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TEXTS IN CONTEXT

The works  
of Coleridge
Samuel Taylor Coleridge was a key figure among the first generation of English Romantic poets.  
His best-known poems were written in the decade around the turn of the eighteenth century

Biographical contexts
Samuel Taylor Coleridge was born in 1772. The son of a Devonshire vicar, 
he was orphaned at eight years old and sent to a charitable boarding 
school. He went on to Cambridge University, enlisted briefly in the army, 
and then with fellow poet Robert Southey planned to form a utopian 
community (called ‘Pantisocracy’) in the wilds of Pennsylvania. The friends 
had married sisters, Sara and Edith Fricker, but Coleridge’s marriage was 
unhappy from the beginning. 

When the American plan foundered, he tried journalism. It was because 
of his contacts with radical circles that he met William Wordsworth and 
so began the most significant poetic relationship of his life. The two poets 
lived near each other in the Quantock Hills southwest of Bristol, travelled 
to Germany together and later lived just a few miles apart in the Lake 
District.

The poem ‘Dejection’ (1802) marks Coleridge’s own recognition that his 
poetic fervour had dwindled:

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—

(II, ll. 1–4)

Critic and philosopher
A spell in Germany led to translations and an abiding expertise 
in philosophy. From then until his death in 1834, Coleridge’s 
literary career was a piecemeal mix of literary criticism, 
philosophical enquiry, religious reflection and increasingly 
conservative journalism. His most important works are 
Biographia Literaria (1817) and his lectures on Shakespeare, 
which he gave in London between 1808 and 1818. The former 
investigates the nature of imaginative experience, while 
among the latter his psychological account of Hamlet remains 
influential to this day. 

Across all his work, the effect of his debilitating opium 
addiction is often reflected. His Hamlet, like Coleridge himself, 
thinks too much, fails to act, and cannot complete what he 
intends to do:

…he is all dispatch and resolution, as far as words 
and…intentions are concerned, but all hesitation 
and irresolution, when called upon to carry his words 
and intentions into effect; so that, resolving to do 
everything, he does nothing.

(pp. 478–79)

Social and historical contexts
Napoleon
The late 1790s saw the aftermath of the French Revolution and the 
rise of Napoleon. Coleridge had shared the hopes of many young 
British radicals that social reform was imminent — hence his plans 
for the egalitarian commune in Pennsylvania. But optimism gave 
way to disillusion when the revolution turned into a bloodbath and, 
instead of following France into reform, Britain found itself at war 
with Napoleon.

Industrial Revolution
In Britain it was a time of great social shifts and changes as the 
Industrial Revolution gathered pace and large numbers of people left 
the countryside to find work in the swiftly growing cities. It was also 
a time of exploration and invention. Many of the innovations that 
have shaped the modern world were pioneered in this period, such 
as vaccination and the development of batteries. Technical advances 
in the textile industry were seen by many as a threat to traditional 
homeworking, but the invention of the sewing machine and other 
household machines began to ease the domestic drudgery of women.

The conversational poems
It was Coleridge's conversational poems which shifted Wordsworth 
away from the stylised diction of the eighteenth century towards 
what he would call the ‘real language of men’ in their joint venture, 
the Lyrical Ballads of 1798. 

In some ways their Romanticism was a reaction to the rational tenets 
of their predecessors, such as Pope and Dryden. They explored both 
the more unruly impulses of the human heart and the inanimate 
forces of nature. But Coleridge also clung to many earlier values 
and in the more philosophical aspects of his conversation poems he 
subjects some of his more elusive emotions to rational analysis.

Literary contexts
Coleridge’s relatively small poetic output nevertheless includes a full 
range of Romantic preoccupations, from nature to the supernatural. 
His poems fall into two very different groups: 

	■ intimate, domestic ‘conversation’ poems — e.g. ‘Frost at 
Midnight’ (1798) 

	■ strange fantasies — e.g. ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, 
‘Christabel’ and ‘Kubla Khan’ (all written in 1797–98, but the latter 
two were not published until 1816, by which time Coleridge was 
better known as a critic and philosopher)

Coleridge’s influence
Coleridge in turn has proved a lasting influence. There are references 
to the Ancient Mariner in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and he was 
admired by Keats, Shelley and Byron (who scoffed at Wordsworth). In 
the twentieth century, T. S. Eliot acknowledged the influence of his 
critical ideas.

The fantasies
Coleridge was a considerable scholar, and traces of his extensive 
reading are evident in both ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ and 
‘Kubla Khan’. The latter owes at least as much to his reading as to his 
opium habit. Traces of Samuel Purchas’s 1613 account of the Mongol 
ruler’s summer palace at Xanadu, Milton’s Paradise Lost, Samuel 
Johnson’s Rasselas and Bartram’s Travels are among its influences. 

British Library, Manuscript of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ 
(including the story of its writing): www.tinyurl.com/5c8fjzdu

Coleridge, S. T. (1907) Coleridge’s Lectures on Shakespeare and Other 
Poets and Dramatists, E. Rhys (ed.), British Library:  
https://library.um.edu.mo/ebooks/b32318819.pdf
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