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Preface

cal and bibliographical material to guide the interested reader to a greater understanding of the genre and its creators.

This series was developed in response to suggestions from librarians serving high school, college, and public library
patrons, who had noted a considerable number of requests for critical material on poems and poets. Although major poets
and literary movements are covered in such Gale Literary Criticism series as Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC),
Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (TCLC), Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism (NCLC), Literature Criticism from
1400 to 1800 (LC), and Classical and Medieval Literature Criticism (CMLC), librarians perceived the need for a series de-
voted solely to poets and poetry.

Poetry Criticism (PC) presents significant criticism of the world’s greatest poets and provides supplementary biographi-

Scope of the Series

PC is designed to serve as an introduction to major poets of all eras and nationalities. Since these authors have inspired a
great deal of relevant critical material, PC is necessarily selective, and the editors have chosen the most important published
criticism to aid readers and students in their research.

Approximately three to six authors, works, or topics are included in each volume. An author’s first entry in the series gener-
ally presents a historical survey of the critical response to the author’s work; subsequent entries will focus upon contempo-
rary criticism about the author or criticism of an important poem, group of poems, or book. The length of an entry is
intended to reflect the amount of critical attention the author has received from critics writing in English and from critics
who do not write in English whose criticism has been translated. Every attempt has been made to identify and include the
most significant essays on each author’s work. In order to provide these important critical pieces, the editors sometimes re-
print essays that have appeared elsewhere in Gale’s Literary Criticism Series. Such duplication, however, never exceeds
twenty percent of a PC volume.

Organization of the Book

s

Each PC entry consists of the following elements:

B The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and
the author’s actual name given in parentheses on the first line of the biographical and critical introduction. Also lo-
cated here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for authors whose
native languages use nonroman alphabets. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation
(if applicable) and the author’s name (if applicable).

B The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author and the critical debates
surrounding his or her work.

B The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The first section comprises poetry collections, book-length poems, and theoretical works by the
author about poetry. The second section gives information on other major works by the author. In the case of authors
who do not write in English, an English translation of the title is provided as an aid to the reader; the translation is
either a published translated title or a free translation provided by the compiler of the entry. In the case of such
authors whose works have been translated into English, the Principal English Translations focuses primarily on
twentieth-century translations, selecting those works most commonly considered the best by critics.

® Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. All individual titles of poems, poetry collections, and theoretical works about poetry by the
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author featured in the entry are printed in boldface type. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publica-
tion of the critical work are given at the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the
title of the source in which it appeared. Footnotes are reprinted at the end of each essay or excerpt. In the case of
excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts are included.

B A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Citations con-
form to recommendations set forth in the Modern Language Association of America’s MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, Tth ed. (2009).

B Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations describing each piece.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included here.
Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources on the
author in series published by Gale.

Cumulative Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale, in-
cluding PC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also includes birth
and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in PC as well as in Classical and Medieval Literature
Criticism, Literature Criticism from 1400 to 1800, Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism, Twentieth-Century Literary Crit-
icism, Contemporary Literary Criticism, Drama Criticism, Short Story Criticism, and Children’s Literature Review.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in PC by nationality, followed by the number of the PC volume
in which their entry appears.

An alphabetical Title Index lists all individual poems, book-length poems, collection titles, and theoretical works about po-
etry contained in each volume of PC. Titles of poetry collections and separately published poems are printed in italics, while
titles of individual poems are printed in roman type with quotation marks. Each title is followed by the author’s last name
and corresponding volume and page numbers where commentary on the work is located. English translations of titles pub-
lished in other languages and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published
so that all references to discussion of a work are combined in one listing. All titles reviewed in PC and in the other Literary
Criticism Series can be found online in the Gale Literary Index.

Citing Poetry Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information so
that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted criticism
may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as Modern Language Association (MLA) style or University of Chicago Press
style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the current standards for
citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats within a list of citations.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the Modern Language Association
of America’s MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 7th ed. (New York: MLA, 2009); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Linkin, Harriet Kramer. “The Language of Speakers in Songs of Innocence and of Experience.” Romanticism Past and Pres-
ent 10.2 (1986): 5-24. Rpt. in Poetry Criticism. Ed. Michelle Lee. Vol. 63. Detroit: Gale, 2005. 79-88. Print.

Glen, Heather. “Blake’s Criticism of Moral Thinking in Songs of Innocence and of Experience.” Interpreting Blake. Ed. Mi-
chael Phillips. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1978. 32-69. Rpt. in Poetry Criticism. Ed. Michelle Lee. Vol. 63. Detroit: Gale,
2005. 34-51. Print.
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The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 16th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the sec-
ond to material reprinted from books:

Linkin, Harriet Kramer. “The Language of Speakers in Songs of Innocence and of Experience.” Romanticism Past and Present
10, no. 2 (summer 1986): 5-24. Rpt. in Poetry Criticism. Edited by Michelle Lee. Vol. 63. Detroit: Gale, 2005. 79-88. Print.

Glen, Heather. “Blake’s Criticism of Moral Thinking in Songs of Innocence and of Experience.” In Interpreting Blake, edited
by Michael Phillips. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978. 32-69. Rpt. in Poetry Criticism. Edited by Michelle Lee.
Vol. 63. Detroit: Gale, 2005. 34-51. Print.

Suggestions Are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments, are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Product Manager:

Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
Cengage Learning
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8884
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“Dejection: An Ode”
Samuel Taylor Coleridge

English poet, critic, essayist, dramatist, and journalist.

The following entry provides criticism of Coleridge’s
poem “Dejection: An Ode” (1802; rev. 1817). For addi-
tional information about Coleridge, see PC, Volume 11;
for additional information about the poem “Kubla Khan,”
see PC, Volume 39; for additional information about the
collection Lyrical Ballads, by Coleridge and William
Wordsworth, see PC, Volume 67; for additional informa-
tion about the poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,”
see PC, Volume 100.

INTRODUCTION

An important lyric poem of the early Romantic period,
“Dejection: An Ode,” by Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-
1834), concerns the speaker’s dejection and loss of poetic
inspiration, which becomes the occasion for a meditation
on the imagination—particularly, its role as the engine
of poetry and wellspring of joy. The poem was first
drafted as a love letter in verse to Sara Hutchinson, future
sister-in-law of Coleridge’s friend the poet William Words-
worth, in early April 1802. Over the next several months,
Coleridge significantly cut and reorganized the verses,
removing personal references to his own childhood and
to Hutchinson and Wordsworth—both are addressees of
the poem in separate drafts—and shifting the focus from
unrequited love to questions of inspiration, creativity, and
joy. The poem was first published in the London Morning
Post on 4 October 1802 and underwent several revisions
before the final version appeared in the volume Sibylline
Leaves (1817).

Scholars consider “Dejection” particularly important in
the context of Coleridge and Wordsworth’s long-standing
poetic collaboration. They were friends who engaged in
philosophical discussion about the source of poetic inspi-
ration and human imagination, as well as the role of the
natural world in each. The poem is frequently read along-
side the first few stanzas of Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intima-
tions of Immortality” (1807), a draft of which Coleridge
read in March 1802, and “Resolution and Independence”
(1807), which Wordsworth began in early May 1802 after
reading the first draft of “Dejection.”

FORM AND SUBJECT

Written in the first person, “Dejection” is a meditative ex-
ample of the English ode, a long poetic form in irregular
stanzas that follows a structure laid down by Pindar, the
ancient Greek poet credited with inventing the ode. Where-
as the traditional English ode, which was in vogue in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, tends to celebrate a
public occasion such as the birth or wedding of exalted
personages, the Romantic ode uses the elevated language
of the traditional form to speak intimately about the self. In
Coleridge’s poem, the speaker, a stand-in for the poet him-
self, complains in verse about his loss of poetic inspiration.

The 1817 version of “Dejection,” which is generally con-
sidered authoritative, comprises eight long stanzas, or
strophes, prefaced by a quotation from the medieval ballad
“Sir Patrick Spens” (1765). This epigraph describes the
image of the new moon rising “with the old Moon in her
arms,” a phenomenon portending the coming of “a deadly
storm.” In the first stanza of the poem proper, the speaker
observes the similarity of this poetic representation with the
night sky, in which “the New-moon winter bright! / And
overspread with phantom light” holds “the old Moon in her
lap, foretelling / The coming on of rain and squally blast.”
Claiming that he can already feel the storm approaching,
the speaker hopes the storm will “startle this dull pain, and
make it move and live,” alleviating the numbness and de-
pression he feels. In stanzas 2 and 3, he invokes the un-
named “Lady,” and describes his dejection as “a grief
without a pang . . . which finds no natural outlet, no relief.”
He cannot palliate this dejection by crying or writing, and it
prevents him from feeling the beauty of nature. When he
looks at the stars and the moon, he can only “see, not feel,
how beautiful they are” because those images are only
“outward forms”; what he is missing is “the passion and
the life, whose fountains are within.” Stanzas 4 and 5 lay
out Coleridge’s theory of poetic inspiration, describing the
mechanism of joy in effusive stanzas. “O Lady!” he ex-
claims, “we receive but what we give, / And in our life
alone does Nature live.”

According to the poet, we are not made alive by nature;
rather, the self illuminates and vivifies the world, and from
the self “must issue forth / A light, a glory, a fair luminous
cloud / Enveloping the Earth” and a “sweet and potent
voice, of its own birth / Of all sweet sounds the life and
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element!” In stanza 6, he elaborates on this “strong music
in the soul,” which he calls Joy, explaining that it originates
in the human perceiver and is the source of art. From it
“flows all that charms or ear or sight, / All melodies the
echoes of that voice, / All colours a suffusion from that
light.” In stanza 6, Coleridge expands on the relationship
between Joy, hope, and the imagination, observing that
when he was younger he had both hope and joy but that,
of late, “afflictions bow me down to earth.” Although he
claims not to mind the loss of “mirth,” he cannot bear the
corresponding loss of his creative capacities. After each
episode of depression, he loses a little more of “what nature
gave me at my birth, / My shaping spirit of Imagination.”
In stanza 7, the speaker attempts to elude “viper thoughts,
that coil around my mind” by turning to “the wind, / Which
long has raved unnoticed.” Hailing the wind as a “Mad
Lutanist” and a “mighty Poet, e’en to frenzy bold,” he
describes it as singing a great battle song as well as a
quieter lyric about a lost child. Many critics identify this
tale “of a little child / Upon a lonesome wild” as Words-
worth’s poem “Lucy Gray.” In the final stanza, the poet,
who accepts that he will not rest, asks “Sleep” instead to
visit his Lady and bestow upon her the peaceful night, the
Joy, and the inspiration that he dare not hope for himself.

MAJOR THEMES

The last of Coleridge’s major poetic works, “Dejection” is
a mature articulation of the poet’s aesthetic philosophy
that focuses particularly on the relationship between the
natural world, human senses, and the mind. While the
poem describes Coleridge’s dejection in terms that prefig-
ure the modern understanding of depression, “Dejection” is
more about the loss of inspiration and imaginative capacity
than it is about sadness or depressive mood. Indeed, the
revisions to the original verse letter to Hutchinson illustrate
its transformation from a reflection on Coleridge’s state
of mind in a particular moment—one that takes in the
effects of interpersonal relations, his poor health, and his
low creative output—into an attempt to anatomize a state of
dejection and imaginative crisis that is not primarily the
result of misfortune but springs from the innermost self.
Where the verse letter conflates the poet’s unhappiness in
his marriage and his unresolved feelings for Hutchinson
with his fear that he is losing his poetic ability, the poem
omits the biographical details of Coleridge’s love life, leav-
ing a meditation on what he sees as his essential melan-
choly, a dejection rooted in his awareness that he has lost
the “shaping spirit of Imagination.”

In partial contrast to Wordsworth, who never fails to find
inspiration in natural beauty, Coleridge locates the sources

of imagination, joy, and beauty in the individual mind. The
storm could not fill him with joy, for only he could fill
himself with joy. Where Wordsworth frequently turns to
the natural world to relieve his melancholy, Coleridge’s
melancholy is stunting precisely because it prevents a
full and restorative aesthetic experience. When in a natural
setting, he feels worse because he can see the natural forms
and know that they are beautiful, but he is not capable
of feeling their beauty. Coleridge’s difference from his
colleague is underscored by Coleridge’s meditation in
stanza 4 on how dejection has beset him. In the first
lines of Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality,”
the poet declares, “There was a time when meadow, grove,
and stream, / The earth, and every common sight, / To me
did seem / Apparell’d in celestial light,” but now he cannot
see that light for “there hath pass’d away a glory from the
earth.” Coleridge echoes Wordsworth’s opening line, and
yet the source of his dejection is located more decisively in
the poet’s own mind: once, “Fancy made me dreams of
happiness” from his misfortunes, for “hope grew round
me,” but “now afflictions bow me down to earth.”

CRITICAL RECEPTION

The critical writing on “Dejection” is considerable, dating
back to the poem’s publication and addressing a wide range
of issues including its importance to the genre of the Ro-
mantic ode and to Coleridge’s conception of the Romantic
imagination, the link between dejection or melancholy and
the Romantic ethos, and the poem’s relationship to the
literary friendship between Wordsworth and Coleridge.
Critics have also considered the poem in relation to the
ideas of Coleridge, other Romantic poets, and later poets
about the making of poetry, the role of the poet, and the
relationship between the outward world and the inner self.
Robert Daniel (1953) identified “Dejection” and John
Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale” (1819) as prototypes of a
subset of the Romantic ode that he called the “Romantic
Lament.” In such a poem, according to Daniel, the speaker
meditates on his own melancholy in a setting that partially
represents the speaker’s mood while also providing an
“ironic contrast to it,” and there is a profound sense of
the poet’s alienation from the world, an alienation frequent-
ly identified by readers and critics with the Romantic sen-
sibility. Charles S. Bouslog (1963) compared the published
form of “Dejection” to the draft verse letter that Coleridge
composed in April 1802, arguing that his concern in editing
and revising was “concealment” rather than “aesthetics.”
Bouslog suggested that the poem is less effective than pre-
vious critics have generally held, that it would be equally
or more effective if it ended with the last line of stanza 5,
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and that Coleridge adhered too much to logical argumen-
tation at the expense of aesthetics. Panthea Reid Broughton
(1973) analyzed the poem in the context of Coleridge’s
view that “the perceiver is a participant in and shaper of
experience,” arguing that the central theme of “Dejection”
is the Romantic “truism” that “reality as perceived is a
joint product of the other and of the self.” According to
Broughton, Coleridge wrote “Dejection” in the present
tense to demonstrate the shaping power of language and
to capture the interplay between language and the creative
process. A. Harris Fairbanks (1975) situated the poem
within a history of the lyric, identifying it as the first exam-
ple of the Romantic ode, a subset of what M. H. Abrams
called the “greater Romantic lyric” that yokes together the
“personal style and immediacy” of the Romantic conversa-
tion poem and the grandeur and magnitude of the “English
greater ode.” Paul Magnuson (1988) analyzed the poem
in the context of the collaboration between Coleridge and
Wordsworth, focusing on how “Dejection” responds to
Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality,” the trans-
formation of the verse letter to Hutchinson into the pub-
lished poem, and Wordsworth’s writing of “Resolution and
Independence” as a reply to “Dejection.” Hisaaki Yamanou-
chi (1972; see Further Reading) provided a close reading of
Coleridge’s poem, detailing the central concepts and tropes
and arguing that the work is ultimately optimistic, with “a
potential for joy,” since the poet still remembers that emo-
tion and wishes for his lady to possess it.
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CRITICISM

Richard Harter Fogle (essay date 1950)

SOURCE: Fogle, Richard Harter. “The Dejection of Cole-
ridge’s Ode.” ELH 17.1 (1950): 71-7. Print.

[In the following essay, Fogle argues that examination
of “Dejection” “reveals a more highly organized, a more
rounded, and comprehensive experience than investigation
of either its biographical or its philosophical elements can
uncover.”’]

Coleridge’s Dejection: An Ode is not quite so gloomy as
the title would suggest, and as students of the poem have
generally maintained. This conclusion is in one sense rev-
olutionary: in another, as I hope to show, it is natural and
inevitable to the verge of the obvious.

It is usually assumed that the dejection of the Ode [“Dejec-
tion”] is both deep and unrelieved—melancholy at its most
atrabilious. Fred Manning Smith, in an article examining its
relation to Wordsworth’s Intimations Ode, remarks that
“In Wordsworth’s Ode grief finds relief and ends in joy;
in Coleridge’s, grief finds no relief and ends in dejection.”!
More recently Elisabeth Schneider in her excellent treat-
ment of Kubla Khan has likewise employed it as a touch-
stone for gloom: “The dejection (of Kubla Khan) is not
deep and hopeless as in the ode.”

Both of these statements are, of course, true in their con-
texts, but they are both inadequate, just as they are both
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typical. They are epitomes of the accepted view of the Ode.
This view has arisen and remained unchallenged probably
because Dejection has hardly been studied as a poem at all;
its enormous biographical and philosophical importance
has obscured its poetic structure. It has been treated as a
reflection of irretrievable personal disaster, as a lament for
Coleridge’s impending loss of poetic imagination, and as
the expression of a dispairing subjectivism; but seldom as
a poetic object and unity.

Thus Professor de Selincourt has correlated the Ode with
Coleridge’s life. By establishing and publishing its earliest
version he is able to draw valuable biographical conclu-
sioins—that the Ode was originally addressed to Sarah
Hutchinson, rather than to Wordsworth; that it arises di-
rectly from the circumstances of Coleridge’s hopeless mar-
riage and his equally hopeless love of Sarah; and that it
signalizes his approaching loss of poetic power, as a direct
result of these insuperable domestic and amatory difficul-
ties.?

The philosophical or metaphysical interpretation of Dejec-
tion, which develops naturally from the biographical view,
utilizes a single passage (1. 45-58) to point out the Ode’s
unhappy subjectivism. This passage, “O lady! we receive
but what we give,” is for the philosophical approach the
core of the poem, expressing as it does a crisis in Cole-
ridge’s thinking about the relationship of nature and the
mind—a disturbance of the subject-object balance which
he sought to maintain in both philosophy and poetry.*

Each of these approaches is entirely valid in its own
sphere, and is indeed indispensable as a preliminary to a
full and accurate reading of the poem. But let us not con-
fuse our purposes. If we attempt to substitute biography, or
philosophy, for the poem itself, we shall be using methods
inappropriate to the end to be attained, and are likely to
find ourselves possessed of unsatisfactory conclusions:
unsatisfactory not because untrue, but because they are
half-true, incomplete, and misleading. Taken as a literary
structure the Ode in its wholeness is more interesting and
more valuable than an abstract proposition drawn from
a part of it only: as Coleridge himself warns, “that which
suits a part infects the whole.” Taken as an “imitation” of
the mind which made it, as Coleridge would take it,’ it
expresses a richer, more varied, completer experience than
the sense of flat defeat to which the biographical approach
must bring us, or the static rigor of the philosophical con-
clusion.

In attempting to describe the Ode’s evolving meaning,
I shall .assume the authority of the established text of
1817 as its most perfect version, and shall assume also

that Coleridge as a metaphysical realist® and a Romantic
poet of nature is expressing his experience through the
interaction of his thoughts and emotions with natural sym-
bolism and imagery. Whether or not this relationship is
harmonious, the objectification of the mind by means of
external nature is the only method available to him in this
poem. Consequently considerable stress will be placed on
what may be termed “the natural situation,” as it develops
over a period of hours; with the interaction of the wind and
the Aeolian harp (a crystallizing symbol of mind and na-
ture), the significance of the moon, and the objectification
of the various shifts and developments of mood by means
of the rising and changing wind. This relationship, howev-
er, is “symbolic” rather than “allegorical.” These equiva-
lences of mind and nature are suggested, not explicit; they
are dynamic and variable, not fixed and exact. They may
be characterized by Coleridge’s own conception of symbol
as “that which means what it says and something more
besides”;’ thus the natural setting of the Ode is objectively
present, not the mere servant of allegory—but it is also the
medium of Coleridge’s meaning.

In Strophe 1 the “natural situation” is a tranquil night, amid
which light winds “mould yon cloud in lazy flakes,” and
cause a

... dull sobbing draft, that moans and rakes
Upon the strings of this Aeolian lute,
Which better far were mute.

The phenomenon of the new moon with the old moon in
her lap, however, forewarns of storm to come. The tone
and the particulars of the moon-image, one may suggest,
are in no way ominous, but rounded and agreeable, with
the hint of that same effluence of light which later on in the
poem is used to symbolize joy (ll. 9-12).8 Strophe 2 de-
scribes Coleridge’s mood at its nadir of dejection—

A grief without a pang, void, dark, and drear,
A stifled, drowsy, unimpassioned grief,
Which finds no natural outlet, no relief

In word, or sigh, or tear. ..

(11. 20-24)

This state of mind is the counterpart of the natural setting
of Strophe I, which objectifies it in the light wind, the
lazy cloud, and the sobbing draft, inharmonious yet dull
and passive. The Aeolian harp “had better far be mute”
because at present it expresses only discord. The moon-
phenomenon is a harbinger not of disaster but of hope, for
only a storm will clear the air, and only some violence of
release will rescue Coleridge from the prison-house of his
dejection. The relationship between nature and mind is
explicitly stated in 1. 15-20, in which Coleridge prays for
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the wind and the rain that “Might startle this dull pain, and
make it move and live.” The way is prepared, then, for a
natural cycle which shall move from calm to storm to calm
again, the last as it were a reconciliation; and Coleridge’s
own statement in Strophe 1 warrants us in interpreting the
development of his mood according to the same design.

Strophe 2, after setting forth his dejection, states his pecu-
liar dilemma,—of the beautiful forms of nature he must
say only

I see them all so excellently fair,
I see, not feel, how beautiful they are!

(1. 37-38)

Only through Joy, he continues, can we have more

Than that inanimate cold world allowed
To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd,—

(. 51-52)

Our world is created by ourselves, and only the power of
Joy can endow it with life and meaning. This power of
Joy,? essential to the poet, Coleridge has now lost, robbed
of it by repeated afflictions, and with it (I should be in-
clined to say in this poem identical with it) his “shaping
spirit of imagination.” Joy and Imagination, it should be
noticed, are active agencies, by which the mind creates,
shapes, and unifies its vision of reality; dejection is passive
and inert, uncreative and lifeless.

The poet’s griefs rise to their climax in Strophe 6. In com-
batting them his “sole resource” has been “to be still and
patient all I can”—to deaden his nature (see 11. 89-90) by
“abstruse research.” This ill-advised attempt more even
than the afflictions which caused it to be made has nullified
the creative Imagination, for he has sought to suppress the
very activity which make it possible. Understanding, the
abstracting and calculative power, he has cultivated; but
Understanding alone leaves the world essentially dead,
inert, and inorganic.!® Coleridge has committed the very
sin which he most fears against himself; he has mutilated
the living organism of mind, destroyed its complex harmo-
nies, upset its ordered hierarchy by seeking to substitute a
part for the whole.!!

Now, to return to the natural setting, as does Coleridge in
the following Strophe VII, this unhappy self-mutilation has
been brought about by a deliberate passivity, for the “ab-
struse research” which has so disproportionately exercised
the Understanding was undertaken to deaden, not to arouse,
the spirit; and sluggishly rules its scattered kingdom in
default of the banished creative power. This passivity, this
“stillness” and “patience,” is equivalent to the oppressive

calm of Nature in Strophe 1. The logic of the relationship, in
company with the storm-warning of the new moon (1. 9-
14), demands that this stagnant spell be broken, and de-
clares that any change which involves activity must be a
change for the better. And accordingly at the beginning of
Strophe VII Coleridge rouses from his melancholy intro-
spection to find that the wind has risen, and the storm is at its
full.

The Aeolian lute, earlier touched only by a “dull sobbing
draft” (1l. 6-7), now screams as if in agony (1l. 97-98). The
wind, a “Mad Lutanist,” raves among the leaves and blos-
soms, becomes a tragic actor; and then a mighty epic poet
who sings of a host in rout, of groans and of tramplings
(1. 104-113). Action disorganized and painful, but action
nonetheless, and as such clearly preferable to the earlier
deathlike lull. The feelings are awake, the Imagination,
though imperfectly, is at work. Storm follows calm, strife
has supplanted uneasy peace, as in a plot at the height of its
complication, and after a moment of rest comes the recon-
ciliation or denouement.

... all that noise, as of a rushing crowd,
With groans, and tremulous shudderings—all is over—
It tells another tale, with sounds less deep and loud!
A tale of less affright
And tempered with delight (italics mine),
As Otway’s self had framed the tender lay ...

(II. 115-120)

These lines express a further development of the Imagina-
tion, a more complex organization in which the shaping
power moulds into unity the diverse elements of grief, fear,
and their opposite delight (see 1. 124). Strife, in effect, has
given way to reconciliation, and for Coleridge only the
Imagination can reconcile. The mind, recalled to activity,
has regained its wholeness. Ceasing to flee, it has faced its
difficulties and in part at least has overcome them.

In the final strophe, in which the poem is symbolically
brought by midnight to a term, Coleridge returns to the
“Dear Lady” to whom the poem is addressed. He wishes
her a gentle Sleep, and prays that

... this storm be but a mountain-birth,
May all the stars hang bright above her dwelling,
Silent as though they watched the sleeping Earth!

(1. 129-131)

Here, I believe, two points are to be noticed. First is the
significance of Coleridge’s turning here to another: that he
is able to wish her well, to forget himself in imagination of
the peace and joy which he invokes in her behalf and of the
creative vision of reality (1. 135-136), the ability “to see
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into the life of things,” which only Joy can give. This argues
for the rebirth of his imagination, which in Coleridge as in
Wordsworth, Shelley, and Keats is the faculty which en-
ables us to escape the prison of self and participate in other
lives and modes of being.!? The second point, interesting
though less material, is that Coleridge wishes for his friend
peace and clear skies untouched by disturbance. Having in
the poem imaginatively portrayed a hard-won balance at-
tained only by struggle, for another he asks a simpler, more
static equilibrium. The implications give food for thought.

Examination of Dejection: An Ode, then, reveals a more
highly organized, a more rounded, and comprehensive
experience than investigation of either its biographical
or its philosophical elements can uncover. Having stated
a truth, however, let us not do a disservice by exaggerat-
ing it, or by confusing our purposes. The reconciliation
achieved in the Ode is relative, not absolute, just as com-
mon sense will tell us that Coleridge’s dejection could not
be absolute, nor his difficulties wholly crushing. There is
no disposition here to deny that these difficulties were
great, nor that his poetic powers were, as he says, perma-
nently impaired. What is affirmed basically is that the
poem itself will yield us more valuable, subtler, and truer
insights than any nonliterary abstraction from it can attain.
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