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Introduction


The Rime of the Ancient Mariner is a fabled work of art and a landmark in English literature. First published anonymously in 1798 as the grand opening to the Lyrical Ballads – ‘the single most important collection of poems in English ever published’ declares one authority – it did much to launch what we now call the Romantic Movement in Western culture.


Of the literary significance of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s masterpiece, scholars have never been in doubt. But as to the poet’s intentions, the message of his extraordinary narrative and its powerful telling, even the most exacting analysts seem all at sea.


On its website, Coleridge’s college at Cambridge, Jesus, sums up the confusion nicely in its own estimation of this wayward but cherished alumnus: ‘Probably the most fascinating and certainly the most baffling of the great English Romantic poets.’


Let us hope this is exactly what he had in mind. Coleridge as man and bard has been an unrivalled source of excited speculation from his own lifetime onwards. His life and work have always attracted vehement commentary, but if there is any consensus, it is that he most perfectly embodies the notion of the ideal English poet.


Opinions about the textual meaning of the poem might bewilder in their variety, but there is more certainty about the genesis of The Ancient Mariner. Coleridge wrote it during his stay at Nether Stowey in Somerset. He had moved into a cottage in the village on the last day of 1796 with his young wife Sara and their infant son Hartley. Here, in the bucolic surroundings of the Quantock Hills, the twenty-four-year-old prodigy planned a life of authentic rural simplicity, removed from the corrupting materialism of the city.


Coleridge had lived for that year in Bristol. He was a West Country boy, youngest of the ten children of the Reverend John Coleridge, vicar of Ottery St Mary in Devon, a scholarly and unworldly gentleman who also served as headmaster of the town’s grammar school. Young Samuel was a very early reader and outshone his siblings both in his studies and in his parents’ esteem and affection. But his father died shortly before the boy’s ninth birthday. He was sent away, on a charitable scholarship, to Christ’s Hospital school at Greyfriars in the City of London. He spent the next eight years there as an outstanding pupil remembered by the classicist Thomas Middleton as ‘a boy who read Virgil for amusement’.


Coleridge cut a memorable figure in the school. Fellow pupil Charles Lamb later recalled his friend’s custom of holding forth on matters spiritual and temporal to appreciative school audiences. ‘Samuel Taylor Coleridge – Logician, Metaphysician, Bard! – How have I seen the casual passer through the Cloisters stand still, entranced with admiration . . . while the walls of the old Grey Friars re-echoed to the accents of the inspired charity boy.’


Coleridge was inspired indeed. From his father, an enlightened man whose memory he always idealised, he had inherited religious sincerity and a sense of wonder at the natural world. He well understood the implications of the scientific age, manifested in the agricultural and industrial revolutions now transforming the nation from the rural subsistence of the past to the acquisitive, capitalist and progressive future. Coleridge looked into that future with precocious, prophetic eyes.


As the young man went up to Cambridge in 1791, Europe stood at the brink. The Revolution in France had dethroned King Louis XVI. Britain was among the powers demanding a restoration, and threatening invasion. The Jacobins, led by Maximilien Robespierre, mostly from France’s professions and bourgeoisie and avowed upholders of the Rights of Man, were steering the Continent’s most powerful nation to a new order that could turn into anything from a constitutional monarchy (the British model) to a godless republican anarchy.


As an undergraduate, Coleridge closely followed the ideological debate. He was a self-professed Jacobin himself, but devoured the pamphlets of Edmund Burke, the Bristol MP and political sage whose early support for the revolution turned into the direst warnings against its destructive dangers. A fellow student at Jesus described a typical evening visit to Coleridge’s rooms ‘when Aeschylus and Plato and Thucydides were pushed aside, with a pile of lexicons and the like, to discuss the pamphlets of the day. Ever and anon a pamphlet issued from the pen of Burke. There was no need of having the book before us – Coleridge had read it in the morning, and in the evening he would repeat whole pages verbatim.’


Coleridge grasped the new ideas of statehood, of individual rights and responsibilities. And just as he would draw links between poetry and the natural sciences, he made similar connections with politics and philosophy. To cap his first year at Cambridge he won the university’s Browne Medal for classical composition with a Greek ode reviling the slave trade. But in his second year there was disappointment. He failed to win a valuable scholarship for which he had been short-listed, and became depressed. Already plagued by chronic rheumatic pain he had suffered since childhood, he saw a doctor and was prescribed opiates. He became a regular user of laudanum – morphine solution – from this time.


In 1793, worried about his debts (‘he was the centre of an admiring student circle that enjoyed wild parties’, notes his college biography) and disillusioned, Coleridge did something extraordinary. He fled to London and enlisted in a cavalry regiment. Perhaps he genuinely wished to see action – in the year of King Louis’s execution, Britain was now at war with France – but Coleridge signed on under a false and possibly facetious name, Silas Tomkyn Comberbache (keeping his initials), and did not protest when one of his brothers, an army officer, bought him out after five months of home service.
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