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Coleridge were published; I was unable, therefore, to incorporate references
to Jim Mays’s fine edition of Coleridge’s Poems, or to bring references to the
Notebooks up-to-date.
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LUCY NEWLYN

Introduction

Since the early 1980s, major developments have occurred in the way British
Romanticism is approached and understood. We now read the literature
of that period (1789-1832) with a greater consciousness of its political,
economic and social contexts. The impact on British writers of the French
Revolution and ensuing political movements has been more thoroughly
investigated than ever before. New historicist criticism has taught us to
understand how market-forces influenced the production and enjoyment of
literature. Women’s writing (as well as the work of various male authors
previously judged to be ‘minor’) has come very rapidly to the fore, involving
significant shifts in how we think about the canon.

As a consequence of all these changes, it would be unthinkable nowa-
days to design a course on British Romanticism based around the work of
six male poets, Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Keats and Shelley; or
even around a list expanded to include the great prose-writers of the age:
Scott, Hazlitt, Lamb, Peacock and De Quincey. “What about Wollstonecraft,
Austen, Mary Shelley?’, our students might legitimately complain if such
a course were offered. (And what about Barbauld, Edgeworth, Godwin,
Burke, Paine and Thelwall, one might rejoin; for the list of writers available
for study grows longer every year.) The ‘Big Six’ go on being of vital im-
portance, of course. But we now want to understand and appreciate their
achievements historically and comparatively, not just according to the stan-
dards of taste which have made them classics for two centuries. This evi-
dently entails diversification, both in the range of writers we teach, and in
the disciplines and methodologies we draw on in our teaching. But it also
calls for a reconsideration of the central figures who at one time constituted
the canon. For, if the meaning of the word ‘Romanticism’ has shifted to ac-
commodate a broader spectrum of texts and approaches, then it follows that
the contribution made by each individual Romantic writer asks also to be
reappraised.
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What does it mean to read ‘The Ancient Mariner’ as a contribution to
political debate in the late 1790s? What happens to our understanding of
‘Frost at Midnight’ when we place it in its original context, as one of three
poems published in a quarto volume (1798) entitled Fears in Solitude? How
true is it to say that Coleridge began as a radical and ended as a conserva-
tive? Do those terms apply to his idiosyncratic engagement with the politics
of his own day? If we think of Coleridge not just as a poet and a critic,
but as a journalist, preacher and lecturer, how does this affect our view of
his overall contribution? Such questions are being asked daily, at a special-
ist level — in critical essays, scholarly articles and monographs addressing
specific issues, genres and texts. But the answers are slow to filter into the
classroom; for these scholarly materials are scattered, sometimes even inac-
cessible. Moreover, the level of research expertise required to process them
(let alone to amalgamate the separate areas of interest) is high. Hence the need
for a volume such as this, addressing the full range of Coleridge’s works, and
making accessible to students both their contemporary contexts and current
approaches to them.

This need is all the more pressing because of the interdisciplinary nature of
Coleridge’s thinking. If his ‘myriad-mindedness’ is legendary, it is also respon-
sible for the difficulty his writings pose — and have always posed - for readers.
His massive contribution spans most of the species of knowledge available
to nineteenth-century enquiry. It bears witness to a historical moment at
which interdisciplinary thought still seemed possible. The word ‘science’,
for Coleridge, meant knowledge in general. Theology was not to be sepa-
rated from philosophy. Philosophy - properly understood — was a species of
poetry. But the interconnections between different discourses were already
becoming less transparent, as knowledge became professionalised and there-
fore specialised. Even Coleridge’s contemporary readers found the threads
of his thinking mysterious, baffling, frustrating. These difficulties were com-
pounded by the tenacity with which he opposed (or seemed to oppose) the
secular reading practices of his day. His lifelong mission to retrieve a van-
ishing spiritual authority was the register of his resistance to modernity. He
voiced that resistance in a language which has seemed to many obscurantist
and impenetrable.

Readers in the twenty-first century, approaching Coleridge for the first
time, are faced with the daunting task of re-building intellectual connections
obscure in their origins, and now lost. They are aided in this project by the
magnificent (though still incomplete) Collected Coleridge, by the Letters,
Notebooks and Marginalia, and by a corpus of critical commentary whose
exponential growth since the early 1980s has been both exhilarating and be-
wildering. Some of the difficulties they experience in reading Coleridge are
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ones he foresaw. Secularisation has not only relegated the Bible to a thing of
the past, but has rendered the idea of spiritual meaning opaque. Knowledge
has become diversified in such a way as to make Coleridge’s combination of
eclecticism and erudition inaccessible, both in terms of its actual content and
in the habit of mind it presupposes. The professionalisation of literary criti-
cism (intensified, in recent years, by the advent of critical theory) has made
academic discourse so specialised that it can produce volumes of disparate
exegesis on a single Coleridgean text.

On top of all this, there is the difficulty posed for readers by the passage of
time. Time has the confusing tendency of making the significance of public
allusions seem irretrievable, by obscuring or removing the immediacy of po-
litical events. Simultaneously, it moves private allusions further under cover.
This makes the task of accurately interpreting Coleridge’s poetry almost as
difficult as understanding his vastly and densely knowledgeable prose. Let
us take as an example the mysterious first line of ‘Frost at Midnight’, one of
his most anthologised poems:

The Frost performs its secret ministry

Coleridge is here describing a cold night in February 1798. He goes on to pic-
ture himself seated by the fireside in his cottage at Nether Stowey, Somerset,
alongside his sleeping baby (Hartley), to whom the poem is addressed. There
is nothing at first sight even remotely political either in the intimate domestic
setting or in the quiet meditative register. But even so, the first line carries
a freight of historical and biographical, as well as symbolic, associations,
which help to illuminate Coleridge’s political perspective at this time. The
year 1798 was the one in which, offered an annuity by Thomas Wedgwood,
this radical young dissenter gave up the idea of becoming a Unitarian min-
ister in order to devote himself to poetry. So in a sense that year marked
the beginning of his so-called apostasy, his retreat from the public political
stage. But he was still a ‘marked man’ as far as the Tory government was
concerned. It was while living at Nether Stowey that he and Wordsworth
were allegedly followed and watched by a spy in Pitt’s employment, who
was under the impression that the two of them were plotting treason. The
word ‘ministry’ is therefore inescapably loaded: it evokes a personal and
spiritual vocation which has been abandoned (not without guilt) for poetic
retreat. But it also connotes a public office which has peculiarly menacing
implications, at a time when dissenters were persecuted and no one was
beyond suspicion.

Are some of these haunting resonances perhaps also present in the descrip-
tion of the melting frost which concludes the poem?
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Therefore all seasons shall be sweet to thee,
Whether the summer clothe the general earth
With greenness, or the redbreast sit and sing
Betwixt the tufts of snow on the bare branch
Of mossy apple-tree, while the nigh thatch
Smokes in the sun-thaw; whether the eave-drops fall
Heard only in the trances of the blast,
Or if the secret ministry of frost
Shall hang them up in silent icicles,
Quietly shining to the quiet Moon.

In this patient descriptive catalogue, Coleridge preserves the smooth flow
of regular iambic pentameter, breaking it only once with the dactyls and
spondees of

Smokes in the sun-thaw; whether the eave-drops fall

Notice how the rhythmic irregularity in this line causes one to halt at the
word ‘eave-drops’, as though it marked a kind of dissonance. Notice, too,
how close the word ‘eave-drops’ is to ‘eavesdrop’ — so much so that, when
reading aloud, it is easy to make the slip. As well as the acoustic resemblance,
there is a close etymological connection between the compound noun and
the verb. It seems likely that Coleridge, fascinated as he was by the power
of puns, was evoking the idea of a private rumination ‘listened in on’, a
conversation overheard. The poem’s mood has by this stage moved onto a
plane of tranquil resolution; and yet, subliminally, there is a sense of privacy
disturbed - perhaps by the reader, perhaps by a wary and watchful public
world. Perhaps even by a spy.

In its preoccupation with the precious fragility of seclusion, ‘Frost at
Midnight’ resembles Coleridge’s ‘Fears in Solitude’, a poem which laments
the destruction of Somerset’s rural tranquillity by warfare. His more overtly
political ‘France: An Ode’ deplores the invasion of Switzerland by France,
and re-defines liberty in terms of the mind’s harmonious interaction with the
natural world. The volume in which all three of these poems first appeared
in 1798 took Fears in Solitude as its title — indicating a strong thematic
linkage between poems ostensibly different in their register and subject-
matter. Private and public anxieties mingle and intersect in these poems.
For a writer who felt so acutely his accountability as a citizen and po-
litical subject, it could hardly be otherwise. Critics differ, however, about
whether the accent should fall on a change in Coleridge’s political complex-
ion, marked by his retreat from the public arena; or on the re-channelling
of his radical energies at a time when dissent was forced underground, and
political protest had to be camouflaged. Kelvin Everest, in his foundational
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book Coleridge’s Secret Ministry, noticed ‘the urgency’, the ‘almost fugitive
quality’, in the epithet ‘secret’, seeing here a coded allusion to the poet’s
continuing radicalism. More recently, in Minotaur, Tom Paulin has shown
how the poet’s ‘occult activism’ is overlaid by the naturalising and spiritual-
ising tendencies of his art — tendencies which increasingly characterised his
conservatism.

Careful annotation and commentary can supply much of the specialist
historical and philosophical information that is needed for students to piece
together their own interpretations of Coleridge’s richly allusive writing, help-
ing them to reach their own conclusions about his politics and psychology.
But without direction and cross-referencing between works, they are un-
likely to see the full picture. It is intended that the chapters in this volume
should bring together the astonishing range of Coleridge’s intellectual con-
cerns, restoring to his writings some of their more inaccessible meanings. The
collective aim of contributors has been to place Coleridge’s works in their
original contexts, paying special attention to the readership they addressed
and the reception they received. The chapters are designed to introduce stu-
dents to important areas of debate in Coleridge scholarship today. They also
contribute to a clearer understanding of Coleridge’s relationship with con-
temporary writers, as well as his later influence on poetry, criticism, and
literary theory. The volume is divided into three sections. Part 1 provides
essential material for students: the topics chosen are deliberately canoni-
cal, representing the standard range of material covered in undergraduate
courses; and the material is presented in a broadly chronological sequence.
Readers can then progress to the more general chapters in Part 2 (‘Discursive
modes’), intended to reflect the full range of Coleridge’s interests and achieve-
ments; and finally to Part 3 (‘Themes and topics’), which focuses on areas of
interest that engage scholars today in critical debate.

Coleridge would have approved wholeheartedly of a book intended as a
‘companion’ for his readers. The metaphor of companionship is deeply ger-
mane to his concerns. In a poem of 1796 addressed to Charles Lloyd ‘on his
proposing to domesticate with the author’, Coleridge figures their future life
together ‘arm linked in friendly army’, either ‘in social silence.. . . seated at ease
on some smooth mossy rock’, or unlocking the ‘treasured heart’ in intimate
exchange. This idealisation of friendship, anticipating his later collabora-
tion with Wordsworth, was a crucial ingredient in Coleridge’s figuration of
poetry as a domain in which political ideals could be fulfilled. Domestic
fraternity was seen as a more accessible and harmonious alternative to polit-
ical fraternity, at a time when the French Revolution was anathematised by
conservative ideology. Friendship also provided an ideal figure for the poet’s



