Mr Fox, Mr Wilberforce’ (CL II, p. 665). The list is instructive because 

Coleridge and Wordsworth chose to seek the approval of political figures. In the letter 

to Wilberforce (which was written by Coleridge), ‘Wordsworth’ explains that the 

theory behind the poems is that: 

all which is usually included under the name of action bears the same 
pro[por]tion (in respect of worth) to the affections, as a language to the thing 
sign[ified.] When the material forms or intellectual ideas which should be 
employed to [rep]resent the internal state of feeling, are made to claim 
attention for their own sake, then commences Lip-worship, or superstition, or 
disputatiousness, in religion; a passion for gaudy ornament & violent 
stimulants in morals; & in our literature bombast and vicious refinements (CL 
II, p. 666) 

 
Coleridge posits the argument that moral faults are the result of a disconnection 

between sign and signified, of a kind of self-importance of language. Wordsworth’s 

poetry, in its attempt to find a more authentic language, has a moral purpose. 

‘Wordsworth’ explains that he seeks Wilberforce’s acceptance of the volume because 

‘In your religious treatise these truths are developed, & applied to the present state of 

our religion; I have acted on them in a less awful department, but not I trust with less 

serious convictions’. ‘Wordsworth’ refers to himself as ‘a Fellow-labourer with you in 

the same Vineyard, acting under the perception of some one common truth & 

attributing to that truth the same importance & necessity’ (CL II, pp. 666-667). The 

attempt at a humble tone does not disguise the grandiosity of the claims being made. 

                                                
71 Eventually, the tension between these two ideas of poetry would be expressed in the Biographia 
Literaria. BL II, pp. 40-106, 119-159. 
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In offering his poetry to Wilberforce, a noted MP and religious writer, ‘Wordsworth’ 

claims religious and political importance for it. 

To Davy, Coleridge wrote of his plans for a work on ‘the affinities of the 

Feelings with Words & Ideas under the title of “Concerning Poetry & the nature of 

the Pleasures derived from it.”’ He asserted his confidence ‘that if I write what I ought 

to do on it, the Work would supersede all the Books of Metaphysics hitherto written / 

and all the Books of Morals too.’ (CL II, p. 671) Coleridge considered metaphysics, 

morals, feelings, the relationship between sign and signified, and poetic pleasure all to 

be connected. In October, Coleridge claimed to Southey that ‘There does not exist an 

instance of a deep metaphysician who was not led by his speculations to an austere 

system of morals’ (CL II, p. 768). The idea of austerity evokes the aesthetic of Lyrical 

Ballads, its rejection of verbal excess and poetic bombast. 

Coleridge developed his new ideas about poetry in his letters to William 

Sotheby. In the first letter, on 13th July 1802, he claimed that:  

It is easy to cloathe Imaginary Beings with our own Thoughts & Feelings; but 
to send ourselves out of ourselves, to think ourselves in to the Thoughts and 
Feelings of Beings in circumstances wholly & strangely different from our 
own / hoc labor, hoc opus / and who has atchieved it? Perhaps only 
Shakespere. Metaphisics is a word, that you, my dear Sir! are no great Friend 
to / but yet you will agree, that a great Poet must be, implicitè if not explicitè, 
a profound Metaphysician. He may not have it in logical coherence, in his 
Brain & Tongue; but he must have it by Tact / for all sounds, & forms of 
human nature he must have the ear of a wild Arab listening in the silent 
Desart, the eye of a North American Indian tracing the footsteps of an Enemy 
upon the Leaves that strew the Forest — ; the Touch of a Blind Man feeling 
the face of a darling Child (CL II, p. 810) 

 
The weak poet merely projects his own feelings onto the external world or through 

‘Imaginary Beings’, but the great poet is a profound metaphysician because he is able 

to understand, to feel things how they really are.72 

                                                
72 Neil Vickers connects this letter with a notebook entry (CN I, #979) to argue that Coleridge draws a 
distinction between visual and tactual ideas which foreshadows the distinction between fancy and 
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Coleridge proceeds to discuss the origin of the preface to Lyrical Ballads: 

It is most certain, that that P[reface arose from] the heads of our mutual 
Conversations &c — & the f[irst pass]ages were indeed partly taken from 
notes of mine / for it was at first intended, that the Preface should be written 
by me — and it is likewise true, that I warmly accord with W. in his 
abhorrence of these poetic Licences, as they are called, which are indeed mere 
tricks of Convenience & Laziness. (CL II, pp. 811-812) 
 

Coleridge notably claims partial ownership of the preface, even at this stage, two 

years on.73 His agreement still extends to an abhorrence of eighteenth-century poetic 

conventions, which he dismisses as the result of ‘Laziness’. Coleridge’s concern is 

that worn out language is metaphysically flawed and so cannot fulfil the full purposes 

of poetry. 

Coleridge was also developing these thoughts in relation to his own poetry. In 

March 1801, he wrote to Longman, offering Christabel alongside ‘two Discourses, 

Concerning Metre, & Concerning the Marvellous in Poetry’ (CL II, p. 716). These 

‘Discourses’ were never written, but have clear connections to Christabel: a 

supernatural ballad in an experimental metre. He later explained to Sotheby that 

‘metre itself implies a passion, i.e. a state of excitement, both in the Poet’s mind, & is 

expected in that of the Reader’ and that ‘Poetry justifies, as Poetry independent of any 

other Passion, some new combinations of Language, & commands the omission of 

many others allowable in other compositions’ (CL II, p. 812). For Coleridge the 

importance of metre is its relationship with poetic pleasure, which he now sees as 

connected, through its combinations of language, with moral and metaphysical 

                                                                                                                                       
imagination made a year later (Neil Vickers, Coleridge and the Doctors, 1795-1806 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2004), pp. 123-124). 
73 In a notebook entry, which Coburn dates to August or September 1800, Coleridge writes ‘poetry […] 
recalling of passion in tranquillity’ (CN I, #787&n), suggesting he might have been the origin of one of 
the preface’s most famous dicta. 
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systems.74 Such comments suggest that Christabel, too, has philosophical, and 

possibly political, implications.  

In September, Coleridge wrote again to Sotheby, offering a notable criticism 

of Bowles’s verse: 

There reigns thro’ all the blank verse poems such a perpetual trick of 
moralizing every thing — which is very well, occasionally — but never to see 
or describe any interesting appearance in nature, without connecting it by dim 
analogies with the moral world, proves faintness of Impression. (CL II, p. 864) 

 
The accusation of ‘moralizing every thing’ presents Bowles as projecting a false 

appearance onto nature rather than responding to it sensitively. Coleridge’s criticism 

is of the sentimental kind of poetry and would be applicable to much of Coleridge’s 

own youthful verse. When Coleridge complains of Bowles’s ‘analogies with the 

moral world’, it is not a stylistic criticism, but a metaphysical one. He thinks Bowles’s 

attempts are intellectually feeble: his analogies are ‘dim’ and the result of ‘faint 

impressions’. Essentially, Bowles is projecting himself onto the world, rather than 

perceiving what the natural world is and his relation to it. Coleridge follows with an 

evocative description of his own ideal: 

Nature has her proper interest; & he will know what it is, who believes & 
feels, that every Thing has a Life of it’s own, & that we are all one Life. A 
Poet’s Heart & Intellect should be combined, intimately combined 
& unified, with the great appearances in Nature — & not merely held in 
solution & loose mixture with them, in the shape of formal Similies. (CL II, p. 
864) 

 
The ‘one Life’ is a metaphysical idea, an attempt to overcome the epistemological and 

metaphysical problems of self and world.75 Yet here it is primarily being discussed in 
                                                
74 Coleridge’s poetic theory shows a degree of continuity with that of John Dennis. Dennis repeatedly 
claims that ‘the Nature of Poetry consists in Passion’ (Dennis, pp. 332, 337-338, 340). He explains that 
‘since the final End of Poetry is to reform the Manners, nothing can be according to the true Art of it 
which is against Religion, or which runs counter to Moral Vertue, or to the true Politicks, and to the 
Liberty of Mankind’. Like Coleridge, Dennis links poetry with philosophy, arguing that ‘Poetry 
instructs and reforms more powerfully than Philosophy can do, because it moves more powerfully: And 
therefore it instructs more easily too’ (Dennis, pp. 336-337). Coleridge’s link between poetic pleasure 
and moral systems was never developed, and had it been, it would surely have been a more 
sophisticated argument than the one Dennis makes. Nevertheless, the fact that Coleridge was thinking 
in such terms indicates that Whig poetics continued to influence his ideas. 
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poetic terms. Coleridge argues that the poet must be able to unite feeling with thought, 

and self with the world. The language of poetic convention merely holds these things 

in a sort of loose relationship. Stale poetic language cannot communicate the true 

relationship of things to one another. It cannot therefore serve a moral or political 

purpose. 

 

                                                                                                                                       
75 See Perry, pp. 65-80. 
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4. 
The Political Dangers of Abstraction 

 
 

 
 
In a letter of 17th May 1799 to his wife, Coleridge wrote that ‘In Nature all things are 

individual; but a Word is but an arb[itrary Character] for a whole Class of Things; so 

that the same description may in almost all cas[es be applied] to twenty different 

appearances’ (CL I, p. 503). This disjunction between language and nature so troubled 

him that much of his intellectual endeavour was focused on overcoming it, including 

his habit of desynonimization.76 In September 1800, Coleridge wrote to Godwin, 

asking him ‘to write a book on the power of words, and the processes by which 

human feelings form affinities with them’. Coleridge expressed his own wish ‘to 

destroy the old antithesis of Words & Things, elevating, as it were, words into Things, 

& living Things too.’ (CL I, pp. 625-626) While Coleridge wishes for Godwin to do 

this philosophically, the poet should be able to do it by example.  

Coleridge recognized his own incapacity for doing so, though. A few months 

later, writing again to Godwin, he discussed his inhibiting habits, his ‘reverie-like 

vividness of Thoughts, & (pardon the pedantry of the phrase) a diminished 

Impressibility from Things,’ (CL II, p. 782). If Wordsworth’s tendency to ‘a strict 

adherence to matter of fact, even to prolixity’, as he described it in a letter to Southey 

(CL II, p. 830), suggests an excessive concern with things, then Coleridge’s 

predisposition to dreaminess and enthusiasm has the opposite fault of focusing too 

greatly on thoughts. 

                                                
76 Another instance of Coleridge’s concern is demonstrated by his notebook transcription of a passage 
from Daniel Sennertus, which quotes several authorities on the importance of using precise terms (CN 
I, #1000C&n) . 
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Problems of language were not limited to abstract philosophical, or even 

literary, concerns, but extended to politics. In April 1801, he complained to Poole that 

‘The professed Democrats, who on an occasion of uproar would press forward to be 

the Leaders,’ of the masses, ‘are without knowlege, talents, or morals.’ (CL II, pp. 

719-720) What could be seen as a dismissive, even conservative statement, actually 

relates to his more general concern about words being stripped of their referent value. 

Discussing Horne Tooke’s public dinners, he complained: 

I could never discover by any train of Questions that any of these Lovers of 
Liberty had either [a] distinct object for their Wishes, or distinct views of 
the means. — All seemed a quarrel about names! — Taxes — national Debt 
— representation — overthrow of Tythes & Church Establishments — &c &c. 
[…] All Principle is scouted — : by the Jacobins, because it is the death-blow 
of vain-glorious Scepticism — by the Aristocrats, because it is visionary & 
theoretical (CL II, p. 720) 
 

Coleridge’s frustration is because political debate has become ‘a quarrel about 

names’: words have become entirely divorced from things, such as ‘Wishes’ or 

‘means’. This idea had first made its appearance in Conciones ad Populum, where 

Coleridge complains that, for Aristocrats faced with claims of sedition, ‘Some 

unmeaning Term generally becomes the Watch-word, and acquires almost a 

mechanical power over his frame’ (Lects 1795, p. 52). 

It is not merely that political language is empty of meaning, but the idea of 

animating principle is attacked from both sides. By bemoaning the Aristocrats’ 

criticism of principle as ‘it is visionary & theoretical’, Coleridge is defending the roles 

such attributes play in the formation of political ideas and values.  However, it is the 

Jacobins with whom he seems more concerned, since he goes on to complain that: 

Vice is considered as evil only because it’s distant consequences are more 
painful than it’s immediate enjoyments are pleasurable — and in which the 
whole human mind is considered as made up of just four ingredients, 
Impression, Idea, Pleasure and Pain. (CL II, p. 720) 
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When ‘Vice’ has been reduced merely to the sensations of its consequences, 

consideration of the moral element has been lost. Coleridge’s objection that the mind 

has been reduced to ‘Impression, Idea, Pleasure and Pain’ lays the blame for political 

vacuity on empiricism. The insistence that language is purely associational, therefore 

arbitrary, creates a poetry lacking in feeling, a politics without values, and a society 

devoid of morality. 

In August 1803, Coleridge offered Southey a new criticism of Hartley: 

I hold, that association depends in a much greater degree on the recurrence of 
resembling states of Feeling, than on Trains of Idea / that the recollection of 
early childhood in latest old age depends on, & is explicable by this — & if 
this be true, Hartley’s System totters. (CL II, p. 961) 

 
Poetry, being interested in feeling, being dependent on metre which implies, if not 

creates, a passion, is thus a demonstration of the fallacy of associationism, of the 

foundational tenet of the empirical theory of mind. 

Somewhat curiously, Coleridge, when reviewing his radical youth, does not 

attribute his failings to the influence of Hartley and other materialist thinkers. In an 

October 1803 letter to the Beaumonts, he claims that, at the age of 24: 

I was retiring from Politics, disgusted beyond measure by the manners & 
morals of the Democrats, & fully awake to the inconsistency of my practice 
with my speculative Principles. My speculative Principles were wild as 
Dreams — they were ‘Dreams linked to purposes of Reason’; but they were 
perfectly harmless — a compound of Philosophy & Christianity. They were 
Christian, for they demanded the direct reformation & voluntary act of each 
Individual prior to any change in his outward circumstances, & my whole Plan 
of Revolution was confined to an experiment with a dozen families in the 
wilds of America: (CL II, p. 999) 

 
Notwithstanding the minimization of his own political objectives and the emphasis on 

the piety of his (undeniably) Christian orientation, the assertion that he was ‘fully 

awake to the inconsistency of my practice with my speculative Principles’ admits to 

having made some kind of error.  
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 His ‘practice’ here seems to refer to his radical activities, most notably his 

lecturing, while the ‘speculative Principles’ have also since been disregarded, since he 

dismisses them as ‘wild as Dreams’. The inconsistency seems to be, that despite 

professing non-violent Christianity, he was aiding the plans of a group of violent, 

revolutionary materialists and atheists. Coleridge blames this mistake on his youth: 

For what is the nature & the beauty of Youth? Is it not this — to know what is 
right in the abstract, by a living feeling, by an intuition of the uncorrupted 
Heart? To body forth this abstract right in beautiful Forms? And lastly to 
project this phantom-world into the world of Reality, like a catoptrical mirror? 
Say rather, to make ideas & realities stand side by side, the one as vivid as the 
other, (CL II, p. 1000) 

 
Coleridge’s description of his intellectual activity, ‘to know what is right in the 

abstract,’ and ‘To body forth this abstract right in beautiful Forms?’, does not suggest 

the associationism that underpinned much of his thinking in that period. Rather, 

Coleridge indicates that it was his visionary, Neoplatonic tendencies that were the 

problem. It led him to become too involved in the ‘abstract’, without sufficient 

understanding of how it was to be realized in the mundane. There was too much 

emphasis on thought and not enough on thing. 

He further explains that the contempt shown him by ‘Aristocrats’ and the 

sympathy offered by ‘Democrats’ induced him to go beyond his principles. Despite 

his aversion to revolutions, he spoke ‘with an ebulliant fancy’ and: 

vehemently from mere verbal associations, choosing sentences & sentiments 
for the very reason, that would have made me recoil with a dying away of the 
Heart & an unutterable Horror from the actions expressed in such sentences & 
sentiments — namely, because they were wild, & original, & vehement & 
fantastic! (CL II, pp. 1000-1001) 

 
Coleridge’s self-recrimination is because he chose words ‘from mere verbal 

associations’. His language lacks external referents and, being decided on the basis of 

‘associations’, is metaphysically flawed. His focus on what is ‘wild, & original, & 

vehement & fantastic!’ misses what is true or just. 
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The embodiment of the political and moral vacuity is not any ‘Democrat’, 

though, but William Pitt. In his essay portrait of 19th March 1800, Coleridge penned a 

scathing critique: 

Mr. Pitt proceeds in an endless repetition of the same general phrases […] 
Press him to specify an individual fact of advantage to be derived from a war –
and he answers, SECURITY! Call upon him to particularise a crime, and he 
exclaims– JACOBINISM! Abstractions defined by abstractions! Generalities 
defined by generalities! […] still GENERAL PHRASES, unenforced by one 
single image, one single fact of real national amelioration, of any one comfort 
enjoyed, where it was not before enjoyed, of any one class of society 
becoming healthier, or wiser, or happier. These are things, these are realities; 
and these Mr. Pitt has neither the imagination to body forth, or the sensibility 
to feel for. (EoT I, pp. 223-224) 

 
Pitt’s ‘GENERAL PHRASES’ are the equivalent of the ‘tricks of Convenience & 

Laziness’ in conventional poetry. Pitt is, in effect, a bad poet. In Lockridge’s 

explanation of the attack on Pitt, ‘To wield inert language is already to be in bad 

faith’.77 Pitt lacks ‘one single image, one single fact’. Wordsworth may, by contrast, 

overindulge in facts and scrupulous imagery, but at his best, it is his ability to make 

these striking that accounts, according to Coleridge, for his genius. Pitt may dwell in 

the realm of abstraction, but he lacks ‘the imagination to body forth’, that Coleridge 

possessed. Furthermore, without ‘the sensibility to feel for’ realities, Pitt lacks the 

metaphysical insight of the poet, which enables the connection of self with world. 

In his essay, Coleridge attributes Pitt’s disposition to his childhood. His 

father’s custom of having his young son declaim before an audience meant that Pitt: 

acquired a premature and unnatural dexterity in the combination of words, 
which must of necessity have diverted his attention from present objects, 
obscured his impressions, and deadened his genuine feelings. Not the thing on 
which he was speaking, but the praises to be gained by the speech, were 
present to his intuition (EoT I, pp. 219-220) 

 

                                                
77 Lockridge, p. 182. 
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As has been noted, there is more than a hint of self-portrait in Coleridge’s description 

of Pitt’s character and upbringing.78 The depiction of Pitt as having ‘obscured […] 

impressions’ anticipates the ‘diminished Impressibility from Things,’ of which 

Coleridge wrote to Godwin two years later. Furthermore, Pitt’s ‘unnatural dexterity in 

the combination of words’ is hardly distinct from Coleridge’s choosing words 

‘vehemently from mere verbal associations’, as he put it to the Beaumonts. The 

chronology of these remarks must not be forgotten: Coleridge gave lectures in 1795, 

wrote his essay on Pitt in 1800, and then described his 1795 self in similar terms in 

1803. Regardless of the aptness of their application, though, they demonstrate that 

Coleridge was, over the course of four or five years, developing a theoretical 

explanation for the philosophical, political, literary, and moral failings he perceived in 

the country.79 

 

                                                
78 Richard Holmes, Coleridge: Early Visions (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1989), p. 264. Heidi 
Thomson, p. 93. 
79 Bainbridge, pp. 70-71, connects Pitt’s character here with Coleridge’s lament of his countrymen’s 
inability to feel horrors in Fears in Solitude. 
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5. 
Christabel and the Failure of Leadership 

 
 

 
Critical accounts have usually read Christabel as a poem about evil, or at least some 

kind of moral transgression.80 Both Paglia and Leadbetter see Christabel as a 

challenge to Christian piety, which rejects traditional faith as a source either of 

metaphysical knowledge or poetic power.81  

Christabel concerns the problem of interpretation. Magnuson observes that 

Christabel is dominated by Geraldine, who ‘is the figure of duplicity and 

unintelligibility, the figure that in successive moments seems to affirm and then deny, 

to invoke a supernatural blessing and then to usurp the place of the guardian spirit.’82 

The poem is not so much concerned with a powerful, identifiable threat, but with 

something that becomes dangerous because it is not understood. It is fitting that this 

poem about a failure to interpret remains fragmented, refusing to resolve itself into a 

whole which can be understood completely. It depicts a world where everyone, like 

Pitt, can only respond to situations with abstractions built on abstractions, and 

‘general phrases’, not genuine insight. In Christabel, the figure of the poet is 

incapable of moral or political leadership. 

Newlyn reads the poem as Coleridge’s self-critique of his youthful advocacy 

of sympathy and superstition as parts of a necessitation design leading to human 

perfectibility. Such hopes have been replaced by a fear of daemonic possession.83 

                                                
80 See, for example, Charles Tomlinson, ‘Coleridge: Christabel’ in Interpretations: Essays on Twelve 
English Poems, ed. by John Wain (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1955), pp. 86-112, (p. 104.), 
Richard Harter Fogle, The Idea of Coleridge’s Criticism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1962), pp. 131-154, Magnuson, Nightmare Poetry, p. 102, Lockridge, pp. 75-76, Mellor, pp. 159-161, 
Paglia, p. 317, William A. Ulmer, ‘Christabel and the Origins of Evil’, Studies in Philology, 104.3 
(Summer 2007), pp. 376-407. 
81 Paglia, pp. 326-327, 342-343. Leadbetter, pp. 202-203, 217-220. 
82 Magnuson, Coleridge and Wordsworth, pp. 126-128. 
83 Newlyn, Reading, Writing, and Romanticism, pp. 78-79. 
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Rzepka notes that Geraldine does not so much directly mesmerize Christabel, as 

Christabel sympathizes with Geraldine and projects onto her with her imagination.84 

Rzepka understands Christabel’s muteness as Coleridge’s own failure of speech, 

which is a refusal to recognize his inner self because ‘the chthonic source of creative 

inspiration and imaginative power within him was becoming, in its sexually lurid 

suggestiveness, a threat to his conscious self-image’85 Similarly, Paglia interprets 

‘Christabel’s inability to speak’ as representing ‘the poet’s inability to complete the 

poem itself. Thus the spell laid upon Christabel is also laid upon Coleridge. It is his 

struggle with language, his fear of betrayal by and helpless alienation from 

language.’86 Fulford suggests that Christabel’s hissing response to Geraldine means 

that ‘her good name, implicitly containing “Christ”’ is ‘transformed into “a hissing 

sound,” the sound of the serpent Satan […] The poem is a myth of the fall as the fall 

of language, as the destruction of the symbolic word by the separation of name and 

nature.’87  

Christabel is a poem suffused with uncertainty. Even the narrator, supposedly 

in a position of epistemic authority, offers confusion. Near the beginning of the poem, 

the narrator describes the barking routine of Sir Leoline’s mastiff: ‘Sixteen short 

howls, not over loud; / Some say, she sees my lady’s shroud’ (Christabel, p. 4). This 

is the introduction of the supernatural element to the poem, but it is reduced to the 

level of rumour, what ‘some say’. Even though the poem later suggests that 

Christabel’s mother maintains a protective presence in the castle, the narrator is 

unable to confirm such speculation. 

When Christabel hears a sudden sound, the narrator comments: 

                                                
84 Rzepka, pp. 153-154. 
85 Rzepka, pp. 159-160. 
86 Paglia, pp. 343-344. 
87 Fulford, Coleridge’s Figurative Language, p. 74. 



 

 271 

The night is chill; the forest bare; 
Is it the wind that moaneth bleak? 
There is not wind enough in the air 
To move away the ringlet curl 
From the lovely lady’s cheek— 

(Christabel, p. 6) 
 
In denying that the moaning sound is the wind, the implication is that it is made by 

Geraldine, but the narrator never actually states this to be true. The sound remains 

mysterious and inexplicable, inviting an interpretation which is only partial. 

Christabel’s return journey with Geraldine is marked by incidents which 

seemingly augur ill: 

The mastiff old did not awake, 
Yet she an angry moan did make! 
And what can ail the mastiff bitch? 
Never till now she utter’d yell 
Beneath the eye of Christabel. 
Perhaps it is the owlet’s scritch: 
For what can ail the mastiff bitch? 

(Christabel, p. 12) 
 
The repeated question, ‘what can ail the mastiff bitch?’ is unanswered. The suggestion 

that she is bothered by ‘the owlet’s scritch’ is evidently unconvincing, but the obvious 

alternative, that the dog is sensitive to the presence of a daemonic spirit in Geraldine 

and agitated by it, is again left to the reader’s inference. The poet narrator refuses to 

claim that insight which Coleridge had previously professed should guide political 

action. 

Given that the narrator has difficulty with interpretation, it follows that 

Christabel will face even greater struggles. Her first encounter with Geraldine is 

exemplary in this regard: 

It moan’d as near, as near can be, 
But what it is she cannot tell.— 
On the other side it seems to be, 
Of the huge, broad-breasted, old oak tree. 

(Christabel, p. 6) 
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Christabel is so entirely unaware of what Geraldine is that she cannot even ascribe 

gender. Geraldine remains an ‘It’ until she takes on the role of a damsel, or is 

interpreted as such by Christabel. Moreover, Geraldine cannot be located precisely, 

since ‘On the other side it seems to be’. The narrator refuses to confirm that Geraldine 

is on the other side, but can only relate what seems to Christabel. The ‘old oak tree’ 

can be understood as representing the Edenic Tree of Knowledge, as well as the oak 

tree of Britain, tradition, and chivalric order. It is both ‘huge, broad-breasted,’ 

indicating the strength of this feudal order, and ‘old’, revealing its underlying 

fragility. Geraldine ‘seems’ to be the other side of this tree because Christabel must 

make an interpretative act to find her, Christabel must access knowledge which 

requires the transgression of both religious and feudal values. Ironically, though, by 

so doing she does not gain greater knowledge, since she misrecognizes Geraldine as a 

damsel in distress, which is an understanding born from the categories that she has 

supposedly discarded. Christabel’s act of failed interpretation recalls the Marinere’s 

misrecognition of the ‘sail’ as a source of salvation. Combined with the narrator’s 

uncertainty, her misunderstanding indicates that such superstition as produced the 

Marinere’s ideology is not limited to those suffering extreme trauma, but is something 

common to human endeavour. 

Even after she has spent the night with Geraldine, Christabel’s knowledge is 

unsatisfactory: ‘“Sure I have sinn’d!” said Christabel, / “Now heaven be prais’d if all 

be well!”’ (Christabel, p. 30) The ‘Sure’ is doubting even as it is employed for 

emphatic purpose, and Christabel’s hope that ‘all’ might nevertheless ‘be well’ 

reveals that she does not see clearly the state of her soul at this point. 

The poem indicates Geraldine’s ambiguity and duality from her first 

appearance: 
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There she sees a damsel bright, 
Drest in a silken robe of white; 
Her neck, her feet, her arms were bare, 
And the jewels disorder’d in her hair. 
I guess, ’twas frightful there to see 
A lady so richly clad as she— 
Beautiful exceedingly! 

(Christabel, p. 7) 
 
The ‘robe of white’ and the brightness of Geraldine, along with the bare parts of her 

body, suggest purity, vulnerability, and benevolence, even as ‘the jewels disorder’d in 

her hair’ indicate luxuriance and having been ravished. Geraldine is ‘Beautiful 

exceedingly’ and presents no obvious threat, yet the narrator notes, as if it is obvious, 

that ‘’twas frightful there to see / A lady so richly clad as she’. The frightfulness of 

Geraldine might seem to derive from the incongruence of her presence there, but it is 

also linked with her beauty, making the two sides of her seemingly inseparable. 

Geraldine is misinterpreted throughout the poem, most glaringly by Sir 

Leoline: ‘Yet he, who saw this Geraldine, / Had deem’d her sure a thing divine, / 

Such sorrow with such grace she blended,’ (Christabel, p. 36). The rhyme of 

‘Geraldine’ with ‘divine’ creates a connection between the two, but only on the verbal 

level: the rhyme actually emphasizes the antithesis of word and thing. ‘Grace’ implies 

God’s favour, but what Leoline is responding to is ‘grace’ in the sense of elegance 

and physical charm. He mistakes beauty for piety, the flesh for the spirit. 

Leoline reacts to Geraldine’s tale and the knowledge of who her father is by 

imitating the ideal of the patriarch: 

O then the Baron forgot his age, 
His noble heart swell’d high with rage; 
He swore by the wounds in Jesu’s side, 
He would proclaim it far and wide 
With trump and solemn heraldry, 
That they, who thus had wrong’d the dame, 
Were base as spotted infamy! 
“And if they dare deny the same, 
“My herald shall appoint a week, 
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“And let the recreant traitors seek 
“My tournay court—that there and then 
“I may dislodge their reptile souls 
“From the bodies and forms of men!” 
He spake: his eye in lightning rolls! 

(Christabel, pp. 33-34) 
 
Notably, though, Leoline does not immediately promise revenge or punishment, but 

rather is preoccupied with ‘trump and solemn heraldry’ and the declaration that those 

who ‘had wrong’d the dame, / Were base as spotted infamy!’. Not only is this a 

concern with forms and words, but with the designation ‘base as spotted infamy’, 

Leoline is focusing on depicting these men as a counterpoint to the assumed virtue of 

Geraldine. It reinforces her false appearance. Should the truth of this be denied, 

Leoline vows to ‘dislodge their reptile souls / From the bodies and forms of men’, 

ironically a description more fitting for she whose honour he promises to defend. 

Even then, ‘reptile soul’ is a theologically confused concept: a nonsense. Leoline 

‘spake: his eye in lightning rolls’. Coleridge describes him in the manner of the 

inspired poet, but his declarations are metaphysically false. He has failed as a poet, 

and consequently as a leader, because, like Pitt, he speaks in ‘general phrases’ rather 

than with true insight. 

Mistaken interpretation is not confined in the poem to spiritual threats and 

daemonic entities, but also infects more mundane relationships. This has been the case 

with Leoline and Roland: 

Alas! they had been friends in youth; 
But whispering tongues can poison truth; 
And constancy lives in realms above; 
And life is thorny; and youth is vain; 
And to be wroth with one we love, 
Doth work like madness in the brain. 
And thus it chanc’d, as I divine,  
With Roland and Sir Leoline.  
Each spake words of high disdain  
And insult to his heart’s best brother:  
They parted— ne’er to meet again!  
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(Christabel, p. 32) 
 
The ‘whispering tongues’ which ‘can poison truth’ highlight the threat words possess. 

If ‘constancy’ is confined to ‘realms above’, then the antithesis of words and things 

cannot be ended in the mutable world. When Roland and Sir Leoline ‘spake words of 

high disdain / And insult to his heart’s best brother’, ‘high’ implies a loftiness, even 

haughtiness, which is demanded by their social position, even though such ‘disdain’ is 

seemingly undeserved. Their act of mutual misrecognition is fuelled by their social 

status. 

Even though Leoline acknowledges the mistake (‘“I repent me of the day / 

When I spake words of fierce disdain / To Roland de Vaux of Tryermaine!”’ 

(Christabel, p. 38)), he repeats it. When his daughter appeals to him to send Geraldine 

away, he does not respond with any understanding, despite his love for Christabel: 

Within the Baron’s heart and brain 
If thoughts, like these, had any share, 
They only swell’d his rage and pain, 
And did but work confusion there. 
His heart was cleft with pain and rage, 
His cheeks they quiver’d, his eyes were wild, 
Dishonour’d thus in his old age; 
Dishonour’d by his only child, 

(Christabel, p. 45) 
 
As with his response to Geraldine, the heart is ‘swell’d’ with anger and the eye is 

animated. Leoline takes authority from his negative emotions, but they ‘work 

confusion’ in his ‘heart and brain’, just as the anger with Roland did ‘work like 

madness in the brain’. Failing to be guided by his love for his daughter, he focuses 

only on the fact that he is seemingly ‘Dishonour’d’: again, he plays a role demanded 

by a social code, which provokes a misrecognition. 

Notably, the one character with some ability to interpret is the poet, Bard 

Bracy, who recounts: 
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For in my sleep I saw that dove, 
That gentle bird, whom thou dost love, 
And call’st by thy own daughter’s name— 
Sir Leoline! I saw the same 
Fluttering, and uttering fearful moan, 
Among the green herbs in the forest alone. 
[…] I saw a bright green snake 
Coil’d around its wings and neck. 
[…] And thence I vow’d this self-same day 
With music strong and saintly song 
To wander thro’ the forest bare, 
Lest aught unholy loiter there. 

(Christabel, pp. 39-41) 
 
Bracy is able to identify the dove with Christabel, but this is as far as he goes. He 

takes the dream as a prophecy of what is to come, rather than a revelation of what has 

already occurred. Consequently, though he is right to understand the dream’s setting 

‘in the forest alone’, he connects it with a lurking threat, rather than with Christabel’s 

excursion the previous night. In other words, he fails to recognize Geraldine as the 

‘bright green snake’. Poetry has not given him the capacity to interpret his 

surroundings correctly. He cannot provide an effective alternative to the leadership of 

Leoline. 

The poem ends with a conclusion consisting of lines that initially appeared in 

a letter of 1801 to Robert Southey (CL II, p. 728). In these lines, Coleridge describes 

his feeling as a father on observing Hartley’s self-delight: 

And pleasures flow in so thick and fast 
Upon his heart, that he at last 
Must needs express his love’s excess 
With words of unmeant bitterness. 
Perhaps ’tis pretty to force together 
Thoughts so all unlike each other; 
To mutter and mock a broken charm, 
To dally with wrong that does no harm. 

(Christabel, pp. 47-48)  
 
Coleridge’s angry words as a loving father recall Leoline’s response to Christabel. 

The contention that he ‘Must needs express his love’s excess / With words of unmeant 
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bitterness’ offers an explanation of seeming logic due to the couplet form. This form 

can obscure the fact that the phenomenon Coleridge describes is something strange 

and perverse, for which his explanation is unsatisfactory. The musing that ‘Perhaps 

’tis pretty to force together / Thoughts so all unlike each other’ makes the father’s 

emotion match the poem’s focus on duality: the suggestion that such juxtaposition is 

‘pretty’ appears untenable in light of Geraldine’s daemonic deception. The idea that 

this is ‘To mutter and mock a broken charm, / To dally with wrong that does no harm’ 

seems hopelessly naïve. Leoline’s father has alienated Roland and now cast out 

Christabel, leaving the whole household vulnerable to the malevolence of Geraldine. 

Repeating the behaviour of Leoline, Coleridge ends Christabel ironically 

demonstrating his own inability to learn from his poetic practice. 

Magnuson suggests that Christabel is in dialogue with Wordsworth’s ‘The 

Pedlar’ and ‘The Ruined Cottage’, noting a number of parallels between Christabel 

and Margaret in ‘The Ruined Cottage’.88 However, while the narration of the Pedlar is 

meant to provide a consolation for Margaret’s suffering, Christabel offers no 

resolution to the loss it depicts: ‘The Pedlar claims to be able to see what others 

cannot see, to possess wisdom that he can pass on to others, yet the narrator of 

“Christabel,” in a constant state of wonder, simply asks questions.’89 The poem is one 

that refuses to provide resolution or clarity. Consequently: 

‘Christabel’ questions both the optimism of hope and the certainty of the 
meaning of signs within landscape that the Pedlar claims to be able to read. In 
the context of their poetic dialogue, Coleridge’s response argues that the 
divisions occasioned by wandering, once opened, and the necessity of 
interpretation and figuration, once established, allow no return to the secure 
certainty of the literal.90 

 

                                                
88 Magnuson, Coleridge and Wordsworth, p. 100. 
89 Ibid., p. 100. 
90 Ibid., p. 97. 
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Christabel concerns itself with a failure to attach meaning securely. The poem 

operates with recognizable forms, whether the ‘lady’ Geraldine, or Christabel’s 

recourse to prayers, but the import of these conventions to the poem’s events is 

unclear, and the objects or persons which they denote remain mysterious. In spinning 

such a tale, Coleridge seems to confess that he cannot find poetic meaning any more. 

Such a fear of general phrases devoid of meaning in politics infects his verse. 

Coleridge’s increasing focus on metaphysics emerges at a time when he was seeking 

principles on which to base moral, political, and literary convictions. 

Yet while Coleridge doubts Wordsworth on the theory, he does not question 

the truth of his vision, nor seek to recant his annunciation of Wordsworth’s poetic 

destiny as ‘the first & greatest philosophical Poet’ (CL II, p. 1034). Christabel grows 

out of Coleridge’s pursuit of his poetic theories of metrical pleasure, but it does not 

have the same power as Wordsworth’s work formed on errant principles, hence 

Coleridge’s stated preference ‘to have written Ruth, and Nature’s Lady than a million 

such poems’ as Christabel. Christabel might be successful as a construct of sounds 

and words, but Coleridge considers it deficient, philosophically: its verbal ingenuity 

does not provide the moral consolation that Wordsworth’s poems can. Consequently, 

Coleridge’s poetry cannot establish a principled foundation for political statements. In 

that regard, it is not so much a critique of Wordsworth’s creed, as Magnuson would 

have it, as a failure to match his vision. 

Whether Christabel is a poem that validates or denies the power of the poet is 

ambiguous, dependent on whether its fragmentary nature is taken as evidencing the 

failure of Bracy, or merely as interrupting the story which, if continued, would present 

his eventual triumph. Either way, though, Bracy is the closest thing the poem has to a 

successful interpreter, and he is a Wordsworthian figure. Magnuson’s reading, 
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persuasive as it is, needs a crucial qualification. Christabel questions Wordsworthian 

poetics not because they are inadequate but because he, Coleridge, feels himself to be 

unable to put the thoery behind them into practice. In Christabel, Coleridge confesses 

his unfitness for the highest kind of poetry, the kind upon which political leadership 

should be based. 
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6. 
‘Commanding Genius’, ‘Absolute Genius’, and ‘Kubla 

Khan’ 
 
 

 
 
In the Biographia Literaria, Coleridge would distinguish between two kinds of 

genius. The ‘absolute genius’ is someone who can ‘rest content between thought and 

reality, as it were in an intermundium of which their own living spirit supplies the 

substance, and their imagination the ever-varying form’. The ‘commanding genius’, 

by contrast, ‘must impress their preconceptions on the world without, in order to 

present them back to their own view with the satisfying degree of clearness, 

distinctness, and individuality.’ (BL I, pp. 31-32) Although this was his most direct 

statement on the subject, the idea of ‘commanding genius’ has its origin much earlier. 

Coleridge’s translation of Schiller’s The Piccolomini refers to Duke Wallenstein’s 

‘commanding spirit’ (PW III.1, p. 247, l. 32). In his obituary of George Washington in 

The Morning Post in January 1800, Coleridge declared that Washington ‘perfected in 

himself that […] character of a commanding genius.’(EoT, I, p. 132) He described the 

President as one of ‘the few great men of the world, who combine a deep sense of 

internal power, with imaginations capable of bodying forth lofty undertakings.’ (EoT, 

I, p. 131) Similarly, in March 1800, Coleridge described Napoleon as ‘a man of 

various talent, of commanding genius, of splendid exploit’ and claimed that ‘his 

commanding genius has introduced a new tone of morality into France, and that it is 

now fashionable to assume the rigid and simple character of the Great Consul.’ (EoT, 

I, pp. 208, 210) The phrase ‘commanding genius’ was initially developed in its 

application specifically to military leaders, but by the time of the Biographia, it would 

be applied to the notion of ‘genius’ more generally and particularly the poetic genius. 
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This distinction later made in the Biographia between ‘commanding genius’ and 

‘absolute genius’, then, pathologizes the man of military action: his need to impress 

upon the world seems to be due to a frustration, an inability to create imaginatively as 

the great poet. Jones argues that Coleridge’s distinction between kinds of genius as 

‘symptomatic of the association of “genius” with the threatening of individual 

energetic thought and action subverting the traditional order of society […] 

Coleridge’s distinction seeks to rescue the imaginative genius at the expense of the 

active genius’, such as Napoleon.91 

Coleridge’s essay on Pitt presented a very different character. Coleridge 

asserted that there were men who had seen through Pitt’s attempts to claim credit for 

the great events that occurred during his administration. Such men: 

have been able to discover in him no one proof or symptom of a commanding 
genius. They have discovered him never controlling, never creating, events, 
but always yielding to them with rapid change, and sheltering himself from 
inconsistency by perpetual indefiniteness. (EoT, I, p. 222) 

 
Pitt is the embodiment of the materialist theory of self. Rather than shaping the world, 

he is formed by it. Coleridge’s theory of genius supports his metaphysics because it 

denies the passivity of the human self. 

Coleridge’s plan for an essay on Napoleon to complement that on Pitt 

indicates that he saw them as a pair, the opposite characters, but each one representing 

a defining aspect of his age. As Thomson observes, ‘Coleridge’s idea of Napoleon as 

a commanding genius contrasted sharply with his characterization of Pitt and served 

as a political version of the poetic vision he had in mind for Wordsworth.’92 

Wordsworth’s genius would be explored fully in the Biographia, but some of 

                                                
91 Chris Jones, Radical Sensibility, pp. 112-113. 
92 Heidi Thomson, p. 91. 
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Coleridge’s commentary is anticipated in his earlier letters. Most explicit is his letter 

of January 1804 to Richard Sharp, in which Coleridge asserted that Wordsworth: 

will hereafter be admitted as the first & greatest philosophical Poet — the only 
man who has effected a compleat and constant synthesis of Thought & Feeling 
and combined them with Poetic Forms, with the music of pleasurable passion 
and with Imagination or the modifying Power in that highest sense of the word 
in which I have ventured to oppose it to Fancy, or the aggregating power — in 
that sense in which it is a dim Analogue of Creation, not all that we can 
believe but all that we can conceive of creation. (CL II, p. 1034) 

 
While the ability to combine ‘Thought & Feeling’ is an old requirement for 

Coleridge’s ideal poet, Wordsworth’s mastery of ‘the music of pleasurable passion’ 

(in a word, metre) ensures that his verse exemplifies the latest iteration of Coleridgean 

theory. The differentiation between ‘fancy’ and ‘imagination’ is a clear forerunner of 

the Biographia (BL I, pp. 304-305). I do not wish to conflate this distinction with that 

between ‘commanding genius’ and ‘absolute genius’, but Wordsworth is associated 

with the higher faculty in one, so would presumably be the higher class of the other. 

His possession of ‘Imagination’, which ‘is a dim Analogue of Creation’ associates 

him with divine creativity, presumably making him superior to the restlessness of 

‘commanding genius’. 

Prior to the Biographia, though these ideas can be seen to be explored in 

‘Kubla Khan’. Beer has provided a full reading of the poem as illustrating the nature 

of ‘commanding genius’: 

In the first stanza the man of commanding genius, the fallen but daemonic 
man, strives to rebuild the lost paradise in a world which is, like himself, 
fallen. In the second stanza, the other side of the daemonic re-asserts itself 
[…] The third stanza is a moment of miraculous harmony between the 
contending forces […] Finally, in the last stanza, there is a vision of paradise 
regained: of man revisited by that absolute genius which corresponds to his 
original, unfallen state93 

 

                                                
93 Beer, Coleridge the Visionary, pp. 266-267. 
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Unlike Beer, Perry does not see the visionary at the end as an uncomplicated ideal 

type correcting Kubla. Perry notes that this figure of the inspired poet at the end of 

‘Kubla Khan’ is ‘a recognisably Platonic portrait of the possessed poet […] it is a type 

characterised specifically by not being in his senses’ and this ‘separated, alienating 

visionary’ is ‘much nearer to the solitary, self-fulfilling creativity of the Khan, and his 

exclusive shutting-out of nature, than it is to the inclusive, though fleeting, 

imaginative “mingling”’.94  

If the visionary at the end of the poem is a solipsistic ‘absolute genius’, it does 

not explain why those around him must take care to ostracize, even exorcize, him. 

Rather, his similarity with Khan means that he is a poetic kind of ‘commanding 

genius’ who threatens ‘imaginative despotism’ which would recreate and replace 

Khan’s physical domination.95 More directly than Christabel, ‘Kubla Khan’ suggests 

an analogy between the poet and the political leader. The ‘holy dread’ (Christabel, p. 

58) the audience are instructed to respond with to the visionary makes it seem that 

they are threatened by him. His desire to ‘build that dome in air’ is akin to the desire 

to ‘body forth […] abstract right in beautiful Forms’. The visionary is partly an 

idealized self-portrait, but also a self-criticism of Coleridge’s youthful ambition. If the 

‘absolute genius’ does exist in the poem, it is the ‘Coleridge’ of the preface, who, 

while asleep, ‘could not have composed less than from two to three hundred lines’ in 

which ‘all the images rose up before him as things, with a parallel production of the 

correspondent expressions, without any sensation or consciousness of effort’ 

(Christabel, p. 52). That ‘things’ rise immediately in parallel with ‘correspondent 

                                                
94 Perry, p. 206. 
95 As Rzepka notes, the visionary poet takes on the role of mesmerist, whose imaginative control of 
others can be compared to the power of the Marinere to control the crew and hold the Wedding Guest. 
See Rzepka, pp. 111-113, 145. 
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expressions’ is the ultimate mark of genius, because there is no antithesis between 

word and thing. 

‘Kubla Khan’ at once shows the Coleridgean poet as awesome and as 

impotent. Coleridge approaches ‘absolute genius’ in his dream, but cannot 

successfully maintain that state. The poem itself is a fragment, not a true bodying 

forth of the sublime vision, but a partial reconstruction of it. Therefore, the poem 

turns to that of the ‘commanding genius’, the visionary who is terrifying because his 

genius seems to have dictatorial implications. As a result, Coleridge appears far more 

sceptical than he was previously about the idea of the poet as political leader. 

Reporting on the parliamentary debates in February 1800, Coleridge described 

the effect of Fox’s response to Pitt’s speech, in terms that recall ‘Kubla Khan’, as 

Woodring has noted: ‘Like some good genius, he approached in indignation to the 

spell-built palace of the state magician, and at the first touch of his wand, it sunk into 

a ruinous and sordid hovel, tumbling in upon the head of the wizard that had reared 

it.’ (EoT I, p. 171)96 Coleridge therefore associates Pitt with Khan, but doing so casts 

doubt on the reading of Khan as a ‘commanding genius’, since Pitt has no such 

genius. The poem remains ambiguous in its implications: in part it is a validation of 

the commanding power of the poet, rivalling that of one of history’s great rulers. At 

the same time, though, Coleridge connects the production in his mind with William 

Pitt, in whom he sees a resemblance: a dextrous user of words who has the appearance 

of power but is ultimately insubstantial. What this suggests is that, in 1802, Coleridge 

felt that his fragmentary, supernatural poetry, so different from the kind Wordsworth 

was writing, confirmed that he had not that ‘absolute genius’ for poetry.  

                                                
96 Woodring, p. 52. 
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7. 

The Poetry in The Morning Post, 1801-1802 
 
 
 

 
 
In the final two periods of Coleridge’s major contributions to the paper, the end of 

1801 and of 1802, the style of poetry featured in The Morning Post was similar to that 

of previous years, but the balance had changed. Sentimental verse appeared much less 

frequently than it had in the heyday of Robinson’s contributions, though there were 

still occasional examples, including Coleridge’s ‘The Keep-Sake’, published 17th 

September 1802.97 

 The Morning Post also continued to publish light and comic verse, and, here, 

Coleridge was in tune with other contributors. On 12th September 1801, a ‘Song’ by 

‘Trim’ was published, which asks why worry about the loss of youth when one can 

simply drink wine.98 The same month saw Coleridge’s own comic alcoholic poems: 

‘Song to be Sung by the Lovers of all the Noble Liquors Comprised under the Name 

of Ale’ and ‘Drinking versus Thinking’.99 Coleridge continued to contribute 

numerous comic epigrams.100 

                                                
97 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘The Keep-Sake’, Morning Post, 17 September 1802, p. 3. 
98 Trim, ‘Song’, Morning Post, 12 September 1801, p. 2. 
99 Ετησε, ‘Song to be Sung by the Lovers of all the Noble Liquors Comprised under the Name of Ale’, 
Morning Post, 18 September 1801, p. 3.  Ετησε, ‘Drinking versus Thinking; or, A Song against the 
New Philosophy’, Morning Post, 25 September 1801, p. 2. 
100 Ετησε, ‘Epitaph on a Bad Man’, Morning Post, 22 September 1801, p. 2.  Ετησε, ‘The Devil 
Outwitted’, Morning Post, 26 September 1801, p. 2. ‘To a Certain Modern Narcissus’, ‘To a Critic, 
who Extracted a Passage from a Poem, Without Adding a Word Respecting the Context, and then 
Derided it as Unintelligible’, Morning Post, 16 December 1801, p. 3.  ‘Always Audible’, Morning 
Post, 19 December 1801, p. 2. ‘Pastoral from Gesner’, Morning Post, 21 December 1801, p. 2. ‘[Dormi 
Jesu]’, ‘Pondere non Numero’, Morning Post, 26 December 1801, p. 3. ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Original Epigrams. 
Lot I’, Morning Post, 23 September 1802, p. 3. ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Original Epigrams’, Morning Post, 2 
October 1802, p. 2. ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Original Epigrams. Lot II’, Morning Post, 11 October 1802, p. 3. 
ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Epitaph on a Mercenary Miser’, Morning Post, 9 October 1802, p. 2.  
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The most notable shift in The Morning Post’s poetry during this period was in 

its political verse. In place of the anti-ministerial mockery of 1798 and 1799 was a 

supportive, anti-French line. On 9th September 1801 the ‘Epigram, on the Present of a 

Sword to Admiral Linois, after his Escape from Sir James Saumarez’ mocked the 

French Admiral for being honoured for running away, while the eulogy ‘Written on 

the Death of General Abercrombie’, published 23rd September, celebrated Ralph 

Abercromby, who commanded the British forces against the French in Egypt, as 

‘Alike the hero of the land and wave’.101 The paper for 28th October featured ‘On 

General Bonaparte’, an epigram in French, which mocked Napoleon’s lack of 

principles, suggesting that he believed in the Qur’an to become King of Egypt and in 

the Evangelist to become King of France.102 

 From late 1801, the politics of the paper’s poetry were informed by the 

progress being made in peace negotiations, especially following the signing of a 

preliminary agreement. In October and December, the Post published a number of 

poems directly in celebration of the peace, many of them designated as odes.103 The 

progress of peace informed other poems, as well. In ‘Lord Mayor’s Shew; or, The 

Rival Knights’, ‘Bard Cloff’ depicted a mock heroic rivalry between ‘Sir John’, 

representing London/England, and ‘Sir Napolene’, representing Paris/France. Their 

rivalry is not solved by war, though, but, reflecting the more peaceful context, by a 

competition as to who can provide the most spectacular celebration.104 The following 

                                                
101 ‘Epigram, on the Present of a Sword to Admiral Linois, after his Escape from Sir James Saumarez’, 
Morning Post, 9 September 1801, p. 2. Harriet Walker, ‘Written on the Death of General 
Abercrombie’, Morning Post, 23 September 1801, p. 3. 
102 ‘On General Bonaparte’, Morning Post, 28 October 1801, p. 2. 
103 See ‘Anniversary of Mr. Fox’s Election’, Morning Post, 12 October 1801, p. 3. J. P. Hackett, ‘Ode, 
Occasioned by the Late Peace’, Morning Post, 16 October 1801, p. 3. T. S. ‘Song – To Concord’, 
Morning Post, 27 October 1801, p. 3. Ambrose Charles, ‘Lines on Peace – Designed for Music’, 
Morning Post, 5 December 1801, p. 3. T. S. ‘Ode to Suspicion’, Morning Post, 26 December 1801, p. 
3. This last listed poem condemns suspicion as destroying happiness and ends with hope that Albion, 
now blessed with concord, will never sink beneath suspicion. 
104 Bardd Cloff, ‘Lord Mayor’s Shew; or, The Rival Knights’, Morning Post, 19 November 1801, p. 2. 
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day saw the publication of ‘Ulidia’s Address to the Agricultural Society of the County 

of Down’. In this poem by ‘T. S.’, the Roman personification of County Down 

encourages the residents to proceed with farming, now that peace has arrived, and 

draw themselves into union with ‘Albion’.105 

 Some other odes published in The Morning Post during this period were: 

Coleridge’s ‘Ode After Bathing in the Sea, Contrary to Medical Advice’, the 

somewhat parodic praise by ‘Rusticus’ in ‘An Ode, Addressed to an Hourly-Watchful 

Captain of Volunteers’, T. Stott’s ‘Ode to the Memory of Mr. William Collins’, and 

‘An Irregular Ode, on Sir Sydney Smith’, in which ‘Zara’ praises the naval 

commander for his courage, genius, judgement, and taste, saying that his ‘dauntless 

breast has bulwark’d and upheld’ Britain’s ‘Rights and Laws’.106 ‘F.’ also described 

his poem ‘On Christmas Day’ as an ‘Ode’ in his introductory remarks to it. This 

poem, in particular, is quite Coleridgean. It begins with a focus on love, mystery and 

redemption. While it does not seem overtly political, it does proclaim that Jesus’s 

coming will mean ‘Liberty proclaim to the confin’d’, breaking ‘the iron yoke of Sin’. 

‘F.’ also explained that the poem was not aimed at ‘the sceptical Scholars of modern 

Philosophy,’ but addressed ‘to Believers in the Christian Dispensation’.107 

 When Coleridge’s ‘Tranquillity, An Ode’ appeared in The Morning Post, its 

opening sixteen lines clearly alluded to contemporary events: 

What Statesmen scheme, and Soldiers work, 
Whether the Pontiff, or the Turk, 
Will e’er renew th’ expiring lease 
Of Empire; whether War or Peace 

                                                
105 T. S., ‘Ulidia’s Address to the Agricultural Society of the County of Down’, Morning Post, 20 
November 1801, p. 2. 
106 Ετησε, ‘Ode After Bathing in the Sea, Contrary to Medical Advice’, Morning Post, 15 September 
1801, p. 2. Rusticus, ‘An Ode, Addressed to an Hourly-Watchful Captain of Volunteers’, Morning 
Post, 17 September 1801, p. 2. T. Stott, ‘Ode to the Memory of Mr. William Collins’, Morning Post, 
19 September 1801, p. 2. Zara, ‘An Irregular Ode, on Sir Sydney Smith’, Morning Post, 26 December 
1801, p. 3. 
107 F., ‘On Christmas Day’, Morning Post, 25 December 1801, p. 3. 
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Will best play off the CONSUL’S game;  
What fancy-figures, and what name 
Half-thinking, sensual France, a natural Slave, 
On those ne’er-broken Chains, her self-forg’d Chains, will grave; 
 
Disturb not me! Some tears I shed, 
When bow’d the Swiss his noble head 
Since then, with quiet heart have view’d 
Both distant Fights, and Treaties crude, 
Whose heap’d-up terms, which Fear compels, 
(Live Discord’s green Combustibles, 
And future fuel of the funeral Pyre) 
Now hide, and soon, alas! will feed the low-burnt Fire.108 

 
However, even if the poem had been printed without these lines, and begun, as did 

later versions of the poem, ‘TRANQUILLITY! thou better Name, / Than all the Family 

of Fame!’, it would have seemed, given the number of poems on the Peace being 

published in The Morning Post and the number of odes which were often political, to 

be part of that series, and a comment on the treaties being signed.109 Woodring 

observes that the poem, ‘a sort of political ode announcing the end of political odes, 

lacks tranquillity. Its four stanzas pick and fret at the society they claim to have 

renounced.’110 The opening lines contrast with the attitude of the other poems 

published in the paper, which celebrate the progress of negotiations. Coleridge is 

dismissive of their worth, considering them ‘Treaties crude’, whose ‘heap’d up terms 

[…] will feed the low-burnt Fire’: they are both worthless (better used to generate 

heat), and connected by this imagery to the ‘funeral Pyre’ that Coleridge sees coming 

as a result of the discord between nations. Such pessimism echoed the article he wrote 

for the previous day’s edition, which described the new ministry as like the peace it 

was concluding, namely ‘the best that can at present be had; and bad is the best!’ 

(EoT I, p. 279) His private letters were much the same: two months earlier, he had 

                                                
108 ‘Tranquillity, An Ode’, Morning Post, 4 December 1801, p. 3. 
109 Ibid. 
110 Woodring, p. 188. 
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written to Poole that ‘We, i.e. Wordsworth & myself, regard the Peace as necessary; 

but the Terms as most alarming.’ (CL II, p. 771)  

 Coleridge’s views might temporarily have been out of line with the other 

contributors to the paper, but he was still discussing the same topic in his poetry as 

they were. Nevertheless, Coleridge invokes contemporary political events, only to 

turn away from them. ‘Tranquillity, An Ode’ is a pivot for him, almost a declaration 

that his odes will discuss the private thoughts rather than address public moments.  

In September 1802, Coleridge’s contributions included ‘The Picture; or, The 

Lover’s Resolution. A Poem.’ on the 6th, ‘Chamouny; The Hour Before Sunrise. A 

Hymn’ on the 11th, and ‘Inscription on a Jutting Stone, Over a Spring’ on the 24th.111 

All three were, to an extent, meditative poems in response to natural scenery. In other 

words, they were examples of the Romantic lyric that Coleridge developed. However, 

other contributors published similar poetry, often in response to seasons, in the Post. 

On 30th December 1801, The Morning Post published ‘The Depth of Winter’, a poem 

by ‘T. S.’ (the Irish poet Thomas Stott, 1755-1829).112 By 1802, Stott was one of the 

Post’s major contributors, under the name ‘Hafiz’. His contributions in November 

included ‘Stanzas. Written on the Close of Autumn’ and ‘Winter. An Ode’.113 

Stylistically and linguistically, such poems do not have much in common with 

Coleridge’s poems, but they cover some of the same subject matter and share an 

ancestry in the sentimental verse of the likes of Bowles.  

 In Christabel and, especially, ‘Kubla Khan’, Coleridge had explored and 

possibly renounced the analogy between the poet and the political leader. Coleridge’s 

                                                
111 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘The Picture; or, The Lover’s Resolution. A Poem.’, Morning Post, 6 September 1802, p. 
3. ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Chamouny; The Hour Before Sunrise. A Hymn’, Morning Post, 11 September 1802, p. 3. 
ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Inscription on a Jutting Stone, Over a Spring’, Morning Post, 24 September 1802, p. 2. 
112 T. S., ‘The Depth of Winter’, Morning Post, 30 December 1801, p. 3. 
113 Hafiz, ‘Stanzas. Written on the Close of Autumn’, Morning Post, 2 November 1802, p. 2. Hafiz, 
‘Winter. An Ode’, Morning Post, 13 November 1802, p. 2. 
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poems in The Morning Post in September 1802 were not obviously political, but he 

did continue to explore his preoccupation with the poetic voice and projection in 

them. In ‘The Picture; or, The Lover’s Resolution. A Poem.’ a youth gazes upon the 

reflection of his beloved in a pool and ‘Worships the wat’ry idol, dreaming hopes / 

Delicious to the soul, but fleeting, vain, / Ev’n as that phantom-world on which he 

gaz’d!’114 The youth is a Narcissus figure, not in terms of self-love, but in his 

fascination with image over the world, especially as once the beloved has disrupted 

the reflection and left the scene, the youth continues to return to the scene, so that he 

may ‘Behold’st her shadow still abiding there, / The Naiad of the Mirror!’115 

 He is no absolute genius, but rather is one who has lost contact entirely with 

the meaning of the natural world. Self-obsession is still present, though, because the 

youth functions as the double of the speaker. The speaker is, like the youth, a love-

besotted man. When he seemingly creates this hypothetical youth, he merely gazes at 

his own image. Consequently, creation and reflection are confused in the poem. When 

‘The pool becomes a mirror’, it passively reflects the lover to expose the failure of 

poetic vision.116 Obsessed with his beloved ideal, the youth retreats into imaginative 

vision and becomes disengaged from the reality of the world, dwelling exclusively in 

thought, not thing. It is perhaps for this reason that, in 1816, Coleridge quoted lines 

from the poem, about the scattering of the pool, to illustrate the failure of his 

inspiration when creating ‘Kubla Khan’ (Christabel, p. 53). 

‘The Picture’ was followed by ‘Chamouny; The Hour Before Sunrise. A 

Hymn’ on the 11th September.117 The mountain of ‘Chamouny’ is more impressive as 

a symbol than the pool in ‘The Picture’, but it too can function as a mirror, reflecting 

                                                
114 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘The Picture’, Morning Post, 6 September 1802, p. 3.  
115 Ibid. 
116 Ibid. 
117 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Chamouny’, Morning Post, 11 September 1802, p. 3. 
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sound rather than light. ‘Chamouny’ is ambiguous in its confidence about the poetic 

voice, or, at least Coleridge’s poetic voice. The speaker questions the various natural 

features of the mountain about their origin and who made them, before triumphantly 

proclaiming, ‘God! God! The torrents, like a shout of nations, / Utter! The ice-plain 

bursts, and answers God!’118 In contrast to the ‘silent form’ earlier in the poem, the 

natural sounds of the mountain range, the ‘torrents’ and the ‘bursts’ of ice, seemingly 

provide an answer to the enquiring poetic voice. Yet in translating these sounds as 

‘God’, it is the poetic voice which is speaking, taking on an interpretative role which 

is possibly a projection. Reversing the situation of a few lines earlier, it is the speaker 

who is active and the landscape which responds. In his attempt to equate word and 

thing, Coleridge imposes a language which is reductive, since natural phenomena can 

only gain meaning by reference to their creator, and the different sounds of nature are 

conflated into the same message.  

 Addressing the diction of the poem, which hails the mountain as ‘sov’reign’, 

‘kingly spirit’, ‘dread ambassador’, and ‘Great hierarch’, Woodring argues that:119 

the divine right of kings, after a century of movement toward God-intended 
sovereignty of the people, passes momentarily from human hands. The poet 
had ceased, at least temporarily, to acknowledge any political intermediary 
between the giver of all laws and the individual human subject […] In relation 
to human government, the Hymn had arrived at anarchic individualism.120 

 
The poem is conflicted. It offers a moment of revelation, affirming the power of the 

poet to engage in communication with the divine. At the same time, though, the poet’s 

voice risks being a projection onto an inanimate world. The concluding lines of the 

poem, ‘Great hierarch tell thou the silent sky, / And tell the stars, and tell the rising 

sun, / Earth, with her thousand voices, praises God!’ seeks to restore a sense of 

nature’s power, but the imperative mood takes away all agency from the mountain, 
                                                
118 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Chamouny’, Morning Post, 11 September 1802, p. 3. 
119 Ibid. 
120 Woodring, pp. 187-188. 
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even as the poem attempts to frame it as having its own voice and purpose.121 If the 

voice of the mountain is accepted as genuine, then the poem can appear to be an act of 

renunciation, as the poetic voice admits its incapacity to provide theological or, under 

Woodring’s reading, political revelation of its own. The poem ends poised between 

usurpation and resignation.  

 While Coleridge was mostly contributing epigrams and nature poetry, the 

Morning Post continued to feature explicitly political poetry. Notably, there were a 

number attacking Bonaparte. Wordsworth’s ‘Sonnet’ (‘I griev’d for Bonaparte’) was 

followed in a later issue by ‘A Hint to Premieres and First Consuls, from an Old 

Tragedy, viz. Agatha to King Archelaus’, a short poem, reminding such leaders of 

their mortality.122 ‘Bonaparte’s Visit to the Sea Coast. An Ode, Respectfully Inscribed 

to his Worthiness John Bull, By his Friend Bardd Cloff’ facetiously compares 

Bonaparte to Jove, and notes that the ‘French are fed / At last with liberty […] the 

sweet liberty of praising’ Napoleon.123 On 20th November, the Post published 

‘Bonaparte to the Swiss’, a satirical poem by ‘Z. Z.’, in which Bonaparte invites 

Swiss to bow down to him.124 

 As part of this renewed antagonism towards France, Coleridge republished 

‘France: An Ode’ on October 14th, along with extracts from ‘Fears in Solitude’.125 

Two weeks later, the paper carried a ‘Sonnet to Mr. Coleridge, on Reading, in the 

Morning Post, his Beautiful and Affecting Ode, Entitled “France”’, by Hafiz, which 

associated the ‘strain’ of Coleridge’s poem with ‘Freedom’ and described it as having 

‘pierced my inmost soul, and rous’d to flame / Her finest, purest, noblest feelings all.’ 

                                                
121 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Chamouny’, Morning Post, 11 September 1802, p. 3. 
122 ‘Sonnet’, Morning Post, 16 September 1802, p. 2. ‘A Hint to Premieres and First Consuls, from an 
Old Tragedy, viz. Agatha to King Archelaus’, Morning Post, 27 September 1802, p. 3. 
123 Bardd Cloff, ‘Bonaparte’s Visit to the Sea Coast. An Ode, Respectfully Inscribed to his Worthiness 
John Bull, By his Friend Bardd Cloff’, Morning Post, 6 November 1802, p. 3. 
124 Z. Z., ‘Bonaparte to the Swiss’, Morning Post, 20 November 1802, p. 3. 
125 S. T. Coleridge, ‘France. An Ode’, Morning Post, 14 October 1802, p. 3. 
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He then lamented that ‘Gallia for Liberty has bled in vain!’126 The publication of this 

poem, by entering into conversation with Coleridge’s poem, brought Coleridge’s 

politics into greater focus, and suggested that it was representative of the politics of 

the paper as a whole. This representation relied on a poem that was more than four 

years old, though, and served to highlight more starkly Coleridge’s withdrawal from 

the role of public poet. 

 On 4th October, Coleridge had published ‘Dejection. An Ode, Written April 4, 

1802’ and signed it ‘EΣTHΣE’.127 The republication of ‘France’ ten days later re-

established ‘Dejection’ as part of the series of odes in The Morning Post. Even though 

‘Bardd Cloff’s ‘The Parachute. – An Ode’, a mock heroic description praising a 

descent by parachute, had appeared three days before ‘Dejection’, the association of 

Morning Post odes with political subject matter was underlined both by ‘France’ and 

then ‘Bonaparte’s Visit to the Sea Coast. An Ode’, even if readers did not recall the 

political odes of Autumn 1801.128 ‘Dejection’ was politicized by its context. 

                                                
126 Hafiz, ‘Sonnet to Mr. Coleridge, on Reading, in the Morning Post, his Beautiful and Affecting Ode, 
Entitled “France”’, Morning Post, 30 October 1802, p. 3. 
127 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection. An Ode, Written April 4, 1802’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, pp. 2-3. 
128 Bardd Cloff, ‘The Parachute. – An Ode’, Morning Post, 1 October 1802, p. 2. 
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V. 
The Politics of ‘Dejection. An Ode’ 

 
 
 

1. 
Coleridge’s Politics in September 1802 

 
 

 
 

Between the appearances of the ‘Hymn Before Sunrise’ and ‘Dejection’, Coleridge 

published his articles, ‘Comparison of the Present State of France with that of Rome 

under Julius and Augustus Caesar’ (EoT I, pp. 311-338). 17 days after ‘Dejection’, 

The Morning Post printed ‘Once a Jacobin Always a Jacobin’ (EoT I, pp. 367-373). 

The articles comparing Napoleonic France with Ancient Rome can be seen as a 

culmination of the strands of Coleridge’s political thinking.1 Coleridge claims that: 

Both in France and Rome the metaphysics and ethics of Epicurus had become 
fashionable among the wealthy and powerful; a philosophy which regards man 
as a mere machine, a sort of living automaton, which teaches that pleasure is 
the sole good, and a prudent calculation of enjoyment the only virtue. (EoT I, 
p. 315) 

 
Here Coleridge returns to his theme of linking metaphysics with morals. Specifically, 

he blames French and Roman despotism on materialist philosophy, which depicts 

humanity as passive. His insistence that such thinking reduces virtue to ‘prudent 

calculation of enjoyment’ is similar to his denouncement of Jacobins as equating vice 

with painful ‘distant consequences’ in the letter to Poole 18 months earlier. Without 

the guidance Coleridge finds in his religious faith, ‘vice’ and ‘virtue’ lose their true 

meaning: word becomes separated from thing. 

                                                
1 Morrow, pp. 60-61, argues that the comparison between France and Rome draws on Harrington and 
Country Party ideology. Coleridge distinguishes between equal and unequal societies: the former have 
a unity from their uniformity of parts, the latter need harmonious interrelation of different, that is, 
unequal, parts. 
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Coleridge sketches out a collapse, a fall even, from freedom into despotism. In 

both, tumultuous events and the vices of leaders ‘had made the very name of liberty 

odious,’ and ‘introduced into the minds even of good men a despair of the Republic, 

and a disposition to submit to the sober despotism of any individual, rather than the 

mad tyranny of a multitude.’ (EoT I, pp. 315-316) In both ‘the most abject 

dispositions to slavery rapidly trod on the heels of the most outrageous fanaticism for 

an almost anarchical liberty.’ (EoT I, p. 319) With Rome and France characterized by 

this movement between extremes, Coleridge is able to present Britain as the 

embodiment of true freedom, realized through moderation. It remains, he claims, 

Napoleon’s ‘FATE to struggle with the spirit of English freedom, and the virtues 

which are the offspring of that spirit!’ Coleridge further contends that ‘the GENIUS OF 

GREAT BRITAIN’, which has won victories against the French, ‘still watches for that 

liberty, in which alone the Genius of our Isle lives, and moves, and has his being’ 

(EoT I, p. 320). As Erdman observes, Coleridge now associates British genius with 

‘commercial and naval greatness’, which he had previously denounced in the Ode on 

the Departing Year (EoT I, p. 320n). He has moved to a Whiggish position, in which 

Britain is specially favoured by liberty.  

In the second article, Coleridge claims that ‘Rome was really an enlightener 

and civiliser of the world […] France has no claim of this nature.’ (EoT I, p. 325) 

France’s despotism is also less justified than Rome’s because France should have 

been able to take advantage of: 

the modern improvement in the science of politics, by the discovery of 
Government by popular representation; the great rule and law of which is, that 
it shall recede universal suffrage, as the state of property in the nation to be 
represented recedes from the subdivisions of Agrarian equality. (EoT I, p. 327) 

 
Coleridge therefore argues that the distribution of property permits greater suffrage in 

America than in Britain or France (EoT I, p. 328). This ‘great rule and law’ which 
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Coleridge claims has been discovered explains the French failure, since ‘The principle 

of disregarding property […] and the wild attempt to erect a government on the 

hypothetical rights of man, as a creature of nature, instead of his real and existing 

privileges, as a creature of society, were errors so egregious’. Coleridge then refers, 

somewhat sympathetically, to the actions of the French as ‘the first extravagances of 

unfettered slaves’ which therefore should not be ‘to the discredit of liberty’ (EoT I, p. 

329). His overall tone is Burkean, but read in light of his other ideas, the focus on 

property is significant. By attaching rights to ownership of property, there is a system 

built upon a tangible ‘thing’ (property). This enables words to be identified with 

‘things’ to create a stable system. The French system, in Coleridge’s mind, links 

abstractions together; the ‘hypothetical rights’ are words, but there is no thing to 

which they connect. It is the danger of a system of power reliant on ‘general phrases’ 

of the sort Pitt employs. 

Regarding these specific ‘general phrases’, Coleridge had argued, in his essay 

on Pitt, that Pitt adopted ‘generalities– Atheism and Jacobinism– phrases, which he 

learned from Mr, Burke, but without learning the philosophical definitions and 

involved consequences, with which great men accompanied those words.’ (EoT I, p. 

223) Coleridge places Pitt in the lineage of Burke, only to distinguish Pitt from him. 

Burke is an ally in the endeavour to align words and things. Pitt empties precise terms 

of their meaning by using them indiscriminately.  

In his article ‘Once A Jacobin Always A Jacobin’, Coleridge develops his 

frustration with Pitt’s empty rhetoric from three years earlier. Coleridge elegantly 

dismisses the use of the word by Pitt and his ilk as meaningless, by suggesting that a 

Jacobin ‘is a term of abuse, the convenient watch-word of a faction.’ (EoT I, p. 367) 

Coleridge provides his preferred definition, according to which a Jacobin is one who 
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believes that human happiness ‘depends on forms of government’, will ‘affirm that no 

legislature can be rightful or good which did not proceed from universal suffrage’, 

and gives such a legislature all power except over natural rights. He further argues 

that Jacobins believe that all natives of a country have the right to sufficient property 

for the sustenance of life and health. Finally, Jacobins also justify revolution ‘to effect 

these requisite changes in faulty governments […] and considers no violences as 

properly rebellious or Criminal’ when directed towards that end (EoT I, pp. 368-369). 

Coleridge’s definition is Burkean: he codifies the specific demands of political 

metaphysicians which build on abstract rights without accounting for human 

experience. By reiterating the Burkean analysis, Coleridge defends the role of feeling 

in public life and by extension, the moral, philosophical, and political value of poetry. 

Coleridge argues that ‘Whoever builds a Government on personal and natural 

rights, is so far a Jacobin’. This claim enables Coleridge to distinguish a ‘Jacobin’ 

from a ‘Democrat’, a word which ‘does of necessity convey no more than that a man 

prefers in any country a form of government, without monarchy or aristocracy’. This 

supports Coleridge’s conclusion that ‘Whoever builds’ government ‘on social rights, 

that is hereditary rank, property, and long prescription, is an Anti-Jacobin, even 

though he should nevertheless be a Republican, or even a Democrat.’ (EoT I, p. 370) 

In this way, Coleridge’s new politics are comfortably identified as anti-Jacobin.  

Coleridge scorns the notion of ‘once a Jacobin always a Jacobin’ because he 

argues that the horrific consequences of the system are so clear. To believe that one 

cannot change one’s mind about Jacobinism, having once embraced it, is seemingly to 

deny its terrible consequences and admit the truth of Jacobin principles. Mockingly, 

Coleridge asks whether the adherents of Jacobinism ‘if once deceived in a question of 

abstract politics,’ must ‘cling to the error for ever’? (EoT I, pp. 371-372) There is an 
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echo here of Burke’s dictum that natural rights’ ‘abstract perfection is their practical 

defect.’2 Again, ‘abstract politics’ has the danger of ‘general phrases’ or mere 

‘names’, of words disconnected from things.  

Yet, ironically, despite demonstrating the reasonableness of discarding Jacobin 

principles, Coleridge does not admit to having changed his own mind. He insists 

instead that he was never converted to the system of French politics because it was 

‘an axiom in politics with us, that in every country in which property prevailed, 

property must be the grand basis of government; and that that government was best, in 

which the power was the most exactly proportioned to property’. As Erdman notes, 

this passage omits to mention Coleridge’s opposition to private property as a 

Pantisocrat (EoT I, pp. 372-373&n). Coleridge has achieved a clear statement of his 

politics in late 1802, albeit by misrepresenting his earlier beliefs, but while his was 

confident in his powers of analysis in prose, his poetic self-belief was at a nadir. 

                                                
2 Burke, Reflections, p. 60. 
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2. 
‘Dejection. An Ode’ 

 
 

 
 

 
‘Dejection. An Ode, Written April 4, 1802.’ is both a culmination of Coleridge’s 

career as a public poet in The Morning Post and a renunciation of that role. The 

poem’s sense of being disconnected from nature is politically significant because it 

reverses the stance of Coleridge’s previous poetry, such as in the Fears in Solitude 

volume, which had claimed political insight drawn from the poet’s connection with 

nature. Furthermore, ‘Dejection’s designation as an ode situates it as part of a 

sequence, both of Coleridge’s own odes and, more generally, as one of the odes 

published in the paper. Playing against eighteenth-century expectations of the greater 

ode, Coleridge’s presentation of his imaginative failure is a declaration of his inability 

to proceed in writing political poetry any longer. The poem’s tribute to the powers of 

Wordsworth anoints his friend to fulfil that role instead. 

‘Dejection’ emphasizes this inability, in part, by commenting on Coleridge’s 

previous poetry. As Newlyn catalogues, there are a number of allusions to his earlier 

poems, specifically ‘This Lime-Tree Bower’, ‘Frost at Midnight’, and ‘The Rime of 

the Ancyent Marinere’.3 Coleridge’s echoes of his former creativity act as self-

repudiation. It is not merely that he is experiencing lethargy, but that his poetic self 

now appears inadequate. Furthermore, the reference to ‘this Œolian lute, / Which 

better far were mute’ is taken by Dekker as a symbol for the lyric poet who has died, 

associated with Ovid, Spenser, Milton, Macpherson as Ossian, and as a symbol for 

                                                
3 Newlyn, Coleridge, Wordsworth, pp. 62, 66-68. It should be noted that Newlyn is discussing ‘A 
Letter to –’, rather than ‘Dejection’. However, I refer only to her discussion of passages which have 
equivalents in ‘Dejection’, and where any differences are not material to the point being made. 
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Orpheus, Sidney and Thomson.4 Consequently, ‘Dejection can be read as a sad 

repudiation of some of the most cherished portions of Coleridge’s literary 

inheritance.’5 

‘Dejection’ was first drafted as a much longer poem, ‘A Letter to – April 4, 

1802. — Sunday Evening.’, which was addressed and sent to Sara Hutchinson, and 

written in response to the first drafted lines of what became Wordsworth’s ‘Ode’ 

beginning ‘There was a time’. Gene Ruoff notes that this first version of Coleridge’s 

poem is an example of a verse epistle, which has a lineage in the erotic literature of 

complaint, and specifically cites the influence of Ovid’s Heroides 15 (Sappho to 

Phaon).6 However, ‘Dejection’ is deliberately reformed as an ode. Ruoff argues that, 

in answering Wordsworth’s ‘Ode’ with a verse letter, Coleridge 

responds to the ‘higher’ with a ‘lower’ form, implicitly resigning the realm of 
elevated lyric utterance to his friend. Coleridge’s decision to revise his erotic 
epistle into an ode, then, would have to be seen as an act of reassertion […] a 
kind of alchemical transmutation of the Verse Letter into a purer substance.7 

 
Although he refers to the ode’s ‘generic anomalies’ and ‘transgression of generic 

expectations’, such as ‘Dejection’s title marking the occasion of its own writing, 

rather than discussing a public event’, Ruoff’s description of the poem’s refashioning 

as a kind of purification is incomplete.8 Ruoff does not register how ‘Dejection’ is 

organized, deliberately, so as to excite and then disappoint generic expectations, 

creating an ode which ‘fails’ in such a way as to acknowledge the limitations of its 

author’s poetic capabilities. 

Curran suggests that ‘Dejection’ can be described ‘in terms like those of 

Collins’s “Ode to Liberty,” with an introductory epode added to his sequence of 

                                                
4 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. Dekker, pp. 109-111. 
5 Dekker, pp. 110-112. 
6 Ruoff, pp. 75-76, 86-87. 
7 Ruoff, p. 198. 
8 Ruoff, pp. 202, 201. 
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strophe, epode, antistrophe, epode.’9 This comparison with Collins is significant. As 

Curran argues, for Collins, ‘the “Ode on the Poetical Character” and “Ode to Liberty” 

are intimately allied […] in subject’.10 The former poem presents the poet as a 

prophetic figure, analogous to God in creativity, and the latter emphasizes the role of 

the poet in celebrating the cause and progress of liberty. To deny one’s poetic 

creativity is to deny one’s ability to act as a herald of liberty. 

However, I believe that the more instructive eighteenth-century ode for 

‘Dejection’ is Akenside’s ‘Ode VI’, the ‘Hymn to Cheerfulness’ (1745), which opens:  

How thick the shades of evening close!  
How pale the sky with weight of snows!  
Haste, light the tapers, urge the fire,  
And bid the joyless day retire.  
—Alas, in vain i try within  
To brighten the dejected scene,  
While rouz’d by grief these fiery pains  
Tear the frail texture of my veins;  
While winter’s voice, that storms around,  
And yon deep death-bell’s groaning sound  
Renew my mind’s oppressive gloom,  
Till starting horror shakes the room.11  

 
‘Dejection’ recalls and modifies this poem in several respects. Both begin with a 

description of the outside world, which seems oppressive, in a night time setting. 

Akenside’s ‘winter’s voice, that storms around’ is like Coleridge’s prediction of ‘The 

coming-on of rain and squally blast’.12 Both poets are focused on the ‘grief’ they feel, 

and Akenside’s naming ‘the dejected scene’ chimes with Coleridge’s title. There are 

significant differences. Akenside is describing evening, whereas for Coleridge it is 

already night. Akenside’s poem takes place in winter, amidst a snowy scene. 

Coleridge’s poem is dated ‘April 4’, yet features the ‘New moon, winter-bright’.13 

                                                
9 Curran, pp. 74-75. 
10 Curran, p. 67. 
11 Akenside, p. 253, ll. 1-12. 
12 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. 
13 Ibid. 
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Combined with the echoes of ‘Frost at Midnight’, Coleridge suggests a winter scene 

even as the poem supposedly occurs during spring time. Akenside begins with a wind 

‘that storms around’, while Coleridge’s setting is initially a ‘tranquil night’, only 

becoming tempestuous midway through.14 Akenside suffers from a grief in which 

‘fiery pains / Tear the frail texture of my veins’, whereas Coleridge endures ‘A stifled, 

drowsy, unimpassion’d grief, / Which finds no nat’ral outlet, no relief, / In word, or 

sigh, or tear—’.15 Both poets contrast their emotional state with the outside world. 

Akenside confesses that ‘in vain I try within / To brighten the dejected scene’, while 

Coleridge laments that ‘I may not hope from outward forms to win / The passion and 

the life, whose fountains are within.’16 ‘Dejection’ is actually the mirror of Akenside’s 

‘Hymn’. Akenside complains of a depressing scene which causes him sadness that he 

cannot brighten, whereas for Coleridge the sadness begins internally: he cannot use 

the rather mild and beautiful setting to lift the depression. Akenside’s perception of 

the outside world prompts his mood, whereas Coleridge’s mood colours his 

perception of the world. Hence the desire for the storm is to create a scene in which 

his mood becomes naturalized and he is no longer troubled by the inability of nature 

to lift him.  

Akenside continues: 

      Is there in nature no kind power  
To sooth affliction’s lonely hour?  
To blunt the edge of dire disease, 
And teach these wintry shades to please? 
Come, Cheerfulness, triumphant fair,  
Shine through the hovering cloud of care: 
O sweet of language, mild of mien,  
O virtue’s friend and pleasure’s queen, 
Asswage the flames that burn my breast, 
Compose my jarring thoughts to rest;  

                                                
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
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And while thy gracious gifts i feel,  
My song shall all thy praise reveal.17 

 
Akenside’s ‘Cheerfulness’ serves an equivalent function to Coleridge’s ‘Joy’ that is 

‘the spirit and the power, / Which wedding Nature to us gives in dower’.18 The verbal 

similarities indicate two names for an equivalent phenomenon, but whereas 

Akenside’s poem then pivots away from dejection to a ‘praise’ of ‘Cheerfulness’, 

Coleridge’s evocation of ‘Joy’ serves to strengthen the contrast with his inescapable 

grief. Akenside celebrates the poetic power of ‘Cheerfulness’: 

Let melancholy’s plaintive tongue  
Repeat what later bards have sung;  
But thine was Homer’s ancient might,  
And thine victorious Pindar’s flight:19 

 
For Akenside, ‘melancholy’ produces an inferior, belated kind of poetry, but 

‘Cheerfulness’ is the origin of ‘Homer’ and ‘Pindar’, the epic, heroic, and sublime 

kinds. Akenside then expands the poetic role of ‘Cheerfulness’: 

But most exert thy pleasing power  
On friendship’s consecrated hour;  
And while my Sophron points the road  
To godlike wisdom’s calm abode,  
Or warm in freedom’s ancient cause  
Traces the source of Albion’s laws, 
Add thou o’er all the generous toil  
The light of thy unclouded smile.20  

 
Akenside does not attribute the political role of the poet directly to ‘Cheerfulness’. 

This is curious because he has credited it as the source of heroic poetry, and elsewhere 

he links the heroic with the political. Nevertheless, while ‘Sophron’ is credited as 

enabling the understanding of ‘Albion’s laws’, ‘Cheerfulness’ is still invoked for such 

a task, implying that it is necessary in order to produce worthwhile verse. Coleridge’s 

                                                
17 Akenside, p. 253, ll. 13-24. 
18 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. 
19 Akenside, p, 256. ll. 93-96. 
20 Akenside, pp. 258-259, ll. 145-152. 
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inability to recapture the ‘Joy’ is thus an admission that he can no longer compose 

great political verse. 

Coleridge’s lament that ‘My genial spirits fail,’ has been recognized as a 

double allusion to Milton’s Samson Agonistes (‘I feel my genial spirits droop’) and 

Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern Abbey’ (‘should I the more / Suffer my genial spirits to 

decay’) (LB, p. 208).21 Coleridge invites comparison with both a forebear and a 

contemporary. ‘Genial’ has meanings of ‘of propagation’, ‘cheerful’, and ‘natural’, all 

of which apply to both Milton and Coleridge’s usages. However, as Dekker argues, in 

‘Dejection’, the word gains the meaning of ‘pertaining to creative genius’.22 Ruoff 

notes that this meaning is emphasized far more in the poem as sent to Sotheby than in 

the ‘Letter to –’ because the term is related to Wordsworth’s ‘Genius’ rather than Sara 

Hutchinson’s ‘capacity to borrow “genial Warmth, from those, she warms.”’23 The 

allusion to both Milton and Wordsworth, with ‘genial spirits’, serves to emphasize 

Coleridge’s imaginative barrenness. In Samson Agonistes, Samson begins by decrying 

the loss of his ‘genial spirits’, but recovers over the course of the drama to rouse 

himself and destroy the Philistines. Samson, blind and captured by his enemies, is 

figuratively similar to Milton after the Restoration. Samson’s defiance is thus aligned 

with Milton’s artistic determination in the face of political defeat. Particularly, then, 

‘genial’ can almost be substituted for ‘Miltonic’ or ‘heroic’ (like Samson). 

Coleridge’s poem, though, is without the prospect of such recovery from despair; 

Coleridge achieves some tranquillity at the poem’s end, but only by giving up on 

public verse. By alluding to the great Republican poet to emphasize his own failure, 

Coleridge renounces, in this poem, any ambition of being a second Milton. 
                                                
21 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. John Milton, Complete Shorter Poems, 
ed. by John Carey, revised 2nd edn (Harlow: Pearson Longman, 2007), p. 378, l. 594. Dekker, p. 75. 
Newlyn, Coleridge, Wordsworth, p. 69. 
22 Dekker pp. 169-172. 
23 Ruoff, p. 178. 
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In ‘Dejection, Coleridge declares that ‘Joy’ is ‘the pow’r / Which wedding 

Nature to us gives in dow’r  / A new earth and new heaven, / Undream’d of by the 

sensual and the proud–’.24 Dekker explains that ‘In Coleridge’s usage “Joy” has 

religious connotations […] the Joyous man is most godlike, most creative’.25 Joy was 

linked ‘with the operations of the Holy Spirit’.26 Furthermore, Dekker suggests that 

Coleridge’s poetry is informed by the Neoplatonic doctrine of world harmony, the 

idea that the: 

whole cosmos, from the highest spheres in their revolutions down to central 
earth with its seasonal cycles, is governed by a mathematical harmony which 
produces sphere music (principally sphere music) inaudible to human ears but 
of which our earthly music is an image.27 

 
In ‘Kubla Khan’, the ‘symphony and song’ (Christabel, p. 58) which cannot be 

recovered partakes of this tradition, where ‘In Neoplatonic versions of the theme of 

loss was of access to the celestial music enjoyed by the soul before incarnation; in 

Christian versions the loss came after the Fall.’28 ‘Kubla Khan’ can be understood as 

an attempt by the poet to regain access to the celestial music, only to acknowledge his 

failure at the end, with the collapse of Xanadu repeating the Fall. In ‘Dejection’, 

Coleridge’s loss of access to ‘this strong music in the soul’ is a personal fall, from a 

spiritually elect poet who had access to the divine. His loss of ‘Joy’ is not merely 

emotional depression and creative void, but spiritual exclusion. 

Newlyn notes that ‘the phrase “Undreamt of by the Sensual & the Proud” is a 

self-echo, from ‘France: an Ode’, which clearly distinguishes the Coleridgean elect 

from those who are “Slaves by their own compulsion”.’29 She does not register the 

full implications of this distinction. Coleridge exiles himself from the elect in a 

                                                
24 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. 
25 Dekker, p. 234. 
26 Dekker, pp. 149-150. 
27 Dekker, p. 126. 
28 Dekker, pp. 133-134. 
29 Newlyn, Coleridge, Wordsworth, p. 82. 
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spiritual sense, lacking the capacity for spiritual joy, which leaves him alike to ‘the 

sensual and the dark’ (FiS, p. 17) in ‘France’. The ‘sensual’ are led astray by their 

materialist philosophy, which Coleridge argues drains words of their significance, 

their relationship to things. If Coleridge is without the ‘Joy’ that is normally 

unavailable to ‘the sensual and the proud’, his poetry cannot correct these moral, 

metaphysical, and political errors. 

‘Dejection’s self-denigration of Coleridge’s poetic abilities is achieved, in 

part, for the purpose of elevating Wordsworth’s. The poem is infused with 

Wordsworthian allusions. As Newlyn argues, the concluding blessing of Asra (or 

‘Edmund’ in the Morning Post version) ‘recalls and relives Wordsworth’s blessing on 

Dorothy in Tintern Abbey, not just in the rhythms, which are cumulative, passionate, 

psalm-like, but in the language itself, which reveals a deep sense of Wordsworth’s 

poetic presence.’30 The presence of Wordsworth’s ‘Ode’ is the most prominent, and it 

is probably most useful at this stage to briefly list the parallels. 

Coleridge’s claim that ‘There was a time when, tho’ my path was rough, / This 

joy within me dallied with distress,’ alludes to the opening of Wordsworth’s poem:31 

There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,  
The earth, and every common sight,  
            To me did seem  
     Apparelled in celestial light,32  

 
Wordsworth notes that ‘To me alone there came a thought of grief: / A timely 

utterance gave that thought relief,’ and Coleridge complains of ‘A stifled, drowsy, 

unimpassion’d grief, / Which finds no nat’ral outlet, no relief, / In word, or sigh, or 

tear—’.33 Wordsworth’s lines on the ‘blessed creatures’: ‘The heavens laugh with you 

                                                
30 Ibid, p. 74. 
31 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. 
32 William Wordsworth, Poems, in Two Volumes, ed. by Jared Curtis (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1983), p. 271, ll. 1-4. 
33 Ibid., p. 272, ll. 22-23. 
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in your jubilee; […] The fulness of your bliss, I feel—I feel it all’,34 and his 

description: 

         The Moon doth with delight 
Look round her when the heavens are bare; 
         Waters on a starry night 
         Are beautiful and fair;35  

 
Are answered by Coleridge’s lines: 

Yon crescent Moon, as fix’d as if it grew 
In its own cloudless, starless lake of blue; 
A boat becalm’d! a lovely sky-canoe! 
I see them all, so excellently fair, 
I see, not feel, how beautiful they are!36 

 
In the ‘Letter to –’ there are further echoes. Wordsworth’s ‘It is not now at it has been 

of yore;– ’ is paralleled by the line, ‘I am not the buoyant Thing I was of yore–’ (CL 

II, p. 796).37 Wordsworth’s lament that ‘The things which I have seen I now can see 

no more’ has an equivalent in Coleridge’s poem: ‘They are not to me the Things, 

which once they were.’ (CL II, p. 797)38 Wordsworth’s ‘My head hath it’s coronal,’ is 

alluded to by Coleridge’s line, ‘I too will crown me with a Coronal–’ (CL II, p. 793).39 

Ulmer argues that Coleridge’s ‘allusions are essentially reiterative […] 

Coleridge so appeals to Wordsworth as to forge an alliance with the “Ode” against the 

failing faith both men held at Alfoxden’, namely the idea that ‘Nature never did 

betray / The heart that loved her’ (LB, pp. 208-209).40 Ulmer reads the passage 

beginning, ‘My genial spirits fail’, with its assertion that ‘I may not hope from 

outward forms to win / The passion and the life, whose fountains are within’, as an 

elaboration of Wordsworth’s sense of loss in the ‘Immortality Ode’, ascribing it to the 

                                                
34 Ibid., ll. 36, 41. 
35 Ibid., p. 271, ll. 12-15.  
36 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. 
37 William Wordsworth, Poems, in Two Volumes, p. 271, l. 6. 
38 Ibid., l. 9. 
39 Ibid., p. 272, l. 40. 
40 William A. Ulmer, ‘Radical Similarity: Wordsworth, Coleridge, and the Dejection Dialogue’, ELH, 
76.1 (2009), pp. 189–213, pp. 200-201.  
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failing powers of imagination.41 However, while Ulmer is right to emphasize the 

similarity between the two poems, his conclusions do not necessarily follow. In the 

first place, I do not think that ‘Dejection’ represents an epistemological or 

metaphysical break with 1798. As Parker points out, the lines in ‘Dejection’ neither 

present nor refute a new philosophical or psychological system, but dramatize an 

emotional crisis.42 Coleridge is lamenting his inability to feel nature’s comforts, not 

denying that they exist outside of the self. Indeed, in ‘A Letter to –’ he comments, of 

natural objects, ‘I were sunk low indeed, did they no solace give’ (CL II, p. 797). 

Secondly, while Coleridge acknowledges and responds to a shared sensation 

with Wordsworth, that does not mean their experiences, nor their analyses of it, are 

identical. Magnuson notes that, with two of Coleridge’s echoes of Wordsworth (‘no 

outlet, no relief’ and ‘I see, not feel’), ‘Coleridge differs by negation’; the allusions 

‘deepen his isolation’.43 Coleridge’s poem is partly a case of pessimistic one-

upmanship, insisting that his creative and emotional torpor is worse than his friend’s. 

However, he is also distinguishing the kind of grief they each feel, which has 

profound implications for Coleridge’s belief about the future for each of them. 

Coleridge’s crisis is intensified by his declaration, having described the 

beauties of the night scene, that, ‘I see them all so excellently fair– / I see, not feel, 

how beautiful they are!’44 Coleridge confesses that he lacks any extraordinary insight 

into nature’s workings; he cannot read God through nature so as to formulate moral 

and political principles. More generally, the ability to feel is the mark of the great 

poet. It is exemplified in Wordsworth and what is most lacking in Pitt. Coleridge is 

confessing here to mere verbal dexterity: he can compose lines which might be 

                                                
41 Ibid., p. 202. 
42 Parker, pp. 191-192. 
43 Magnuson, Coleridge and Wordsworth, p. 293. 
44 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. 
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euphonious, even suggestive of natural beauty, but cannot provide the feeling which is 

necessary for truly philosophical poetry. His lines remain words, perhaps even 

‘general phrases’ or abstractions, and do not become things. 

Ruoff, noting that the title ‘Dejection’ is taken from Wordsworth’s ‘The 

Leech-Gatherer’, argues that Coleridge takes the subject from his friend, but offers a 

different analysis of its cause, saying it is not caused by ‘excessive volatility of 

spirits’ and the indulgence of a morbid imagination, as in Wordsworth’s ‘Leech-

Gatherer’ and ‘Resolution and Independence’, but is a chronic issue.45 Vickers also 

suggests that Coleridge sees Wordsworth’s ‘Immortality Ode’ as misdiagnosing the 

problem:  

Wordsworth was writing under the misguided belief that in his earlier poetry 
he had been responding to nature when in fact all along he had been 
responding to something in himself: Joy. A poet’s capacity to endow the 
landscape with a visionary quality depends on how securely established his 
sense of ‘Joy’ is […] it seems clear from the ‘Verse Letter’ that it results from 
the feeling that one is loved […] if Wordsworth could only see how fortunate 
he was, he would realize soon enough that his faltering responsiveness to 
nature was in all probability just a temporary setback.46  

 
Vickers’s reading elegantly brings the erotic, biographical, and creative elements of 

the poem together. Rather than being merely a description of a poetic inferiority 

complex, Coleridge is so overwhelmed by his own sorrows that he cannot form 

profound verse on another subject. 

When Coleridge complains of the loss of ‘My shaping spirit of imagination’, 

the phrase has notably Platonic connotations.47 In ‘Religious Musings’ Coleridge had 

foreseen his elect ‘with plastic might / Moulding Confusion to such perfect forms’ 

(1796, p. 156, ll. 265-266). The language is not identical, and for Coleridge, ‘shaping’ 

might mean something different from ‘Moulding’, but they are both suggestive of the 

                                                
45 Ruoff, pp. 200-203, 212. 
46 Vickers, pp. 127-128. 
47 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. 
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poet with the prodigious creative power that can form society (things) and not just 

words. 

In the ‘Letter to –’, though, there is further evidence that the theory behind the 

poem is Platonic. Coleridge recalls gazing on the sky at school, and how a loved one 

would be looking on at the same sky, while he would be:  

 linking on sweet Dreams by dim Connections 
To Moon, or Evening Star, or glorious western Skies — 
While yet a Boy, this Thought would so pursue me 
That often it became a kind of Vision to me! 
 
Sweet Thought! and dear of old 
To Hearts of finer Mould! 

     (CL II, pp. 791-792) 
 
The syntax is somewhat opaque here, but the general sense is that ‘Hearts of finer 

Mould’ are able to perceive connections with the natural world that are denied to the 

masses. There is a striking parallel with Akenside’s Pleasures of Imagination: 

  But some, to higher hopes 
Were destin’d; some within a finer mould 
She wrought, and temper’d with a purer flame. 
To these the sire omnipotent unfolds 
The world’s harmonious volume, there to read 
The transcript of himself.48 

 
As with the ‘Hymn to Cheerfulness’ it cannot be said confidently that this is a 

deliberate allusion, rather than a subconscious echo, particularly as the poem was 

written some years after the period when Coleridge frequently cited Akenside. 

Nevertheless, these lines have been suggested by Lewis Patton and Peter Mann as a 

source for one of Coleridge’s 1795 lectures (Lects 1795, p. 95n). If Coleridge is 

recalling the metaphysical poetics that he used to justify his 1795-1796 politics, it 

indicates that by denying that he has Neoplatonic insight into the workings of nature, 

he is also declaring himself incapable of being a public poet.  

                                                
48 Akenside, p. 94, Book I.96-101. 
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Coleridge’s declaration, earlier in the poem, that ‘I may not hope from 

outward forms to win / The passion and the life, whose fountains are within’, can be 

understood as another Platonic statement.49 He cannot take comfort from ‘outward 

forms’, that is the material versions of the ideal spiritual reality, because his soul, the 

‘fountains […] within’ have become incapable of perceiving the Ideal forms. In 

Akensidean terms, Coleridge can no longer read the transcript of nature, and therefore 

cannot claim to be politically inspired. As Coleridge explains, ‘would we aught 

behold, of higher worth,’ then ‘from the soul itself must there be sent / A sweet and 

potent voice’.50 The perception of the numinous is dependent on the spirituality of the 

perceiver, and this produces the ‘potent voice’: the poet’s utterance which is able to 

combine thought with feeling, word with thing, and self with nature. Such visions are 

denied in ‘Dejection’ to the ‘crowd,’ because they are both ‘loveless’, and are ‘ever-

anxious’, being consumed by constant worldly worries. Coleridge’s marital problems, 

his anxieties about his health, income, and reputation combine to place him in this 

mass, removing him from amongst the poetic elect where previously he had placed 

himself. In ‘France’, Coleridge claimed to feel ‘Liberty’ by sending his ‘being’ forth 

amongst nature. Now, he is no longer capable of doing that.  

Eighteenth-century poetic theory saw an attempt to classify the various types 

of odes. The ‘Greater ode’ was the Pindaric model, associated with sublimity 

according to some definitions, or gravity according to others. The ‘lesser ode’ was 

Horatian, generally characterized as more meditative, and even sweet. This is a rather 

crude dichotomy (sometimes odes were assigned according to subject instead), and a 

great number of odes are not clearly one or the other.51 Nevertheless, it is a useful 

distinction that partly explains the formal effects of ‘Dejection’. Dekker sees 
                                                
49 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Dekker pp. 183-189. 
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‘Dejection’ as performing a deliberately discordant movement between different types 

of discourse, nevertheless providing a concord in the whole.52 The phrase ‘genial 

spirits’ ‘evokes both Samson at his nadir and the Hebrew world of the Holy Spirit and 

the joyous psalms of David – Psalms which were supposed to be the Hebrew 

equivalents of Pindar’s odes’.53 Dekker argues that the opening three sections of the 

poem are ‘unanimated’ descriptions which are ‘balanced by the paeans to Joy of 

Stanzas IV and V […] Dejection is therefore an ode which both upsets and conforms 

to the expectations which Coleridge’s contemporaries would have shared with him.’54 

Dekker suggests that ‘to insist that Dejection is an ode is partly to insist on ironic 

contrast with’ the greater or ‘sublimer’ odes, such as Ode on the Departing Year and 

‘France. An Ode’, something Coleridge drew attention to by reprinting ‘France’ ten 

days after ‘Dejection’ in The Morning Post.55 

The discordant movement of the poem is exemplified by the final two 

sections. In the penultimate section, Coleridge apostrophizes the wind: 

   O wind, that rav’st without,  
         Bare crag, or mountain-tairn, or blasted tree, 
Or pine-grove whither woodman never clomb, 
Or lonely house, long held the witches’ home, 
       Methinks were fitter instruments for thee, 
[…] Thou Actor, perfect in all tragic sounds! 
 Thou mighty Poet, ev’n to frenzy bold!56 

 
In listing the various features of nature in similar fashion to those explored in the 

opening of ‘France’, Coleridge equates the wind that ‘rav’st’ with the poetic voice 

seeking ‘Liberty’. The wind becomes an ‘Actor, perfect’ and then the ‘mighty Poet’, 

whose ‘frenzy bold’ indicates the force of sublimity. Coleridge’s verse is here at its 

most Pindaric, and as it voices the wind, it seems capable of rising to the inspiration 
                                                
52 Dekker, pp. 242-243. 
53 Dekker, p. 235. See also Curran, p. 70. 
54 Dekker, p. 235. 
55 Dekker, pp. 181-182. 
56 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Dejection’, Morning Post, 4 October 1802, p. 2. 
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of nature. The expectation is that the stormy wind, which Coleridge had earlier 

wished for, will enable a transformation of the poetic voice, matching the wind and 

revealing the full power of which his deep feelings have made him capable. Instead 

‘there is a pause of deepest silence’ and the final section assumes a markedly different 

tone: 

’Tis midnight, and small thoughts have I of sleep; 
Full seldom may my friend such vigils keep! 
Visit him, gentle Sleep, with wings of healing, 
         And may this storm be but a mountain-birth,57 

 
The meditative, conciliatory tone signals the end of the Pindaric style and offers 

something more akin to the sweetness of the ‘lesser ode’. In disappointing the 

expectation of a climax, Coleridge suggests that his purpose has changed. Rather than 

a statement of poetic or political faith, he offers only the consolation of a blessing. 

The power of the lines on the wind is dissipated in the final stanza. Coleridge is able 

to achieve a peaceful resolution to the poem only by transferring his ambitions to 

another. He renounces his claim to bardic vocation by transforming his Pindaric 

invocation into a mere meditation. 

The final address, in The Morning Post version, to Wordsworth under the 

name ‘Edmund’ offers a clear contrast: ‘To thee do all things live from pole to pole, / 

Their life the eddying of thy living soul!’58 Since he responds to how ‘all things live’, 

Wordsworth retains the understanding of nature that Akenside insisted upon as the 

basis for political leadership. Wordsworth is celebrated as the poet of the ‘one Life’, 

who can combine and unify his ‘Heart & Intellect […] with the great appearances in 

Nature’ (CL II, p. 864). Coleridge addresses Edmund as, ‘O lofty Poet, full of light 

and love’. The apostrophe explicitly identifies ‘Edmund’ as a ‘Poet’, a title Coleridge 

                                                
57 Ibid., p. 3. 
58 Ibid. 
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has not applied to himself, and ‘lofty’ suggests that Wordsworth is able to address 

‘higher’ and public matters in his verse. The reason is that Wordsworth is ‘full of light 

and love’: he possesses the Platonic perceptive power, similar to the ‘flashing eyes’ of 

the visionary poet, but he is not a disconnected enthusiast, because he also possesses 

‘love’: he experiences the human sympathy that anchors him within the world. 

Consequently, Wordsworth does not attempt to embody the abstract, forcing it onto 

reality, but is able to create something which partakes of both without trying to turn 

one into the other. 

Ruoff suggests that the version of the poem which Coleridge sent to William 

Sotheby in July converts an erotic crisis into an aesthetic one, as Wordsworth replaces 

Asra as addressee, and his imaginative strength, rather than her innocence, is 

emphasized as a redemptive power.59 David Pirie argues that the change of addressee 

to Wordsworth masks the original intent of the poem and introduces a ‘new formality’ 

to the poem: 

Coleridge now sounds as if he wishes to keep himself at a reverent distance 
from Wordsworth; whereas in A Letter the struggle to feel at one with Nature 
was part of the struggle to feel close to Sara; and the direct address to her 
supported the sense of alienation from environment which it punctuated60 

 
What both Ruoff’s and Pirie’s comments undervalue is that the two crises are 

intimately combined: the poem is not about one at the expense of the other. With 

Wordsworth, Coleridge was choosing a more appropriate audience for the crisis of 

poetic imagination than Asra.  The ‘Letter to –’ does not address Wordsworth in its 

conclusion because it is an actual epistle to Asra. In making ‘Edmund’ the addressee 

of The Morning Post version, Coleridge was not engaging in an act of subterfuge, but 

rather emphasizing the public elements of the poem (admittedly at the expense of the 
                                                
59 Ruoff, pp. 176-178. 
60 David Pirie, ‘A Letter to [Asra]’ in Bicentenary Wordsworth Studies in Memory of John Alban 
Finch, ed. by Jonathan Wordsworth (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1970), pp. 294-339 (pp. 
327-329.) 
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private ones). In the printed versions of ‘Dejection’, Coleridge only changed the final 

addressee to ‘Lady’ with Sibylline Leaves (1817), at exactly the point when he was 

most keen to emphasize his poetic differences with Wordsworth. 

 Magnuson, commenting on the version sent to Sotheby, observes that these 

closing lines: 

create a Wordsworth who fulfills the image of the ideal creative genius that 
has been painted for him in the previous stanza. Yet, curiously, that earlier 
portrait is quite different from the image of the poet that Wordsworth himself 
draws in the ‘Prospectus’ of the poet under the influence of nature. Coleridge 
is still trying to create the poet of the great philosophical poem.61 

 
Notably, this variant contains a phrase not found in other versions. Coleridge hails 

Wordsworth as ‘Great Son of Genius!’ (CL II, p. 817) He had used this formulation 

once before in his poetry, right at the beginning of his public career in December 

1794, in the second of his Morning Chronicle sonnets. In this sonnet ‘To Burke’, the 

‘sainted form of FREEDOM’ admonishes Burke for deserting her, beginning her 

address to him, ‘Great Son of Genius!’ (P1796, p. 46). By this self-quotation, 

Coleridge connects the two ‘Edmunds’ (though Wordsworth is addressed by his real 

name in the Sotheby variant). After declaring his own deficiency of genius, Coleridge 

admits that he cannot fulfil the role of the political poet, which he had attempted with 

his earliest verse. Although he is becoming ever more favourable to Burke as an 

individual, the reference to the infidelity and weakness of the political class holds. 

Coleridge therefore turns to Wordsworth, the absolute genius, to achieve through 

poetry what has been failed by politics. 

Coleridge published several more poems in October 1802, but ‘Dejection’ was 

his last new, major poem in The Morning Post. Three days after ‘Dejection’, ‘An Ode 

to the Rain’ appeared. This poem, in responding to the external weather, recalls the 

                                                
61 Magnuson, Coleridge and Wordsworth, p. 308. 
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setting of ‘Dejection’. The speaker’s refrain, ‘But only now for this one day, / Do go, 

dear Rain! do go away!’ replaces the emotional meditation of the former poem with 

the banal desire not to have sleep disturbed by noise.62 Coleridge appears to be 

parodying himself, demonstrating his inability as a poet to produce a profound 

synthesis of internal and external. His next two poetic items in the paper, ‘Epitaph to a 

Mercenary Miser’ and ‘Original Epigrams. Lot II’ (following on from ‘Lot I’ on 23rd 

September), were examples of light verse that furthered the impression he was only 

producing the ephemeral kind of poetry.63 

On 14th October, though, The Morning Post republished ‘France. An Ode: By 

S. T. Coleridge.’, followed by some extracts from ‘Fears in Solitude’.64 The reprint 

had been advertized three days earlier, as ‘peculiarly calculated to Englishmen at the 

present moment’.65 The advertisement foregrounds the status of the poem as speaking 

to contemporary concerns, but its status, as a reprint from four years earlier, only 

serves to underline that Coleridge is no longer willing, or perhaps even able, to 

produce this kind of verse. Notably, the poem is ‘By S. T. Coleridge’ and not signed 

‘EΣTHΣE’, as his recent poems, including ‘Dejection’, had been. The signature 

creates the sense of separate personae: the political poet who could write so 

rapturously on contemporary events is a past self, quite different from the current 

contributor.  

Added to ‘France’ for the 1802 publication is the Argument, which explains 

the final stanza as:  

                                                
62 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘An Ode to the Rain’, Morning Post, 7 October 1802. See EoT III, p. 295, PW II.2, p. 848. 
63 ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Epitaph on a Mercenary Miser’, Morning Post, 9 October 1802, p. 2. ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Original 
Epigrams. Lot II’, Morning Post, 11 October 1802, p. 3. ΕΣTHΣΕ, ‘Original Epigrams. Lot I’, Morning 
Post, 23 September 1802, p. 3.  
64 Coleridge, ‘France’, Morning Post, 14 October 1802, p. 3. 
65 ‘The Article on the probability of the restoration of the Bourbon Family, shall appear to-morrow’, 
Morning Post, 11 October 1802, p. 2. 
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An address to Liberty, in which the Poet expresses his conviction that those 
feelings and that grand ideal of Freedom which the mind attains by its 
contemplation of its individual nature, and of the sublime surrounding objects 
(see stanza the first) do not belong to men as a society, nor can possibly be 
either gratified or realized under any form of human government; but belong 
to the individual man, so far as he is pure, and inflamed with the love and 
adoration of God in Nature.66 

 
Woodring suggests that this Argument ‘attributes to the first and last stanzas some of 

the metaphysical subjectivity apparent that year in Dejection: An Ode.’67 By 

emphasizing that the ‘grand ideal of Freedom’ cannot be ‘gratified or realized under 

any form of human government’, Coleridge undermines the idea of political poetry, 

even as he offers it. The connection between ‘Dejection’ and this framing of ‘France’ 

acknowledges that, for Coleridge, the interaction with nature was an expression of 

political ideals, and that, therefore, ‘Dejection’ has political relevance. In 1798, as I 

argued in Chapter II, the move in ‘France’ to spiritual ideas should not be taken as a 

face value, as Coleridge was seeking an alternative form of politics. However, in 

1802, when Coleridge has just announced his disconnection from nature, it reaffirms 

that Coleridge can no longer draw on the inspiration necessary to approach, much less 

realize, ‘Liberty’ in his verse. 

                                                
66 Coleridge, ‘France’, Morning Post, 14 October 1802, p. 3.. 
67 Woodring, pp. 185-186. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
 

In this thesis I have traced the development of Coleridge’s poetics during the years of 

his greatest poetic creativity. My primary contention is that the stylistic changes that 

his poetry underwent cannot be separated from the development of Coleridge’s 

political thinking. This relationship was something that Coleridge later obscured. In 

the first chapter of the Biographia Literaria, he discusses the development of his 

poetic taste as a young man. Coleridge distances himself from the poetry of his first 

collection: 

even at the early period of my juvenile poems, I saw and admitted the 
superiority of an austerer, and more natural style, with an insight not less clear, 
than I at present possess. My judgment was stronger, than were my powers of 
realizing its dictates; […] I reverenced those, who had re-introduced the manly 
simplicity of the Greecian, and of our own elder poets, with such enthusiasm 
as made the hope seem presumptuous of writing successfully in the same 
style. (BL I, p. 8) 

 
Coleridge provides an ingenious explanation for his early stylistic faults, that they 

were the product of humility, a reluctance to attempt emulation of that which he 

considered the highest style of poetry. He later refers to his youthful self as having 

‘adopted a laborious and florid diction, which I myself deemed, if not absolutely 

vicious, yet of very inferior worth.’ (BL I, p. 25) Yet this account is easily refuted by 

referring to Coleridge’s letters of the period. In December 1796, he appealed to 

Thelwall: 

do not let us introduce an act of Uniformity against Poets — I have room 
enough in my brain to admire, aye & almost equally, the head and fancy of 
Akenside, and the heart and fancy of Bowles, the solemn Lordliness of 
Milton, & the divine Chit chat of Cowper (CL I, p. 279) 

 
The Biographia’s statement that Coleridge ‘admitted the superiority of an austerer 

and more natural style’ is contradicted by his 1796 rejection of ‘an act of Uniformity 
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against Poets’. While the Biographia’s claim establishes a clear hierarchy, the letter to 

Thelwall has an appreciation of stylistic diversity. Furthermore, it offers a concise 

definition of Coleridge’s poetic project, as he conceived it in 1796. Coleridge sought 

to merge the philosophy of Akenside’s poetry with the emotive register of Bowles. 

The ‘solemn Lordliness of Milton’ refers to his religious, sublime, and epic ambitions 

while the ‘Chit chat of Cowper’ lauds the conversational register Coleridge would 

emulate in his great meditative lyrics. The politics of the four are notable: Milton is 

the Republican poet, Akenside the Patriot Whig, with Cowper and Bowles as the 

more moderate contemporaries. All four, though, have political concerns in their 

poetry and could be enlisted, to various degrees, to support some kind of reformist 

project.  

In the Biographia Coleridge states that ‘Bowles and Cowper were, to the best 

of my knowledge, the first who combined natural thoughts with natural diction; the 

first who reconciled the heart with the head.’ (BL I, p. 25) In coupling Bowles with 

Cowper, Coleridge suggests a similarity between two quite different poets. The 

description ‘natural thoughts with natural diction’ links them to a stylistic influence, 

while evading the importance of their content. The sensibility of Bowles is briefly 

acknowledged by the reference to ‘the heart’, and Coleridge’s earlier description of 

his work as ‘tender’ (BL I, p. 17), but it seems a secondary concern. In a footnote to 

the same passage, Coleridge argues that: 

Cowper’s Task was published some time before the sonnets of Mr. Bowles; 
but I was not familiar with it till many years afterwards. The vein of Satire 
which runs through that excellent poem, together with the sombre hue of its 
religious opinions, would probably, at that time, have prevented its laying any 
strong hold on my affections. (BL I, p. 25) 
 

Coleridge’s framing in the Biographia implies that he had already moved towards an 

ideal of ‘natural diction’ well before he read Cowper. By doing so, Coleridge assigns 
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Bowles the role of progenitor of Coleridge’s blank verse, somewhat undeservedly. 

Bowles’s true importance for Coleridge, as the poet of subjectivity and feeling, who 

humanizes him away from political abstraction (as discussed in Chapter I), becomes 

obscured. Furthermore, Coleridge’s assertion that he would have taken against The 

Task, had he encountered it earlier, due to its ‘vein of satire’ and ‘sombre’ version of 

Christianity, denies that its content had any impact on him. The Task becomes 

exemplary for its style and not, as I demonstrated in Chapter II, significant for its 

religious and political ideas, to which Coleridge alludes. 

The most significant misrepresentation, though, is the total exclusion of 

Akenside. This thesis has argued that Akenside is the central poetic influence behind 

Coleridge’s first collection, and his impact on Coleridge’s literary thinking is far more 

significant than previous criticism has acknowledged. Even once Akenside is no 

longer the primary influence, Coleridge’s poetry of 1797-1802 is under his shadow 

because Coleridge is reacting to his earlier, Akensidean verse. The course of 

Coleridge’s poetic development needs to be seen as involving an appropriation, a 

qualification, and, finally, a renunciation of an Akensidean poetics.  

Akenside’s absence from the Biographia is therefore noteworthy. As 

discussed in Chapter I, Jump suggests that this exclusion was because Coleridge 

wished to suppress evidence of his support for republicanism.1 However, aside from 

the fact that Akenside was not a republican, I suggest that it was not Akenside’s 

specific politics that were the problem, but that he was explicitly political as a poet. 

Acknowledging the debt that he owed to Akenside would mean introducing a style 

which could not be defended as ‘austerer and more natural’. It would then complicate 

the idea that Coleridge evolved an ideal of poetry under the example of Bowles and, 

                                                
1 Jump, pp. 212-213, 224. 
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later, Cowper. With a range of poetic models offered, it would seem that Coleridge 

valued poets not simply for a particular style, and the significance of politics to his 

poetic judgement might become apparent. 

A similar misdirection occurs in the Biographia with Coleridge’s introduction 

of Wordsworth. Coleridge recounts the powerful impact ‘Salisbury Plain’ had on him: 

while memory lasts, I shall hardly forget the sudden effect produced on my 
mind, by his recitation of a manuscript poem, […] There was here, no mark of 
strained thought, or forced diction, no crowd or turbulence of imagery; […] It 
was the union of deep feeling with profound thought; (BL I, pp. 78-80) 

 
Newlyn is suspicious of Coleridge’s account, arguing that: 

moments of ‘deep feeling’ and ‘profound thought’ are rare in the two versions 
of Salisbury Plain that he saw in 1795–6. Qualities in Wordsworth’s writing 
that developed later, under his own influence, have been allowed to colour his 
memories of the past. […] The power of this writing cannot be explained in 
the literary terms of Biographia. It is committed social protest, offering hope, 
as the conclusion of Descriptive Sketches had done, for the defeat of tyranny 
and the betterment of mankind.2 

 
Newlyn perhaps is a little unfair: ‘Salisbury Plain’ is prototypically Wordsworthian, 

particularly in its spare diction. ‘deep feeling’ and ‘profound thought’ are subjective 

categories, so it is difficult to say definitively how present they are in the poem; 

Coleridge may well have recognized the germ of Wordsworth’s later meditations in 

‘Salisbury Plain’. I am entirely in agreement with her, though, that Coleridge was not 

merely attracted to the poem stylistically, but found its politics exciting. The ‘deep 

feeling’ and ‘profound thought’ which Coleridge detected at the time might well have 

been thoughts and feelings about politics. The poem’s restrained style offered a way 

of thinking and discussing politics in verse. As ever, the poetic was political. 

However, by expressing his admiration for Wordsworth, from their early days, in 

stylistic terms, Coleridge allows his mature opinions to be projected back: the detailed 

                                                
2 Newlyn, Coleridge, Wordsworth, pp. 3-5. 
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criticism of Wordsworth in the second volume is merely an extension of his initial 

insight. 

Throughout this thesis, I have explored Coleridge’s response to, and use of, 

Whig poetics and politics. Coleridge’s attraction to Whig poets, most pertinently 

Akenside and Cowper, was not coincidental, but demonstrated an underlying set of 

priorities. Coleridge’s interaction with Whig thought positioned his poetry and his 

political writings within a mainstream discourse. Initially this enabled him to 

articulate more radical ideas under the cover of widely accepted principles, but later 

he could also pivot away from his radical politics and claim to be professing very 

moderate opinions. The major shift in Coleridge’s style, from the Akensidean 

metaphysical verse to the Cowperian blank verse, was accelerated by this need, as 

discussed in Chapter II. 

In the Biographia, Coleridge gives a brief account of his politics between 

1796 and 1802: 

     Conscientiously an opponent of the first revolutionary war, yet with my 
eyes thoroughly opened to the true character and impotence of the favorers of 
revolutionary principles in England, principles which I held in abhorrence, 
[…] —a vehement anti-ministerialist, but after the invasion of Switzerland a 
more vehement anti-gallican, and still more intensely an anti-jacobin, I retired 
to a cottage at Stowey, and provided for my scanty maintenance by writing 
verses for a London Morning Paper. I saw plainly, […] that whatever my 
opinions might be in themselves, they were almost equi-distant from all the 
three prominent parties, the Pittites, the Foxites, and the Democrats. (BL I, p. 
187) 

 
There is some truth here, particularly in the chronology of Coleridge’s positions 

regarding the War, Pitt’s ministry, and France. However, not only does he skim over 

his period of Revolutionary enthusiasm, his claim that his opinions were equidistant 

from ‘the Pittites, the Foxites, and the Democrats’ does not bear scrutiny. Coleridge is 

right to insist that he did not toe the line of any given party, but his opinions were not 

consistently independent of them, either. During his period of youthful radicalism, he 
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was close to the ‘Democrats’, while much of his Morning Post period advanced a 

clearly Foxite line, as recounted in Chapter IV. Coleridge’s particular mix of religious 

Dissent, political radicalism, and Whiggism allowed him to shift his opinions over 

time and then retrospectively claim to have had a consistency of principles which 

were independent of any faction.  

Referring to the time when he was writing The Watchman, Coleridge claims 

that his friends ‘will bear witness for me, how opposite even then my principles were 

to those of jacobinism or even of democracy’ (BL I, p. 184). The falsity of this 

statement has been well documented, by critics who have emphasized Coleridge’s 

radical connections.3 However, they do not take account of Coleridge’s engagement 

with Whig thinking. To discuss Coleridge in reference to Whiggism is not to dismiss, 

or even place less emphasis on, the radical and Dissenting influences on Coleridge’s 

political thinking, but rather to observe that the Whig tradition was always an 

important source of intellectual nourishment. As his radicalism receded, the 

Whiggish, even conservative, elements of his thinking became more important. His 

recurrent engagement with Whig ideas enabled Coleridge to claim political 

consistency without it being completely implausible.4 

Between 1794 and 1802, Coleridge repeatedly announced a withdrawal from 

political writing and verse, only to follow it with a modified version. Coleridge’s later 

recollection in the Biographia presented his stylistic changes as an attempt to produce 

verse of a kind he had always idealized, but, looking at his actual practice, it is clear 

that he tried out several models, approaching persistent concerns using different 

poetic voices to rethink his ideas each time. Since Coleridge’s political ideas 

                                                
3 For example, E. P. Thompson, ‘Bliss was it in that Dawn’ in The Romantics, pp. 114-132, Roe, 
Wordsworth and Coleridge, pp. 5, 148-154, Keane, pp. 241-247. 
4 This is why Pamela Edwards, incorrectly in my view, can claim that Coleridge’s political ideas were 
consistent across his career. See Edwards, pp. 19-20, 31-34, 216-219. 
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developed and shifted over this time, his exact position was often ambiguous. 

Coleridge’s negotiation of poetic influences fuelled his attempts at a synthesis of the 

radical and the established opposition. Ultimately, he gave up the attempt entirely and 

began to define himself rather differently, while maintaining that nothing had 

changed. 
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