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INTRODUCTION

THe difficulties of making a selection from the writings of Coleridge
are of a special kind. So many are the fields of thought in which
Coleridge’s protean genius was active, that the first question that arises
is how to present him-as poet, as metaphysician, as critic, as theolo-
gian; as the dreamer of ‘Kubla Khan’, or as the philosopher of the
Romantic movement. During his life-time, readers of the Morning Post
knew him as a parliamentary reporter and an influential journalist;
subscribers to his two periodicals, The Watchman and The Friend, as a
political philosopher. We can no longer catch the echoes of his won-
derful talk, by which he dominated and enchanted private gatherings
and the public audiences who attended his extempore lectures; but to
regard Coleridge as purely and simply a poet would be an over-
simplification. He has been described as the last English thinker to at-
tempt that universality of knowledge characteristic of the Renaissance;
for science also was within his field of interest—he was a friend of
Humphry Davy-and his speculations on memory and association
point forward to the discoveries of Freud on the nature of the human
mind, and the unconscious.

Yet another Coleridge might be presented from his many letters,
that range over all these aspects of thought, and contain, besides,
minute observations of nature, mountain walks, waterfalls—Coleridge
the Lake-poet, although in fact all his important poems had been
written before he set foot in Cumberland. From these letters, besides,
emerges the story of a day-to-day life hampered by domestic unhap-
piness, financial anxiety, ill-health, and opium addiction-Coleridge
the failure, the procrastinator, the dreamer of great unfulfilled pro-
jects. What, in a small selection, should be included, what omitted?

One way would be to give a little of everything; to indicate the
range of his mind; but in a small volume, I doubt whether this could
be done adequately; for Coleridge’s ideas require ample space for their
development; his conclusions cannot be separated from his method of
thought, from the building of those great edifices of orderly exposi-
tion, for which even in conversation he was famous-as de Quincey’s
description recalls; ‘Coleridge, like some great river, the Orellana, or
the St Lawrence, that, having been checked and fretted by rocks or
diverting islands, suddenly recovers its volume of waters, and its
mighty music, swept at once . . . into a continuous strain of orderly
dissertation, certainly the most novel, the most finely illustrated and
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INTRODUCTION

traversing the most spacious fields of thought by transitions the most
just and logical that it was possible to conceive. What I mean by say-
ing that his transitions were “‘just” is by contradistinction to that mode
of conversation which courts variety through links of verbal connexions.
Coleridge, to many people, and often I have heard the complaint,
seemed to wander; and he seemed then to wander most when, in fact,
his resistance to the wandering instinct was greatest—viz. when the
compass and huge circuit by which his illustrations moved travelled
farthest into remote regions before they began to revolve. Long before
his coming round commenced, most people had lost him.’

Because of this ‘huge circuit” of his thought, it is necessary to repre-
sent Coleridge by long passages; and in the present selection, I have
thought it better to omit entirely whole fields of thought, and to repre-
sent as fully as space permits Coleridge as poet and as critic of poetry.
I have omitted very few poems whose exclusion has caused me regret;
of the criticism, there is enough to give a just idea of its full range,
and from the letters and diaries, I have taken, with a few exceptions,
only passages relating to literature. With great regret I have omitted
whole chapters of psychological observation and metaphysical specu-
lation; many passages that set forth a philosophy that would now be
called existentialism; with less regret much ‘theologico-metaphysical’
material. Of all the fields in which his mind was active, Coleridge’s
theology alone seems to have little value outside its own time. His
Aids to Reflection was an influential work in its day, in Anglican circles,
but Coleridge was not, like his elder contemporary Blake, a great reli-
gious thinker. The present selection, therefore, while it is far from
being representative of the whole of Coleridge, does, I hope, fairly
represent those aspects of him that it is most important to include in a
volume making part of a series of the English poets.

Coleridge the poet wrote his farewell to the Muse in his ‘Ode to
Dejection’ in 1802. He did occasionally write poems later, some of
them fine ones, but the great flowering of his poetic genius took place
within five years, and, above all, in one single year, from the summer
of 1797 when he first knew Dorothy and William Wordsworth, into
the following spring. During that time he wrote ‘The Ancient
Mariner’, the first part of ‘Christabel’, ‘Kubla Khan’, besides other
poems only less great than these, the works not of his talent but of his
genius. Coleridge had been a prolific writer of juvenilia, much of
which is worthless, and which he himself was eager to discard, when
he came into his full powers as a poet. The difference between
Coleridge at his worst and at his best is that between smoke and fire.

I0
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To kindle the fire, some magical touch was needed, and that magic
the circumstances of his life brought but once. When he made the
third person of that trinity with a single soul, with Wordsworth and
his sister Dorothy, he experienced for the last, and perhaps the first
time in his life, what he himself names as the source of poetic inspira-
tion; and soon he was to fall in love with Wordsworth’s sister-in-law,
Sara Huchinson, to whom the ‘Ode to Melancholy’ is addressed.

O pure of heart! Thou need’st not ask of me

‘What this strong music in the soul may be!

What, and wherein it doth exist,

This light, this glory, this fair luminous mist,

This beautiful and beauty-making power.

Joy, virtuous lady!

It is joy. ‘Joys impregnate,” William Blake wrote, ‘sorrows bring
forth.” Poetic inspiration is too close to Eros to exist when natural love
must for any reason be denied and stifled. Coleridge, in 1797, had
already made a mistaken marriage; but this had not yet become in-
tolerable to him, as it later did, because it made it impossible for him
to marry the woman he loved. To the poet who as a child had been
torn away from home for the eight years of his school-days, friend-
ship had the power to release all his pent-up affections, to give him,
perhaps, that sense of home-coming to his true spiritual next-of-kin,
that could for a time heal in him that sense of exile from those he
loved, that began in childhood, and returned more bitterly in his later
years.

At the age of thirty, Coleridge the inspired poet was dead; for the
years before him, that brought much fame, never again brought joy.
But they brought wisdom. The main stream of his genius, diverted
from poetry, flowed into other channels. The myth of failure, of
promise unfulfilled, is largely untrue. ‘Christabel’ remained unfin-
ished, and so did ‘Kubla Khan’; scarcely anything Coleridge ever
undertook was finished; but finish implies the realization of some
finite end, and Coleridge’s ends were ocean-like and boundless. Even
as a child, Coleridge tells of himself, through the thought of the stars
in the night sky, and his reading of fairy-tales and genii, ‘my mind
had been habituated to the vast’; and his thought is no more finished,
or capable of completion, than the universe. His trains of thought
lead often to a point at which Coleridge stops short, because of the
very extent of the horizons that still open before him. He pauses in
the Biographia Literaria, and inserts a letter of self-criticism, from that
supposed friend who writes to him: ‘imperfectly as I understand you
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INTRODUCTION

in the present Chapter, I see clearly that you have done too much, yet
not enough. You have been obliged to omit so many links, from the
necessity of compression, that what remains looks like the fragments
of the winding steps of an old ruined tower’ —but adds, ‘In that greater
work to which you have devoted so many years, and study so intense
and various, it will be in its proper place’~a work that remained
unwritten because it was essentially unwriteable: Coleridge was
hampered by the very vastness of his own mental processes.

Yet we have little reason to complain because, instead of an entire
universe, we have only a few galaxies, for Coleridge’s parts exceed the
wholes of all but a few, and those few the greatest, minds. Besides this,
although much may remain incomplete, all is consistent, coherent, as
even a fragment of a Greek sculpture implies the perfection of the
whole. All that he wrote was grounded in fundamental philosophical
principles—or rather should one say, unwavering imaginative insight
—that gives to the whole body of his thought, poetic, political, or
critical, that consistency that is the mark of genius as contrasted with
talent; the difference (to quote Sir Herbert Read, who so defines the
difference between the romantic and the classical view of poetry) be-
tween ‘form as proceeding’ as contrasted with ‘shape as superinduced’.
His work has the coherence of a living organism; and such it is—for
imagination, as runs his famous definition, ‘is essentially vital, even as
all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and dead’.

Coleridge’s thought~the philosophy of the Romantic movement -
is essentially Platonic; or, rather, perhaps, Neoplatonic, for his Plato
is the Plato of the Timaeus, and of Plotinus. To quote Professor 1. A.
Richards, it is ‘an idealism, Platonic-Kantian in origins but very dis-
tinctively Coleridgean in actuality’. The poet he defined as one who
‘brings the whole soul of man into activity, with the subordination of
its faculties to each other, according to their relative worth and dig-
nity’. With Plato, he places, of these faculties, reason as supreme, with
emotion, will and understanding as its subordinates and instruments.
He praises Milton’s definition of poetry as ‘simple, sensuous, and pas-
sionate’, a definition that, like his own, defines poetry in terms of a
vital experience, which transcends all definitions and laws. Reason, as
Coleridge uses the word, is the equivalent of Plato’s noesis; and the
term is perhaps unfortunate, since the usual connotation of the word
is the exact opposite of Coleridge’s: reason, as Coleridge uses the word,
is what William Blake calls vision; it is ‘the mind’s eye’, a direct in-
tuition of truth, ‘an inward beholding, having a similar relation to the
intelligible or spiritual, as sense has to the material or phenomenal’.

12




INTRODUCTION

What is commonly called reason—in the modern sense of the word
rationalism—Coleridge calls the understanding. By bearing in mind this
difference in terminology, much confusion, in reading Coleridge can
be avoided. Coleridge’s reason, then, is at once the act of knowing,
and that which is known; ‘thus, God, the soul, eternal truth, etc., are
the objects of reason; but they are themselves reason. We name God
the Supreme Reason; and Milton says,

... whence the soul
Reason receives, and reason is her being.

Whatever is conscious self-knowledge is reason: and in this sense it
may be safely defined as the organ of the supersensuous; even as the
understanding, wherever it does not possess or use the reason as its
inward eye, may be defined the conception of the senses, or the faculty
by which we generalize and arrange the phaenomena of perception.’
Thus defined, reason is the inspiration alike of the poet and the
scientist, and in it consists the genius of a Newton no less than of a
Shakespeare; it is the intuition of reality.

Alltruth, for Coleridge, is drawn from that deep well; and the same
imaginative intuition that made him a poet, made him supreme among
critics; for in his application of this principle to the criticism of poetry,
Coleridge raised that study once and for all above those purely
mechanical supposed rules of art, that had been defined and redefined
from the time of Aristotle, to Pope, Dryden, and Dr Johnson.

Coleridge’s criticism of Shakespeare was, indeed, revolutionary. To
the eighteenth century, Shakespeare was the ‘wild’, the ‘irregular’
child of ‘nature’-of nature as contrasted with art. But, Coleridge
pointed out, poetry is not unlike, but like nature because it is, like
nature, a vital formative power, that no mechanical artifice can simu-
late. Art does not imitate the externals of nature, but its operation.
Hence the transcendent genius of Shakespeare, who is, for Coleridge,
the supreme example of the romantic poet. The form of his plays is
neither ‘wild’ nor ‘irregular’ because they do not conform to the
Unities of Aristotle: the form of each is inherent in its conception.
Thus Coleridge leads us to the very heart of the motivation of Shake-
speare’s characters: for these, he says, are to be understood from with-
in, by meditation; and not, like those of the classical Ben Jonson, by
objective scrutiny. Coleridge points to a common characteristic of
many of Shakespeare’s villains—his Richard III, Thersites, Iago,
Edmund, and even Falstaff-that they act from the discursive under-
standing alone: they are what we should call rationalists (using the

13



INTRODUCTION

word not in Coleridge’s but in the common acceptance) who dismiss
as idle nonsense the promptings of that deeper vision of truth that can
be perceived, but not argued, the ‘inward eye’ of the soul. What
makes Swift’s Houyhnhnms monstrous is that they act rightly on
rational grounds alone, and not from the deeper motivation of (Cole-
ridgean and Platonic) reason. By a shifting of the focus of his thought
from the general conception to the minutest detail of metre, or the
choice and ordering of words in a single line, Coleridge applies the
same principle to the parts as to the whole; for in true poetry, the
same vital principle serves to organize the minute particulars, as in-
spires the general plan. Above all Coleridge’s greatness as a critic lies,
not (as in the clever journalist) in his power of pointing to the defects
of a work, but in his power of illuminating its merits: not by easil
accorded praise, for ‘to exclude the great is to magnify the little’; but
because ‘He who tells me that there are defects in a new work, tells
me nothing which I should not have taken for granted. . . But he
who points out and elucidates the beauties of an original work, does
indeed give me interesting information, such as experience would not
have authorized me in anticipating.” Always he respects the work,
according to his ‘golden rule’, ‘until you understand a writer’s ignorance,
presume yourself ignorant of his understanding’. By that same rule, he
respects man; for to judge a man by his defects is to judge by what is
accidental, not essential. For reasons of this kind, we must surely say
that Coleridge was a good, as well as a great man.

Coleridge’s poetry 1s, no less than his criticism, profoundly Platonic
—as all great poetry must be; for his ‘persons and characters super-
natural’ are no vulgar ghosts and phantoms, but archetypal figures
from the depths of the mind itself, given ‘a semblance of truth suffi-
cient to procure for those shadows of imagination that willing suspen-
sion of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith’. They
are supernatural in the precise meaning of the word-they come from
above nature, that is, from those regions of mind that find in merely
natural forms the symbolic terms of an imaginative language: ‘In
looking at the objects of Nature while I am thinking, as at yonder
moon dim-glimmering through the dewy window-pane, I seem rather
to be seeking, as it were asking for, a symbolical language for some-
thing within me that already and forever exists, than observing any-
thing new. Even when that latter is the case, yet still I have always a
feeling as if that new phenomenon were the dim awakening of a for-
gotten or hidden truth of my inner nature.” For Coleridge, as for
Plato, physical appearances are the shadows of ideas, projected upon

14




INTRODUCTION

the transient flux of nature, that Penelope’s web that is forever woven
and undone. Every landscape is, for him-even those described with a
minuteness that recalls Wordsworth, or the drawings of Constable-a
landscape of the mind.

Indeed Coleridge’s debt to Plato and Plotinus cannot be exag-
gerated. If his philosophy was primarily that of Kant and Schelling,
his poetry (the bulk of it written before he commenced his studies of
German philosophy) is more purely Platonic. He platonized even in
his dreams—if ‘Kubla Khan’ was entirely a dream; for the symbolism
of the Neoplatonists is central to the poem. Nor is this surprising, for
from his letters we know that Coleridge had been reading their works
shortly before it was written. There is Plotinus’ sea, or lake, of mate-
rial existence, the ‘non-entity’ that is the term of a descending series
of orders of being. This descent itself is symbolized by a river that, in
the Orphic theology, issues from the night of the Unmanifest—(the
same that in Cabbalistic writings flows from the dark Aleph) to the
Stygian lake of matter:

.. . where waters white

Burst from a fountain hid in depths of night,
And thro’ a dark and stony cavern glide,

A cave profound, invisible.. . .

In the mutable sea of material existence are reflected (according to the
Platonic philosophers) the realities of the world of ideas.

The shadow of the dome of pleasure
Floated midway on the waves

is an image that must recall to any Platonist those shadows that, in
Plato’s famous fable, the prisoners saw cast upon the walls of the cave
in which they were imprisoned, and mistook for realities; or, as
Plotinus mythologizes the same concept (or conceptualizes the myth),
the image that Narcissus saw in the flowing stream of Nature, and
mistook for enduring reality. The symbol of a river flowing from a
hidden and mysterious source is one to which Coleridge returns in his
critical writings. The sense in which he uses it essentially is the same as
‘Alph, the sacred river’ of ‘Kubla Khan’. Knowing and being he likens
to two confluent streams that low from the divine fountain of reason.
The philospher is one who sails, ‘still pushing upward and sounding
as he goes, towards the common fountain head of both, the myste-
rious source whose being is knowledge, whose knowledge is being-
the adorable 1 AM THAT 1 AM’. To realize the consistency alike of
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INTRODUCTION

symbol and concept in Coleridge’s most Sibylline poem and in his
metaphysical writings is to understand both—for in his poems he was
a philospher, and in his philosophy a poet.

Coleridge’s symbolism is archetypal, drawn from the world of
‘what eternally exists, really and unchangeably’ within the human
mind. His imagery, sensuous and minute, is nevertheless the vehicle of
the faery-land of subjectivity. Typically, his landscapes are moonlit, or
seen by the light of stars, or in the twilight, when objects perceived
can most easily be detached from their utilitarian association, and be-
come the figures of whatever dream the imagination may choose to
elaborate—the eyes of hidden birds, the living mountains seen in the .
coals of a fire, glow-worms, the half-human voices of wind, cataract,

or baying dog. In the same way, upon the fauna and flora of pre- r
Darwinian natural history, of unexplored oceans and new continents '
and tropical islands, as yet imperfectly charted by science, imagina- !

tion may work its will, not by imprecision, but by the freedom of
such images from common associations, or conformity with known
general laws. What science has not yet made its own, may the more
readily be interpreted according to those other laws that operate in
the world of fancy. 1

There is no major poet who has not also been a man of the highest )
intelligence, and, in consequence, of wide knowledge beyond the
frontiers of literature. Inspiration may fuse what is in the mind; but i
the more richly stored that mind may be, the more splendid the pro-
duct of inspiration acting upon it. Coleridge was a man of vast erudi- j
tion— T have read almost everything,’ so he wrote to a friend, when |
he was twenty-five, ‘a library cormorant’. He continued to read every-
thing, to the end of his life. Just how much went into the making of i
‘The Ancient Mariner’, Professor Livingstone Lowes has shown in his }
remarkable study, The Road to Xanadu—and that study cannot, in its i
very nature, be complete. Poetry, the work of ‘the whole man’, can
no more be created without wide knowledge and deep thought, than |
without profound feeling and senses alive to the minutest things.

Second only to his own poems is that part, imponderable, but very
great, that he played in forming the genius of Wordsworth, and of
proclaiming that genius to the world. Coleridge always deferred to
Wordsworth as to one greater than himself; but he himself helped to
create, or to evoke, that greatness. Had he not written one poem that,
so long as the English language and the human imagination endure,
can never lose its supernatural power, still he would remain the first of
critics. His verdict upon himself, humble, yet just, must stand:
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CHRONOLOGY

1772 October 21. Samuel Taylor Coleridge born, tenth and youngest
child of the vicar and schoolmaster of Ottery St Mary, Devon-
shire.

1782 July. Entered at Christ’s Hospital, London, following the death of
his father. He did not revisit home for eight years.

1791 October. Jesus College, Cambridge.

1793 December. Left Cambridge in a mood of despondency, and en-
listed in the Light Dragoons under the same of Silas Tomkyns
Comberbacke.

1794 April 10. Discharged, and returned to Cambridge.

Met Southey at Oxford.
December. Left Cambridge, without taking a degree.

1795 January. Lectures at Bristol. Southey and Coleridge occupied
with the project of a Pantisocracy, an ideal community to con-
sist of twelve young men and their wives, to be founded in the
American colonies. The project was abandoned, and this led to
a break with Southey.

October 4. Married Sara Fricker, sister of Southey’s wife-to-be.
This marriage was the unfortunate, and only, practical outcome
of the Pantisocracy project. Coleridge and his wife moved to a
cottage at Clevedon, Somerset.

1796 March-May. The Watchman, a periodical of democratic views,
which failed after ten numbers.

September 19. Hartley Coleridge born.

December 31. Moved to Nether Stowey, to be near Coleridge’s
friend and patron, Thomas Poole.

1797 First met Dorothy and William Wordsworth, then living at Race-
down, some forty miles from Nether Stowey. Coleridge stayed
with the Wordsworths in June; in July they returned the visit,
and in order to be near Coleridge moved into the large house of
Alfoxden.

July 7. Charles Lamb an old school fellow visited Coleridge.

November 13. ‘The Ancient Mariner’ begun, on a walk with
Dorothy and William Wordsworth.

First part of ‘Christabel’ completed.

1798 January. Thomas and Josiah Wedgwood offered Coleridge an an-
nuity of one hundred and fifty pounds for life, which he accepted.

May 14. Birth of a second son, Berkeley, who died during
Coleridge’s absence in Germany.

‘Kubla Khan’.

September (to July 1799) to Germany with the Wordsworths,
there to study the language, and philosophy. Publication of the
Lyrical Ballads.

19



CHRONOLOGY

1799 October. Visited the Wordsworths at Sockburn, County Durham,
at the farm-house of the Hutchinson family. There Coleridge
met Sara Hutchinson, sister of Wordsworth’s wife-to-be, Mary.
Sara was the Astra of Coleridge’s poems, and his life-long love.

November. Took up work on the Morning Post, in London.

1800 July. Moved, with his family, to Greta Hall, Keswick.

September 14. Birth of Derwent Coleridge.

Second part of ‘Christabel’ completed.

1802 The Southeys, now reconciled, moved to Greta Hall to share the
house with Coleridge and his family.

December 23. Birth of Sara Coleridge.

1803 Tourin Scotland, with William and Dorothy Wordsworth (des-
cribed in Dorothy Wordsworth’s Journal). Coleridge abandoned
the tour, on account of ill-health. The habit of taking opium as
a remedy for his many ailments was by now already a serious
addiction.

1804 August. Returned to London.

December. Visited the Wordsworths at Coleorton, where Sara
Hutchinson was also staying. With their encouragement,
decided upon a separation from his wife.

1804—6 In Malta and the Mediterranean in an attempt to regain health.
Secretary to Sir Robert Ball in Malta.

1806 Returned in no better health.

1808 January. First series of lectures at the Royal Institution.

September (to May 1810). Returned to the Lake District, to live
with the Wordsworths at Grasmere.

1809 June (to March 1810). The Friend, which ran to twenty-seven
numbers. Sara Hutchinson acted as Coleridge’s amanuensis.

1810 March. Sara Hutchinson left the Wordsworths’ household to live
with a brother in Wales. After a few months at Greta Hall,
Coleridge left the Lake District for ever, under the double grief
of parting with Sara and a breach with Wordsworth, never en-
tirely healed. His life thereafter was centred in London.

1811 November. Lectures to the London Philosophical Society.

1812 May. Lectures at Willis’s Rooms.

November. Lectures at Surrey Institution.

1813 January 23. Osorio, a play projected many years earlier, and now
revised under the title Remorse, ran for twenty nights at Drury
Lane. (This was considered a successful run at that time.)

October (to April 1814). Lectures at Bristol.

1814 November. Living with the Morgans, at the village of Calne. Here
he began work on his Biographia Literaria.

1816 April. Entered the household of James Gillman, a physician of
Highgate, as a patient. In this kind refuge, Coleridge spent the
last eighteen years of his life, with only a few breaks, in the
company of friends who understood his condition.
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CHRONOLOGY

1816 June. ‘Christabel’ and ‘Kubla Khan’ published.

1817 Lay Sermons and Biographia Literaria.

1818 December (to March 1819). Lectures on History of Philosophy,
and on Shakespeare. From this time, Coleridge’s interests shifted
increasingly from poetry and politics, to ‘theologico-meta-
physical studies.

1825 Aids to Reflection.

1828 Poetical Works. A tour on the Continent with Wordsworth.

1830 Church and State.

1834 July 25. Died.






TEXTUAL NOTE
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Coleridge’s notebooks, was also edited by E. H. Coleridge, in 189s.
The Notes and Lectures upon Shakespeare etc were first edited and pub-
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daughter, Mrs H. N. Coleridge, published a new and enlarged edition
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Taylor Coleridge, 1895, with the exception of a single extract (p. 132)
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SONNET
TO THE AUTUMNAL MOON

Mirp Splendour of the various-vested Night!
Mother of wildly-working visions! hail!
I watch thy gliding, while with watery light
Thy weak eye glimmers through a fleecy veil;
And when thou lovest thy pale orb to shroud
Behind the gather’d blackness lost on high;
And when thou dartest from the wind-rent cloud
Thy placid lightning o’er the awaken’d sky.

Ah such is Hope! as changeful and as fair!
Now dimly peering on the wistful sight;
Now hid behind the dragon-wing’d Despair:
But soon emerging in her radiant might
She o’er the sorrow—clouded breast of Care

Sails, like a meteor kindling in its flight.

1788

QUAE NOCENT DOCENT

[1N cHRIST’S HOSPITAL BOOK]
O! mihi praeteritos referat si Jupiter annos!

Ox! might my ill-past hours return again!

No more, as then, should Sloth around me throw
Her soul-enslaving, leaden chain!

No more the precious time would I employ

In giddy revels, or in thoughtless joy,

A present joy producing future woe.

But o’er the midnight Lamp I'd love to pore,

I'd seek with care fair Learning’s depths to sound,
And gather scientific Lore:

Or to mature the embryo thoughts inclin’d,

That half-conceiv’d lay struggling in my mind,

The cloisters’ solitary gloom I'd round.

"Tis vain to wish, for Time has ta’en his flight —
For follies past be ceas’d the fruitless tears:
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QUAE NOCENT DOCENT

Let follies past to future care incite.
Averse maturer judgements to obey
Youth owns, with pleasure owns, the Passions’ sway,
But sage Experience only comes with years.

1789 (First published in 1893)

SONNET
TO THE RIVER OTTER

DEAR native Brook! wild Streamlet of the West!

How many various-fated years have past,

What happy and what mournful hours, since last
I skimm’d the smooth thin stone along thy breast,
Numbering its light leaps! yet so deep imprest
Sink the sweet scenes of childhood, that mine eyes

I never shut amid the sunny ray,

But straight with all their tints thy waters rise,

Thy crossing plank, thy marge with willows grey,
And bedded sand that vein’d with various dyes
Gleam’d through thy bright transparence! On my way,

Visions of Childhood! oft have ye beguil’'d
Lone manhood’s cares, yet waking fondest sighs:

Ah! that once more I were a careless Child!

21793

THE EOLIAN HARP
COMPOSED AT CLEVEDON, SOMERSETSHIRE

MY pensive Sara! thy soft check reclined-

Thus on mine arm, most soothing sweet it is

To sit beside our Cot, our Cot o’ergrown

With white-flower’d Jasmin, and the broad-leav’d Myrtle,
(Mcet emblems they of Innocence and Love!)

And watch the clouds, that late were rich with light,

Slow saddening round, and mark the star of eve

Serenely brilliant (such should Wisdom be)

Shine opposite! How exquisite the scents

Snatch’d from yon bean-field! and the world so hush’d!
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THE EOLIAN HARP

The stilly murmur of the distant Sea
Tells us of silence.

And that simplest Lute,
Placed length-ways in the clasping casement, hark!
How by the desultory breeze caress’d,
Like some coy maid half yielding to her lover,
It pours such sweet upbraiding, as must needs
Tempt to repeat the wrong! And now, its strings
Boldlier swept, the long sequacious notes
Over delicious surges sink and rise,
Such a soft floating witchery of sound
As twilight Elfins make, when they at eve
Voyage on gentle gales from Fairy-Land,
Where Melodies round honey-dropping flowers,
Footless and wild, like birds of Paradise,
Nor pause, nor perch, hovering on untam’d wing!
O! the one Life within us and abroad,
Which meets all motion and becomes its soul,
A light in sound, a sound-like power in light,
Rhythm in all thought, and joyance every where -
Methinks, it should have been impossible
Not to love all things in a world so fill’d;
Where the breeze warbles, and the mute still air
Is Music slumbering on her instrument.

And thus, my Love! as on the midway slope
Of yonder hill I stretch my limbs at noon,
Whilst through my half-clos’d eye-lids I behold
The sunbeams dance, like diamonds, on the main,
And tranquil muse upon tranquillity;

Full many a thought uncall’d and undetain’ d
And many idle flitting phantasies,

Traverse my indolent and passive brain,

As wild and various as the random gales
That swell and flutter on this subject Lute!

And what if all of animated nature
Be but organic Harps diversely 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?

But thy more serious eye a mild reproof
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THE EOLIAN HARP

Darts, O belovéd Woman! nor such thoughts
Dim and unhallow’d dost thou not reject
And biddest me walk humbly with my God.
Meek Daughter in the family of Christ!

Well hast thou said and holily disprais’d
These shapings of the unregenerate mind;
Bubbles that glitter as they rise and break

On vain Philosophy’s aye-babbling spring.
For never guiltless may I speak of him,

The Incomprehensible! save when with awe

I praise him, and with Faith that inly feels;
Who with his saving mercies healéd me,

A sinful and most miserable man,

Wilder’'d and dark, and gave me to possess
Peace, and this Cot, and thee, heart-honour’d Maid!

1795

REFLECTIONS ON HAVING LEFT A
PLACE OF RETIREMENT

Sermoni propriora. - HORACE

Low was our pretty Cot: our tallest Rose
Peep’d at the chamber-window. We could hear
At silent noon, and eve, and early morn,

The Sea’s faint murmur. In the open air

Our Myrtles blossom’d; and across the porch
Thick Jasmins twined: the little landscape round
Was green and woody, and refresh’d the eye.

It was a spot which you might aptly call

The Valley of Seclusion! Once I saw
(Hallowing his Sabbath-day by quietness)

A wealthy son of Commerce saunter by,
Bristowa’s citizen; methought, it calm’d

His thirst of idle gold, and made him muse
With wiser feelings: for he paus’d, and look’d
With a pleas’d sadness, and gaz’d all around,
Then eyed our Cottage, and gaz'd round again,
And sigh’d, and said, it was a Blesséd Place.
And we were bless’d. Oft with patient ear
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ON HAVING LEFT A PLACE OF RETIREMENT

Long-listening to the viewless sky-lark’s note
(Viewless, or haply for a moment seen
Gleaming on sunny wings) in whisper’d tones
I've said to my Belovéd, *Such, sweet Girl!

The inobtrusive song of Happiness,

Unearthly minstrelsy! then only heard

‘When the Soul seeks to hear; when all is hush’d,
And the Heart listens!’

But the time, when first
From that low Dell, steep up the stony Mount
I climb’d with perilous toil and reach’d the top,
Oh! what a goodly scene! Here the bleak mount,
The bare bleak mountain speckled thin with sheep;
Grey clouds, that shadowing spot the sunny fields;
And river, now with bushy rocks o’er-brow’d,
Now winding bright and full, with naked banks;
And seats, and lawns, the Abbey and the wood,
And cots, and hamlets, and faint city-spire;
The Channel there, the Islands and white sails,
Dim coasts, and cloud-like hills, and shoreless Ocean -
It seem’d like Omnipresence! God, methought,
Had built him there a Temple: the whole World
Seem’d imag’d in its vast circumference:
No wish profan’d my overwhelméd heart.
Blest hour! It was a luxury, - to be!

Ah! quiet Dell! dear Cot, and Mount sublime!
I was constrain’d to quit you. Was it right,
While my unnumber’d brethren toil’d and bled,
That I should dream away the entrusted hours
On rose-leaf beds, pampering the coward heart
With feelings all too delicate for use?
Sweet is the tear that from some Howard’s eye
Drops on the cheek of one he lifts from earth:
And he that works me good with unmov’d face,
Does it but half: he chills me while he aids,
My benefactor, not my brother man!
Yet even this, this cold beneficence
Praise, praise it, O my Soul! oft as thou scann’st
The sluggard Pity’s vision-weaving tribe!
Who sigh for Wretchedness, yet shun the Wretched,
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ON HAVING LEFT A PLACE OF RETIREMENT

Nursing in some delicious solitude

Their slothful loves and dainty sympathies!

I therefore go, and join head, heart, and hand,
Active and firm, to fight the bloodless fight
Of Science, Freedom, and the Truth in Christ.

Yet oft when after honourable toil

Rests the tir'd mind, and waking loves to dream,
My spirit shall revisit thee, dear Cot!

Thy Jasmin and thy window-peeping Rose,
And Myrtles fearless of the mild sea-air.

And I shall sigh fond wishes - sweet Abode!
Ah! - had none greater! And that all had such!
It might be so - but the time is not yet.

Speed it, O Father! Let thy Kingdom come!

1795

TO A YOUNG FRIEND

ON HIS PROPOSING TO DOMESTICATE WITH THE AUTHOR

Composed in 1796

A MOUNT, not wearisome and bare and steep,
But a green mountain variously up-piled,
Where o’er the jutting rocks soft mosses creep,
Or colour’d lichens with slow oozing weep;
Where cypress and the darker yew start wild;
And, 'mid the summer torrent’s gentle dash
Dance brighten’d the red clusters of the ash;
Beneath whose boughs, by those still sounds beguil’d,
Calm Pensiveness might muse herself to sleep;
Till haply startled by some fleecy dam.
That rustling on the bushy cliff above
With melancholy bleat of anxious love,
Made meek enquiry for her wandering lamb:
Such a green mountain "twere most sweet to climb,
E’en while the bosom ach’d with loneliness -
How more than sweet, if some dear friend should bless
The adventurous toil, and up the path sublime
Now lead, now follow: the glad landscape round,
Wide and more wide, increasing without bound!
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TO A YOUNG FRIEND

O then "twere loveliest sympathy, to mark

The berries of the half-uprooted ash

Dripping and bright; and list the torrent’s dash, -
Beneath the cypress, or the yew more dark,

Seated at ease, on some smooth mossy rock;

In social silence now, and now to unlock

The treasur’d heart; arm linked in friendly arm,

Save if the one, his muse’s witching charm

Muttering brow-bent, at unwatch’d distance lag;
Till high o’er head his beckoning friend appears,

And from the forehead of the topmost crag
Shouts eagerly: for haply there uprears

That shadowing Pine its old romantic limbs,
‘Which latest shall detain the enamour’d sight

Seen from below, when eve the valley dims,
Tinged yellow with the rich departing light;
And haply, bason’d in some unsunn’d cleft,

A beauteous spring, the rock’s collected tears,

Sleeps shelter’d there, scarce wrinkled by the gale!
Together thus, the world’s vain turmoil left,

Stretch’d on the crag, and shadow’d by the pine,
And bending o’er the clear delicious fount,

Ah! dearest youth! it were a lot divine

To cheat our noons in moralising mood,

While west-winds fann’d our temples toil-bedew’d:

Then downwards slope, oft pausing, from the mount,

To some lone mansion, in some woody dale,
Where smiling with blue eye, Domestic Bliss
Gives this the Husband’s, that the Brother’s kiss!

Thus rudely vers’d in allegoric lore,
The Hill of Knowledge I essayed to trace;
That verdurous hill with many a resting-place,
And many a stream, whose warbling waters pour
To glad, and fertilise the subject plains;
That hill with secret springs, and nooks untrod,
And many a fancy-blest and holy sod
Where Inspiration, his diviner strains
Low-murmuring, lay; and starting from the rock’s
Stiff evergreens, (whose spreading foliage mocks
Want’s barren soil, and the bleak frosts of age,
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TO A YOUNG FRIEND

60 And Bigotry’s mad fire-invoking rage!)
O meek retiring spirit! we will climb,
Cheering and cheered, this lovely hill sublime;
And from the stirring world up-lifted high
(Whose noises, faintly wafted on the wind,
65 To quiet musings shall attune the mind,
And oft the melancholy theme supply),
There, while the prospect through the gazing eye
Pours all its healthful greenness on the soul,
We'll smile at wealth, and learn to smile at fame,
70 Our hopes, our knowledge, and our joys the same,
As neighbouring fountains image each the whole:
Then when the mind hath drunk its fill of truth
We'll discipline the heart to pure delight,
Rekindling sober joy’s domestic flame.
75 They whom I love shall love thee, honour’d youth!
Now may Heaven realise this vision bright!

1796

THIS LIME-TREE BOWER MY PRISON
[ADDRESSED TO CHARLES LAMB, OF THE INDIA HOUSE, LONDON |

In the June of 1797 some long-expected friends paid a visit to the
author’s cottage; and on the morning of their arrival, he met with an
accident, which disabled him from walking during the whole time of
their stay. One evening, when they had left him for a few hours, he
composed the following lines in the garden-bower.

WELL, they are gone, and here must I remain,
This lime-tree bower my prison! I have lost
Beauties and feelings, such as would have been
Most sweet to my remembrance even when age
s Had dimm’d mine eyes to blindness! They, meanwhile,

Friends, whom I never more may mecet again,
On springy heath, along the hill-top edge
Wander in gladness, and wind down, perchance,
To that still roaring dell, of which I told;

10 The roaring dell, o’erwooded, narrow, deep,
And only speckled by the mid-day sun;
Where its slim trunk the ash from rock to rock
Flings arching like a bridge; — that branchless ash,

34




THIS LIME-TREE BOWER MY PRISON

Unsunn’d and damp, whose few poor yellow leaves
Ne’er tremble in the gale, yet tremble still,

Fann’d by the water-fall! and there my friends
Behold the dark green file of long lank weeds,

That all at once (a most fantastic sight!)

Still nod and drip beneath the dripping edge

Of the blue clay-stone.

Now, my friends emerge
Beneath the wide wide Heaven - and view again
The many-steepled tract magnificent
Of hilly fields and meadows, and the sea,
With some fair bark, perhaps, whose sails light up
The slip of smooth clear blue betwixt two Isles
Of purple shadow! Yes! they wander on
In gladness all; but thou, methinks, most glad,
My gentle-hearted Charles! for thou hast pined
And hunger’d after Nature, many a year,
In the great City pent, winning thy way
With sad yet patient soul, through evil and pain
And strange calamity! Ah! slowly sink
Behind the western ridge, thou glorious Sun!
Shine in the slant beams of the sinking orb,
Ye purple heath-flowers! richlier burn, ye clouds!
Live in the yellow light, ye distant groves!
And kindle, thou blue Ocean! So my friend
Struck with deep joy may stand, as I have stood,
Silent with swimming sense; yea, gazing round
On the wide landscape, gaze till all doth seem
Less gross than bodily; and of such hues
As veil the Almighty Spirit, when yet he makes
Spirits perceive his presence.

A delight
Comes sudden on my heart, and I am glad
As I myself were there! Nor in this bower,
This little lime-tree bower, have I not mark’d
Much that has sooth’d me. Pale beneath the blaze
Hung the transparent foliage; and I watch’d
Some broad and sunny leaf, and lov’d to see
The shadow of the leaf and stem above
Dappling its sunshine! And that walnut-tree
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THIS LIME-TREE BOWER MY PRISON

Was richly ting’d, and a deep radiance lay

Full on the ancient ivy, which usurps

Those fronting elms, and now, with blackest mass
Makes their dark branches gleam a lighter hue
Through the late twilight: and though now the bat
Wheels silent by, and not a swallow twitters,

Yet still the solitary humble-bee

Sings in the bean-flower! Henceforth I shall know
That Nature ne’er deserts the wise and pure;

No plot so narrow, be but Nature there,

No waste so vacant, but may well employ

Each faculty of sense, and keep the heart

Awake to Love and Beauty! and sometimes

"Tis well to be bereft of promis’d good,

That we may lift the soul, and contemplate

With lively joy the joys we cannot share.

My gentle-hearted Charles! when the last rook
Beat its straight path along the dusky air
Homewards, I blest it! deeming its black wing
(Now a dim speck, now vanishing in light)

Had cross'd the mighty Orb’s dilated glory,
While thou stood’st gazing; or, when all was still,
Flew creeking o’er thy head, and had a charm
For thee, my gentle-hearted Charles, to whom
No sound is dissonant which tells of Life.

1797

THE DUNGEON
[From Osorio, Act V; and Remorse, Act V, Scene 1. The

title and text are here printed from Lyrical Ballads, 1798.]

AND this place our forefathers made for man!
This is the process of our love and wisdom,

To each poor brother who offends against us -
Most innocent, perhaps — and what if guilty?

Is this the only cure? Merciful God!

Each pore and natural outlet shrivell'd up

By Ignorance and parching Poverty,

His energies roll back upon his heart,

And stagnate and corrupt; till chang’d to poison,
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THE RIME OF THE ANCIENT MARINER

They break out on him, like a loathsome plague-spot; 10
Then we call in our pamper’d mountebanks —

And this is their best cure! uncomforted

And friendless solitude, groaning and tears,

And savage faces, at the clanking hour,

Seen through the steams and vapour of his dungeon, 15
By the lamp’s dismal twilight! So he lies

Circled with evil, till his very soul

Unmoulds its essence, hopelessly deform’d

By sights of ever more deformity!

With other ministrations thou, O Nature! 20
Healest thy wandering and distemper’d child:

Thou pourest on him thy soft influences,

Thy sunny hues, fair forms, and breathing sweets,

Thy melodies of woods, and winds, and waters,

Till he relent, and can no more endure 2§
To be a jarring and a dissonant thing,
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