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Introduction

1. The Project of the Biographia Literaria

It 1s common for editors who have expended much time and labour
on a book to exaggerate its significance; but where the Biographia
Literaria 1s concerned even the most extravagant exaggerations
hardly overstep the mark. To put it plainly: Coleridge’s account of
his life and literary opinions remains one of the single most impor-
tant and influential works of criticism ever written. René Wellek
summarises:

Saintsbury eliminated one after another of possible contenders
for the title of greatest critic and concluded; ‘So, then, there
abide these three, Aristotle, Longinus and Coleridge.” Arthur
Symons called Biographia Literaria ‘the greatest book of criticism
in English.” . . . I. A. Richards has hailed Coleridge as a forerun-
ner of the modern science of semantics. Coleridge’s ‘step across
the threshold of a general theoretical study of language was of
the same type as that which took Galileo into the modern world.’
Herbert Read considers Coleridge ‘as head and shoulders above
every other English critic’ and sees him as anticipating existen-
tialism and Freud. Most recent American literary critics discuss
none of the older critics except Coleridge and Aristotle.!

That was 1955, and literary criticism and theory has broadened
and diversified considerably since then. Yet Coleridge’s book remains
crucial to any discussion of Romanticism, or literary criticism in a
larger sense. Put simply: nobody interested in literature can afford to
be ignorant of this book.

Mind you, a reader hoping properly to familiarise herself with
Coleridge’s critical masterpiece may not find it an entirely straight-
forward business. The Biographia is a complex, varied, allusive, maca-
ronic and centripetal work. At the end of its fourth chapter Coleridge
himself calls it ‘an immethodical miscellany’. And few critics have
disagreed. As James Engell puts it, the book contains

1 René Wellek, 4 History of Modern Criticism: 1750-1950 (5 vols, London: Cape, 1955),
2:151.



X1V INTRODUCTION

shades of Tristram Shandy, Hamlet and a ‘literary Quixote’ tilting
against the indifferent machinery of the modern critical press.
The lowest common denominator of all is a kind of madness
or tainted wit, though with method in it . .. as Leslie Stephens
remarked, the book seems ‘put together with a pitchfork’. Some
critics, even while citing the book’s failures and unevenness,
posit a unity or narrative direction in the book. Others see in
its delays, eddyings and self-conscious addresses to the reader a
vigilant, continually intentional strategy, for engagement, enter-
tainment, digression and, ultimately, for an ingenious critical
method shaping the whole.?

The primary aim of this edition is to make the Biographia easier to
navigate for the modern reader. And, indeed, it is possible to over-
state the formal ‘chaos’ of the Biographa: if its elements pull in diverse
directions, that is at least in part because Coleridge genuinely believes
that truth emerges from the dynamic tension of contraries in creative
play. In fact, despite its myriad specific points, the book is really doing
only two things — indeed, it is central to the work’s thesis that those
two things are aspects of the same thing. It is trying to explicate poetry
(and by extension, literary art as a whole); and it is trying to justify the
author’s religious faith as a philosophically mtelligible and emotion-
ally sustaining praxis of belief. The biographical angle — Coleridge’s
own life - is relevant because he sees both art and religion as indi-
vidual, spiritual epiphanies, the actualisation in lived experience of
greater universal truths. But the Biographia takes neither a passion for
poetry nor a belief in God for granted. On the contrary, Coleridge
attempts to argue both, and the relationship between the two, from
first principles.

In fact we might accuse Coleridge not of producing a book that is
scattered and various but, on the contrary, of making his book not
formally scattered enough. The ‘personal’ account of poetry occupies
the first four chapters; the ‘philosophical’ disquisition then replaces it,
occupying chapters 5-13. Then the second volume of the work, from
Chapter 14 onwards, returns us to the through line of the first four
chapters. It might have served Coleridge’s larger argumentative ambi-
tions better to have interspersed these three elements more evenly
throughout the whole. Although Coleridge certainly did not regard
them as such, more than one critic has objected to the philosophical
chapters as an ‘interpolation’. For many years, for instance, the

2 James Engell, ‘Biographia Literaria’, in Lucy Newlyn (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to

Coleridge (Gambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 62-3.
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standard edition of the book was George Sampson’s 1920 Cambridge
University Press edition,which simply omits Chapters 5-12, hopping
straight across to the distinction between the two accounts (Chapters
4 and 13) of the imagination and fancy, in Chapter 13. This, though,
is not only to miss crucial aspects of Coleridge’s argument; it is to
deprive the reader of what she needs properly to understand this
famous, and often misrepresented, distinction between grades of
imagination and fancy.

Coleridge argues that we cannot understand poetry unless we
understand what a poet is; and the crucial thing about a poet for
Coleridge is his or her access to a creative, esemplastic imagination
that is, in essence, divine. As the line from Wordsworth’s Excursion
that Coleridge quotes three times makes plain, the Biographia believes
‘the vision and the faculty divine’ to be at the heart of the best art.
This is why the book 1s divided between close attention to poetry and
densely argued theological philosophy. Coleridge wants to do more
than just show you the difference between good and bad poetry. He
wants to do something more ambitious: he wants to make you believe

in God.

2. Background

The generic context that helped to shape Coleridge’s ‘literary auto-
biography’ was the late eighteenth-century vogue for literary lives.
Johnson’s Lives of the Poets (1779-81) was only the most prominent
example of this widespread cultural fascination with the intersection
of literature and biography. Coleridge’s title, for instance, redeploys
that of John Berkenhout’s Biographia Literaria, or a Biographical History
of Literature, containing the lives of English, Scotch, and Irish authors, from the
dawn of letters in these kingdoms to the present time, chronologically and classi-
cally arranged (1777). In his introduction, Berkenhout explains that /s
title was i turn a variation on the multi-author Bugraphia Britannica
(7 vols, 1747-66). Also worth mentioning are the Biographia Classica:
The lives and characters of all the classic authors (2 vols, 1740) and, more
immediately precedent to our interest here, David Erskie Baker, Isaac
Reed and Stephen Jones (eds), Biographia Dramatica, or the Companion to
the Playhouse (3 vols, 1812), from which Coleridge occasionally quotes
in the Biographia Literaria.® Autobiography, as opposed to biography,

¥ We might also note Erasmus Middleton’s Biographia Evangelica, or an Historical Account of

the Lives and Deaths of the most Eminent and Evangelical Authors and Preachers (4 vols, 1779) -
Middleton was a writer Coleridge liked (E. L. Griggs (ed.), The Collected Letters of Samuel
Taylor Coleridge (6 vols, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1956-71), 5:205). Other
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was a more recent phenomenon, given impetus by Rousseau’s
Les Confessions (1789), and the — for Coleridge — more proximate
endeavour of Wordsworth’s autobiographical epic The Prelude, which
Wordsworth began writing in 1798 (though it was not published until
1850).* The emphasis implied by Coleridge’s choice of title, in other
words, was not (auto)biography as such, but /liferary (auto)biography
— his life as a writer. This explains the particular emphases in, as well
as some of the omissions from, the resulting volume. It was never
intended to be ‘confessional’ in the modern sense of the word.

Coleridge had been planning to write his own ‘literary life’ since
at least 1803. A notebook entry for September/October that year
reads:

Seem to have made up my mind to write my metaphysical works,
as my Life, & in my Life—intermixed with all the other events / or
history of the mind & fortunes of S. T. Coleridge.®

Almost as remarkable as the conviction that any account of Coleridge’s
‘metaphysical system’ must be rendered as an account of his life-story
is the faux-insouciant ‘seem’ with which this entry opens. It’s as if
Coleridge is declining any active responsibility for the decision to
write his own life out; as if it is something that somehow happened
outside him, of which he is now becoming aware. This complex
relationship between activity and passivity in Coleridge’s creative life
informs a large part of the argument of the Biographia too. Students
who know nothing else about Coleridge’s life know that he was
‘addicted to opium’. It is true that he habitually used laudanum (a
tincture of opium in alcohol), and that he was acutely aware of the
problem of his addiction. Indeed, wrestling with opium consumed
a large part of his emotional and physical energy over the period of
writing the Biographia, and after. Opium is morphine — in modern par-
lance, heroin. We understand today how much passivity is entailed

examples of this naming convention include John Charnock’s Biographia Navalis, or
Impartial Memoirs of the Lives and Characters of Qfficers of the Navy of Great Britain, from 1600
to the Present Day (5 vols, 1794-97), John Howie’s Biographica Scoticana, or a Brief Historical
Account of the Lives . . . of the most Eminent Scots Worthies, 3rd edn (1796) and Benjamin
Hutchinson’s Biographica Medica, or the Historical and Critical Memoirs of the most Eminent
Medical Characters (2 vols, 1799).

* See Huntington Williams, Rousseau and Romantic Autobiography (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1983); Eugene Stelzig (ed.), Romantic Autobiography in England
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2013).

5 The Notebooks of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Kathleen Coburn, with Merton Christensen
and Anthony John Harding (5 vols, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1957-2002), 1:1515.
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in a long-term heroin addiction. Issues of the relationship between
passivity (even, in places, its Christian analogue ‘the passion’) and
activity reverberate through the book as a whole.

Between 1803 and the beginning of composition in 1815 a good
deal happened in Coleridge’s life, both in terms of exterior events
and interior anguish. His marriage was not a happy one, a circum-
stance not helped by Coleridge’s unrequited passion for another
woman, Sara Hutchinson. Though (almost certainly) physically
unconsummated, this affair nevertheless constituted emotional infi-
delity on a large scale. The first decade of the nineteenth century saw
Coleridge pursue a restless, peripatetic existence. In 1804 he travelled
to Malta to work as private secretary to Alexander Ball, the British
High Commissioner. In 1805 he was in Italy. Returning to England
in 1806, he resolved to separate from his wife and children. From
then on he lived variously in Kendal, Keswick, Stowey, Bristol and
London. Financially, he relied on an annuity from the Wedgwood
brothers, which money he forwarded to his wife; his own income
came (unreliably) from journalism and lecturing, supplemented by
the hospitality of friends, covering his living costs and loaning or
giving him money. He started a journal, The Friend, which ran to
twenty-seven issues (1809-10) without ever becoming a financial
success.

In 1810 there occurred a breach with Wordsworth, the man who
had once been Coleridge’s closest friend, collaborator and mentor.
They quarrelled over trivia, a situation exacerbated by the clumsy
intercession of a friend; but the specifics of the fight matter less than
the profound emotional depression it occasioned in Coleridge. The
two eventually reached a rather chilly rapprochement, but were never
again as close as they had once been. The years 1810-14, lived mostly
in London, saw some first measures of public success for Coleridge.
His lectures (on Shakespeare, and other topics) brought him fame,
and his play — Remorse, at the Drury Lane Theatre, 1813 — was a com-
mercial and critical hit. But physically and psychologically Coleridge
was a mess: often ill, falling deeper into addiction, sometimes suicidal.
We come to Coleridge’s letters and notebook entries aware of his
propensity to melodramatise his own circumstances, but even so the
material from 1814 and 1815 makes pitiful reading.

The Terrors of the Almighty have been around & against me—
and tho’ driven up and down for seven dreadful Days by restless
Pain, like a Leopard in a Den, yet the anguish & remorse of Mind
was worse than the pain of the whole Body.—O I have had a new
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world opened to me, in the infinity of my own Spirit!-Woe be to
me, if this last Warning be not taken.

He was ready, he told his friend Joseph Cottle, with a characteristic
touch of drama, to be committed to an insane asylum ‘where a med-
ical attendant could be constantly with me for two or three months
(in less than that time Life or Death would be determined)’.” In fact
he was not as close to death’s door as this implies. With the help
of a London doctor he reduced — though he was never able to quit
altogether — his opium intake. In September 1814 he moved to a
cottage in the countryside outside Bristol, to stay with his friends the
Morgans. John Morgan, a young admirer, was to act as Coleridge’s
amanuensis throughout the writing of the Biographia.

His life improved. Early in 1815 Coleridge began looking to see
which of his various manuscripts might be worth publishing. He
approached a Bristol publisher, John Gutch (an old schoolfellow) with
the idea of a collection of his best poetry, to be called Sybilline Leaves.
The conception took firmer root in his mind when Wordsworth
published /is new edition of his Poems (1815). This two-volume edi-
tion began with a new preface that restated the theories of poetry
that Wordsworth had originally articulated in the celebrated preface
to Lyrical Ballads (1798). An increasing sense of disagreement with
Wordsworth’s aesthetics, and the knowledge that the jomntly authored
Lyrical Ballads (1798) associated Coleridge and Wordsworth together
in the public mind, moved Coleridge to embark on a parallel endeav-
our. He would write his own preface for Sybilline Leaves explaining
how /is theory of poetry differed from Wordsworth’s. At least as late
as August 1815 it is clear that Coleridge believed his Biographia would
mimic Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’ right down to the typeface and lay-
out.® At this stage, to quote James Engell, Coleridge ‘had no intention
of producing a two-volume work, let alone a classic of humane letters
fusing literary criticism, both deeply theoretical and brilliantly practi-
cal, with autobiography, philosophy, religion and poetry’.”

This larger conception grew by stages from 1815 to 1817. At first

6 Letter to Mrs J. J. Morgan (Griggs, Collected Letters, 3:463-4).

7 Griggs, Collected Letters, 3:477.

8 Aletter from John Morgan to William Hood (14 August 1815) specifies that Coleridge
‘means it [the Biographia] to be printed like, in all respects, Mr Wordsworth’s last edi-
tion entitled “Poems by Wm Wordsworth” . . . the preface to these 2 volumes: that preface
which precedes the poems, is the one which he has fixed on as a prototype for his pref-
ace’ (quoted in James Engell and W. Jackson Bate (eds), Biographia Literaria (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983), 2:284).

Engell, ‘Biographia Literaria’, 59.
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Coleridge thought a short preface of half a dozen pages would suf-
fice. On 30 March 1815, he wrote to Byron: could /¢ recommend
Coleridge’s poems ‘to some respectable Publisher’? The projected
volume would include ‘a general Preface ... on the principles of
philosophic and genial criticism relatively to the Fine Arts in general;
but especially to Poetry’.!? This sounds like more than six pages
worth of criticism. Then, in April 1815, Coleridge actually obtained
a copy of Wordsworth’s Poems. Reading it, and pondering his disa-
greements, moved Coleridge to expand his own prefatory ambitions.
Though he wrote to Wordsworth that his preface would be ready ‘in
two or at farthest three days’, dictating his thoughts to John Morgan,
Coleridge found the work expanding. The next bulletin posterity has
on his progress is two months later, 29 July 1815, when a letter refers
not to a ‘preface’ but to ‘an Autobiographia literaria, or Sketches of
my literary Life & opinions, as far as Poetry and poetical Criticism
1s concerned’. It 1s worth bearing in mind (to quote James Engell
again) that

at forty-two and under financial pressures, in dictating Biographia
Literaria, Coleridge was preparing, incredibly, his first prose work
published as a book. Despite lectures (he became, said Byron, a
kind of ‘rage’ during his 1811-12 series on Shakespeare), and
despite poems, reviews and essays in newspapers, the only things
remotely approaching a prose volume were the Omniana (1812),
co-authored with Southey, and the Friend (1809-10), later pub-
lished in three volumes (1818), but originally a series of separate
numbers. By early August 1815, Coleridge had dictated so much
to Morgan that he began to think of the Preface as ‘the main
work’, divided into ‘Chapters’.

On 19 September 1815 Coleridge sent the (as he then thought)
completed manuscript to Gutch. He believed it would make up a
single octavo volume of approximately 500 pages. But the process of
composing the Biographia was far from over.

3. Order of Composition

Daniel Fogel’s generally accepted account of the composition of the
Biographia emphasises haste.!! Since I intend to take issue with Fogel’s

10 Griggs, Collected Letters, 4: 561. The two following quotations are from 4:576 and
4:584-6.

Daniel Fogel, “The Compositional History of the Biographia Literaria’, Studies in
Bibliography, 3 (1977), 219-34.

11
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version of events, and so de-emphasise that quality in the composition
of the book, I need first to summarise what has been the standard view
for many decades. According to Fogel, between April and July 1815
Coleridge first wrote (or rather dictated to Morgan) a single, more or
less coherent, narrative of his life, his relationship with Wordsworth
and his own theory of poetry — what is now Chapters 1-4, running
on through Chapter 13 and into a good proportion of what became
the second volume. At some point during this process he also began a
piece of philosophical prose on ‘associationism’, which he mentioned
and perhaps sent to a friend of his called Dr R. H. Brabant in July
1815. ‘By the end of July 1815, Coleridge thought the Biographia was
finished’, says Richard Holmes; but immediately ‘he began to have
second thoughts . . . Did the book have some sort of theoretical hole
in its middle?’!> Moved to revisit the project, he wrote what are now
known as ‘the philosophical chapters’. T'o quote Nigel Leask:

The so-called ‘philosophical Chapters’, 5-13 were written last,
under a great pressure from Gutch and other sponsors, a fact
which is adduced to ‘explain’ Coleridge’s heavy plagiarism of
German philosophical texts, and the strange fragmentation of
Chapter 13. Given that both are matters of profound concern
for interpreting the Biographa, it is important to assess just how
much time pressure Coleridge was really under whilst writing
these chapters. The orthodox account, now enshrined in W.
Jackson Bate and James Engell’s long introduction to the Collected
Coleridge, argues that the ‘philosophical chapters’ were written
between 10 August (when Morgan wrote to Gutch sending him
57 ‘sides’ — manuscript pages — and announcing that 100 more
were almost completed) and 19 September, when the completed
manuscript was dispatched to Gutch.!?

Leask dubs this the ‘rushed writing’ thesis — an apt name, given the
amount of text under question, and the brief time period over which
it 1s alleged to have been produced.

The first footnote in Chapter 12 is one of only two in the Biographia
that gives us a hard date by which to peg Coleridge’s composition (I'll
come to the second shortly). It mentions ‘this morning (16 September
1815)’, when Coleridge records reading the most recent issue of the
Monthly Review. If we take this as marking Coleridge’s progress in writ-
ing, and since the manuscript was sent off to Gutch on 19 September,

12 Richard Holmes, Coleridge: Darker Reflections (London: HarperCollins, 1998), 390-2.
13" Nigel Leask (ed.), Biographia Literaria (London: Everyman, 1997), xlv.
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then Coleridge must have written the remainder of the twelfth and
the whole of the thirteenth chapter — nearly 14,000 words of com-
plex, compacted philosophical disquisition — on Saturday afternoon,
Sunday and Monday, the manuscript being dispatched on Tuesday.
If so, in Leask’s words, ‘no wonder the borrowing from Schelling,
Maass and Jacobi reached a crescendo in these two chapters, and that
Coleridge needed to interrupt Chapter 13 to introduce “a letter from
a friend” in fact written by himself’ to justify breaking off from his
mammoth, self-appointed task.

This is the narrative Engell and Bate endorse in their influential
edition of the Biographia, and it remains the consensus.!* There have,
though, been dissenting voices. Norman Fruman thinks ‘there is no
compelling reason to suppose Chapters 12 and 13 were written last,
and good reason to think that they were not’.!> The reference to ‘16
September’ pegs only the footnote, not the whole chapter, to that
date; and Fruman thinks it unlikely that a man conscious of the sort
of pressure of time that Coleridge was under would have wasted
his Saturday morning reading the Monthly Review, and his Sunday
(after, presumably, going to church) writing a long letter to Gutch.!®
Fruman thinks it much more likely that Coleridge spent these days
in the rather more leisurely business of rereading and correcting text
earlier dictated to Morgan, adding the footnote (which is, after all,
only marginally related to the main argument) and otherwise only
titivating material already written. As Fruman notes, the reference in
the last paragraph of Chapter 13, to an as yet un-, and as it turned
out never-, written essay on the supernatural in poetry makes little
sense if Coleridge were rushing towards a hard deadline for the

printers. For when, realistically, did he think he was going to be able
to add 1it?

14 “The fatigue of these hurried final weeks, as he tried to insert a philosophical vestibule

for the “Logosophia”, had a catalytic effect on his own lack of confidence . . . it is now
that he turned to J. G. E. Maass and other German sources, particularly in Chapter
12 to Schelling’ (Engell and Bate, Biographia Literaria, 1:1vi-lvii). Richard Holmes says
‘nowhere is this extreme shift between subjective and objective voice more striking
than in the metaphysical section (the last to be written, at a point of near exhaustion)
whose Olympian discourse hides a desperate resort to wholesale plagiarism from
German sources . . . he must have produced something 14,000 words in about four
days’ (Holmes, Coleridge: Darker Reflections, 378). See also John Spencer Hill: ‘written as
it was in under four months, [it] shows signs of hasty composition; but nowhere has
this haste left more clearly defined marks than in chapters 12 and 13, the last to be
composed’ (4 Coleridge Companion (London: Macmillan, 1984), 218).

Norman Fruman, ‘Review: Aids to Reflection on the New Biographia’, Studies in
Romanticism, 24 (1985), 163.

16 Griggs, Collected Letters, 4:973-5.

15
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The main evidence that the metaphysical chapters were written ear-
lier comes from the letter to R. H. Brabant already mentioned. Here
is the relevant passage:

Saturday, 29 July 1815—
My dear Sir,
The necessity of extending what I first intended as a preface, to
an Autobiographia literaria, or Sketches of my literary Life &
opinions, as far as Poetry and poetical Criticism is concerned, has
confined me to my Study from 11 to 4, and from 6 to 10, since
I last left you.—I have just finished it, having only the correction
of the Mss. to go thro’.—I have given a full account (raisonné) of
the Controversy concerning Wordsworth’s Poems and Theory,
in which my name has been so constantly included—I have no
doubt, that Wordsworth will be displeased—but I have done my
Duty to myself and to the Public, in (as I believe) compleatly sub-
verting the Theory & in proving that the Poet himself has never
acted on it except in particular Stanzas which are the Blots of his
Compositions. One long passage—a disquisition on the powers
of association, with the History of the Opinions on this subject
from Aristotle to Hartley, and on the generic difference between
the faculties of the Fancy and Imagination—I did not indeed
altogether insert, but I certainly extended and elaborated, with a
view to your perusal.!’

The material on Wordsworth mentioned here clearly refers to (at
least an early version of) Chapters 17-22, and possibly to Chapters
4 and 14 as well. The ‘disquisition on the powers of association, with
the History of the Opinions on this subject from Aristotle to Hartley’
must mean Chapter 5. It may be that it refers only to that chapter and
that the remainder of Chapters 6-13 were written later. Alternatively,
the two salients in the description Coleridge gives Brabant - ‘extended
and elaborated’ — might be taken as implying that more, and perhaps
much more, had already been added to the bare bones of Chapter 5
by 29 July. One thing that is clear from this letter is that at this stage
in the process of composition Coleridge was not thinking of including
this metaphysical discussion in the Biographia itself. Presumably he
thought of publishing it separately, most likely as part of his planned
Logosophia. Between 29 July and 19 September he evidently changed
his mind, for he included the material in the MS sent to Gutch. But
by how much Chapter 5 had been already ‘extended and elaborated’

17" Letter to R. H. Brabant, 29 July 1815 (Griggs, Collected Letters, 4:971-2).
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into what became Chapters 5-13 cannot be ascertained with any cer-
tainty. It is at least possible Coleridge had written a fair proportion of
the metaphysical material before the end of July.

This has consequences for the question of the plagiarised material,
to which I shall return. But, despite what Leask says,'® the story is
not particularly clarified by the 19 September move to the printer.
Certainly Coleridge regarded the book as completed at this stage.
His letters make repeated reference to its imminent appearance, and
he turned to the writing of other things. After readying the poetry
of Sibylline Leaves for the press, and weeks of illness in November
to December 1815 (Engell and Bate think this ‘partly from sheer
exhaustion, partly from the growing congestive heart disease that
was to trouble him henceforth’), he began writing his verse drama
Lapolya. Then, moving to London in March 1816 hoping to get the
play staged, he wrote the first of his ‘lay sermons’, The Statesman’s
Manual. Gutch meanwhile began setting up in type and printing off
proofs, various parcels of which Coleridge checked. Thereafter Gutch
went ahead with printing the edition: 750 copies on demy octavo, and
twenty-five on royal octavo (a higher quality paper). This happened
by stages rather than all at once. Printed, unbound sheets were put on
one side and the type reused. Accordingly it was not until April 1816
that it became clear there was too much copy for one volume, and not
enough for two.

In April the Bristol printers discovered that the Biographia . . .
was proving to be considerably longer than its ‘companion’ book
of poems, Sybilline Leaves, which was to have been a book of
the same size. Probably the printers had misestimated because
Coleridge had been able to provide fewer poems for the second
volume than he had led Gutch to expect ... Gutch mentioned
to Morgan, then on a visit to Bristol, that the two works — the
Biographia and the poems — would be quite disparate in size, and
made the poor suggestion that the Biographia itself be split into

two volumes, ‘in order to prevent disproportion’. 1

Coleridge agreed to this plan. At this stage the Biographia ended at
the close of Chapter 22, presumably at the rousing declaration with
which Coleridge justified his criticism of other poets’ works: ‘EVEN
AS 1 HAVE DONE, SO WOULD I BE DONE UNTO.” But if the work as

18 “From the moment Morgan dispatched the manuscript on 19 September 1815 . . . our

problems understanding the genesis of the book become lightened’ (Leask, Biographia
Literaria, xlviii).

19" Engell and Bate, Biographia Literaria, lix.
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it stood were divided in half it would mean that Volume 2 would
begin with the lengthy, metaphysical Chapter 12 — the culmination
of the ‘philosophical Chapters’, not a new departure. Better would
be to end Volume 1 with Chapter 13, and begin Volume 2 with
the account of Wordsworth in Chapter 14. Through Morgan, he
instructed Gutch to end Volume 1 with Chapter 13. Coleridge must
have realised that this would entail a disproportion in size between
the two volumes (although perhaps he did not grasp how large the
difference would be), because, again via Morgan, on 6 May 1816
he promised extra copy for Volume 2: ‘an essay on the imaginative
in Poetry’ to make the whole volume ‘about 350 pages quite large
enough’. This essay was promised ‘this week’, but in fact never
materialised. Presumably believing the extra copy would arrive
soon, Gutch went ahead with the printing, and by July 1816 had
reached a point halfway through Chapter 22. This was when he
informed Coleridge that the second volume was 150 pages short.
Coleridge’s reaction expressed the anger of somebody conscious of
a guilty part-responsibility:

Having divided the Life (or rather acceded to your plan of divid-
ing the Life) into two volumes in order to prevent disproportion
... I am informed that by this very step the disproportion has
been made so great, that (it being too late to recur to the original
plan) I have no way to remedy it, but by writing a Aundred and
Jifly pages additional—on what, I am left to discover—And the per-
plexity of planning, and the labor of executing this, are the true
and only causes of the Delay, of which not You, but I, have the
right to complain, tho’ both of us may have sufficient Cause to
regret it.%

It was agreed that the publication of the Biographia be taken over by
the London firm of Gale and Fenner, a small house who specialised
in religious books, but who had ambitious plans to expand - ambi-
tious beyond their financial means, in the event, for they went out of
business in 1819. What the move entailed in practical terms was that
Gale and Fenner agreed to pay Gutch to obtain the sheets that had
already been printed, as well as for the expense of moving the printed
paper from Bristol to London by wagon and for various other costs.
Negotiations for the exact amount of this payment were protracted;
Gutch initially (December 1816) sent an itemised invoice for £284
18s. 4d for costs, and also asked that the advance Coleridge had been

20 Coleridge to John Gutch, 6 August 1816 (Griggs, Collected Letters, 4:1022).
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paid in 1815 (£107 5s. 6d) be repaid. This was not unreasonable; in
the event Gutch was prepared to take a loss in order to get shot of
the project, settling eventually for £265 0s. 4d. The printed sheets
were sent to London in April 1817, although it was not until 13
May that Gale and Fenner - rather crossly — acknowledged receipt:
‘We have only just finished gathering and collating Coleridge’s Life
and Poems—& from the slovenly & careless way in which they came
packed to us very many of the sheets are spoild.”?! Of the 750 they
had been promised, only 727 of Volume 1 and 739 of the portion of
Volume 2 were of a quality to be bound into finished books. Gale and
Fenner deducted £41 5s. 6d from the amount they had agreed to pay
Gutch because of this.

While all this was going on, Coleridge was discussing how to gener-
ate the extra copy needed for Volume 2. His imitial plan was twofold:
to insert his recently written verse-drama Zapolya, and to compose
a new final chapter (the present Chapter 24). We know that this
latter was composed either very late in 1816 or (more likely) early in
1817, since it reacts to Hazlitt’s disparaging account of the Statesman’s
Manual, angrily rebuffing what Coleridge took to be Hazlitt’s accu-
sation of his religious infidelity. In fact, Hazlitt published two pieces,
one on 8 Sept 1816, before he had even read the work, and another in
the December 1816 edition of the Edinburgh Review (this latter did not
reach Coleridge until January 1817). It seems to me that the specifici-
ties of reference in Chapter 24 indicate it was written after Coleridge
read this second article, but the case cannot be proved, and actually it
makes little difference. Zapolya was delivered to Gale and Fenner, and
they began to set it up in type. But at some point late in 1816 or early
in 1817 it was decided not to include the dramatic poem, and instead
to reprint a different text as filler: the three ‘Satyrane’s Letters’ from
1809’s The Friend. Coleridge wrote to Thomas Curtis on 14 March
1817 of his surprise at seeing sheets of Lapolya set up as a Biographia
chapter, reminding Curtis:

In order to prevent any further delay in the publication of the
‘Biographia Literaria’ and ‘Sibylline Leaves’ I consented that
the Zapolya should fill the Gap—how reluctantly, I myself best
know ... When, however, [as] the result of the consultation (at
Highgate) between us (yourself, to wit, and Mr Fennor, with
me and Mr Gilman) my German Letters were consigned to this
purpose as in every respect more appropriate, and Mr Fennor

2 Gale and Fenner to John Gutch, 13 May 1817 (Engell and Bate, Biographia Literaria,
2:295-6).
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then spoke of publishing the Zapolya as a separate Poem, I
instantly interposed my Veto.??

Coleridge vetoed this separate publication because John Murray
owned a share of copyright on the Zapolya. (In fact, Murray consented
to the Zapolya being included as part of the Biographia, although not for
it to be printed as a separate volume; Gale and Fenner later bought
the copyright from him, and did publish the <apolya as a stand-alone
volume). It’s not clear when the Highgate meeting mentioned in this
letter to Curtis took place; presumably late 1816 or early 1817.

Then a third element was added to make up the pages of the
second volume: Chapter 23, the ‘Critique on Bertram’, put together
from the text of five letters Coleridge wrote to, and published in, the
Courier between 29 August and 11 September 1816. Evidently this
material was added to the Biographia at some point after September
1816. Engell and Bate describe these letters as ‘appropriated’ for the
Biographia, although it is also possible that the material was originally
written with a specific view to being included in the work. Perhaps they
were published in the Courier in order to test the water, the sentiments
they express being somewhat controversial. This latter would explain
why Coleridge, at a time when his debts amounted to some £300, was
content to give away for free some 10,000 words of entertaining and
trenchant prose. One possibility (this, though, is only speculation) is
that Coleridge wrote the Bertram critique for the Biographia at the time
when he still believed Zapolya was going to be the final element in
Volume two. He had offered Zapolya to the Drury Lane Theatre in
1816, but it had been turned down, and instead Bertram was staged.
Perhaps Coleridge planned a two-part chapter on the modern drama
to follow the pattern of Chapter 22 on Wordsworth’s poetry — a
critique of mnadequacies, to be followed by a celebration of beauties.
He may have got as far as writing the first part of this critique before
the decision was made not to include Zapolya. At any rate, whether
or not he originally planned it for the Biographia, Coleridge did include
the critique of the Bertram as part of Volume 2. Since it trades only in
negative criticisms, and of a play the success of which Coleridge had
reason, personally, to resent, it looks spiteful; and as several critics
have noted, it approaches illogicality to start the Biographia with an
attack on anonymous negative reviewing, only to conclude with a
long negative review, originally anonymously published (although
James Engell has suggested that it is precisely this that may explain

22 Griggs, Collected Letters, 4:1045.
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why Coleridge was moved to publish it in the Biographia in the first
place by way of atoning for its original anonymous appearance by
reissuing it with its author’s name clearly attached).?®

The narrative I have sketched out here, from the time (September
1815) when Gutch received the initial MS of the Biographia in Bristol,
to its publication by Gale and Fenner in London (July 1817), has
been long known. The consensus is: Gutch printed the whole of the
first volume, and the first portion (up to the sixteenth paragraph of
Chapter 22) of the second; Gale and Fenner took over these sheets,
set up the remainder of the book in type and printed it, and then
bound the whole thing together. That is to say, after receiving the
sheets from Bristol in April 1817, and wasting a month or more sort-
ing them, the London firm spent six weeks or more completing the
process of publication.?!

But there 1s a second, hitherto unnoticed, fixed compositional date
in the Biographa, and it complicates this picture considerably. This
is the antepenultimate footnote to Chapter 10, which begins: ‘Lord
Grenville has lately re-asserted (in the House of Lords) the imminent
danger of a revolution in the earlier part of the war against France

..> The comments to which Coleridge here refers were made by
Grenville in the House of Lords on 5 February 1817 in the course
of a speech supporting the Bill that went on to become The Habeas
Corpus Suspension Act of 1817 (57 Geo. III, c. 3).

This seemingly small datum has large consequences for our under-
standing of the latter stages of the Biographia’s composition. It was
often Coleridge’s practice, of course, to add footnotes to text he had
composed earlier, either as he copy-edited his MSS or else at the proof
stage. Resetting type at the proof stage is costly but possible; once the
sheets have actually been printed, however, such additions become
impossible. At one point in the Biographia Coleridge appears to have
insisted on a note being added - or more precisely an existing footnote
being expanded - affer the point at which the printers could rearrange
the type. As a compromise, the extra text was inserted into the blank
space after the last paragraph of Chapter 2 (see Illustration 2). We can’t
say precisely when this text was added: perhaps Gutch putitin at a late
stage of the Bristol printing; conceivably Gale and Fenner overprinted
this page with the extra note — it does not spill over into a new page,
and the text could have been dropped in without too much difficulty.

2 Engell, ‘Biographia Literaria’, 62.
2 “The Bristol printing stopped at Vol Il p. 144 . . . and Gale and Fenner printed the last
165 pages of Vol II.” (Engell and Bate, Biographia Literaria, 1:1xii)
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shafts .in the quivers of my ememies, of them
that unproveked havé lain:in wait against my
‘IGIII-.:.: : . y o
# Sic ves, non vobid mellificatis, apes !”

. An ipstagce in copfirmation of the Note, p. 39, occurs to
me as I am correcting this sheet, with the FAITHFUL

SHEPHBRDESS open before me. Mr. Seward first. traces
Fletcher’s lines ; . .

“ More foul diseases than e’er yet the hot
Sun bred thro’ his burnings, while the dog
- Pursues the raging lion, throwing the fog .
: Al{? deadly vapor from his angry breath,
Filling the lower world with plague and death.”"—

To Spenser’s Shepherd’s Calendar,

"« The rampant lion hunts he fast
With dogs of noisome breath ; -
. Whose baleful barkipg brings, in haste,
~ Pyne, plagues, and dreary death 1"

He then takes occasion to introduce Homer's simile of the
sight of Achilles’ shield to Priam compared with the Deog.
§tar, literally thus— _ : _

¢ For this ipdeed is mpst splendid, but it was made an
evil sign, and brings many a consuming disease to wretched'
mortals.” Nothing can be more simple as a descriptian, or
more accurate as a simile ; which (says Mr, 8.) is thus finely
translated by Mr. Pope: ' o o

“ Terrific Glory! for his burning breath
Taints the red air with fevers, plagues, and death I

- Now here (not to mention the tremendous bombast) the

" Dog Star, so called, is turned into a rea! Dog, & very odd

Dog, a Fire, Fever, Plague, and death-breat] ing, red-air-
tainting Dog : and the whole visual likeness is last, while the,
likeness in the effects is rendered absurd by the exaggeration.
In Spencer and Fletcher the thought is justifiable ; for the
images are at least consistent, and it was the intention of‘_lhi:
writers to mark the seasons by this allegory of visualized

Mustration 2: Biographia Literaria, Vol. 1, p. 48
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But the Lord Grenville footnote to Chapter 10 is not like this;
which is to say, it is not overprinted on a blank space left in the orig-
inal Gutch pages. Instead it interrupts the flow of the main text (see
[lustrations 3 and 4).

The existence of this footnote cannot be reconciled with the idea
that Gale and Fenner only printed the final 165 pages of Volume two,
binding them up with the already printed sheets from Gutch. Indeed
Gale and Fenner can only have inserted this footnote by resetting at
least the latter portion of this chapter in new type and reprinting it
entirely. Doing this would have required them to reset all subsequent
text in order to continue the pagination (Volume 2, which begins pag-
nation again at ‘p. 1’, would not have been affected). Indeed, the exist-
ence of this footnote must mean that for whatever reason — and despite
the considerable cost of such an undertaking — Gale and Fenner reset
at least pages 208-96 of Volume 1, and conceivably some of the pages
that precede p. 208 as well. If so, then the last portion of Chapter 10,
the short Chapter 11, the lengthy 12 and the volume-ending 13, were
all opened again for Coleridge to rework, rewrite or add text to. That
he added this footnote means he availed himself of this opportunity
once; and if he did it once, it is surely likely he did it more than once.?
Chapter 12 is a crucial statement of Coleridge’s core philosophical
principles, and it is probable he worked it over again. If he did so,
then the consequences for the ‘rushed writing’ theory of Chapters
12 and 13 are grave. So far from writing them over only four days,
it may be that Coleridge started writing them in the summer of 1815
and was still working on them in the spring of 1817.%6

% My reason for believing extra material was also added to the lter chapters is the bal-
ance of exigency. If the only addition required was a single footnote, Gale and Fenner
would presumably have followed the cheaper option of adding it to the end of Chapter
10, as they (or Gutch) did with the extra footnote at the end of Chapter 2. If there was
insufficient space at the end of the chapter to accommodate the whole note, it would
have been possible to print it on an extra inset blank page. If several extra passages had
to be accommodated, however, resetting the whole body of text would have been the
only option.

What reason might Gale and Fenner have had for agreeing to the expense and bother
of resetting so much of the book? I can think of two possibilities. One is that Coleridge
simply persuaded them he had vital extra material to add to Chapters 10-13. They
might have agreed to this (a) because they thought the extra material made the book
more saleable or otherwise valuable; (b) because they were overawed by Coleridge, or
he otherwise browbeat them; or (c) because, once it had been agreed to add ‘Satyrane’s
Letters’, ‘Bertram’ and Chapter 24 to the second volume, it was found that the new
copy rendered the first volume comparatively underlength. In a letter to Washington
Allston (25 October 1815), Coleridge described the then forthcoming book as ‘one
volume of 500 pages Octavo’ (Griggs, Collected Letters, 4:608). The actual two-volume
work 1s more than 600 pages. (Of course, we may choose to doubt how accurately

26
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sued the plans of Mr. PirT. The love of their
country, and perseverant hostility to French
principles and French ambition are indeed
honourable qualities common to them and to
their predecessor. But it appears to me as
clear as the evidence of facts can render any
question of history, that the successes of the
Percival and of the existing ministry have been
owing to their having pursued measures the
direct contrary to Mr. Pitt's. Such forinstance
are the concentration of the national force to
one object ; the abandonment of the subsidizing
policy, so far at least as neither to goad or
bribe the continental courts into war, till the
convictions of their subjects had rendered it a .
war . of their own seeking ; and above all, in
their manly and generous reliance on the good
sense of the English people, and on that loyalty
-which is linked to the very* heart of the nation
by the system of credit and the interdependence
of property. | -

Be this as it may, I am persuaded that the
Morning Post proved a far more useful ally to
the Government in its most important objects,
in consequence of its being generally considered

* Lord Grenville has lately re-asserted (in the House of
Lords) the imminent danger of a revolution in the earlier
part of the war against France. 1 doubt not, that his Lord-
ship is sincere ; and it must be flattering to his feelings to
believe it. . But where are the evidences of the danger, to

Mustration 3: Biographia Literaria, Vol. 1, p. 208
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as moderately anti-ministerial, than if it had
been the avowed eulogist of Mr. Pitt. (The
few, whose curiosity or fancy should lead them
to turn over the Journals of that date, may find
a small preof of this in the frequent charges
made by the Morning Chronicle, that such and
such essays or leading paragraphs had been

which a future historian can appeal? Or must he rest on
an assertion? Let me be permitted to extraét a passage on the
subject from THE FRIEND. I have said that to withstand
the arguments of the lawless, the Antijacobins proposed te
suspend the law, and by the interposition of a particular
statute to eclipse the blessed light of the universal sun, that
spies and informers might tyrannize and escape in the omin-
ous darkness. Oh! if these mistaken men intoxicated and
bewildered with the panic of property, which they them~
selves were the chief agents in exciting, had ever lived in g
country where there really existed a general dispesition to
change and rebellion! Had they ever travelled through
Sicily; or through France at the first coming on of the re-
volution; or even alas! through too many of the provinces
of a sister island ; they could not but have shrunk from their
own declarations concerning the state of feeling, and opinion
at that time predominant thmui];out Great Britain. There
was a time (heaven grant! that that time may have passed by)
when by crossing a narrow strait, they might have learnt the
true symptoms of approaching danger, and have secured
themselves from mistaking the meetings and idle rant of
such sedition, as shrunk appalled from the sight of a consta-~
ble; for the dire murmuring and strange consternation which

precedes the storm or earthquake of national discord. Not -

only in coffee-houses and public theatres, but even at the
tables of the wealthy, they would have heard the advocates
of existing Government defend their cause in the language
and with the tone of men, who are conscious thag they are
in-a minority. Butin England, when the alarm was at its
highest, there was not a city, no nota town or village, in
which a man w?euted of holding democratic principles
eould meve abroad without receiving some uppleasant proof

of the hatred, in which his supposed opinious were held by

P N s

Mustration 4: Biographia Literaria, Vol. 1, p. 209
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We cannot identify with any certainty which other parts, if any, of
Chapters 11, 12 and 13 were added at this later stage. It is possible
that in spring 1817 Coleridge added not only the footnote to Chapter
10, but the whole latter section ‘opinions on religion and politics’ (the
last seven paragraphs of the chapter). Writing the Statesman’s Manual
in 1816 had moved Coleridge’s thoughts away from aesthetics and
towards politics, something evident in the ‘Bertram’ material (written
July to September 1816), where the focus is much more strongly on
the supposed ‘jacobinism’ of Maturin’s writing than its stylistic and
structural inadequacy. It’s also worth noting that the fierce defence of
Coleridge’s religious integrity in Chapter 22 (perhaps written January
or February 1817) accords with the Lay Sermon thesis (‘the Bible the
best guide to political skill’) that religion and politics must be organ-
ically intertwined.?” In this context — the much more leisurely run-in
time between February or March 1817 and the actual publication
date of July 1817 - it is more likely that Coleridge would have felt
comfortable promising text on the supernatural in poetry (as he does
at the end of Chapter 13). I also suspect that the long footnote quoting
Synesius in Chapter 11 dates from this period — perhaps Coleridge’s
childhood interest in Synesius had been rekindled by the appearance
in early 1817 of Thomas Taylor’s new translation of Proclus and
Synesius.?® The note in Chapter 11 reworks material from the note-

Coleridge could have estimated the length of an as yet unprinted book.) It might have
been that adding pages 183 to 309 to Volume 2 — a considerable amount of text — left
Volume 1 short by fifty pages or more, and that Coleridge expanded Chapter 10, and
perhaps added a few other things, to bring the two volumes back in proportion. The
second possibility is that the state of the Bristol sheets was even worse than Gale and
Fenner’s letter to Gutch of 13 May 1817 implies, such that, finding themselves obliged
to reset a considerable number of pages anyway, the London printers gave Coleridge
the opportunity to add new material. The carriage journey from Bristol to London
would have taken many days. If the sheets were not well packed (as these, evidently,
were not), water or other damage was very possible, and depending on /ow they had
been packed it’s possible the later sheets of Volume 1 were more disproportionately
damaged than the earlier ones. The main evidence against this reading, however is that
the 13 May letter specifies the number of sheets they considered ‘perfect’: 727 out of
750. But it’s conceivable they revised their opinion of what was acceptable, or it could
be that they decided they had to make up even this small undershoot by reprinting.
This, however, seems to me a rather less likely scenario.

27" According to David Calleo, it was not until 1816-17 that Coleridge’s political thought
finally assumed its mature form: Galleo, Coleridge and the Idea of the Modern State (New
Haven, CT, 1966).

28 Thomas Taylor, Select works of Plotinus, the Great Restorer of the Philosophy of Plato; and
extracts_from the treatise of Synesius on Providence, translated from the Greek (1817). This was
published by Black and Son, with whom Gale and Fenner on occasion collaborated on
larger projects — for instance Chalmers’ thirty-two-volume General Biographical Dictionary
(completed in 1817, and published by both houses together with certain others).
Coleridge may or may not have seen an early copy of this work, but he would at least
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books, but Taylor was a writer Coleridge liked, and the new edition
might have put his thoughts back in the direction of Synesius. I have
other speculations, but they are too tenuously evidenced to be worth
mentioning here.

This much, of course, is hypothetical. What is less speculative is
the way this second fixed date for the composition of the Biographia
throws out the standard narrative. If Gale and Fenner were resetting
the text during the spring and summer of 1817, and Coleridge was
still adding material to Chapters 10-13, or revising what had previ-
ously been published, then the Bigraphia was in a much greater state
of flux than has hitherto been realised, more or less all the way up to
its publication in July.

To summarise, my suggestion for the timetable of the Biographia’s
composition is as follows:

1. April to late July 1815: Coleridge dictates to John Morgan some
of Chapters 1-4 and 14-22. He also dictates at least Chapter 5,
and probably some portion of what later became Chapters 6-13,
although at this stage he does not think this ‘philosophical’ mate-
rial will be included in the Biographia itself.

2. August to September 1815: Coleridge expands some or all of the
metaphysical chapters (5-13) and decides to include them in the
Buographia.

3. By mid-September, Coleridge considers the Biographia finished.
He reads through Morgan’s dictation, adding a few footnotes (for
instance, the footnote to Chapter 12 that mentions him reading
the Monthly Review on the morning of 16 September), by way of
readying the text to send to Gutch. The MS is dispatched to the
printer on 19 September.

4. October 1815 to March 1816: assuming the Biographia to be
behind him, Coleridge writes <Lapolya, moves back to London
and begins work on the Statesman’s Manual.

5. April 1816: informed by Gutch of the inconsistency in size
between the Biographia and Sybilline Leaves, Coleridge agrees to
split the former into two volumes. Disinclined to open Volume 2
with Chapter 11, he promises Gutch new copy to bulk up Volume
2, enabling it to begin instead with the more suitable Chapter 14.
Gutch moves ahead with printing the text on this basis. However,
Coleridge does not provide him with any new copy.

6. July 1816: disagreement between Gutch and Coleridge, each

have heard of it. Either circumstance might have been enough to reignite his interest
in Synesius.
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10.

11.

blaming the other for the inability to complete printing the
Biographia. The book is transferred to the London firm of Gale and
Fenner, who spend the rest of the year negotiating with Gutch to
have the sheets already printed (i.e. the whole of Volume 1, and
pages 1-144 of Volume 2) transported to London. Coleridge con-
siders inserting Zapolya to make up the space in Volume 2.

. August 1816: Coleridge writes the ‘Critique on Bertram’, con-

ceivably intending it as the first half of a longer piece, to follow
Chapter 22 (on the defects and beauties of modern poetry) with
a chapter on the defects and beauties of modern drama. This
may have been originally intended to stand before and introduce
Lapolya, with which the Biographia would have closed. But at
some point in the summer or autumn it is decided not to use the
Lapolya, and instead to include ‘Satyrane’s Letters’. If it was ever
intended as a longer piece, the ‘Critique of Bertram’ was broken
off, rather abruptly (‘But we are weary’).

. August to September 1816: Coleridge publishes the ‘Critique of

Bertram’ (anonymously) in the Courier, perhaps by way of testing
public reactions to its negative perspective on a popular contem-

porary play.

. December 1816 or January/February 1817: Coleridge writes

Chapter 24, in part reacting to Hazlitt’s swingeing reviews of the
Statesman’s Manual.

April 1817: Gale and Fenner finally receive the sheets from Gutch.
These sheets have been dispatched m a ‘slovenly and careless’
way, and require several weeks of work sorting and readying. A
proportion are unusable and are returned to Gutch.

April/May 1817: Coleridge adds a footnote and (perhaps) an
extra seven paragraphs to Chapter 10 (from ‘Soon after my return
from Germany . .." to the end of the chapter as it now stands) on
political matters. Gale and Fenner are persuaded to reset in type
and reprint this latter part of Volume 1 in order to accommodate
this new material, along with (perhaps) other notes and/or text
added to Chapters 11, 12 and 13.

12. July 1817: Biwgraphia published.

4. An Account of the Biographia Literaria

Some of the Biographia can be easily grasped by the attentive reader
without need for any sort of route map or explanatory account.
Nevertheless, the present section of this introduction is designed
to provide just such a map. In part this is because ‘easily grasped’
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assuredly does 7ot describe the so-called ‘philosophical’ chapters,
5-13, which have left many readers (including the present author
when, as an undergraduate, he first encountered the work) baffled.
Nor are these chapters a separate ‘insert’, without which the rest of the
Biographia can be easily understood. But even beyond these chapters,
the larger design and many of the specific arguments of the book have
challenged the comprehensmn of many people.

There are four main components to the Biographia: Coleridge’s
own life, strongly weighted towards the period 1796-1801; his liter-
ary opinions; his philosophical/theological views; and Wordsworth.
Clearly, the latter three things all have to do with the first. Equally
clearly, those three areas also naturally overlap with one another.
That overlapping, iterated throughout the Biographia in complex ways,
goes some way to explaining why the structure of the whole looks so
intricate — or, if one prefers, so chaotic.

Talking structurally (as it were), the Biographia can be divided into
four sequential sections: (1) Chapters 1-4, which trace Coleridge’s
early life up to his collaboration with Wordsworth on the Lyrical
Ballads, with a particular emphasis on his school education and early
reading; (2) Chapters 5-13, the so-called ‘philosophical’ chapters,
which densely retell Coleridge’s intellectual development away from
the scientific ‘materialism’ of his youthful enthusiasm for Hartley’s
associationism through to Trinitarian belief in a personal God; (3)
Chapters 14-22, in which Coleridge engages in ‘practical criticism’ of
a variety of poets, from Shakespeare to Wordsworth, back to Donne,
Pindar, Chaucer, Herbert, and returning at length to Wordsworth
— Coleridge’s collaboration with him, his weaknesses as a poet and
his great strengths; and (4) Satyrane’s Letters (which we may, per-
haps, consider a continuation of Chapter 22) and Chapters 23-4. The
main emphasis in this final section is on Coleridge’s reaction to more
contemporary literature - Klopstock, Maturin and contemporary
reviews, from moral and political as well as aesthetic perspectives.

This short -long-long-short pattern (a kind of amphibrachic struc-
tural form: iamb-trochee) draws the reader into and then eases her out
from the two longer, more complex central sections via two shorter,
more readily comprehensible sections. Moreover, the sections all
interrelate. So: (2) establishes the philosophical, and essentially divine,
foundations of imaginative excellence; (3) assesses Wordsworth in
precisely these terms, with his failings seen as fallings away from, and
his beauties as most perfectly embodying, the place where ‘poetry’
and ‘philosophy’ coincide (“The best parts of language the product of
philosophers, not of clowns or shepherds’, as the heading to Chapter
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17 puts it). The opening four chapters range from Coleridge’s school-
days to the culture of contemporary reviews; the final three - an
equivalent length of text — step back to 1798, and then come forward
to 1816, immediately before the publication of the book, again stress-
ing the injustice of personal attacks in the reviews. The personal and
contemporary is related, at all points, to the metaphysical and divine.

The most obvious way in which Coleridge complexifies this four-
part ‘structure’ is by interspersing each section with elements from the
other three. For example: though the first section 1s mostly concerned
with Coleridge’s early life and friendships, it also touches on his
early philosophical beliefs, his reading of contemporaries (especially
Bowles), and on the malign effect of contemporary reviews. The
second, ‘philosophical’ section mterrupts its densely worked meta-
physical arguments to interpose a chapter (10) largely given over to
reminiscences about Coleridge’s own youth, and another (11) which
dilates upon the disadvantages of a professional writer’s life; and
references to contemporary literature, including Wordsworth, are
scattered throughout. The third ‘Wordsworth’ section reverts sev-
eral times to philosophy (as for instance in Coleridge’s metaphysical
critique of Wordsworth’s ‘Immortality’ Ode), and also includes a
whole chapter (21) on the malign effect of negative reviews that
have appeared in the Edinburgh and Quarterly. This section also, of
course, repeatedly refers back to Coleridge’s time as Wordsworth’s
friend and collaborator in the late 1790s. The final portion of the
Biographia relates the events of the years 1798-9, when Wordsworth
and Coleridge travelled together. It also critiques contemporary lit-
erature, and in the final chapter once again attacks the contempo-
rary culture of personal animosity in reviews, before closing with a
restatement of Coleridge’s religious and philosophical views. Indeed,
this latter section styles ‘the true evidences of Christianity’ as itself a
four-part structure:

1. Its consistency with right Reason, I consider as the outer court
of the temple—the common area, within which it stands. 2. The
miracles, with and through which the Religion was first revealed
and attested, I regard as the steps, the vestibule, and the portal
of the temple. 3. The sense, the inward feeling, in the soul of
each Believer of its exceeding desirableness—the experience, that
he needs something, joined with the strong Foretokening, that the
Redemption and the Graces propounded to us in Christ are what
he needs—this I hold to be the true FOUNDATION of the spiritual
Edifice. [And] 4, it is the experience derived from a practical
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conformity to the conditions of the Gospel—. . . the actual Trial
of the Faith in Christ, with its accompaniments and results, that
must form the arched ROOF, and the Faith itself is the completing
KEY-STONE.

I'm not suggesting that this maps precisely onto the structural logic
of the Biographia (given the, to Coleridge, sacred truth embodied in this
metaphor, such an analogy would be impertinent anyway). But the
four-part structure does make clear one of the ways the organisation
of the Biographia works. That is to say, it constellates (1) the action of
‘reason’ (as in the philosophical sections); (2) the miraculous soul-leap
actualised in the poetry of genius — imagination, with its inspired crea-
tivity, rather than merely mechanical fancy; (3) desireitself, as a sense of
spiritual lack or need; and above all (4) the need to actualise faith as a
process not of mere reason, reading or writing, but as lived experience,
as a day-to-day mode of structuring one’s existence. This latter is par-
ticularly relevant to a project such as the Biographia, because it justifies
what might otherwise look like a vainglorious or egotistical undertak-
ing. Coleridge does not make himself the hero of his own story in order
to boast about his accomplishments, or because he regards himself as
extravagantly special or unique. He does so to actualise his core belief
that Christian faith is Zived, rather than rationalised, or thought through,
or talked about, or studied. To be precise, Coleridge does think reli-
gious faith can be legitimately rationalised, thought through, talked
about and studied, but that these are not the most important ways of
apprehending it. Beyond reason is the desire of the heart, the exper-
ence of the miraculous in the world (something the best art can help
bring to our attention), and above all of that is the wisdom only availa-
ble to those who have lived Christianity as a quotidian experience.

In order to an efficient belief in Christianity, a man must have
been a Christian, and this is the seeming argumentum in circulo,
incident to all spiritual Truths, to every subject not presentable
under the forms of Time and Space, as long as we attempt to
master by the reflex acts of the Understanding what we can only
know by the act of becoming.

Something like this gives the immethodical miscellaneity of the
Biographia its organising logic; the ‘argumentum in circulo’ Aas to keep
involuting back upon itself so as to establish the intricate interconnect-
edness between faith, great art, friendship and life.

Each of these main themes has its opposite, developed to varying
degrees of personal involvement. Opposed to faith is the merely
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materialistic philosophy of Hartley; opposed to great art is bad or
insufficiently accomplished poetry; opposed to friendship is the hos-
tility and malignancy that is so often discussed in the Biographia — and
which can strike the reader as bitter or maudlin:

Strange as the delusion may appear, yet it is most true that three
years ago I did not know or believe that I had an enemy in the
world: and now even my strongest sensations of gratitude are
mingled with fear, and I reproach myself for being too often
disposed to ask,—Have I one friend?—

We can, if we like, read this sort of thing (and there’s a surprisingly
large amount of it in the Biographia) as mere self-pity. A less debilitat-
ing approach, however, would be to see it as Coleridge externalising
the trials of ‘experience derived from a practical conformity to the
conditions of the Gospel’ (‘the sorrow that still rises up from beneath
and the consolation that meets it from above; the bosom treacheries
of the Principal in the warfare and the exceeding faithfulness and
long-suffering of the uninterested Ally;—in a word . . . the actual Trial
of the Faith in Christ’).

From chapter to chapter, and throughout the Biographia, Coleridge
is at pains to relate his aesthetic judgements to his autobiography, to
link literary production to the moral and personal lived experience,
to balance respect for tradition on the one hand with throwing off
the dead hand of a (bad) literary past on the other; to articulate a set
of political beliefs best characterised as “Tory” while exploring a set
of philosophical views — Germanic, metaphysical — that most Tories
deplored. It 1s, in other words, a balancing act; or to use the simile
Coleridge himself brings into play, a ‘vital tension’ similar to the one
by which muscles act upon their skeletal hinges.

(a) Chapters 1-4

The first section of the Biographia develops themes that resonate
throughout the whole; but in its most obvious sense it introduces
Coleridge himself, as a schoolboy, in order to set up a discussion of
contemporaneity in literature. One way to understand this first section is
to hold in mind two key positions that are not specifically articulated
until later in the Biographia, but which are nonetheless immanent in
Chapter 1 (and, indeed, throughout the book as a whole). The first
is the distinction between imagination and fancy from Chapter 13 -
perhaps the single most famous idea in the Biographia, and something
which I discuss in more detail below. For the moment the important
thing is the sense Coleridge develops of something genuinely creative,
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both intellectually and affectively, in the imagination. The fancy is
not like this. It deals only with ‘fixities’, and is capable of nothing
more than shuffling around prefabricated conventionalised phrases
and sentiments (fancy is ‘a mode of memory’ and ‘must receive all its
materials ready made from the law of association’). Related to this is
the distinction between moinoic and pdpdwaig from Chapter 18:

Could a rule be given from without, poetry would cease to be
poetry, and sink into a mechanical art. It would be pépdworg, not
moinotc. The rules of the IMAGINATION are themselves the very
powers of growth and production. The words to which they
are reducible, present only the outlines and external appearance
of the fruit. A deceptive counterfeit of the superficial form and
colours may be elaborated; but the marble peach feels cold and
heavy, and children only put it to their mouths.

moinolg (poiésis) means ‘a making, a creation, a production’ and is
used of poetry in Aristotle and Plato. uépdwotg (morphosis) in essence
means the same thing: ‘a shaping, a bringing into shape’. But when
Coleridge uses it in the Biographia he has in mind the New Testament
use of the word as ‘semblance’ or ‘outward appearance’, which the
King James version translates as ‘form’.?’

The first chapter presents the reader with a series of examples of
both modes. The secondary, fanciful or morphosic literature is what
Coleridge’s schoolmaster Bowyer was trying to educate his charges
out of. Conventionalised phrases had the form but not the reality of
poetry, and had to be extirpated (‘Lute, harp, and lyre, muse, muses,
and spirations, Pegasus, Parnassus, and Hippocrene were all an
abomination to him’). Any lines that sound machine-turned and that
could be interchanged mnto other poems caused the whole exercise to
be torn up. Later in the chapter Coleridge deprecates the ‘school of
Pope’, exemplified by the popular success of Darwin’s Botanic Garden,
in precisely these terms. He gives us other specific examples of fan-
ciful morphosis — a passage from Gray’s The Bard set alongside the
passage from Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice from which its imagery
1s derived, to show the loss of power and force in the unimaginative
reworking. Then he speculates whether ‘the custom of writing Latin
verses, and the great importance attached to these exercises, in our
public schools’ might not be one cause of this general unoriginality

2 ‘An instructor of the foolish, a teacher of babes, which hast the form [uépdwaig] of

knowledge and of the truth in the law’ (Romans 2:20); ‘Having a form [uépdwaig] of
godliness, but denying the power thereof: from such turn away’ (2 Timothy 3:5).
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in the literature of his day. A schoolboy writing Latin verses is effec-
tively constrained to write according to ‘fancy’: picking out lines and
half-lines from pre-existing masters. Such a writer must receive all his
materials ready made from the Gradus. In a footnote, Coleridge gives
a specific example: George Canning, whose own Latin poem fter ad
Meccam is charged with being mechanically constructed out of the
metaphorical lego bricks of earlier Latin poetry.

At the beginning of the second chapter Coleridge discusses ‘genius’
as something possessing a political as well as a literary aspect, so the
reference to Canning has more than just passing point. Nonetheless,
the allusion is oblique enough for no critic in the nineteenth or
twentieth centuries to have even realised that it was there. Perhaps
Coleridge elects not to name Canning directly for reasons of tact -
from a position of early mutual hostility, the two men became friends
over the time that the Biographia was being written. But if he spares
some others, Coleridge does not spare himself. He is painfully honest
about the limitations of his own early poetry — the extent to which
he produced it as a kind of mechanical, merely imitative exercise;
the way he preferred conventionalised or stock phrases and epithets
to plainer originality. The example he gives is the superiority of ‘7
will remember thee over ‘the rag-fair finery’ of ‘thy image on her wing/
Before my FANCY’S eye shall MEMORY’. This latter is a version of a
couple of lines from Coleridge’s own 1791 ‘On Quitting School for
Jesus College Gambridge’ (‘Ah fair Delights! That o’er my soul/On
Memory’s wing, like shadows fly!’). But rather than merely quoting
the original lines, Coleridge exaggerates the second-hand staleness by
importing (precisely) ‘fancy’ and ‘memory’ into the pastiche.

This rewriting of earlier lines to stress their faults by exaggerating
them 1s not limited to Coleridge’s own output. So, he evidently felt
both the comic absurdity and lack of true imagination in Goldsmith’s:

My heart untravell’d fondly turns to thee;

Still to my brother turns with ceaseless pain,

And drags at each remove a lengthening chain. (Goldsmith, 7%e
Traveller, 8-10)

But he makes the case by caricature rather than quotation:

No more will I endure love’s pleasing pain,
Or round my heart’s leg tie his galling chain (Ch. 1)

There are several reasons for this, some of which have to do with rhe-
torical force. It’s also true that, ludicrous though Goldsmith’s original
lines are, Coleridge’s pastiched couplet is funnier. Critics sometimes
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downplay the extent to which Coleridge’s engagement in the Biographia
1s comic; but not to grasp this is to miss something crucial about the
book as a whole. Not all of his jokes work, but many do; and at its best
the Biographia 1s a genuinely hilarious work. This is not only because
Coleridge is working to entertain his readers (although of course he is
doing that); it is because he sees a sort of profound irony, an awareness
of the absurdity of individual poetic and other ambition, as being at
the heart of critical and poetic insight. This reaches a kind of climax in
the first chapter with the Nehemiah Higgenbottom sonnets: pastiche
versions of the sort of unimaginative poetry being written by Charlotte
Turner Smith, Charles Lamb, Charles Lloyd - and Coleridge him-
self. The point here is to stress the extent to which Coleridge sees the
unimaginative not only as aesthetically lacking, but as ludicrously so.

Against this ‘bad’ art, Coleridge gives us the ‘good’ examples of
three contemporary poets: Southey, Wordsworth and Bowles. The
immediate thing to note here is that, beside those other two, Bowles’s
name strikes a dangerously bathetic note — for who reads Bowles
today? And of those who have read him, who would call him in any
sense a good poet? He is surely a distractingly munor figure on which to
peg the poetical awakening of so major a poet and thinker as Coleridge.

It’s worth exporing a little what Coleridge found so nurturing about
Bowles’s poetry. Two considerations here are particularly relevant.
One 1s biographical: Bowles’s sonnets are mentioned in this portion
of the Biographia as a simple record of the fact that they impressed the
young Coleridge. A second is affective: they are poems of strong emo-
tion, recollected after the event in tranquillity. Here 1s R. H. White’s
account of their composition:

Bowles’ immediate stimulus [in writing the sonnets] was the
experience of being jilted by two fiancées, but his response was
more Romantic than Petrarchan, since in poetry he found a
soothing emotional connection to nature that distracted him
from his amatory grief, rather than dwelling on feelings of unre-
quited love. He strives to express in verse his real feelings rather
than relying on Petrarchan conventions. Descriptions of scenery
and buildings, rivers and ruins are foregrounded, to the extent
that the sequence becomes like a travelogue, encompassing sights
from Scotland and the north of England, Oxford and Dover, and
abroad from Ostend and the Rhine.??

30 R.S. White, “The Sonnet from Milton to the Romantics’, in A. D. Cousins and Peter
Howarth (eds), The Cambridge Companion to the Sonnet (Cambridge University Press,
2011), 181.
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Coleridge gave a later (1796) edition of the sonnets as a gift to Stella
Thirlwell, with the following inscription:

Dear Mrs Thirlwell. I entreat your acceptance of this Volume,
which has given me more pleasure, and done my heart more
good, than all the other books, I ever read, excepting my Bible.
Whether you approve or condemn my poetical taste, this Book
will at least serve to remind you of your unseen, yet not the less
sincere,

Friend,

Samuel Taylor Coleridge.®!

Wordsworth was similarly struck: ‘When Bowles’s Sonnets first
appeared ... I bought them in a walk through London with my
dear brother, who was afterwards drowned at sea. I read them as we
went along, and to the great annoyance of my brother, I stopped in
a niche of London Bridge to finish the pamphlet.”*> Whalley notes
that ‘Coleridge sent Bowles a copy of his own Poems (1797) and
in September of that year went to Bremhill to seek his criticism.’
Various letters of that period from Coleridge to Bowles survive, all
indicative of genuine warmth of friendship - although the friendship
did not last through to the period at which the Biograp/ha was written.
‘I well remember’, he later told Sotheby, ‘that Southey observed to
me, that you, I & himself had all done ourselves harm by suffering
our admiration of Bowles to bubble up too often on the surface of
our Poems.’® Whalley concludes that from 1802 to 1816 ‘Coleridge
cultivated Bowles’ acquaintance’ and ‘received much kindness and
encouragement from him’, but that ‘Bowles’ involvement in Tory
church politics in 1817-18 became a cause of serious tension between
them.” Nonetheless, in 1821 Bowles gave Coleridge a copy of his
latest pamphlet, Two Letters to the Right Honourable Lord Byron, of which
more below.

The larger shape of the Biographia itself recapitulates the topo-
graphic trajectory of Bowles’s sonnet collection. In exactly the same
way Bowles does in his sonnets, Coleridge pays close attention to the
emotional education he received from certain key places in which he
has lived; and the Biographia often works its critical or philosophical

31 George Whalley (ed.), Samuel Taylor Coleridge: Marginalia I, Abbot to Byfield (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), 717. Subsequent quotations from Whalley in
this paragraph are also from here.

32 Mary Moorman, William Wordsworth: A Biography (2 vols, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1969-70), 1:125.

3 Griggs, Collected Letters, 2:855.
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purposes via natural images and precise landscaped observations.
Like Bowles’s volume, the Biographia moves first around the British
Isles, then passes overseas to northern Europe, before returning home
again. A reader who knows Bowles’s sonnet sequence would find the
inclusion of the ‘Satyrane’s Letters’ chapter considerably less random
than it might otherwise appear, since that chapter recapitulates the
topographical trajectory of the Bowlesian sonnet sequence in which
a poet’s emotional bildungspoetik involves a journey to Germany and
a return.

There is also another element in play; for despite the distance that
had opened up between the youthful Bowlesphilic Coleridge and the
older, Biographia-composing Coleridge, Bowles serves the function
of positioning the book’s larger argument about — broadly - the
mechanistic, fanciful ‘school of Pope’ and the organic, imaginative
possibilities of what we now call ‘Romanticism’.

Along with other compositions, Bowles produced an edition of
Pope’s verse in 1806. It was criticised by Thomas Campbell (and
others) on the grounds that Bowles’s own proto-Romantic fondness
for a picturesque poetry of Affect disqualified him from editing a
poet whose aesthetic was so differently configured. Replying to this
criticism, Bowles published a sort of poetic manifesto: The Invariable
Principles of Poetry, in a Letter addressed to Thomas Campbell, Esq. occasioned by
some Critical Observations in his Specimens of British Poets, particularly relating
to the Poetical Character of Pope (1819). This in turn ignited a literary spat,
between Bowles on the one hand, and a group of friends who con-
sidered themselves ‘defenders’ of the genius of Pope on the other. In
1820, the Quarterly negatively reviewed Bowles’s pamphlet (‘It is with
pain we have so long witnessed the attacks on the moral and poetical
character of this great poet [Pope] . . . the Rev. Mr. Bowles, possesses
the contest a [‘outrance, with the appearance, though assuredly not with
the reality, of personal hostility’).3* The review described Bowles as ‘a
sort of sentimental critic’, a jibe that evidently stung. Bowles quickly
published a pamphlet of his own rebutting the review: 4 reply to an
‘Unsentimental sort of critic’, the reviewer of ‘Spence’s Anecdotes” in the Quarterly
Review for October 1820 (1820), which announced Bowles’s belief that
the author of the anonymous Quarterly piece was Octavius Gilchrist,
of whom Bowles announced ‘his praise or blame may be held in
equal contempt’. Gilchrist, in reply, published his own pamphlet,
which was boisterously, and sometimes amusingly, rude at Bowles’s
expense. Soon everybody was pitching in. Bowles put out a second,

3t ‘Spence’s Anecdotes of Books and Men', Quarterly Review (1820), 407-8.
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expanded edition of his pamphlet: Observations on the Poetical Character of
Pope, further elucidating the invariable Principles of Poetry, &rc.; with a Sequel,
i reply to Octavius Gilchrist (1821). Byron published a quarto pamphlet
attacking Bowles’s position, Letter to fohn Murray, Esq. on the Rev. W.
L. Bowles’s Strictures on the Life and Writings of Pope. By the Right Hon. Lord
Byron. (1821). In response, Bowles published a (respectfully toned)
reply, which ran to not two but three editions: Letters to Lord Byron on
a Question of Poetical Criticism: 3d Edition, with Corrections (1822) — it was
this pamphlet of which Bowles gave a copy to Coleridge. Gilchrist
retaliated;3* and Bowles spent several years writing his 190-page-long
A Final Appeal®

Most of this, of course, post-dates Coleridge’s writing the Biographia.
I mention it here because it is nonetheless indicative of one important
context out of which our book was produced. At the heart of the spat
was a disagreement about whether great poetry must be written direct
from Nature (Bowles’s argument), or whether it could be written by
copying ‘art’ — a debate that predated the Quarferly row by more than
a decade. In namechecking Bowles so generously right at the start of
the Biographia, Coleridge is among other things positioning his own
biographical aesthetics on the Bowles/Wordsworth rather than the
Pope/Byron side of the debate. What the former side entails is here
summarised by Bowles, quoting his own earlier writing:

‘All images drawn from what is Beautiful or Sublime in the
Works of Nature, are more beautiful and sublime than images
drawn from art, and are therefore more poetical. In like manner,
those Passions of the Human Heart which belong to nature
in general, are, per se, more adapted to the Higher Species of
poetry, than those which are derived from incidental and tran-
sient manners’. The reader will mnstantly perceive, that these
propositions are connected and consecutive; and to prevent the
possibility of their being understood otherwise, I added, as illus-
trations, the following; instances, equally connected and consec-
utive. ‘A description of a forest is more poetical than a cultivated
garden; and the passions which are portrayed in the Epistle Of

35 4 Second letter to the Rev. William Lisle Bowles, in answer to his Second Reply to the Reviewer of
Spence’s Anecdotes in the Quarterly Review for October, 1820 (1820) and A Third Letter to the
Rev. William Lisle Bowles concerning Pope’s Moral Character: including some Observations on that
Person’s Demeanour towards his Opponents, during the recent Controversy on that Subject (1821).

36 4 Final Appeal to the Literary Public relative to Pope, in reply to certain Observations of Mr.
Roscoe, in his Edition of that Poet’s Works. To which are added some Remarks on Lord Byron’s
Conversations, as_far as they relate to the same Subject, and the Author. In Letters to a Literary
Friend (1825).
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Eloisa, render such a poem more poetical, (whatever might be
the difference of merit in point of composition) intrinsically more
poetical than a poem founded on the characters, incidents, and
modes of artificial life, for instance, The Rape of the Lock.”

As far as Chapter 1 is concerned, Coleridge sets out his lines of
battle against ‘the very many who had formed their taste, and their
notions of poetry, from the writings of Mr. Pope and his followers’,
on the grounds that Pope’s was not a poesis but a morphosis, ‘matter
and diction . . . characterized not so much by poetic thoughts, as by
thoughts translated into the language of poetry’. It is in this context that
Coleridge’s youthful enthusiasm for Bowles can be understood.

This mode of disagreement about literary values, or more specifi-
cally the irritability with which it is argued, forms the main focus of
Chapter 2. We are assured that Shakespeare, Spenser and Milton
were, as men, characterised by ‘calmness’ and ‘self-assurance’, some-
thing Coleridge believes is self-evident from their writing. Yet poets
are commonly thought irritable. Why? Coleridge thinks it has to do
with the decline of traditional literary values, swamped in the swarm
of modern book production: ‘alas! the multitude of books and the
general diffusion of literature, have produced other, and more lamen-
table effects in the world of letters’. Literature 1s now the province of

individuals below mediocrity not less in natural power than in
acquired knowledge; nay, bunglers who have failed in the lowest
mechanic crafts, and whose presumption is in due proportion to
their want of sense and sensibility; men, who being first scrib-
blers from idleness and ignorance, next become libellers from
envy and malevolence; have been able to drive a successful
trade in the employment of the booksellers, nay, have raised
themselves into temporary name and reputation with the public
at large, by that most powerful of all adulation, the appeal to the
bad and malignant passions of mankind. (Ch. 2)

This in turn is linked to the practice of contemporary reviews, a topic
to which Coleridge returns several times during the Biographia. Literary
reviews treat their subject with much more irritability, and much less
charity, than is habitual in other disciplines. Coleridge sarcastically
imagines ‘a Review set on foot, the object of which should be to criti-
cise all the chief works presented to the public by our ribbon-weavers,
calico-printers, cabinet-makers, and china-manufacturers’ that ‘should

7 Bowles, The Invariable Principles, 8-9.



xlvi INTRODUCTION

be conducted in the same spirit, and take the same freedom with per-
sonal character, as our literary journals’. Since he disclaims personal
affront (‘Indignation at literary wrongs I leave to men born under
happier stars. I cannot gfford if'), he goes on in Chapter 3 to mount
a defence from attacks by unnamed critics not of himself, but of his
friends Wordsworth and Southey.

Coleridge starts Chapter 3 by deploring the tendency for people to
read not literature, but anthologies of selected excerpts of literature,
and second-hand accounts of literature in the journals. These sorts
of things, he says, testify to the frivolity of the readers’ engagement
with art as a mere ‘pass-time or rather kill-time’. 'To reinforce his point
he adds not one but two marvellously funny lists of ways in which
people annihilate time instead of using it productively, from ‘swinging
or swaying on a chair’, via smoking, snuff-taking, to picking lice out
of one’s hair and ‘riding among a multitude of camels’. The serious
point is to undermine any claims to artistic or (importantly) moral
seriousness in the newly burgeoning culture of literary journalism.
On the other hand, is not the Biographia itself as, among other things,
an anthology of the ‘beauties” of Wordsworth and Shakespeare, full
of precisely the things — contemporary reportage and life-writing,
gossip, jokes and games - that the passage here attacks? The third
chapter moves rather jarringly from the pleasantry of Coleridge and
Averrhoe’s lists of distractions to an awkward smack of wounded
pride. These same trivial ‘periodical works’ have ‘for 17 years consec-
utively’ dragged Coleridge forth, proscribed him and poured abuse
upon him. The implied physicality of this rhetoric speaks to the inten-
sity of Coleridge’s hurt feelings; as does, in a different way, the lengths
to which he goes in the following three paragraphs to emphasise his
own personal inoffensiveness. He has never quarrelled with anyone;
nobody could envy him his humble, unachieving life. Again, there is
a rhetorical problem here: if Coleridge’s literary life has been so quiet
and unexceptional, then why should we bother to read a 150,000-
word book devoted precisely to it? Perhaps this 1s best read as the
same rhetorical device Mark Anthony employes when, prior to deliv-
ering one of the most self-consciously finely crafted pieces of rhetoric
in the whole of Shakespeare, he announces ‘I am no Orator, as Brutus
is;/But (as you know me all) a plaine blunt man.” His self-effacement
is part of his rhetorical skill, not a contradiction to it. Something similar
is at play here: the difference between tact and hypocrisy, between a
manly self-deprecation and a slippery two-facedness.

Why do journals and reviews so comprehensively attack Coleridge?
Not (he suggests) on his own account, but only because they associate
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his name with Wordsworth and Southey. This leads the chapter
into a lengthened defence of Southey, which alternates praise for his
‘splendor, pathos, dignity of language and metre’ with expressions of
surprise — to call them mock-surprise would be unfairly to suggest,
again, that there is something disingenuous about Coleridge’s rhe-
torical strategy — that critics and readers have failed to see Southey’s
manifest excellencies.

There are two more steps in the chapter’s argument. The first
1s that reviewers tend to concentrate on the negative features of a
literary work when they should be accentuating the positive. The
second is a peroration to the moral excellence of Southey as a human
being. This latter relates to one of the central themes of the Biographia,
put thuswise in Chapter 14: that “What is poetry?—is so nearly the
same question with, what 1s a poet?—that the answer to the one is
mnvolved in the solution of the other.” Southey’s moral excellence
as a person, Coleridge insists, informs the dignity and merit of his
verse. Comparing him, as Coleridge does in this chapter, to Cato
and Milton is, on one level, merely to instance two historical figures
renowned for personal integrity. But there’s also an irony inherent in
the parallel (comparing Southey — Poet Laureate and a major estab-
lishment figure — with two famously Republican anti-monarchists)
that did not go unnoticed at the time. Mocking Coleridge in 1817, the
pseudonymous ‘Imlac’ said:

Excellent bathos! Most goodly collection of vowels and conso-
nants. What! The Poet Laureat like Milton and Marcus Cato the
Stoic! Like the rigid Roman—the staunch supporter of republican
liberty; so great a lover of discipline, that in whatever office he
was employed, he always reformed its abuses, and restored its
ancient regulations! Robert Southey, the servant of the Prince
Regent, like Marcus Cato, of whom it is narrated that he was
so displeased with the importuning civilities of King Dejotarus
when at his court, that he hastened away from his presence! The
friends are worse than the foes.?

Coleridge 1s concerned less with praising Southey, and more with
using praise of Southey to leverage dispraise of that ‘reading public’
who Coleridge despised, and the critics who serviced them. The con-
ventional hope that posterity will vindicate Southey’s genius leads us
into a two-paragraph digression on the way the relationship between
books and readers has coarsened and worsened over the centuries:

3 ‘Mr. Southey Subpoenaed’, in Essay on Public Credit (1817), 244.
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‘In times of old, books were as religious oracles’; now they have sunk
lower and ‘still lower’ until they are now ‘degraded into culprits to
hold up their hands at the bar of every self-elected, yet not the less
peremptory, judge, who chuses to write from humour or interest,
from enmity or arrogance’. As evidence Coleridge adduces, of all
things, a downward trend in lferary dedications: from the high-flown
commanding dedications of Bacon and Pindar — complete with a long
eye-blocking quotation in Greek — to the modern era, when books
were dedicated to ‘learned readers’, then to ‘candid readers’, then to
‘the town’, and finally to ‘the multitudinous PUBLIC’.

Why does Coleridge dilate at such length in this chapter on dedica-
tions of all things? Perhaps because they emblematise the point at which
poet and audience meet, something formalised in Southey’s case by
his position as Poet Laureate. Southey was by virtue of this position a
publicpoet. Implicit in the contrast between writers who address ‘learned
readers’ and those who pitch their work to the public is, presumably, a
contrast between two writers such as Coleridge and Southey. The for-
mer’s Biographia, which we are reading, could hardly be more learned.
The latter’s The Poet’s Pilgrimage to Waterloo (1816) — to take one example
- was in effect dedicated to the British people, for the part they played
in the defeat of Napoleon (the proem to that work ends: ‘Free in spirit
as the mountain wind/That makes my symphony in this lone hour,/
No perishable song of triumph raise,/But sing in worthy strains my
Country’s praise’). Nor should this surprise us: after all, it’s part of the
job of the national poet to address poems to the nation. To be clear, I
am not suggesting that Coleridge’s aim here is to accuse Southey of
hypocrisy. Rather, I'm suggesting this chapter treats its main theme
womcally, or perhaps it would be better to say it excavates the irony in
its argument as part of its rhetorical strategy. Southey is a case study of
a figure (like Cato, or Milton) caught between an orientation upwards,
to an ideal, and downwards, to the populace.

The chapter 1s, in a sense, strung between the praise of Southey’s
personal qualities at the end and the dispraise of Jeffrey’s near the
beginning. The long footnote attacking Jeffrey (so insulting, and so
factually dubitable, that Henry Nelson and Sara Coleridge suppressed
it in their 1847 edition of the Biographia) reads as the record of per-
sonal affront. And, indeed, the personal quality of Coleridge’s hurt
feelings is important. But it is also important not to lose sight of the
political context of his comments. The years of which Coleridge is talk-
ing immediately follow the founding in 1809 of the Quarterly Review,
a journal specifically intended as a Tory riposte to the Whiggish
Edinburgh. Southey was a prominent contributor to the Quarterl,
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which aligns Coleridge’s praise of him — as ‘author’ and ‘critic’ — with
the larger ideological struggle embodied by the two journals. The
footnote attacking Jeffrey needs to be read in that context. Coleridge
is claiming that he and Southey, despite having been wronged by
Jeffrey in print, nonetheless manifested the Tory virtues of individ-
ual restraint and hospitality. Jeffrey tried to agglomerate Coleridge,
Southey and Wordsworth into a collective (a ‘school’ or ‘sect’), but
Coleridge insists that they are individuals defined by their respect
for tradition (‘the long-established models of the best time of Greece,
Rome, Italy and England’). As against Jeffrey’s whiggish or ‘demo-
cratic’ (in the early nineteenth-century negative sense of the word)
ethics Coleridge tacitly opposes traditional, Tory values. The altera-
tion to the quotation from the apocryphal book of Daniel with which
the footnote closes picks out the salient. Coleridge says: ‘Give me leave,
O SOVEREIGN PUBLIC, and I shall slay this dragon without sword or staff . Of
course he expects us to know that the original reads: ‘Give me leave,
O King, and I shall slay this dragon without sword or staff’.

This, then, is the axis along which the terms of this chapter posi-
tion themselves. Is art to be oriented ‘downward’, to the ‘PUBLIC’,
or upwards to the king? It is a question, for Coleridge, with both a
political and a religious dimension (not that those two terms can be
disentangled in Coleridge’s thought) — for the ‘upward’ orientation is
for him always actually towards God. It also helps to contextualise
the status of Southey in this chapter. Should we think of his work as
Poet Laureate as directed towards the people, or towards the king?
Actually, the bulk of his ‘official’ publications carried dedications that
are, to adopt Coleridge’s terminology, ‘to Monarch, in which the
honour given was asserted in equipoise to the patronage acknowl-
edged’. Coleridge’s quarrel with the Edinburgh is less the personal
unreliability of its editor, and more the journal’s political radicalism as
a whole. If we recall Chapter 3’s opening remarks on the vulgar vogue
for literary selections with titles like ‘Beauties of . . .” it becomes clearer
that one thing Coleridge is doing with this jibe is aligning himself
with a particular anti-Edinburgh tradition. A relevant text here is John
Ring’s satiric-polemical 1807 book, The Beauties of the Edinburgh Review,
alias the Stinkpot of Literature, in which excerpts from the Review are used
to paint it as a hotbed of Jacobin sympathy. Nor was Ring alone; from
1807 mto the 1810s many books, pamphlets and articles were pub-
lished attacking the Edinburgh in precisely these terms.®® Coleridge’s

39 For example: R. Wharton, ‘Remarks on the Jacobinical Tendency of the “Edinburgh
Review”” (1808); The Dangers of the Edinburgh Review; or a brief exposure of its principles
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aggressively anti-Edinburgh footnote takes its place in this context. The
decline he posits, from books as ‘religious oracles’, treated with rever-
ence and respect, to ‘the multitudinous PUBLIC’ occupying ‘the throne
of criticism’ is also a kind of narrative of literary revolution and mob
rule. To quote Lucy Newlyn:

Anonymous critics are imagined usurping the throne of criticism,
in the same way that Satan, Cromwell, Robespierre, all gave
themselves kingly powers. This 1s upstart republicanism, writ
large. Coleridge saw the ‘multitudinous public’ (shaped not by
the Logos but by the ‘magic of abstraction’) as a parodic version
of the multeity-in-unity which was his personal creed; and as a
mockery of the monarchical values he held dear.*

Newlyn goes on: ‘Yet the parody works against itself; for is there not
also, in the development of his regal metaphor, a suggestion that mon-
archs themselves might be vulnerable, their status nominal and their
power dependent on mystification?’

In working through these questions Coleridge 1s also restaging the
political drama of his own life: the movement from radical sympathies
in youth to traditionalist conservatism in middle age.*! In Chapter 4
Coleridge follows through the metaphor of political upheaval, red-
olent of post-1789 revolutionary anxiety. Critics, he implies, have
attacked Wordsworth as in effect a Bonaparte of literature:

thought capable of corrupting the public judgement for half a
century, and require a twenty years war, campaign after cam-
paign, in order to dethrone the usurper and re-establish the
legitimate taste. (Ch. 4)

in religion, morals and politics (1808); John Styles, Strictures on two critiques in the Edinburgh
Review on the subject of Methodism and missions: with remarks on the influence of reviews in gen-
eral on morals and happiness, in three letters to a friend (1808); ‘Apostasy of the Edinburgh
Review’, Letter to Editor of The Courier, December 1809, signed ‘x.y.” (‘Thomas Paine
never published any thing more seditious than the last number of the Edinburgh
Review’); [John Hope], 4 letter, to the editor of the Edinburgh review, signed An Independent
Anti-Reformer (1811); and [John Joseph Stockdale], Animadversions on the Calummnies of the
Edinburgh Review, Against the Lord Bishop of Lincoln (1813).
4 Lucy Newlyn, Reading, Writing, and Romanticism: The Anxiety of Reception (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003), 55.
‘A new weekly paper, entitled The Friend, is on the eve of making its appearance in the
metropolis of the British Empire. This Journal is to be conducted by the celebrated
Coleridge, already advantageously known to the republic of letters by many ingenious
performances both in Poetry and Prose. With the utmost cheerfulness we insert his
Prospectus in The Port Folio, and this we do with the more alacrity, because it is plainly per-
ceived that Time, Experience, and Observation, have totally changed the colour of this
gentleman’s mind, and that the reign of right principle is fully restored’ (‘New Periodical
Paper by Messers Coleridge, Southey and Others’, The Port Folio, 2 (1809), 104).
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In fact this analogy is a sort of double-bluff. Coleridge, neatly inhab-
iting a dry bemusement of tone, concedes that there might be poets
whose influence, combined with the beguiling nature of their delin-
quencies (‘the seductive faults, the dulcia vitia of Cowley, Marini, or
Darwin’), would merit sustained critical assault. But, he sists, the
very terms of anti-Wordsworth criticism invalidate its intensity. If
Wordsworth’s poetry truly were ‘downright simpleness, under the
affectation of simplicity, prosaic words in feeble metre, silly thoughts
in childish phrases’ and so on, then the severity and duration of
criticism would evidently have mismatched its topic: that poetry
‘characterized as below criticism, should for nearly twenty years have
well-nigh engrossed criticism’ strikes Coleridge not only as funny, but
as a self-refutation of the critics themselves. Folded, a little awkwardly,
into this observation is the related one, that poetry so simple, feeble
and silly could not have succeeded ‘in forming a school of imitators,
a company of almost religious admirers, and this too among young
men of ardent minds, liberal education’. But this point cuts across the
other. After all, the fact that Bonaparte had many ardent followers,
even amongst the educated classes, did not dissuade the European
allies from prosecuting twenty years of war against him.

It 1s in the fourth chapter that we get to one of the most important
and influential arguments in the Biographia: the distinction between
fancy and imagination.*? Indeed, so famous and so richly contested
has this distinction become that its presence may tend to distort our
understanding of the chapter in which it first appears. For that reason,
if no other, it is worth dwelling for a moment on its actual appear-
ance, coming as it does almost exactly in the middle of Chapter 4:
the end of the fifth paragraph of an eleven-paragraph chapter. Before
it, Goleridge wonders why poetry as magnificent as Wordsworth’s
should have occasioned so many negative critiques. He suggests three
possibilities: (a) the presence of fewer than ‘an hundred lines’ of infe-
rior quality amongst the many thousands of higher merit, as if some
readers were unable to see past the occasional sunspots to the glory
of the whole; (b) a quirk of human psychology, whereby clever and
educated readers, realising that the poetry they were reading was of

2 A great many books have been written on this distinction alone, amongst them: I. A.
Richards, Coleridge on Imagination (London: Kegan Paul, 1934); Basil Wiley, Coleridge on
Imagination and Fancy (London: G. Cumberlege, 1947); R. L. Brett, Fancy and Imagination
(London: Methuen, 1969); J. Robert Barth, The Symbolic Imagination: Coleridge and the
Romantic Tradition (New York: Fordham University Press, 1977); Richard Gravil,
Lucy Newlyn and Nicholas Roe (eds), Coleridge’s Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1985).



ln INTRODUCTION

superior merit but also seeing that it contradicted the canons of taste
they had been taught, reacted to their own confusion by lashing out
against Wordsworth. This latter 1s an astutely observed notion, I
think (‘in all perplexity there is a portion of fear, which predisposes
the mind to anger’), and persuasive, although it is a completely dif-
ferent point to the first. But, strikingly, Coleridge then suggests, or
implies, a third reason for the animadversion Wordsworth gener-
ated — that (c) his poems are both excellent and bad at the same time.
As evidence for this, Coleridge notes that different people will praise
or censure the same Wordsworth poem; and elaborates on this via
two analogies — first, the ‘bull’, or comical semantic misprision, and
second the sort of optical illusion where, staring at black spots on a
white ground for a long time can lead, when one closes one’s eyes, to
seeing white spots on a black ground. The bull that Coleridge discusses,
‘I was a fine child, but they changed me’ (he means: ‘I was a healthy
child but then I was physically replaced by a sickly changeling’), is
both funny and, actually, philosophically profound. Here, at greater
length, is James Gregory’s 1790s version of the bull:

A gentleman, when his old nurse came begging to him, harshly
refusing her any relief, and driving her away from his door with
reproaches, as having been his greatest enemy, telling her that he
was assured he had been a fine healthy child till she got him to
nurse, when she had changed him for a puny sickly child of her
own. IfTam rightly informed, France has the honour of having pro-
duced this immense and unparalleled bull; which is indeed perfec-
tum expletumque ommibus suis numeris et partibus [‘perfect in all its details
and emblematic of the larger whole’], and perfect of its kind.*?

Coleridge’s explanation for the operation of this ‘bull’ entails the
idea that we have both subjective and objective perspectives on our-
selves: the former because we are ourselves, the latter because we can
visualise or conceptualise ourselves (we can, for instance, imagine how
other people see us). He calls these two things the ‘I that contem-
plates’, and the ‘I that is contemplated’: ‘the first conception expressed
in the word “1,” is that of personal identity—Fgo contemplans: the second
expressed in the word “me,” is the visual image or object by which
the mind represents to itself its past condition, or rather, its personal
identity under the form in which it imagined itself previously to have
existed,—Ego contemplatus’. Now, this is not the most lucid section of

# James Gregory’s ‘A Dissertation on Bulls’, in Philosophical and Literary Essays (2 vols,
1792), 1:154.
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the Biographia, it must be admitted. But the distinction can be grasped
easily enough. It might be possible to have an aversion to an old
nurse as the sort of woman who used to swap healthy children for
sickly changelings; and that aversion would be strengthened if the
children so abused were known to you, or close to you. Who is closer
to you than you are yourself? Looked at externally (as it were), the
man’s hatred of the nurse is justified by the fact that she has done him
personally a great wrong. The comedy derives from the fact that the
nature of the wrong is such that it renders the grounds of personal
connection impossible; although, like the man sitting on the bough of
a tree as he cuts it off near the trunk (another of Gregory’s ‘bulls’), it is
only at the last moment that this becomes apparent. The profound rel-
evance of this anecdote to Coleridge’s theory of poetry only becomes
fully apparent after we have read the ‘philosophical’ chapters. Indeed,
we can go further and say that the relationship between the subjec-
tive and objective versions of ourselves, between the subject that can
say ‘I am me’ and that facility we all have to think of ourselves as
others see us (to objectivise ourselves), 1s at the heart of the argument
Coleridge develops across those chapters. The poet inhabits his or her
‘I’-subjectivity more intensely in order to generate a me-subjectivity,
to externalise what is internal. S/he 1s a sort of living ‘bull’.

Still, the notion that Wordsworth’s poems could be both black
spots and white spots at the same time, depending on the perspective
of the viewer, is rather more radically destabilising than Coleridge
intends; he backs away from the idea, reverting immediately to his
original hypothesis:

However this may be, it was assuredly hard and unjust to fix the
attention on a few separate and insulated poems with as much
aversion, as if they had been so many plague-spots on the whole
work, instead of passing them over in silence, as so much blank
paper, or leaves of a bookseller’s catalogue; especially, as no one
pretended to have found in them any immorality or indelicacy;
and the poems, therefore, at the worst, could only be regarded
as so many light or inferior coins in a rouleau of gold, not as so
much alloy in a weight of bullion.

The first four words here have the effect of waving away the star-
tlingly relativist implications of the previous two paragraphs. Instead,
Coleridge acknowledges a small proportion of dross in Wordsworth’s
output while imsisting that — since it tends neither to deprave nor
corrupt — we should simply ignore it. These lines are mere dud coins,
while the rouleau as a whole is overwhelmingly gold.
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It is this intimation of metaphorical wealth, and the use of the
French term for it, that leads us to the buried reference to the
Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. The implication is that critics
have found something ‘low’ in Wordsworth in both an aesthetic and
a political sense; and Coleridge plays with the implications of this.
By quoting Aristophanes’s Frogs at some length he both mocks critics
as monotonously croaking creatures, and also carries the ‘lowness’
theme below the earth and into the underworld itself. We remember,
of course, that the reason Aristophanes’s Dionysus descended so far
was to retrieve a poet from the afterlife in order to save Athens, at the
end of a decades long, destructive war. Poets, Coleridge is implying,
have important positive social roles to play.

The Frogs is a satirical play, and quoting it has a satirical purpose
here too. Coleridge had been variously lampooned as froggish, or
toad-like because he was ‘a lake poet’ and frogs live in lakes. The joke
also related to the laker’s supposed radical political sentiments — allud-
ing to the long-standing British libel on French people as ‘frogs’. An
anti-Jacobin Gilray cartoon of 1798 (‘New Morality, or the promis’d
Installment of the High Priest of the THEORPHILAN-THROPES’) had rid-
iculed the Lake poets as a toad and a frog reading a book called ‘Blank
Verse by Toad and Frog’.

The anonymous 1814 satire Sortes Horatianae mocked Coleridge by
repurposing Pope’s description of the toadlike Buffo from the Epistle
to Arbuthnot, ‘Proud as Apollo on his forked hill’:

Coleridge should mount some rock’s o’erjutting height,
And tell his tale in accents of delight;

Fancy his seat ‘Apollo’s forked hill,’

The high tribunal of poetic skill.*

The Biographia is not the only place in which Coleridge switched the
caricature around. His “T'o a Comic Author, on an Abusive Review’

(dated by J. C. C. Mays to November 1819)* begins:

What though the chilly wide-mouth’d quacking chorus
From the rank swamps of murk Review-land croak:

From these marshy, Jacobinical depths, Chapter 4 ascends to the
mountaintops of the Wordsworthian sublime, with a striking descrip-
tion of a storm and then a clear sunset in the Alps from 1793’s

“ Sortes Horatianae: A Poetical Review of Poetical Talent, with notes (1814), 729-36.
% J. C. C. Mays (ed.), The Collected Works of Coleridge, 16: Poetical Works I (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2001), 967.
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Descriptive Sketches. The upward motion is reinforced several times: the
poet rising ‘above the literary horizon’ like the sun; his poem a ‘gor-
geous blossom’ of the sort that ‘rise out of a hard and thorny rind’.
Even Wordsworth’s ‘occasional obscurities’ 7use ‘from an imperfect
control over the resources of his native language’ (although those
obscurities have all but disappeared in the mature poetry). Instead
of frogs we now have Wordsworth’s ‘fire-clad eagle’, immediately
followed by Coleridgean butterfly ‘psyche’. The soul 7ises, according
to the seven-line Coleridgean poem appended in a footnote, while
the body crawls on the ground like a reptile. Indeed, this axis of
depth and height, the one to have risen from, the other the mark
of true poetic altitude, structures the whole middle section of this
chapter. What was it that so impressed the young Coleridge about
Wordsworth’s poetry?

It was the union of deep feeling with profound thought; the fine
balance of truth in observing with the imaginative faculty in
modifying, the objects observed; and above all the original gift
of spreading the tone, the atmosphere, and with it the depth and
height of the ideal world around forms, incidents, and situations,
of which, for the common view, custom had bedimmed all the
lustre, had dried up the sparkle and the dew drops.

Depth and height, we note; although the burden of this peroration is
the altitude, and the prospect therefrom.

It 1s this that leads Coleridge into his first account of the difference
between fancy and imagination. The distinction is mtroduced via
three specifics: first that ‘Milton had a highly imaginative, Cowley a
very fancful mind’; second that the distinction ‘is no less grounded
in nature, than that of delirrum from mania’, and thirdly and most
memorably with two lines of poetry, the first fanciful, the second
Imaginative:

Lutes, lobsters, seas of milk, and ships of amber.
What! have his daughters brought him to this pass?

The comparison between Milton and Cowley is about the kind, as
well as the status, of the poetry they wrote — and in fact has as much
to do with their minds as their verse. The Otway line is rendered
more absurd by the insertion of a supernumerary lobster (Otway
actually set out to capture the derangement of a mad woman’s speech
with: ‘murmuring Streams, soft Shades, and springing Flowers,/
Lutes, Laurels, Seas of Milk, and Ships of Amber’). We can’t be sure
whether Coleridge was just misremembering this or being deliberately
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mischievous in introducing his crustacean — we can certainly imagine
him wanting, consciously or otherwise, to remove the Apollonian
‘laurel” from what 1s, undoubtedly, inferior verse. We can say more,
actually: Otway hopes to convey derangement of an individual sen-
sibility by aggregating a series of seemingly random, surreal objects,
linked primarily by alliteration and assonance - the sibilance of the
first line, the labial ‘Qowers, lutes, laurels’, and the tumble of ‘s’s and
‘m’s at the end. Coleridge mocks the line precisely by emphasising
this alliterative aspect, lobsters being as good an l-word in this sense as
laurels. But what the substitution does is point up the counter-effective
absurdity of the content. It is the content that makes the Shakespearian
line stand out: its apprehension of insanity not as a kind of surreal
disintegration of consciousness, but rather as the reorientation of the
sane mind around the overwhelming lines of force of one obsession -
in Lear’s case, the ingratitude of his offspring. This in turn speaks to
Coleridge’s larger point: that the best poetry brings multitudinousness
into harmonious profundity, rather than just displaying the original
diversity.

There’s a meta-point, here, too though, which we might articulate
by posing a question: does the sequence of Coleridge’s examples
(Milton, Cowley, delirium, mania, lobsters, daughters, storm) more
resemble Otway’s poetic logic, or Shakespeare’s? It would presum-
ably be better for the coherence of the Biographia’s larger thesis if it
were the latter; but it rather looks like the former, not least because
two psychological conditions — modes of actual insanity — sort oddly
with the otherwise specifically literary examples chosen. Conceivably,
the quotation of the Otway and Shakespeare lines about the rep-
resentation of insanity prompted Coleridge to insert actual insanity
as a prior example (as, earlier in the chapter, quoting the lines from
Aristophanes’s Frogs clearly prompted him later to add a textually
prior footnote also quoting Aristophanes). But it surely undermines
the key point by suggesting, even if only by implication, that the strong
poetic imagination, drawing disparate elements together under the
rubric of aesthetic unity, is actually like Lear’s insane obsession, under
the eye of which everything, no matter how far-flung or diverse, is
revealed to be another metaphorical-symbolic articulation of Monster
Ingratitude. That, to put it another way, Imagination might level
everything to the mania of the poet’s mind. This is a crucial point,
I think: Coleridge valorises the bringing of multeity into unity, but
he is aware that another facet of that process is obsession; mania;
monotony. The Frogs can only say the same thing, over and over again.
Aristophanes presents this as comic, but it has its sinister quality too
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— a dog barking incessantly all through the night as if barking 1s the
only idea left in its head.

The distinction between ‘delirium’ and ‘mania’ was first made by
French doctor and alienist, Philippe Pinel (1745-1826), in his Traité
médico-philosophique sur ['aliénation mentale ou La mame (1800). The work
was reviewed in several British journals:

Mama without delirum 1s described to be continued, or marked
by periodical accessions; to be unaccompanied by any alteration
in the functions of the understanding, perception, judgment,
imagination, or memory: but to be distinguished by a perver-
sion of the affections, a blind impulse to acts of violence, or a
sanguinary fury, without the existence of any prevailing idea or
illusion of the imagination to account for them—Mania with delir-
wm 1s marked by a lively nervous excitement, and by the lesion
of one or more of the functions of the understanding, with gay
or sad, extravagant or furious emotions.—Madness (demence) is
described as consisting in the rapid, or rather alternate and unin-
terrupted succession of isolated ideas, and light and unsuitable
emotions, inordinate movements, and continual acts of extrava-
gance; a total forgetfulness of previous circumstances; an aboli-
tion of the faculty of perceiving objects by the impression made
on the senses; an annihilation of judgment; a continual activity,
without aim or design; and, in short, in a kind of automatical
existence.!®

The striking thing about this is that Otway’s line looks (aesthet-
ically speaking) more like demence than delirtum. In fact the very
distinction between delirium and mania was contested in early nine-
teenth-century medical discourse.*” Nor is it immediately clear how
the distinction helps us: one can have mania without delirium, it
seems; but delirtum without mania is simple fever, and has no mental
health implications. At the very end of his life, Coleridge elaborated
his use of these conceptions in the Biographia as follows:

6 “Traité Médico-Philosophique sur I’Aliénation Mentale, &c. i.e. A Medico-Philosophical
Treatise on Mental Derangement, or Madness. By Ph. Pinel, Professor in the School of
Medicine of Paris, &c.”, Monthly Review, 42 (1803), 530.

‘Dr. Cox criticizes the definition which Dr. Cullen gives of insanity, as being without
fever, which was no doubt done in order to distinguish mania from delirium. We
believe it to be nearly impossible to discriminate between delirium and mania in some
cases; and in the greatest number of instances, Dr. Cullen is correct, since fever is a
necessary concomitant of delirium, but only an occasional attendant on mania’ (‘Cox’s
Practical Observations on Insanity’, Monthly Review, 50 (1806), 271-2).
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You may conceive the difference in kind between the Fancy and
Imagination in this way,—that if the check of the senses were
withdrawn, the first would become delirium, and the last mania.
The Fancy brings together images which have no connection
natural or moral, but are yoked together by the poet by means
of some accidental coincidence ... the Imagination modifies
images, and gives unity to variety; it sees all things in one.*8

The missing element here, I think, is the gffective one: mania may
involve no derangement of the faculties of judgement or cognition
(there may be no ‘alteration in the functions of the understanding,
perception, judgment, imagination, or memory’) except insofar as
they are overmastered by powerful negative emotions — a ‘perversion
of the affections, a blind impulse to acts of violence, or a sanguinary
fury’. This in turn reflects back upon the discussion of anger in the
second chapter. There Coleridge devotes many pages to the ‘sup-
posed irritability’ of genius-poets, only to conclude that the charge is
unjust. One moral of that chapter is that (to quote a letter from 1802)
‘the “Genus 1irritabile” is a phrase applicable only to bad poets—Men
of great Genius have indeed, as an essential of their composition,
great sensibility, but they likewise have great confidence in their own
powers—and Fear must always precede anger in the human mind.*
The second chapter is perfectly explicit about this. ‘Rage and fear are
one disease’, Coleridge quotes himself, and adds:

The sanity of the mind is between superstition with fanaticism on
the one hand; and enthusiasm with indifference and a diseased
slowness to action on the other. For the conceptions of the mind
may be so vivid and adequate, as to preclude that impulse to the
realizing of them, which is strongest and most restless in those,
who possess more than mere talent, (or the faculty of appropri-
ating and applying the knowledge of others) yet still want some-
thing of the creative, and self-sufficing power of absolute Genuus.

(Ch. 2)

The ‘diseased slowness to action’ 1s Coleridgean self-criticism: later
in Chapter 2 he talks of his ‘constitutional indolence, aggravated into
languor by ill-health; the accumulating embarrassments of procrasti-
nation; the mental cowardice, which is the inseparable companion of
procrastination’. Cowardice implies fear, which in turn supplies one
of the unmanifested components of the fancy/imagination distinc-

8 Coleridge, Table Talk (23 June 1834).
¥ Letter to Sotheby, 10 Sept 1802 (Griggs, Collected Letters, 2:863).
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tion here. Fear and its cognate anger contaminate poetic creativity:
delirious mania is more poisonous than mere demence.

It is worth stressing this, because of the tendency, in some critical dis-
cussions of Coleridge’s distinction here, to treat the desynonymisation
of ‘fancy’ and ‘imagination’ as a kind of absolute separation. In fact,
Just as there 1s a close conceptual copula between delirtum and mania,
so fancy is presented as @ portion of genius. As J. Robert Barth notes:

This Imagination ‘fuses,’ to use Coleridge’s words, while fancy
merely ‘aggregates.” This said, however, we must hasten to dis-
avow any total divorce of imagination and fancy. To distin-
guish is not necessarily to separate. If it is clear throughout that
imagination and fancy are as distinct throughout as symbol and
mere metaphor, and distinct in the same ways, it is equally clear
that they often work together in the same poem . .. for all the
priority given to imagination it i1s important to keep in mind that
Coleridge never undervalued the work of the fancy. There is
good poetry written under the aegis of the fancy, as is clear from
Coleridge’s admiration of some of the better elghteenth century
poets. There is poetry of fancy too that contains imaginative
elements . . . for example in the work of Collins and Cowper.*

It 1s striking, too, that having introduced this powerful fancy/imag-
mation distinction, Coleridge then parks it. At the moment we might
expect it to be unpacked and elaborated, we are instead offered a
slightly uneasy apology to the reader — metaphysics 1s his hobby
horse, the possession which amounts to a kind of vanity, and for
which he begs the reader’s indulgence (‘I trust therefore, that there
will be more good humour than contempt, in the smile with which
the reader chastises my self-complacency’). After a glance at other
accounts of ‘synonyms’, he winds up the chapter with a quotation
from Jeremy Taylor. We are about to embark on a 50,000-word
digression away from the literary-biographical and into the metaphys-
ical. It will be a long time before Coleridge brings us back to further
discussion of his fancy/imagination distinction.

(b) The ‘Philosophical’ Chapters

Chapters 5-13 pose problems of simple comprehension in ways not
true of the rest of the book. Yet understanding this lengthy central
section 1s essential if the reader is to grasp the scope and integrity

50 Barth, The Symbolic Imagination (1977; 2nd edition, New York: Fordham University
Press, 2001), 77-9.
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of the Biographia as a whole. The questions Coleridge addresses are
perennial ones — Is there a personal God? Do we have immortal
souls? If we do, how do our spirits interact with the material, non-
spiritual stuff of the world? — questions most people have pondered to
some extent or another in their lives. For Coleridge, these questions
impinge directly and necessarily on the process of the creative imagi-
nation, and therefore on what makes the greatest art meaningful.

Chapter 5. The purpose of the fifth, sixth and seventh chapters is
to mount an attack upon the materialist philosophy of David Hartley
(1705-57). In his youth, young Coleridge had been so enthusiastic
a Hartleyian that he even christened his son ‘Hartley’; but by the
time he came to write the Biographia he had changed his opinion, and
reacted strongly against ‘associationism’. Without that knowledge it’s
easy to miss the continuing biographical thread here: in Chapter 4
Coleridge recalls his first encounter with Wordsworth. In Chapters
5, 6 and 7 he first rehearses and then dismisses Hartley’s philosophy,
recapitulating his own intellectual development. Chapter 5 makes
the case that what Hartley presented as new was in fact reworked
from Aristotle; Chapter 6 elaborates the (as Coleridge sees it) internal
incoherency and error of Hartley’s system, and Chapter 7 carries this
on by suggesting the reasons why Hartley, though both learned and
devout, got things so wrong.

Now, unlike some of the other intellectual figures Coleridge dis-
cusses (Hobbes, Locke, Hume, Kant and Schelling), Hartley’s rep-
utation as a philosopher has barely survived into the twenty-first
century. It is worth, therefore, dilating upon why Coleridge thought
he merited so detailed a discussion, and more generally upon what is
at stake in these chapters.

David Hartley’s Observations on Man, his Frame, his Duty and his
Expectations (1749) offers a materialist, non-spiritual account of the
operation of the mind. There are two main elements to Hartley’s
theory. The first is a hypothesis about the way the nerves transmit
sense data to, and mental impulses from, the brain. The theory that
prevailed before Hartley was that nerves are hollow tubes containing
a subtle ‘fluid’ that somehow effected this intercourse. Hartley argued
- rightly — that nerves are solid, not hollow. He thought, moreover,
that they operated by means of certain ‘vibrations’. In this he has, of
course, been overtaken by subsequent scientific research: for we now
know that the nerves transmit electrical signals to and from the brain.*!

51 This is precisely the theory mockingly dismissed by Coleridge in this chapter: ‘the

nerves of the brain considered as solid fibres [animated by] an electric light at once the
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Lacking the capabilities to recognise bioelectricity, Hartley’s ‘vibra-
tions’ theory is a reasonable guess as to the mechanism of nervous
function, although developing it leads him into a complex cul-de-sac
of smaller ‘vibratiuncles’ that figure in the brain as persisting echoes
of nervous vibration.

The second main element to Hartley’s theory is his doctrine of
association. Hartley thought human beings are born with minds that are
in effect blank slates, and that experience and self-reflection develop
consciousness by means of four types of similar association: firstly
by linking ideas with experience (as a child learns to fear an angry
dog once the dog has bitten him, by associating the idea of the dog and
the unpleasant experience of being bitten), and thereafter in more
complex ways by connecting ideas in the brain as meanings, mem-
ories and developmg correspondences that inform volition and cre-
ative mentation. “The names, smells, tastes, and tangible qualities
of natural bodies’, he says, ‘suggest their visible appearances to the
fancy, i.e. excite their visible ideas and vice versa, their visible appear-
ances impressed upon the eye raise up those powers of reconnoitring
their names, smells, tastes, and tangible qualities.®? From this starting
point, Hartley believed he could explain the entire operation of the
mind: from conscious thought to sleep, from memory to creativity.
“The human mind’, says Hartley, ‘may be considered as endued with
the faculties of memory, imagination, or_fancy, understanding, affection and
will” The two terms in this list which Hartley treats as synonymous
(imagination and fancy) are, of course, precisely what Coleridge so
influentially desynonymises in Chapter 4.

The Biographia interrogates this Hartleyan scheme, concentrating
on memory in Chapter 6, affection in Chapter 7, with will (specifically
the possibility or otherwise of free will) and understanding through all
three Chapters 5-7. It is ‘association’ that 1s Coleridge’s main target;
but we may as well hold in mind that Hartley considered ‘vibrations’
and ‘associations’ to be intimately linked.>

Sensations may be said to be associated together, when their
mmpressions [in the brain] are either made precisely at the same

immediate object and the ultimate organ of inward vision, which rises to the brain like
an Aurora Borealis, and there disporting in various shapes’.

52 David Hartley, Observations on Man, his Frame, his Duty and his Expectations (1749), 1:42.

5 “The doctrine of vibrations may appear at first sight to have no connexion with that of
association; however, if these doctrines are found in fact to contain the laws of the bodily
and mental powers respectively, they must be related to each other, since the body
and mind are. One may expect that vibrations should infer association as their effect, and
assoctation point to vibrations as its cause’ (Hartley, Observations, 1:4).
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mnstant of time, or in the contiguous successive instants. We
may therefore distinguish association into two sorts, the synchro-
nous, and the successive ... The influence of association over
our ideas, opinions, and affections, is so great and obvious, as
scarcely to have escaped the notice of any writer who has treated
of these, though the word association, in the particular sense here
affixed to it, was first brought into use by Mr. Locke.>*

The youthful Coleridge found in Hartley a deeply persuasive, more
physiologically detailed version of Locke’s prior notion of the tabula
rasa. He was particularly impressed by the idea that consciousness is
formed by habit, not by original sin, because he wanted to believe
that a just and equal society could Aabituate men and women to virtue.
The later Coleridge wanted to jettison the whole materialist account
of consciousness as pernicious. What changed?

"The most obvious objection to Hartley’s philosophy that underpins
Coleridge’s critique - the reason he reacted so severely against it - is
the same objection religious people tend to make to materialism more
generally, even today: that it offers an explanation of the cosmos that
has no need for ‘God’ or ‘soul’. Since, for many modern thinkers, this
is precisely the appeal of materialism, it is worth stressing that this was
not what Hartley was trying to prove. He was himself a devout man,
a minister of the Church of England, and he was anxious not to be
thought to promote atheistical conclusions. To that end, he divides
his Observations into two parts. The first develops the purely material-
ist account of human consciousness, but the second sets out a string
of ‘proofs’ for the existence of the Christian God. ‘I no where deny
practical free will’, he insists in his preface:

I do most firmly believe upon the authority of the Scriptures, that
the future punishment of the wicked will be exceedingly great
both in degree and duration . .. were I able to urge any thing
upon a profane careless world, which might convince them of
the infinite hazard to which they expose themselves, I would not
fail to do it, as the reader may judge even from those passages for
which I have above apologized.

Hartley’s tone here registers the worry that many readers would take
Part 1 of the Observations as a proof that the human animal is nothing
more than a complex biological machine, that consciousness needs
no hypothesis of ‘spirit’ or ‘soul’ (let alone an wmmortal soul) to explain

5% Hartley, Observations, 1:41.
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it, and that accordingly death entails the annihilation of individual
consciousness. This 1s, vehemently, nof the model in which Hartley
himself believed.

So Hartley’s Observations 1s a book in two, rather disconnected,
parts. The ‘associationist’ first part reads as a persuasively thorough
explanation of consciousness as a merely material phenomenon: the
nerves vibrate sensations to the brain, where they become ideas; those
ideas aggregate by the various operations of association into what we
recognise as thoughts, feelings, desires, memories and so on. But the
second part makes no reference to this non-spiritual theory, instead
developing a detailed theodicy - the necessary existence of God, the
immortal human soul, and the moral and doctrinal duties imposed on
the latter by the former. Hartley himself offers nothing beyond plain
assertion of his faith to bridge these two apparently contradictory nar-
ratives. It fell to Joseph Priestley, writing about Hartley’s ideas after
his death, to propose a way of conceptually bridging the two parts.>

Now, Coleridge is not trying to deny the common sense idea that
‘association’ has a part to play in the functioning of consciousness.
Rather, he attacks the idea that association explains everything. This
is the view he attributes to Sir James Mackintosh as ‘affirmed in the
lectures, delivered by him in Lincoln’s Inn Hall’:

that the law of association as established in the contemporaneity
of the original impressions, formed the basis of all true psy-
chology; and that any ontological or metaphysical science not
contained in such (i.e. empirical) psychology, was but a web of
abstractions and generalizations.

Given that this is what Coleridge sets out to refute, the argument he
develops may strike modern readers as a little counter-intuitive. It has
to do with a sort of appeal to authority, or precedent philosophy. We
start with Mackintosh’s own proposed pedigree for the idea:

Of this great fundamental law, [Mackintosh] declared HOBBS to
have been the original discoverer, while its full application to the
whole mtellectual system we owed to David Hartley; who stood

5 Priestley does this in Hartley’s Theory of the Human Mind, on the Principles of Association of
Ideas, with Essays Relating to the Subject of It (1775) — a book we know Coleridge read.
In a nutshell, Priestley’s argument is that though a human being is indeed merely a
biological machine, and that consciousness therefore perishes with the body, nonethe-
less God, in his infinite power, brings our consciousnesses back fo life in the realm of
immortal ideas at the day of judgement. For a modern version of this theory, see Frank
J. Tipler, The Physics of Immortality: Modern Cosmology, God and the Resurrection of the Dead
(New York: Random House/Anchor, 1994).
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in the same relation to Hobbs as Newton to Kepler; the law of
association being that to the mind, which gravitation is to matter.

This narrative Coleridge then attacks. First, he insists that Hobbes
‘had been anticipated by Des Cartes’ in this matter, quoting an exam-
ple from Descartes’s De Methodo (a child whose arm had been ampu-
tated and who suffered from what nowadays we would call phantom
limb syndrome) to illustrate ‘the uncertainty with which we attribute
any particular place to any inward pain or uneasiness’. According to
Coleridge, Descartes showed that ‘not only general terms, but generic
images (under the name of abstract ideas) actually existed . . . As one
word may become the general exponent of many, so by association
a simple image may represent a whole class.” By making this case,
Descartes gazumped Hobbes. Long, however, before either Hobbes
or Descartes ‘the law of association had been defined, and its impor-
tant functions set forth by Melancthon, Ammerbach and Ludovicus
Vives; more especially by the last’. Coleridge pauses to note that Vives
uses ‘phantasia’ (‘fancy’) to mean ‘the active function of the mind’ and
‘imaginatio’ (‘imagination’) ‘for the passive perception’, which is the
opposite to the way Coleridge uses those terms. But no sooner has he
established the prior claim of these thinkers to the idea of ‘association’
than he hurries past them ‘to the source of his doctrines’, indeed ‘to
the first, so to the fullest and most perfect enunciation of the associ-
ative principle’: Aristotle. A paragraph then asserts that Aristotle’s
version of ‘association’ is the best (being ‘unmixed with fiction’) via a
string of not very fairly caricatured articulations of more recent ver-
sions of the theory. Another paragraph summarises Aristotle’s ideas:

Ideas by having been together acquire a power of recalling each
other; or every partial representation awakes the total representa-
tion of which it had been a part. In the practical determination of
this common principle to particular recollections, he admits five
agents or occasioning causes: lst, connection in time, whether
simultaneous, preceding, or successive; 2nd, vicinity or connec-
tion in space; 3rd, interdependence or necessary connection, as
cause and effect; 4th, likeness; and 5th, contrast.

The chapter ends with Coleridge’s claiming that it still remains
‘to state wherein Hartley differs from Aristotle; then, to exhibit the
grounds of my conviction, that he differed only to err’. Why does it
take Coleridge a whole chapter to work around to Aristotle? If his
point is that Hartley is not the originator of the idea of association
(as indeed Hartley never claimed he was) then surely that could be
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stated in a few sentences. It is hard to see what is gained by dragging
i Mackintosh, Hobbes, Descartes, Melancthon, Ammerbach and
Ludovicus Vives. More, saying that Hartley’s ideas on association
were anticipated by other thinkers, going back to Aristotle, does noth-
ing to refute those ideas themselves — on the contrary, in fact. But
Coleridge’s point here is not that Hartley has produced a new version
of a long-standing aspect of philosophical discourse, but rather that
he (and his disciple Mackintosh) are merely the latest in a series of
learned recyclings of ideas from Aristotle. Coleridge’s aim in this chap-
ter, in other words, is to put Hartley’s ‘associationism’ in the same
conceptual space as plagiary, by way of suggesting that Hartley’s
theory amounts to a kind of libel upon consciousness itself. In Chapter
4 Coleridge has distinguished between two modes of thought, one
limited to shuffling around preformed ideas and impressions, and the
other radically creative. He does not quite put it in these terms, but
another way of saying this would be to describe fancy as plagiaristic
and imagination as creative. The limitation of Hartley’s doctrine of
the associations is that it is nothing more than a mode of fancy.

Chapter 6. The sixth chapter begins by asking ‘whether any other
philosophy be possible, but the mechanical; and again, whether the
mechanical system can have any claim to be called philosophy’. These
are matters that still engage philosophers of mind: matters, in other
words, upon which no more general consensus has been reached even
today.

But it may be said, that, by the sensations from the objects A and
M, the nerves have acquired a disposition to the vibrations « and
m, and therefore « need only be repeated in order to re-produce
m. Now we will grant, for a moment, the possibility of such a dis-
position in a material nerve, which yet seems scarcely less absurd
than to say, that a weather-cock had acquired a 4abit of turning
to the east, from the wind having been so long in that quarter:
for if it be replied, that we must take in the circumstance of /e,
what then becomes of the mechanical philosophy? And what is
the nerve, but the flint which the wag placed in the pot as the first
ingredient of his stone broth, requiring only salt, turnips, and
mutton, for the remainder!

Coleridge’s ‘weather-cock’ is an ur-form of a thought experiment
familiar to later philosophers of mind. For a modern version, we
might instance David Chalmers’s The Conscious Mind (1996), which
discusses whether a thermostat might be considered to be conscious.
Of course, the thermostat would not be conscious in the sense that
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you or I are (‘certainly’, Chalmers drily observes, ‘it will not be very
interesting to be a thermostat’), but perhaps this simple device does
experience some rudimentary or pared-down version of what goes on
in our heads.”® After all, a thermostat does some of the things a con-
scious mind does: it responds to stimuli (the temperature of the room)
by switching off, or on, or remaining the same. We could argue that,
though vastly more complex and varied, this is basically what human
consciousness 1s — a reactive-active mechanism. Without mentioning
weather cocks (or thermostats) this is what Hartley argues, more or
less.

One objection to this might be ‘but neither the thermostat nor the
weathervane can #unk, even in rudimentary form — because they are
not alive!” But, as Coleridge notes, this doesn’t address the problem
(‘thinking life’, after all, is what we're trying to get at). He believes that
a thoroughgoing mechanist or materialist must agree that (in a small
way) the thermostat i alive. And actually, there are materialists who
would be happy to concede this point, although it seems so absurd to
Coleridge as to be self-refuting. His argument is not only that things
which appear to exhibit rudimentary forms of ‘consciousness’ (like
weathercocks, or thermostats) are not alive — but more forcefully
that no agglomeration of such unalive systems could ever explain the
reality of human mentation. He goes on:

But if we waive this, and pre-suppose the actual existence of such
a disposition; two cases are possible. Either, every idea has its
own nerve and correspondent oscillation, or this is not the case.
If the latter be the truth, we should gain nothing by these dispo-
sitions; for then, every nerve having several dispositions, when
the motion of any other nerve is propagated into it, there will be
no ground or cause present, why exactly the oscillation m should
arise, rather than any other to which it was equally pre-disposed.
But if we take the former, and let every idea have a nerve of its
own, then every nerve must be capable of propagating its motion
into many other nerves; and again, there is no reason assigna-
ble, why the vibration m should arise, rather than any other ad
libitum.

Coleridge 1s ojecting to the lack of any directing or shaping element
in Hartley’s theory. In effect he reacts in part against the passivity he
sees in Hartley’s model of the conscious mind:

5% David Chalmers, The Conscious Mind: In Search of a Fundamental Theory (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 293.
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Conceive, for instance, a broad stream, winding through a moun-
tainous country with an indefinite number of currents, varying
and running into each other according as the gusts chance to
blow from the opening of the mountains. The temporary union
of several currents in one, so as to form the main current of the

moment, would present an accurate image of Hartley’s theory
of the will.

But he also argues that Hartley’s ideas give us no means by which
the mind can regulate the input of its own sense data. ‘Consider’, he
says, how immense must be the sphere of a total impression from the
top of St Paul’s church; and how rapid and continuous the series of
such total impressions.” The human mind is certainly capable of taking
in a very great range and number of sense data at once; but obviously
there are limits to what our brains can process. If we are standing on
top of the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, seeing the whole of London
spread out below, what stops our minds being overwhelmed by the
dataflow? If the ideas passed unmediated directly into the mind,
Coleridge says, it ‘would be absolute delirium’. So perhaps a kind of
index of sensation is formed — perhaps a partial impression of the vista
enters the brain, but the brain possesses the power to extrapolate from
that detail to the whole? This is Coleridge’s second hypothesis, that
‘any one part of that impression might recall any other part’, some-
thing he considers the same as saying that ‘any part of any impression
might recall any part of any other, without a cause present to determine
what 1t should be’. What might those principles be?

For to bring in the will, or reason, as causes of their own cause,
that 1s, as at once causes and effects, can satisfy those only who,
in their pretended evidences of a God having first demanded
organization, as the sole cause and ground of intellect, will then
coolly demand the pre-existence of intellect, as the cause and
ground-work of organization.

This 1s Coleridge’s way of engaging with one of the main currents of
eighteenth-century philosophy of mind.

The tradition of thought most associated with John Locke pro-
posed the mind as a passively recipient entity, a tabula rasa upon which
experience writes. Hartley added to Locke’s more general proposal
a physiological mechanism to explain how this ‘writing’ takes place:
the action of nerves carrying sense data to the brain and carrying
volition from the brain to the body via ‘vibrations’. He also proposed
a principle by which those various data are aggregated into thoughts,
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feelings, memories and so on: association. But what neither he nor
Hume was able to do is to explain how the mind selects, or orders, its
experience. For surely some selection, or ordering, takes place. This is
the point of Coleridge’s ‘dome of St Paul’s’ example: that we humans
live continually drenched (as it were) under a Niagara of sense-inputs.
How do we avoid being overwhelmed (‘absolute delirium’)? Since
most of us are not overwhelmed, there must be something ‘in’ the
mind that keeps us sane. Coleridge asks: what is it? More to the point,
he declares that Hartley’s theory lacks ‘a cause present to determine
what’ amongst the chaos of sensory inputs is selected. This whatis the
thing called by the later eighteenth-century philosophers ‘judgement’.
Here’s Isaiah Berlin:

One of the problems of Locke’s original theory was to account
for judgment — that is, the capacity to affirm and deny, believe
and disbelieve, and in general reflect about data, rather than
merely register them as they showered in upon the passive tabula
rasa which the mind 1s conceived as being. Such experiences as
reflection and judgment, which seem to require activities such
as comparing, distinguishing, classifying etc., do not prima facie
seem compatible with the purely passive photographic film that
the tabula rasa resembles.5’

This remained a problem throughout the century. Condillac (with
whom Coleridge also engages in the Biographia) thought he had solved
it by proposing ‘attention’ as a faculty of pure sensation that is none-
theless capable of effecting judgement. But as Berlin notes, ‘his theory
cannot be regarded as successful, as anyone who troubles to read rele-
vant discussions in the works of Kant can see for himself’.>® Coleridge
would have agreed; and in subsequent chapters he aligns his own
understanding of the problem with Kant’s.

So, one difficulty Coleridge has with Locke, and with Hartley, is
the mechanistic passivity of their model of mind. Hartley, and Locke
before him, tacitly concedes what Coleridge calls ‘the absence of all
interference of the will, reason, and judgment’; and without these
things he thinks consciousness would surely be a chaos. Now, the

57 Isaiah Berlin, The Age of Enlightenment: The Eighteenth-Century Philosophers (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1956), 266.

Berlin, The Age of Enlightenment, 267. He goes on: ‘attention, comparison, belief, knowl-
edge, cannot be identified with “pure sensation” which is, presumably, pure receptiv-
ity, incapable of rounding on itself and choosing, weighing, rejecting, and building
theories out of the undifferentiated “raw materials” which, ex Aypothesi, is all that it itself
is. A succession of sensations cannot be turned into a sensation of succession.’

58
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reader might object that a simpler explanation for Coleridge’s ‘St
Paul’s dome’ problem would be to posit an umperfect process of assimi-
lating sense data. I daresay many people would argue that actually we
forget a lot, and fail to notice a good deal more. But Coleridge won’t
have this. He wants to argue that the mind forgets nothing and omits
nothing from the myriad sense data that flows into it. Although the
reason why he was so committed to this version of our mental capac-
ity does not become fully apparent until Chapter 13, he insists on it
here. To support his model of the mind he brings in a strange story he
heard during his time in Germany in the 1790s. An illiterate serving
maid began speaking Latin, Greek and Hebrew. The locals assumed
she was possessed by a learned devil, but a doctor traced her history
back to a time in her youth when she had lived with an uncle who
used to read aloud from books in those languages in her presence. She
did not herself speak or understand anything other than German, but
— and this is Coleridge’s point — the childhood memory of her uncle’s
recitations was so precise that, under later hysterical conditions, she
was able to repeat them verbatim.

It’s an odd tale. Coleridge insists it is ‘authenticated’ (although
it doesn’t appear in any printed materials from the period); but it
seems a slim reed to prop up so large a claim. “This authenticated
case furnishes both proof and instance, that reliques of sensation may
exist for an indefinite time in a latent state, in the very same order in
which they were originally impressed.” How so? Because ‘all thoughts
are in themselves imperishable’. If we could only find a way of ‘ren-
dering’ our ‘intelligent faculty more comprehensive’ (as, we assume,
this unnamed serving girl did partially via her fever) then we would
remember everything that ever happened to us, and every thought
we ever had. Every single thing we saw from the top of St Paul’s that
day, down to the smallest detail, would come back to us. Should this
happen to the ‘body terrestrial’ it would be a kind of madness; but ‘#he
body celestial would be a different matter:

And this, this, perchance, is the dread book of judgement, in the
mysterious hieroglyphics of which every idle word is recorded!
Yea, in the very nature of a living spirit, it may be more possible
that heaven and earth should pass away, than that a single act, a
single thought, should be loosened or lost from that living chain
of causes, to all whose links, conscious or unconscious, the free-
will, our only absolute seff, 1s co-extensive and co-present.

Coleridge, we might note, has produced no evidence that this is
the case, beyond the hearsay story of one possible explanation for



Ixx INTRODUCTION

one otherwise unrecorded case of hysteria in eighteenth-century
Germany. More, as soon as he proposes it, he backs away (‘not now
dare Ilonger discourse of this, waiting for a loftier mood, and a nobler
subject, warned from within and from without, that it is profanation
to speak of these mysteries’) with a quotation from Plotinus to the
effect that we could not see sunlight unless we possessed within us a
spiritual llumination.

Chapter 7. Having made the (I think) startling claim that our
minds contain within them literally everything we have ever sensed
or thought, Coleridge returns to his critique of what he considers
the debilitating passivity of associationism. Though Chapter 7 starts
with a description of Locke and Hartley’s theory of mind as ‘the
phantasma chaos of association’, it quickly moves on from Chapter
6’s focus on perception to a consideration of action. How do human
beings do things, according to Hartley’s theory? Coleridge says that
they can’t — at least, not according to Hartley’s account:

According to this hypothesis the disquisition, to which I am at
present soliciting the reader’s attention, may be as truly said to be
written by Saint Paul’s church, as by me: for it is the mere motion
of my muscles and nerves; and these again are set in motion
from external causes equally passive, which external causes
stand themselves in interdependent connection with every thing
that exists or has existed. Thus the whole universe co-operates
to produce the minutest stroke of every letter, save only that I
myself, and I alone, have nothing to do with it, but merely the
causeless and ¢ffectless beholding of it when it 1s done.

This paragraph needs a little unpacking. In it, Coleridge is saying
more than that Hartley views human agents as passive Aeolian harps
— although elsewhere in this chapter he goes on to say precisely that:
that Hartley posited consciousness as ‘the common product of the
breeze and the harp’; ‘the inventor of the watch . . . did not in reality
invent it; he only looked on, while the blind causes, the only true
artists, were unfolding themselves’; ‘Mr. SOUTHEY and LORD BYRON
[only] fancied himself composing his “RODERICK,” and the other his
“CHILDE HAROLD”’, and so on. But he is also making a larger point.
Coleridge attacks the notion that ‘I myself, and I alone, have nothing
to do with it, but merely the causeless and ¢ffectless beholding of it
when it is done’. In fact, he says, this 1s to say not that ‘blind causes’
(whatever they are) act, but rather that everything in the universe does
so. In other words, Coleridge extrapolates Hartleyan ‘association’ to
the point where literally everything 1s associated directly with every-
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thing else, such that therefore nothing at all is left with any individual
agency. The mention of Saint Paul’s is a little distracting, since only
a few paragraphs earlier the dome of that famous cathedral was
being invoked as an eminence from which the mind perceives. Now,
it seems, Coleridge wants to use the edifice as a rebus not only for
perception, but for action. James Engell and Walter Jackson Bate think
‘Colerldge s example of St Paul’s . . . actually producing his prose’ has
‘a close analogue in Jacobi’s Uber dze Lehre des Spinoza’, which we know
he read and reworked in this portion of the Biographia. They quote the
relevant passage:

What you adopt from the doctrine of fatalism is enough for
me; since one needs no more than to establish that St Peter’s in
Rome built itself; that Newton’s discoveries were made by his
body; and that in all such instances the soul is occupied only with
looking on.*

‘St Peter’s in Rome built itself’ may indeed have prompted
Coleridge’s ‘the disquisition may be as truly said to be written by
Saint Paul’s church, as by m¢’. To be clear: he is not suggesting that St
Paul’s built itself; he is making the rather more disjointed conceptual
connection (as lutes lead to lobsters) that St Paul’s Cathedral wrote
the Biographia Literaria. The proximity of the passage to the end of
the previous chapter suggests one way of reading his analogy (‘my
book is written by the sum total of everything I have taken in as sense
data’), which seems, at first blush, less improbable than the Jacobian
thesis that (according to Hartley’s theory) ‘the builders of a cathedral,
as the writers of books, are mere passive onlookers’, and considerably
less improbable than what Coleridge actually implies - that ‘since
Hartley believes everything in the universe is directly associated with
every other thing, we may as well say that St Paul’s wrote my book’.

It seems to me that these various, not really compatible, inter-
pretations of Coleridge’s objection are all in play here to different
degrees. One purpose of Chapter 7 is to explode further the legiti-
macy of Hartley s theory; and a perfectly useful rhetorical strategy for
doing that 1s to use exaggeration to 1mply absurd consequences from
Hartleyan premises. A cathedral writing a book is one such absurdity
— or it would be, if a major part of the larger project of the Bugraphia
weren’t precisely to show how crucial a réle Coleridge’s religious
faith, his church, has played in his own creative life. For each absurd-
ity he proposes, Coleridge implicitly implies an un-absurd truth of

5 Engell and Bate, Biographia Literaria, 118.
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imaginative consciousness: ‘everything is associated with everything’
is both saying that a large stone building in London has written a
book, and saying that there is a sacred oneness that informs all cre-
ative actions (“Thus the whole universe co-operates to produce the
minutest stroke of every letter’).

‘Church’ 1s at the heart of what is being argued here. The chap-
ter’s third paragraph in effect accuses Hartleyan associationism of
blasphemy:

The existence of an infinite spirit, of an intelligent and holy will,
must, on this system, be mere articulated motions of the air. For
as the function of the human understanding is no other than
merely (to appear to itself) to combine and to apply the phenom-
ena of the association; and as these derive all their reality from
the primary sensations; and the sensations again all their reality
from the impressions ab extra; a God not visible, audible, or tan-
gible, can exist only in the sounds and letters that form his name
and attributes. If in ourselves there be no such faculties as those of
the will, and the scientific reason, we must either have an mnate
idea of them, which would overthrow the whole system; or we
can have no idea at all. The process, by which Hume degraded
the notion of cause and effect into a blind product of delusion
and habit, into the mere sensation of proceeding life (nisus vita-
lis) associated with the images of the memory; this same process
must be repeated to the equal degradation of every fundamental
idea 1n ethics or theology.

This is strong stuff; a kind of belated tact leads Coleridge, in the
very next paragraph, to pull back from calling Hartley a heretic (‘the
excellent and pious Hartley’), on the grounds - hardly flattering to
Hartley’s memory — that ‘God only can know, who is a heretic’. The
paragraph that claims Hartley reduces ‘the existence of an infinite
spirit, of an intelligent and holy will’ to ‘mere articulated motions of
the air’ does so on the logic that sense data and ‘association’ leave
no room for divinity. But, again, Coleridge’s expression is curiously
tangled. It would be one thing to say: ‘a God not visible, audible, or
tangible, only exists as a story that people tell themselves’. But it 1s
quite another to say that an intangible God exists ‘only in the sounds
and letters that form his name and attributes’. For Coleridge, sounds
and letters are very far from being unsanctified: the Mosaic ‘T AM
THAT I AM’ and the Johannine Aéyo¢ were central to his theology. The
second half of the paragraph (from ‘If in ourselves there be no such
faculties as those of the will, and the scientific reason . . .") returns to
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the argument made in the previous chapter: that consciousness must
contain some structure of judgement to stop the Niagara of sense-im-
pressions from overwhelming it. Coleridge does this to recapitulate a
common exception to that theory — that if this judgement is innate it
overturns Hartley’s theory, and that if it is nof innate associationism
cannot explain how it comes to be there. Coleridge then brings in
Hume’s celebrated degradation of ‘cause and effect’ from law to habit,
arguing that a similar degradation must ensue with respect to every
moral or religious assumption. But it’s easy to miss the crucial term,
buried in parentheses towards the end. That term is: nusus vitals.

It means ‘vital tension’. ‘Nisus’ 1s a Latin poetic term meaning ‘a
pressing or resting upon or against’, ‘a striving, exertion, labour,
effort’. Coleridge here 1s drawing on a footnote in David Hume’s 4
Treatise of Human Nature (1749), Section 7 ‘Of the Idea of Necessary

Connexion’:

It may be pretended, that the resistance which we meet with in
bodies, obliging us frequently to exert our force, and call up all
our power, this gives us the idea of force and power. It is this
nisus, or strong endeavour of which we are conscious, that is the
original impression from which this idea is copied. But, first, we
attribute power to a vast number of objects, where we never
can suppose this resistance or exertion of force to take place;
to the Supreme Being, who never meets with any resistance; to
the mind in its command over its ideas and limbs, in common
thinking and motion, where the effect follows 1mmed1ately upon
the will, without any exertion or summoning up of force; to inan-
imate matter, which 1s not capable of this sentiment. Secondly,
this sentiment of an endeavour to overcome resistance has no
known connexion with any event: What follows it we know by
experience, but could not know it a priori. It must, however, be
confessed, that the animal nisus which we experience, though it
can afford no accurate precise idea of power, enters very much
into that vulgar, inaccurate idea, which is formed of it.

Coleridge reacts against this model that ‘association’ operates
according to a principle similar to the action of muscles on the human
skeleton. Yet at the same time he 1s drawn to precisely that action. As
with the notion of an atheistical reduction of God to ‘mere articulated
motions of the air’ that is simultaneously an empty naming and, some-
how, the holy sounds and letters that form his Aéyoq and (I AM THAT I
AM) attributes; so this blind mechanical hinge is also the principle by
which God works in the world.
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Chapter 7 is itself a nzsus, a fulcrum chapter in the larger structure of
the whole, moving forward by going backwards. It has its place in the
larger narrative of Coleridge’s life as he works towards expressing his
sense of having suffered setbacks and misery  order to come to fuller
joy and wisdom. This is embodied formally in the chapter as well as
on the level of content. The first three paragraphs mock Hartley’s
system in increasingly severe terms — as ridiculous as the Spectator’s
cat-harpsichord; an empty ‘puppet notion’; it fails as an explanation;
it blasphemes against God. Then, abruptly, Coleridge reverses the
rhetorical direction of the chapter (‘far, very far am I from burthening
with the odium of these consequences the moral characters of those
who first formed, or have since adopted the system!’); and the last
three paragraphs develop a different theory of action-counteraction:

In every voluntary movement we first counteract gravitation,
in order to avail ourselves of it. It must exist, that there may
be a something to be counteracted, and which by its re-action,
aids the force that is exerted to resist it. Let us consider, what
we do when we leap. We first resist the gravitating power by
an act purely Voluntary, and then by another act, voluntary in
part, we yield to it in order to alight on the spot, which we had
previously proposed to ourselves. Now let a man watch his mind
while he 1s composing; or, to take a still more common case,
while he is trying to recollect a name; and he will find the process
completely analogous.

This in turn leads to one of the most celebrated images in the
Buographa:

Most of my readers will have observed a small water-insect on
the surface of rivulets, which throws a cinque-spotted shadow
fringed with prismatic colours on the sunny bottom of the brook;
and will have noticed, how the little animal wins its way up against
the stream, by alternate pulses of active and passive motion, now
resisting the current, and now yielding to it in order to gather
strength and a momentary fulcrum for a further propulsion.

This is a rhetorical device of a rather different sort to those employed
in the first half of the chapter. There, unthinking entities (the cats
in the cat-harpsichord; St Paul’s Cathedral; Butler’s automaton) are
invoked to dissuade the reader via mockery; here, an unthinking
entity, a water boatman, 1s described to persuade via its beauty and sin-
gularity. And it i beautifully done; not least because we, as readers,
feel that Coleridge has really captured something important about
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our own thought processes: “This is no unapt emblem of the mind’s
self-experience in the act of thinking.” His point, though is larger:

There are evidently two powers at work, which relatively to each
other are active and passive; and this is not possible without an
intermediate faculty, which is at once both active and passive. (In
philosophical language, we must denominate this intermediate
faculty in all its degrees and determinations, the IMAGINATION

+)

It is only at this point that we realise that the argument has reached
back to reconnect with Chapter 4: this, in other words, 1s a different
way of coming at the distinction between fancy and imagination. As
in that chapter, both powers are ‘at work’. Coleridge is not denying
that sense data do somehow make their way to the mind, or that there
is such a thing as ‘association’ (‘seeing a mackerel, it may happen, that
I immediately think of gooseberries, because I [previously] ate mack-
erel with gooseberries as the sauce’). But, as with Fancy in the com-
position of poetry, this is not enough in and of itself. More pointedly,
this passage functions as a kind of intermediary point on the journey
from the bipartite model of fancy/ imagination in Chapter 4, and to
the tripartite model of primary imagination/secondary imagination/
fancy in Chapter 13. Here, clearly, ‘the IMAGINATION’ has to find its
place somehow in between ‘the active’ and ‘the passive’ principles of
consciousness, partaking in some unexplained way of both.

Chapter 8. The eighth chapter declares itself as a critique of two
mutually exclusive ‘explanations’ of the relationship of body and
mind (or body and soul), neither of which persuades Coleridge. One
1s ‘materialism’: that there is nothing in the cosmos except matter,
and that ‘mind’ somehow derives from a material basis. The other
1s ‘hylozoism’, the belief that everything is, in some sense, mind
— from people and animals down to trees, rocks and even atoms.
Some thinkers have taken this latter to be self-evidently absurd, as if
atoms buzzed around having thoughts mnside tiny brains. For others,
hylozoism promised to unite the new materialist ‘science’ and tra-
ditional theology.®® Now, the use of this terminology (‘hylozoism’,
‘associationism’, ‘materialism’) may strike some modern readers as
offputting, as if Coleridge is engaged here in a piece of dusty terri-
torial bickering over the specifics of some long-forgotten intellectual

60 In 1798 Novalis gushed: ‘Die Verkniipfung des Spinozism und Hylozoism wiirde die

Vereinigung des Matenalism und Theism herbeifithren!”: “The linking of Spinozism
and Hylozoism would bring about the unification of Materialism and Theism!’ (Paul
Kluckhohn (ed.), Novalis: Schriffen (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer Verlag, 1988), 324).
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argument. Nothing could be further from the truth. None of the ques-
tions Coleridge addresses here have gone away; for even today there
1s no consensus among either scientists or philosophers as to how to
answer the question he poses here.

This 1s what philosophers call ‘the hard problem’. How can con-
sciousness be the product of non-conscious matter? Jerry Fodor sum-
marises: ‘it is widely supposed that the world 1s made entirely of mere
matter’; but, if so ‘how could mere matter be conscious? How, in
particular, could a couple of pounds of grey tissue have experiences?’
He outlines a couple of possible solutions to this problem, starting
with the idea that consciousness 1s immaterial:

One might hold that the world isn’t made entirely of matter . . .
[that] there 1s also a fundamentally different kind of stuff - mind-
stuff, call it — and consciousness resides in that. Notoriously,
however, this view has hard problems of its own. For example, if
matter-stuff and mind-stuff are of fundamentally different kinds,
how are causal relations between them possible? How i1s it pos-
sible that eating should be caused by feeling peckish or feeling
peckish by not eating? For this and other reasons, mind-stuff has
mostly fallen out of fashion.®

Now, all the key eighteenth-century philosophers were exercised
by the ‘hard problem’ (though they didn’t call it that), and the big
names all advanced various solutions to it. But unlike Fodor, for
them ‘mind stuff’, or more precisely ‘soul stuff’, was still very much
in the conceptual mix. Descartes suggested that human beings are
material bodies and immaterial souls in a peculiar union, the mind-
stuff going through a magic router called ‘the pineal gland’ that ena-
bles it to interact with the matter-stuff. But, for reasons akin to the
ones to which Fodor alludes, many thinkers were unpersuaded by
that. Other philosophers (Locke, Hartley and Priestly, to name three
whom Coleridge mentions several times in the Biographia) claimed
that only matter-stuff exists, and mind-stuff was just an effect of the
way the matter-stuff of the brain operated, not unlike (although this
isn’t, of course, an analogy any of those gentlemen used) ‘speed’
emerges from the proper operation of the various non-speed-ish
components of a motorcycle. Berkeley approached the problem from
the other side, and denied that there was anything called ‘matter’.
He thought, in effect, that everything in the cosmos is ‘mind-stuff’.

61 Jerry Fodor, ‘Headaches Have Themselves’, London Review of Books, 29:10 (May 2007),
9.
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But Coleridge refused to agree, in part because he did not want to
give up his belief that there is a knowable ‘external world’ (what
Kant calls the ‘thing-in-itself’) outside the human mind. Berkeley’s
idealism, according to Coleridge in Chapter 8, ‘removes all reality
and immediateness of perception, and places us in a dream-world
of phantoms and spectres, the inexplicable swarm and equivocal
generation of motions in our own brains’.

This potential breach between ‘soul’ and world haunted the think-
ers of the eighteenth century. It haunted them in part because they
worried that the path of truth might compel them to give up ‘soul’
(and with it, Christianity) altogether. This is one reason why Kant
proved so influential. He argued in the Pure Reason critique that ‘mind’
and ‘world’” were not separate entities after all, because key aspects of
the world (dimension, causality and so on) are actually #he way the mind
us structured. Coleridge was only one of several British Romantics who
took this to be a great healing of the breach.

Chapter 8 works through these questions. Coleridge begins by
dismissing ‘Cartesian dualism’ (‘the absolute and essential hetero-
genity of the soul as intelligence, and the body as matter . .. [soul] a
thinking substance; and body a space-filling substance’) essentially on the
grounds Fodor mentions above. Radically dissimilar substances can
have no way of influencing one another: ‘the law of causality holds
only between homogeneous things, 1.e. things having some common
property; and cannot extend from one world into another, its oppo-
site’. Coleridge then dismisses Leibniz’s ingenious but counter-intui-
tive solution to the mind/body problem, ‘pre-established harmony’,
although he does so on the rather flimsy grounds that it is ‘repugnant
to our common sense’. Hylozoism is disposed of on the grounds of
Okham’s razor - that it replaces the problem of how one body inter-
acts with one soul with the problem of how one body interacts with a
million souls. The solution to the mind/body problem

cannot consist with the arbitrary power of multiplying attributes
by occult qualities . . . we can acquire [no] clearer notion of our
soul, by being told that we have a million of souls, and that every
atom of our bodies has a soul of its own.

Okham’s razor (although Coleridge does not invoke it by name
here) is at least a recognised philosophical principle. Coleridge’s objec-
tions to Berkeley are not nearly so substantive — Coleridge may not
like the idea of existing in a phantom cosmos of ideas rather than a
‘real’ cosmos of things, but that doesn’t prove that Berkeley is wrong.
And his objection to Leibniz (that his philosophy offends common
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sense) 1s turned wholly around in the chapter’s last paragraph, where
the appeal to common sense 1s roundly mocked:

By the very same argument the supporters of the Ptolemaic
system might have rebuffed the Newtonian, and pointing to
the sky with self-complacent grin have appealed to common sense,
whether the sun did not move and the earth stand still.

Does this look like inconsistency? The train of Coleridge’s argu-
ment here is not easy to follow, especially in the latter paragraphs of
this chapter. It is, I think, possible to tease out something fairly con-
ceptually coherent, although the pay-off does not come until Chapter
13 - a long way ahead. Folded in amongst his objections to Cartesian
dualism, materialism and hylozoism is Coleridge’s own suggested
solution to ‘the hard problem’; but — again - this is adverted to so
obliquely that the reader could be forgiven for missing it. I'll come
back to this in a moment.

The ‘self-complacent grin’ and appeal to common sense that
Coleridge mocks here belong to the unthinking individual who
asserts ‘that’s just the way things are’. The proximate cause of
his scorn are Hartleyan-Priestleyan ‘associationists’, but the chap-
ter as a whole has a larger brief. How can the mere motion of
material atoms ‘metamorphose itself into perception or will’? This,
Coleridge thinks, is a problem ‘the materialist has hitherto left, not
only as incomprehensible as he found it, but has aggravated it into
a comprehensible absurdity’. He poses a series of questions to his
straw-man materialist, including: How can particles create ‘sensu-
ous intuitions’? How does the ‘outside’ world of objects get ‘inside’
consciousness? If an object like a chair can somehow ‘get inside’
the soul, Coleridge asks, then wouldn’t it be able to ‘permeate and
wholly possess’ the soul? To all such questions, he says, the mate-
rialist can only answer: ‘that’s just the way things are’. Coleridge
refuses to accept this, seeing it (rightly, I think) as an abdication
of the responsibilities of inquiry, a version of the shrug of the
shoulders, ‘we just don’t know’:

The most consistent proceeding of the dogmatic materialist is to
fall back into the common rank of soul-and-bodyists; to affect the
mysterious, and declare the whole process a revelation giwen, and
not to be understood, which it would be profane to examine too
closely. Datur non intelligitur.

There’s a neat scene early in Kim Stanley Robinson’s novel Green
Mars (1994) in which schoolchildren, learning science, taunt their
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teacher by replying to all his explanations about the physical universe
with the question ‘why?’:

He would start at the blackboard, and behind his back they
would roll their eyes and make faces as he droned on about
partial pressures or infrared rays. Then one of them would see
an opening and begin the game. He was helpless before it. He
would say something like, ‘In nonshivering thermogenesis the
body produces heat using futile cycles,” and one of them would
raise a hand and say, ‘But why, Sax?’ and everyone would stare
hard at their lectern and not look at each other, while Sax would
frown as if this had never happened before, and say, ‘Well, it cre-
ates heat without using as much energy as shivering does. The
muscle proteins contract, but instead of grabbing they just slide
over each other, and that creates the heat.’

Jackie, so sincerely the whole class nearly lost it: ‘But how?’

He was blinking now, so fast they almost exploded watching
him. “Well, the amino acids in the proteins have broken covalent
bonds, and the breaks release what is called bond dissociation
energy.’

‘But why?’

Blinking ever harder: ‘Well, that’s just a matter of phys-
ics.” He diagrammed vigorously on the blackboard: ‘Covalent
bonds are formed when two atomic orbitals merge to form a
single bond orbital, occupied by electrons from both atoms.
Breaking the bond releases thirty to a hundred kcals of stored
energy

Several of them asked, in chorus, ‘But why?’

This got him into subatomic physics, where the chain of whys
and becauses could go on for a half hour without him ever once
saying something they could understand. Finally they would
sense they were near the end game. ‘But why?’

‘Well,” going cross-eyed as he tried to backtrack, ‘atoms want
to get to their stable number of electrons, and they’ll share elec-
trons when they have to.’

‘But why?”’

Now he was looking trapped. “That’s just the way atoms bond.
One of the ways.’

‘But wHY?’

A shrug. “That’s how the atomic force works. That’s how
things came out -’

And they all would shout, ‘i the Big Bang.’
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They would howl with glee, and Sax’s forehead would knot
up as he realized that they had done it to him again.%

What'’s particularly strong here, I think, is the sense this passage
conveys that this repeated stepping-back along the chain of causation,
this reiterated ‘why?’ is simultaneously something childish - kids love
this kind of game - and something profound, and profoundly unset-
tling. Robinson gets at something important about the way science
‘explains’ the universe; and his point is actually very Coleridgean. As
far as Coleridge is concerned, this ultimate ‘shrug’ is unacceptable.
Not that ‘the whole process’ is ‘a revelation giwen, and not to be under-
stood’, but that the whole process entails a chain of cause and effect
that 1s finally grounded only in ‘well that’s just how things are’. In an
anticipation of the celebrated story about the lady who supposedly
told Bertrand Russell that ‘it’s turtles all the way down’,®* Coleridge
notes:

It would be easy to explain a thought from the image on the
retina, and that from the geometry of light, if this very light did
not present the very same difficulty. We might as rationally
chant the Brahmin creed of the tortoise that supported the bear,
that supported the elephant, that supported the world, to the
tune of “This is the house that Jack built.”¢*

To those who might object that religion surely faces the same prob-
lem as science in this regard, Coleridge says that ‘the sic Deo placitum
est’ 1s enough to satisfy the faithful, but that a physical scientist cannot
permit herself to use ‘God’ as a stopgap: ‘an answer to the whence?
and why? 1s no answer to the how? which alone is the physiologist’s

62" Kim Stanley Robinson, Green Mars (New York: Random House, 1994), 2-3.

63 ‘A well-known scientist (some say it was Bertrand Russell) once gave a public lecture
on astronomy. He described how the earth orbits around the sun and how the sun,
in turn, orbits around the centre of a vast collection of stars called our galaxy. At the
end of the lecture, a little old lady at the back of the room got up and said: “What you
have told us is rubbish. The world is really a flat plate supported on the back of a giant
tortoise.” The scientist gave a superior smile before replying, “What is the tortoise
standing on?” “You're very clever, young man, very clever,” said the old lady. “But it’s
turtles all the way down!”” (Stephen Hawking, 4 Brief History of Time (London: Bantam,
1988), 1)

Coleridge must have been aware of the passage by David Hume: ‘How can we satisfy
ourselves without going on in infinitum? And, after all, what satisfaction is there in
that infinite progression? Let us remember the story of the INDIAN philosopher and his
elephant. It was never more applicable than to the present subject. If the material world
rests upon a similar ideal world, this ideal world must rest upon some other; and so
on, without end. It were better, therefore, never to look beyond the present material
world’ (David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779), 94).

64
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concern. It is a mere sophisma pigrum, and (as Bacon hath said) the
arrogance of pusillanimity.’

This in turn has its relevance to the slightly clotted line of argument
in Coleridge’s eighth chapter. What Coleridge objects to in Leibniz’s
‘pre-established harmony’ and Berkeley’s idealism is not that they
can be proved wrong, but precisely that they can’t - they float free of
proof, either way. They evade the proper responsibility of chasing up
the rigorous chain of reasoning.

And what of Coleridge’s own solution to ‘the hard problem’? The
short answer is that nowhere in this chapter does Coleridge clearly
spell out what his solution 1s. He does /ave a solution, I think; and
in Chapter 8 there are two places where he intimates it — although
he doesn’t finally spell it out until Chapter 13. One is right at the
beginning, hidden in the middle of his dismissal of Cartesian dualism:

Des Cartes was the first philosopher, who introduced the abso-
lute and essential heterogenity of the soul as intelligence, and the
body as matter. The assumption, and the form of speaking, have
remained, though the denial of all other properties to matter but
that of extension, on which denial the whole system of dualism
1s grounded, has been long exploded. For since impenetrabil-
ity is intelligible only as a mode of resistance; its admission
places the essence of matter in an act or power, which it possesses
in common with spirif; and body and spirit are therefore no
longer absolutely heterogeneous, but may without any absurdity
be supposed to be different modes, or degrees in perfection, of a
common substratum. To this possibility, however, it was not the
fashion to advert. The soul was a #hnking substance; and body a
space-filling substance.

“This possibility’ — the one which followers of Descartes do not
consider it ‘the fashion to advert’ - is that ‘mind’ and ‘body’, since
they cannot be made of different substances, must be made of the same
substance. Coleridge’s logic is as follows:

1. ‘Impenetrability’ (a characteristic of matter, or at least of the funda-
mental building blocks of matter, atoms) is ‘a mode of resistance’.

2. Resistance, in turn, is ‘an act or power’.

3. The ability to act (or the power to act) is characteristic of spirit.

4. Therefore matter and spirit are the same thing (specifically, they are
both modes, or ‘degrees in perfection’, of a common substratum).

That Coleridge buries this away rather than spelling it out speaks
to an understandable reticence. It is not a strong argument. If I push
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at a locked door, the door resists my attempts to penetrate beyond it;
but to attribute that resistance to (let’s say) stubbornness on behalf of
the door would be only to employ a figure of speech. An actual belief
that the door was consciously and stubbornly resisting me would be
an index of naivety, or perhaps of animism. Worse, in a way (from
Coleridge’s point of view at any rate), is that this argument comes
close to Berkeley’s idealism: for Berkeley also believed that body and
soul were made out of the same substance - soul.

The second place in this chapter where Coleridge proposes a
solution to the ‘hard problem’ is even more oblique:

I shall not dilate further on this subject; because it will (if God
grant health and permission) be treated of at large and systemati-
cally in a work, which I have many years been preparing, on the
PRODUCTIVE LOGOS human and divine; with, and as the intro-
duction to, a full commentary on the Gospel of St. John.

This intimates that a solution is to be found in the divine word
without spelling out exactly what that solution will be. He raises our
hopes by continuing, “T'o make myself intelligible as far as my present
subject requires, it will be sufficient briefly to observe . ..". But what
briefly suffices is to provide another three-part dismissal of Hartleyan
associationism, not to prove his own case. We are left with the reit-
erated sense (a) that this solution will not be Cartesian dualism, or
Berkleyan idealism, or Leibnizian monads, or Hartleyan materialism;
and (b) that it will not fall back on the too-facile sic Deo placitum est.
This 1s the position from which the Biographia moves into its lengthy
ninth chapter.

Chapter 9. This chapter begins briskly: Coleridge has studied
Locke, Berkeley, Leibnitz, and Hartley, and in none of them (as
Chapter 8 made plain) has he found a satisfactory answer to the ‘hard
problem’ of how ‘mind-stuff’ exists in and interacts with a cosmos not
made of mind-stuff. Indeed, the first two paragraphs rattle rather hec-
tically through the whole history of philosophy. A footnote mentions
Kant’s Kritik der Remnen Venunfl, and Kant is an unspoken presence
behind the summary. Coleridge’s

How can we make bricks without straw? Or build without
cement? We learn all things indeed by occasion of experience; but
the very facts so learned force us inward on the antecedents, that
must be pre-supposed in order to render experience itself possible.

— 1s his way of framing Kant’s ‘are synthetic a priori truths possible?’
But when Coleridge says that reading Plato, Plotinus, Ficino, Proclus,
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Gemistius Pletho, Giordano Bruno, Sir Philip Sidney and Fulke
Greville ‘all contributed to prepare my mind for the reception and
welcoming of the Cogito quia Sum, et Sum quia Cogito; a philosophy
of seeming hardihood, but certainly the most ancient, and therefore
presumptively the most natural’ - the ‘seeming’ is doing quite a lot of
hidden work there. Descartes’s ‘I think therefore I am’ is, of course,
powerfully critiqued by Kant, who (in a nutshell) argues that we do not
‘think’ in the abstract, but always think about specific things, and moreo-
ver in ways structured by the twelve categorical forms Coleridge men-
tions in his footnote: Quantity (Unity; Plurality; Totality) — Quality
(Reality; Negation; Limitation) — Relation (Inherence/Subsistence;
Cause/Effect; Reciprocity) - Modality (Possibility/Impossibility;
Existence/Inexistence; Necessity/ Contingency).

In the third paragraph of this chapter, Coleridge puts this process of
analytically philosophising the spirit on hold to explore an alternative
to rational philosophy - the mystic vision that directly apprehends
the divine, like Jacob Béhme. From a network of metaphysics too
complex for adults to grasp to a plain truth in the light of which we
become again as little children. Or, to quote the passage Coleridge
actually cites (Luke 10:21): ‘In that hour Jesus rejoiced in spirit, and
said, I thank thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou hast
hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them
unto babes’.

This is an important step in the larger argument of the Biographia.
It 1s not, of course, that Coleridge here gives up rational metaphys-
ical logic altogether (far from it!), but rather that he, for the first
time in the ‘philosophical chapters’, brings in a parallel metaphysics
of the gffect. The arguments here are about the heart as well as the
head.

O! it requires deeper feeling, and a stronger imagination, than
belong to most of those, to whom reasoning and fluent expres-
sion have been as a trade learnt in boyhood, to conceive with
what might, with what inward strivings and commotion, the percep-
tion of a new and vital TRUTH takes possession of an uneducated
man of genius.

‘Imagination’ is not a carelessly deployed piece of nomenclature here;
and its linkage with ‘deep feeling’ is part of the larger process of
defining it.

The feeling of gratitude, which I cherish toward these men, has
caused me to digress further than I had foreseen or proposed;
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but to have passed them over in an historical sketch of my liter-
ary life and opinions, would have seemed to me like the denial
of a debt, the concealment of a boon. For the writings of these
mystics acted in no slight degree to prevent my mind from being
imprisoned within the outline of any single dogmatic system.
They contributed to keep alive the feart in the /ead; gave me
an indistinct, yet stirring and working presentiment, that all the
products of the mere reflective faculty partook of DEATH, and
were as the rattling twigs and sprays in winter, into which a
sap was yet to be propelled from some root to which I had not
penetrated, if they were to afford my soul either food or shelter.

Straight away, however, Coleridge begins to reel this argument
back in. Mere feeling is not a reliable guide. These mystics may
lead the souls ‘into an irreligious PANTHEISM, I well know’. Then it’s
back to hard-core philosophical metaphysics, (via a brief potshot at
Spinoza) to Kant, that least ‘mystic’ of all thinkers. Coleridge lists
those Kantian works he has read, praises their ‘clearness’ and ‘evi-
dence’ and tells the reader plainly that Kantian thought ‘took posses-
sion of me as with a giant’s hand’.

In other words, Chapter 9 takes the form of a loose dialectic. On
the one hand, we have the increasingly baffling thicket of various ana-
lytic and philosophical traditions, none of which provided Coleridge
with the answers he needed, and which are represented in this portion
of the Biographia as a wilderness of multifariously branching disquisi-
tions of the reason; on the other hand, the holy cloud of unknowing
represented by naif mystic apprehension of spiritual and divine ‘one-
ness’. The synthesis of these two approaches is: Kant.

A couple of observations may occur to the attentive reader at this
point. One is that no sooner has Coleridge introduced Kant as the
intellectual framework within which his own solution to ‘the hard
problem’ will be framed than he spells out three key places where he
thinks Kant 1s wrong. These are not minor disagreements. Indeed,
they are so substantive that Coleridge suggests in all three cases
that Kant himself can’t actually believe his own assertions, but was
compelled to assert them to placate ‘that strange compound of law-
less debauchery, and priest-ridden superstition’ of eighteenth-century
Prussia. ‘In spite therefore of his own declarations’, Coleridge says,
we must refuse to credit that even Kant believed that his ding-an-sich,
or ‘thing-in-itself’ of absolute reality, was radically unknowable; or
his description of human consciousness as ‘a shaping intellect’ that in
turn leaves external reality mere ‘matter without form’; and finally he
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rejects the categorical nature of Kant’s moral imperative.* We might
think that this leaves precious little core Kant at play in the intellectual
work of the Biographia; and this suspicion is not allayed by the fact that
Chapter 9 goes on not to elaborate Kant, but (first) to dismiss Fichte,
and then - at length — to extol the merits of Schelling.

But we need to keep in view the larger project of the ‘philosophical’
chapters of the Biographia. They are not (whatever critics sometimes
imply) an ommium gatherum of all matters metaphysical, an attempt
to establish a comprehensive philosophical position. Such a work
was one of Coleridge’s larger ambitions, of course; but we should
take seriously his repeated insistence that the Biograp/a is not the
proper place for it, and that he is reserving it for a later book. His
philosophical ambition in the Biographia is considerably more modest,
and (again, despite what later critics have tended to say) it is directly
related to his autobiographical and literary-critical ambitions. That
aim 1s to establish (a) that human consciousness or subjectivity is an
immortal, individual spirit that partakes of the divine; and (b) that only
this can account for the greatness of the greatest art. On the latter
count his examples are literary, because he is himself a literary artist;
but the case can equally be made for other arts. He is not saying that
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, Michelangelo’s sculptures or Aing Lear
prove that there is a God. He is saying, more particularly, that what
elevates great (imaginative) art from mediocre or merely competent
(fanciful) art is a shaping originality that cannot be explained by
merely scientific, mechanistic accounts of consciousness. The rele-
vance of this claim to Coleridge’s literary autobiography is, partly,
that stepping through these philosophical positions enables us to
trace his own intellectual development. More than this, the argument
grounds the fundamental appeal of biography in the first place — that
life 1s not merely a series of external events that happen to one person,
but 1s rather the unfolding of a transcendent individual reality.

65 Coleridge was far from alone in this. As Desmond Hogan notes, Kant’s ‘peculiar’ doc-

trine that there exists a noumenal world ‘out there’ which we are radically unable to
know attracted opposition as soon as the Critique was published. ‘F H Jacobi [in 1787]
challenged the coherence of the claim that the mind is affected by noumenal entities
that are distinct from it and by Kant’s own light’s radically unknowable . . . one early
response, still upheld by several prominent scholars today, argues that Kant’s insist-
ence on affection by unknowable noumenal entities must not be taken at face value
but calls for some deflationary translation’ (Desmond Hogan, ‘Noumenal Affection’,
Philosophical Review, 118:4 (2009), 502). This is the position Coleridge takes, although
(as Hogan also notes) it rather flies in the face of ‘apparently unequivocal textual
evidence, including Kant’s public repudiation of Fichte’s contention that the Critigue of
Pure Reason did not really mean to affirm affection by unknowable noumena.’
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A key Schelling idea that Coleridge found particularly crucial was
that (in the words of G. N. G. Orsini) ‘the only example of absolute
conformity of thought and object is “the I, or self-consciousness”,
where the object known, “me”, is the same as the subject knowing,
“I”.% Getting our head around this idea enables us to see the way in
which many of the (otherwise apparently disparate) elements of the
Biographia come together. Coleridge is writing himself: turning his sub-
jectivity into textual objectivity. The book you are holding in your
hand is an emblem of this superposition of subjective ‘T’ and objective
‘me’. The greatest art, Coleridge insists, always does this. When he
insists that ‘ What is poetry? is so nearly the same question with, what is a
poet? that the answer to the one is involved in the solution of the other’,
he is not doing so to reach forward in time and bait the ‘death of the
author’ school of criticism. He is doing so because he sees the coales-
cence of textual objectivity and authorial subjectivity as a transcenden-
tal guarantor of the spiritual truth of art. This is also why the Biographia
is so often funny — that aspect of the text that critics find so hard to
apprehend. Many of Coleridge’s personal reminiscences are hilarious;
much of the text is given over to humorous play, from learned jokes
to pastiche and parody. He finds puns irresistible, and thinks long and
hard about ‘irish bulls’ and why they are so amusing. At the root of this,
I think, 1s one of the roots of comedy itself — the difference (as Simon
Critchley puts it) between zaving a body and beinga body.®”” We tend to
laugh when, as in slapstick, the former sense intrudes upon the latter.

The remainder of Coleridge’s argument in Chapter 12 cleaves
closely to Schelling, to the point of translating long passages directly
from him. There are a few earlier places where Coleridge’s slapdash
way with citation might be said to raise the question of plagiary, and to
invite us to excuse Coleridge on grounds of carelessness or haste; but
we are now coming to the place where that charge becomes hardest
to shrug off. This chapter ends with a long peroration to the genius of
Schelling that reads, in a slightly tangled way, as an attempted excul-
pation from plagiarism that is also a hidden-in-plain-view admission

of plagiary.
In Schelling’s ‘NATUR-PHILOSOPHIE’, and the ‘SYSTEM DES TRAN-
SCENDENTALEN IDEALISMUS,” I first found a genial coincidence

with much that I had toiled out for myself, and a powerful assis-
tance in what I had yet to do.

% G. N. G. Orsini, Coleridge and German Idealism (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1969), 194-5.
67 Simon Ciritchley, On Humour (Routledge, 2002).
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‘Gemnial’, here, means more than ‘pleasant’ or ‘agreeable’; it means that
the genius of Schelling has aligned itself with the genius of Coleridge
— it 1s, in other words, a way of talking about the nature of genius,
rather than the specific debts of one writer for another.

It would be but a mere act of justice to myself, were I to warn
my future readers, that an identity of thought or even similarity
of phrase, will not be at all times a certain proof that the passage
has been borrowed from Schelling, or that the conceptlons were
originally learnt from him. In this instance, as in the dramatic
lectures of Schlegel to which I have before alluded, from the
same motive of self-defence against the charge of plagiarism,
many of the most striking resemblances, indeed all the main and
fundamental ideas, were born and matured in my mind before
I had ever seen a single page of the German Philosopher; and I
might indeed affirm with truth, before the more important works
of Schelling had been written, or at least made public. Nor is this
coincidence at all to be wondered at.

‘Coincidence’ is a word so often used in a negative or disparaging
sense nowadays, it may be hard to excavate a stronger sense of it.
But Coleridge uses it to mean that his incidence and Schelling’s are
aligned, and not because he has plagiarised the German. The problem
here 1s that this passage in effect asks us to take Coleridge’s word for
it. He concedes Schelling’s precedence at length:

God forbid! that I should be suspected of a wish to enter into a
rivalry with SCHELLING for the honors so unequivocally his right,
not only as a great and original genius, but as the founder of the
PHILOSOPHY OF NATURE . .. whatever shall be found in this or
any future work of mine, that resembles, or coincides with, the
doctrines of my German predecessor, though contemporary, be
wholly attributed to Aim: provided, that the absence of distinct
references to his books, which I could not at all times make with
truth as designating citations or thoughts actually derwved from
him; and which, I trust, would, after this general acknowledg-
ment be superfluous; be not charged on me as an ungenerous
concealment or intentional plagiarism.

But this is problematic as well. The statement that Coleridge could
not provide specific references and citations because he didn’t have the
books to hand (‘I have not indeed . .. been hitherto able to procure
more than two of his books’) would be more persuasive if so much
of the disputed text did not consist precisely of close translation from
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Schelling — something, we might think, hard to do without having
access to the books. Coleridge’s tone is one of generous magnamrmty,
which again would touch a less jarring note if the material in question
were properly attributed rather than (the core of the delinquency
where plagiary is concerned) stolen — as if a burglar, carrying off the
crown jewels, were to shout over his shoulder ‘God forbid I should
be suspected of a wish to enter into a rivalry with H.M. the Queen
for the honors so unequivocally her right!” Two denials of plagia-
rism in a few lines rather intimate a guilty conscience on the matter.
That Coleridge then offers three not-very-compatible justifications
in quick succession does not improve his position. First he presents
himself as a mere channel by which Schelling’s philosophy can reach
English-speakers:

To me it will be happiness and honor enough, should I succeed
in rendering the system itself intelligible to my countrymen, and
in the application of it to the most awful of subjects for the most
important of purposes.

He then immediately implies that mere chronological precedence
does not give Schelling the right to claim the ideas in the Biographia:

Whether a work is the offspring of a man’s own spirit, and the
product of original thinking, will be discovered by those who are
its sole legitimate judges, by better tests than the mere reference
to dates.

Coleridge does not vouchsafe who these ‘sole legitimate judges’ are,
but we sense a bristling of tone. He felt himself to be the originator of
these key ideas; he was aware people would suspect him of stealing
them from Schelling, and wanted to forestall the charge. Accordingly,
his famous assertion:

I regard truth as a divine ventriloquist: I care not from whose
mouth the sounds are supposed to proceed, if only the words are
audible and intelligible.

knocks its ‘I care not’ awkwardly against the sense we get from these
pages that Coleridge cared very much. What'’s at stake here, I think,
is more than just Coleridge’s amour propre. Plagiary is a central com-
ponent of his larger argument, a mode of ‘fancy’ from which the true
imagination of creativity is to be distinguished. Since that creativity
is, ultimately, divine rather than mortal, Coleridge’s ventriloquist
analogy 1s not disingenuous; but since he is also certain that he 1s
expressing his own unique (and divine) individuality in what he is
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writing here, he sees no misalignment between describing himself as a
mere mediator and stressing his own creative primacy.

It is not coincidental, and may even be a sly piece of Coleridgean
humour, that this important passage on plagiary and second-hand-
edness in literary art closes with a series of quotations from other
authors — Milton (complaining that ‘the world’ does not appreciate
the divine truths he seeks to communicate); Simon Gynaeus making
a similar point less laconically (‘the rudeness and rusticity of our
age, that ensnaring meretricious popularness in Literature, with all the
tricksy humilities of the ambitious candidates for the favorable suf-
frages of the judicious Public . .. will break up and scatter before it
all robustness and manly vigor of intellect, all masculine fortitude of
virtue’), and similarly withering observations from Hooker (‘this pres-
ent age, full of tongue and weak of brain . . . common imbecility’) and
Salvator Rosa (‘present-day men are “asses”’). There’s some intima-
tion that Coleridge quotes this by way of excusing the abstruseness,
and therefore the audience-unfriendliness, of his philosophical theme.
But the reader is entitled to suspect that it 1s actually a pre-emptive
thrust at the legitimacy of the court of public opinion to judge him for
plagiarism.

Chapter 10. Chapter 10 begins with a couple of Coleridge coinages
(esemplastic, intuition, objective-subjective) embedded in a mid-length
defence of the need for such neologism, that itself concludes with a
repeated stress on the need to distinguish ‘reason’ from ‘understand-
ing’. This provides Coleridge with the opportunity to continue his
discussion of Kant (in whom this distinction is central). But instead of
developing his account of Kant, Coleridge instead diverts discussion
into an account of T%e Friend. The rationale for this segue is a slightly
forced insistence that ‘to establish this distinction’ between reason and
understanding ‘was one main object of THE FRIEND’ — something that
will be news to anyone who has actually read the journal in question.
Nonetheless, rather than elaborate on how, or in what way, this dis-
tinction was to be developed, Coleridge falls at once into a pleasantly
humorous recollection of the failure of that journal.

... 1f even in a biography of my own literary life I can with pro-
priety refer to a work, which was printed rather than published,
or so published that it had been well for the unfortunate author,
if it had remained in manuscript!

He professes bitterness, implying that the public in effect gave him
a beating as far as this literary project went (like ‘an oriental professor
of the bastinado, who during an attempt to extort per argumentum
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baculinum a full confession from a culprit, interrupted his outcry of
pain by reminding him, that it was “a mere digression!” All this noise,
Sir! i1s nothing to the point, and no sort of answer to my QUESTIONS!
Ah! but (replied the sufferer) it is the most pertinent reply in nature to
your blows’). But the tone of the whole is benign, and often actively
amusing, as with the hilarious de haut en bas rudeness of the Earl of
Cork, who subscribed to The Friend but then, instead of paying for
it, rebuked Coleridge for his impudence in sending unsolicited trash,
holding on to the copies to use as toilet paper. This leads to a series of
wittily written anecdotes illustrative of the commercial precariousness
of a literary life, and the many ways it conspires to mortify an indi-
vidual’s pride. Mild-mannered vicar James Newton and the failure of
his self-published New Theory of Redemption; the indignities Coleridge
suffered hawking T%e Waichman for sale around Birmingham and the
north — reminiscences leavened by a nicely judged sense of the young
author’s serious-minded priggishness as well as his earnest purity
of intention. This in turn leads Coleridge back to the chronological
account of his life interrupted by Chapters 5-9: he recalls moving
to a cottage in Stowey at the end of 1796, studying poetry and phi-
losophy (‘so profound was my admiration at this time of Hartley’s
Essay on Man, that I gave his name to my first born’) and meeting
Wordsworth. Remembering the volatile political situation at the time
of the Napoleonic wars leads to a paragraph praising Edmund Burke,
not merely for his Conservatism but more broadly for his insistence
that political engagement must be based not on pragmatism but prin-
ciples. There follows one of the best-loved sections of the Biographa,
where Coleridge recalls wandering the countryside as a young man
with Wordsworth, discussing poetry. Suspected of being French
agents by the local magistrate, the pair were followed.

A sPY was actually sent down from the government pour surveil-
lance of myself and friend ... At first he fancied, that we were
aware of our danger; for he often heard me talk of one Spy Nozy,
which he was inclined to interpret of himself, and of a remarka-
ble feature belonging to him; but he was speedily convinced that
it was the name of a man who had made a book and lived long
ago.

This is surely too excellent a gag to be true — not even a West Country
accent can convert the short ‘1’ and flat ‘a’ of Spinoza into the medial
dipthong and long ‘¢’ of ‘spy nosy’. But scrupulous autobiographical
verisimilitude matters less here than the broader rhetorical flourish -
not just that Coleridge is aiming to make his reader laugh, but that
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the butt of the joke is the very philosophical earnestness of the previ-
ous four chapters of the Biographia. The briefly dramatised dialogue
between this blithe but honest spy and the bumptiously suspicious
local Dogberry is pleasant, if not guite as like an exchange from one of
Shakespeare’s comedies as Coleridge perhaps hoped.

The chapter as a whole is not tightly structured — as I argue above, it
shows signs of having been written, reopened, rewritten and added to,
perhaps more than once. Nonetheless, a prevailing theme of incomple-
tion does emerge. The Friend and The Watchman began publication but
closed down due to lack of success; attempts to convict Wordsworth
and Coleridge of spying come to nothing; now Coleridge recalls his
plans for an ambitious long poem, to be called T%e Brook, following a
watercourse ‘from its source in the hills . . . to the first break or fall,
where its drops become audible, and it begins to form a channel . . .
to the sheep-fold; to the first cultivated plot of ground; to the lonely
cottage and its bleak garden won from the heath; to the hamlet, the
villages, the market-town, the manufactories, and the seaport’. This
also comes to nothing; Coleridge follows his account of it with a more
oblique intimation of his youthful political radicalism, presented as an
ideological cul-de-sac. From politics to philosophy and religious faith:

Somersetshire at the foot of Quantock, and devoted my thoughts
and studies to the foundations of religion and morals. Here I
found myself all afloat. Doubts rushed in ... The idea of the
Supreme Being appeared to me to be as necessarily implied in
all particular modes of being as the idea of infinite space in all
the geometrical figures by which space is limited ... Stll the
existence of a being, the ground of all existence, was not yet the
existence of a moral creator, and governor.

His doubts at this point do not concern the existence of God as
such; merely the existence of a personal, Christian deity, a moral
principle actively engaged in the world. Many people have found
themselves in a similar place, mentally (or spiritually): prepared to
believe that there is a ‘God’ in the cosmos whilst unable to see how
such an entity could care about the specific ethical codes of human
tribes on one small planet in a galactic backwater. Coleridge quotes
Kant to the effect that God defined only as ‘a blind necessary ground
of other things ... would be distinguished from the FATE of certain
ancient philosophers in no respect’. Of course, maybe those ancient
philosophers were right in imagining a God cosmically indifferent to
the ant-scurrying of human affairs; but Coleridge finds that thought
intolerable.
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In other words, after several chapters discussing the nature of
‘mind’, or soul, Coleridge is now moving to the question of the exist-
ence or inexistence of God.

For a very long time, indeed, I could not reconcile personality
with infinity . .. Yet there had dawned upon me, even before I
had met with the Critique of the Pure Reason, a certain guiding
light. If the mere intellect could make no certain discovery of
a holy and intelligent first cause, it might yet supply a demon-
stration, that no legitimate argument could be drawn from the
mntellect against its truth.

This may strike the modern-day reader as weak beer. Having
granted that the intellect cannot prove God’s existence, it seems but
poor consolation to add that it cannot prove His non-existence either.
Richard Dawkins, arguably the world’s most prominent early twen-
ty-first-century atheist, happily admits as much (his preferred choice
of words for his anti-religious publicity is: ‘there’s probably no God’).
But Coleridge makes much more of this position. The lack of rational
grounds for the belief in a personal, moral God is used as a lever to
open the emotional grounds for that very belief. A lengthy quotation
from the Biblical book of Job serves both to repeat the argument that
(rational) knowledge is not the same thing as (affective) wisdom, and
to embody the force of the right words in the right order.

I become convinced, that religion, as both the corner-stone and
the key-stone of morality, must have a moral origin; so far at
least, that the evidence of its doctrines could not, like the truths
of abstract science, be wholly independent of the will. It were
therefore to be expected, that its_fundamental truth would be such
as MIGHT be denied; though only, by the foo/, and even by the
fool from the madness of the /eart alone!

This nicely picks up the line from Psalms 14:1 — “The fool hath
said 1n his heart, There is no God’ — and shifts the rhetorical emphasis
from the ‘fool’ part to the ‘heart’ part. Atheists do not rationally disprove
the existence of God, he is saying (for such disproof is impossible);
instead they feel, in their hearts, that there is no God. The terms
of the larger argument have been reoriented into the realm of the
affective.

The sciential reason, the objects of which are purely theoretical,
remains neutral, as long as its name and semblance are not
usurped by the opponents of the doctrine. But it #en becomes an
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effective ally by exposing the false shew of demonstration, or by
evincing the equal demonstrability of the contrary from premises
equally logical. The understanding mean time suggests, the anal-
ogy of experience facilitates, the belief. Nature excites and recalls
it, as by a perpetual revelation. Our feelings almost necessitate it;
and the law of conscience peremptorily commands it. The argu-
ments, that at all apply to it, are in its favor; and there is nothing
against it, but its own sublimity. It could not be intellectually
more evident without becoming morally less effective; without
counteracting its own end by sacrificing the /fe of faith to the
cold mechanism of a worthless because compulsory assent. The
belief of a God and a future state (if a passive acquiescence may
be flattered with the name of beligf) does not indeed always beget
a good heart; but a good heart so naturally begets the belief, that
the very few exceptions must be regarded as strange anomalies
from strange and unfortunate circumstances.

This paragraph, though not easily parsed, is nonetheless a crucial
statement of Coleridge’s spiriutual development. It 1s the baldest
argument Coleridge offers by way of ‘proving’ that God exists.

His reasoning goes like this: there are grounds for believing in
God and there are grounds for disbelieving in God. From this we
can deduce that ‘sciental reason’, or ‘logic’, is (in Coleridge’s terms)
‘neutral’ on the existence or otherwise of God. Now, we may feel that,
straight away, there is a degree of sleight of hand to Coleridge’s case
(after all, that there are reasons for and against a proposition does
not necessarily mean that the reasons for are as persuasive or numer-
ous as those against). But to put that on one side in order to follow
Coleridge’s own argument: he suggests that science and reason,
equally balanced between pro and contra, are therefore effectively
‘neutral’ on the question of the existence of God. Coleridge then adds
to ‘sciental reason’ five more apperceptions. Firstly and secondly that
both ‘understanding’ and ‘experience’ facilitate the belief - they do
not prove the existence of God, but they make it possible, they enable
it. Thirdly that ‘Nature’ functions as ‘a perpetual revelation’ (‘the
heavens declare the glory of God’; this is something close to Paley’s
‘watchmaker’ argument). Fourthly Coleridge brings ‘our feelings’ to
bear, claiming they ‘almost necessitate’ belief in God — the almost relat-
ing back to the previous paragraph. On the one hand, Coleridge has
discussed many sage and wise individuals who have felt the existence
of a benevolent moral deity; on the other, there are people who feel
that there is 7o God. But there are fewer of these latter, and they are
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fools by virtue of that very belief (a cosmos without God being, for
Coleridge, so patently less desirable, or even bearable, than one with).
The balance, therefore, 1s almost wholly on the affective assent of the
believer. Finally, Coleridge imnsists, ‘the law of conscience perempto-
rily commands’ belief in God. This last probably does not strike many
modern readers as a very strong argument; but Coleridge is far from
the only person to believe that, without divine sanction, morality and
law would be unworkable.

The result is a kind of actuarial tabulation of religious assent.
Science neither proves nor disproves the existence of God. In the
‘credit’ column Coleridge claims that understanding, experience and
feeling all incline us towards belief (though without proving it), some-
thing which Nature and morality more strongly reinforce. In the
‘debit’ column Coleridge places only one item - and, cleverly, it is a
ground that speaks to the transcendent splendour of divine reality.
There 1s, he says, ‘nothing against [belief in God] but its own sublim-
ity’. That human beings are incapable of conceiving the sublimity of
God may explain why some atheists cannot conceive of Him; but in
fact this speaks to precisely the transcendental splendour of divinity.
Tot up the results, and Coleridge finds his religious faith, while not
proven, much more probable than the alternative.

An atheist operating in (if you’ll pardon the phrase) good faith
would have grounds for objecting to the argument compressed into
this paragraph; and a neutral reader will probably agree that its
neatness doesn’t stand up particularly well to closer examination. In
essence, Coleridge implies that reasons to believe in God are reasons
to believe in Him; but reasons to disbelieve in God are also reasons to
believe in Him - a position surely more likely to convince those either
who already believe, or else who want to believe. Since one of the pro-
jects of the Biographia is to demonstrate faith from more solid grounds
than these, it is not out of place to note that a desire for something to
be true, no matter how earnest that desire, does not make the thing
more likely actually to be true — or (to speak personally) the England
football team would have won the World Cup many more times than
it has.

In Coleridge’s defence, we must note that he is not offering this
paragraph as an attempt to convert the unbeliever, but rather as a
shorthand for a process he himself undertook, away from viewing
God as an impersonal cosmic Fate and towards finding in Him the
personal salvation of Jesus Christ. More, the force here is towards
probabilities, not proofs: ‘whatever is deducible from the admission of
a self-comprehending and creative spirit may be legitimately used in proof
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of the possibility of any further mystery concerning the divine nature’.
He quotes Leibniz (‘possibilitatem mysteriorum vindico; haud quidem
veritatem, quze revelatione sold stabiliri possit’) to the effect that he i1s
vindicating only the possibility of divine mystery, since divine truth
comes only via personal revelation.

From here Coleridge touches on the generosity of the Wedgwoods,
whose financial support enabled him to go to Germany. Personal rem-
iniscence shifts quickly into a potted history of German letters. The
return from Germany leads Coleridge into his time as a journalist on
the Morning Post, which returns the argument to his developing polit-
ical opinions. He spends some time defending the reputation of his
old employer against charges of unpatriotism and knee-jerk hostility
to the government, before adding: ‘yet in these labours I employed,
and, in the belief of partial friends wasted, the prime and manhood
of my intellect. Most assuredly, they added nothing to my fortune or
my reputation.’

This large chapter moves our sense of Coleridge’s life onward via
a series of anecdotes, comical and otherwise, the common thread of
which is incompletion. With a slightly mournful timbre, he notes
that ‘to have lived in vain must be a painful thought to any man, and
especially so to him who has made literature his profession’. He goes
on to challenge the notion (widely held, he implies) that he is ‘a man
incorrigibly 1dle’, who ‘intrusted not only with ample talents’ has
‘nevertheless suffered them to rust away without any efficient exer-
tion either for his own good or that of his fellow-creatures’. Not so, he
insists — for he has written much (‘if the compositions, which I have
made public . . . had been published in books, they would have filled a
respectable number of volumes, though every passage of merely tem-
porary interest were omitted’ he says, thereby contradicting the tenor
of the very first paragraph of Chapter 1). But then he goes on: even if
he Aasn’t written much, influence can be communicated in other ways
apart from writing — ‘are books’, he demands, thinking of his lectures,
and perhaps also of his table talk, ‘the only channel through which the
stream of intellectual usefulness can flow?’ The defensiveness of tone
here is reinforced rather than defused by the repeated declarations of
disinterest (it 1s not vanity that prompts him, he insists, but justice).
‘By what I Aave effected, am I to be judged by my fellow men’, he
announces, ringingly. ‘What I could have done, is a question for my
own conscience.’

Chapter 11. After a long chapter, a very short one: the tone here
is more wryly humorous than mournful. Although the sentiment
extends the theme of failure from the conclusion to Chapter 10,
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there is a wryness, almost a jauntiness, to Coleridge’s itemisation of
the many disadvantages of making literature one’s profession. Get
a day job, Coleridge advises, because literary earnings are meagre
and unreliable — advice as pertinent today as it was two centuries
ago. Happiness depends on regular habits, which literature cannot
provide. Better to work for the church than the republic of letters.
Literary production may augment a happy life, but cannot be the
foundation thereof. Finally: analyse your own impulses — it 1s likely
that your desire to be an author does not proceed from a healthy
psychological motivation. When read as a pendant to the preceding
chapter, this is straightforward enough. As a stepping stone on the
path of the larger argument it is more ironic - a statement that denies
the validity of the literary life at the near-central point ¢f a literary
life.

Chapter 12. The twelfth chapter is the most philosophically com-
plex and challenging in the entire book; so much so, that Coleridge
begins with a preliminary attempt to defang potential objections to
the obscurity of what is to come. There are, he says, two kinds
of obscurity: one indicative of conceptual muddle on behalf of the
writer, and another indicative of the imperfection of language in
attempting to communicate deep and complex truths. It would be
unkind to accuse Coleridge of positioning himself as a kind of mod-
ern-day Plato - especially considering how extensive has been his
(often witty) self-deprecation in the previous pages. Rather, he is
acknowledging here his own inadequacy in the face of the scale and
profundity of the questions he addresses. Kant and transcendental
philosophy taught Coleridge the sublime necessity of God’s existence,
but gave him no emotional or personal purchase on the deity. Bohme
and other humble, inspired mystics touched his heart and made him
feel the moral and individual presence of God, but lacked the rational
rigour necessary to distance what they were saying from ‘Spinozan’
pantheism, or mere gush of any ‘religious fanatic, full of dreams and
supernatural experiences’. One rebuked him with obscurity; the other
dissatisfied him with ignorance.

What this suggests, of course, is that Coleridge will work towards
a plausible synthesis of these two positions.

If a man receives as fundamental facts, and therefore of course
indemonstrable and incapable of further analysis, the general
notions of matter, spirit, soul, body, action, passiveness, time,
space, cause and effect, consciousness, perception, memory and
habit; if he feels his mind completely at rest concerning all these,
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and 1s satisfied, if only he can analyse all other notions into
some one or more of these supposed elements with plausible
subordination and apt arrangement: to such a mind I would as
courteously as possible convey the hint, that for him the chapter
was not written.

‘But 1t is time to tell the truth; though it requires some courage,’
he says — the truth in this case being ‘that it is neither possible nor
necessary for all men, or for many, to be PHILOSOPHERS’. A para-
graph follows that tries to allegorise Knowledge as a continent like
Europe, and human apprehension of knowledge as an empire; as
the Romans divided Europe into cis- and trans-Alpine territory, so
much knowledge can be divided into natural sciences and ‘transcen-
dental philosophy’. In a later marginalium, Coleridge repudiated
his metaphorical extravagance here (‘I am ashamed and humbled.
S T. Coleridge’). Nonetheless, there is something important about
the descriptive landscape-symbolism of Coleridge’s theme. Like the
topographical specificity of the poetry by Wordsworth and Bowles —
and Coleridge himself — and on a par with the turn to nature rather
than culture, the Biographia represents thought as a countryside in part
precisely to naturalise it.

The argument goes on: philosophers recognise themselves not

because they know, but because they are conscious of a particular
kind of lack of knowledge:

They and they only can acquire the philosophic imagination,
the sacred power of self-intuition, who within themselves can
interpret and understand the symbol, that the wings of the air-
sylph are forming within the skin of the caterpillar; those only,
who feel in their own spirits the same instinct, which impels
the chrysalis of the horned fly to leave room in its involucrum
for antennz, yet to come. They know and feel, that the potential
works m them, even as the actual works on them! In short, all the
organs of sense are framed for a corresponding world of sense;
and we have it. All the organs of spirit are framed for a corre-
spondent world of spirit; tho’ the latter organs are not developed
in all alike. But they exist in all, and their first appearance dis-
closes itself in the moral being. How else could it be, that even
worldlings, not wholly debased, will contemplate the man of
simple and disinterested goodness with contradictory feelings of
pity and respect? “Poor man! he is not made for #us world.” Oh!
herein they utter a prophecy of universal fulfilment; for man must
either rise or sink.
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This paragraph starts by talking about a sensitivity to certain
modes of knowledge. As it goes on, it slides into a much more gen-
eral observation about the relationship between mundane life and
divine afterlife. The elision, though it involves a degree of rhetorical
sleight of hand, is to Coleridge’s purpose. This, he concedes, it what
he takes philosophy to be: ‘the first principle of [philosophy] is to
render the mind intuitive of the spiritual in man’. By way of elaborat-
ing what he means by ‘spiritual’ he adds: ‘that which lies on #he other
side of our natural consciousness’. The allegorical landscape becomes
more Bunyanesque; we are to travel along it, intellectually, in order
the better to orient ourselves with respect to arriving at Zion. The
world mediates our consciousness, but Coleridge wants to talk about
unmediated - or as he puts it, ‘immediate’ — experience. To that end,
without attributing the fact, he quotes Schelling:

The medium, by which spirits understand each other, is not the
surrounding air; but the freedom which they possess in common,
as the common ethereal element of their being, the tremulous
reciprocations of which propagate themselves even to the inmost
of the soul. Where the spirit of a man is not filled with the con-
sciousness of freedom (were it only from its restlessness, as of one
still struggling in bondage) all spiritual intercourse is interrupted,
not only with others, but even with himself.

‘Freedom’ here means free will: the decisions we make as a result
of choices that are presented to us in time - unlike the timeless
immediacy of the hereafter — as well as n the imperfections of
our knowledge. And there is an acuteness of psychological portrai-
ture here too: Coleridge is, tacitly, acknowledging his own restless-
ness of spirit by attempting to redeem it via an eternal and divine
perspective.

A footnote, perhaps added late in the process of composition, offers
a glimpse of Coleridge’s own spiritual development. He constellates
three statements from Synesius’s third hymn (which, perhaps because
the deductive process it embodies takes him one step beyond the
three, he misremembers as the fourth):

SYNESIUS, in his Fourth Hymn:
E’v xai ITévta—(taken by itself) is Spinozism.
E'v & Andvtwv—a mere anima Mund:.

E’v te mpé movtwy—is mechanical Theism.%

8 The errors in the Greek here may be due to sloppy transcription by Morgan: it should

read ‘Ev xal ITavre / “Ev 8" Amévtov / “Ev te mpé ITdvtwy.
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But unite all three, and the result is the Theism of Saint Paul and
Christianity.

The last bulletin we, as readers, had received on Coleridge’s intel-
lectual development is the one posted in Chapter 10: back from
Germany, his political views were beginning to mature, yet his reli-
gious position was stuck in Unitarianism.% This footnote supplies the
missing step on his evolution towards Trinitarianism. It is debatable
whether Coleridge’s decision to ‘unite all three’ has more than neat-
ness to recommend it. Presumably the last, ‘one before everything’,
is God the Father; but it is not clear which of the other two descrip-
tions (‘one and everything’; ‘one of everything’) refers to the Son and
which to the Holy Spirit. Nor does it follow — except, of course, via
the leap of faith itself — that these three ‘onenesses’ themselves consti-
tute a ‘higher’ oneness. It could be argued, on the contrary, that they
are mutually exclusive (‘Ev xai ITavra and “Ev e mpé Ildavrtwy situate
oneness outside everything; “Ev 8’ Ardvtwy identifies the oneness with
everything). Of course, this could itself be considered part of the mys-
tery of the Trinity, itself an aspect of what Synesius calls the MvoTag 8¢
Néog — or more specifically the Mvarag 8¢ Néog @fov, mysteries of the
divine consciousness. Actually, in the hymn that Coleridge quotes,
the line 1s altered: not Miatag 0¢ Nébog, but Micag 0¢ Néog — not the
mystery, but the music or harmony of consciousness. This might, of
course, be another of the errors of transcription that leave most of
the Greek in the first edition of the Biographia spotted with errors and
bare of accents and breathings. Or perhaps it is a more pointed emen-
dation. ‘Mystery’ can become too facile a rhetorical device — a mere
black box, and therefore an abdication of intellectual responsibility.
When it comes to explaining the divine, Coleridge works hard to
avoid using it in the Biographia. If so, then the trinity is as a quasi-musi-
cal harmonisation of doctrines, rather than as a point specifically to be
argued cognitively. It looks forward to the last paragraph of the work,
with its reference to the cosmos as the ‘choral echo’ of God.

The main body of the text of Chapter 12 continues with a series of
Schelling-derived postulates relating to ‘inner sense’, which explore
the proposition that ‘All knowledge rests on the coincidence of an
object with a subject’. Here, our consciousness is the subject, and the
natural world is the object, although the circumstance is complicated
by the previously mentioned oddity that we can objectify our own

69 “In respect of revealed religion I remained a zealous Unitarian. I considered the idea of

the Trinity a fair scholastic inference from the being of God, as a creative intelligence;
and that it was therefore entitled to the rank of an esoferic doctrine of natural religion.’
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subjectivity — make our subject an object by contemplating it, as it
were, from the outside. There is, Coleridge insists, an objective exte-
rior world (his rejection of Kant’s idea that the ding-an-sich is radi-
cally unknowable is part of his certainty on this point), and he quotes
Schelling’s ‘one fundamental presumption, THAT THERE EXIST THINGS
WITHOUT US’ to support it. There 1s also an wferior, subjective world
of consciousness. How do these coincide? Does consciousness layer
itself over a pre-existing external world?

This then 1s the problem of natural philosophy. It assumes the
objective or unconscious nature as the first, and has therefore to
explain how intelligence can supervene to it, or how itself can
grow into intelligence.

Once again, we return to the ‘hard problem’ of philosophy.

Since the majority of the twenty-first century’s scientists and many
of its philosophers of mind believe that ‘mind’ grew, or emerged,
out of pre-existing and purely material circumstances, Coleridge’s
objections to precisely this argument may be of particular interest to
readers today. These objections are not very clearly elaborated in the
paragraph that follows, although the earlier chapters have discussed
the problem at some length. In a nutshell, Coleridge does not believe
that unconscious matter can ever be arranged into structures that are
conscious, howsoever complex those structures might be. Unthinking
matter can only ever be built into unthinking structures. An anach-
ronistic way of putting this would be to wonder whether, were he
alive today, Coleridge would accept that computers could ever reach
a stage of cognitive complexity characterised by self-consciousness.
The answer, clearly, is that he wouldn’t. Soul (he would surely argue)
cannot emerge from the arrangement of soulless components, no
matter how ingeniously or complexly they are put together. But this
leads to the second question: if the ‘Subjective is taken as the first’,
then ‘the problem is, how there supervenes to it a coincident objec-
tive?” If consciousness did not grow out of a pre-existing material
reality, then how i1s it that our consciousness happens to coincide
with the world the way it does? Coleridge spends much longer on
this question. He begins by insisting, mostly through quotations from
Schelling, that the real world i real, and again repudiates idealism (‘a
land of shadows, surrounds us with apparitions, and distinguishes
truth from illusion only by the majority of those who dream the same
dream’). It could be argued that Coleridge does not show how his ear-
lier intimation that ‘natural science, which commences with the mate-
rial phenomenon as the reality and substance of things existing . . .
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end[s] in nature as an intelligence’ differs from idealism (‘nature as an
mntelligence’ is an almost Berkleyan position). Nor does this insistence
on the reality of reality answer the question posed at the head of this
section. Indeed, it looks — and not for the first time — as if Coleridge is
going to postpone his answer beyond the Biographia altogether:

In the third treatise of my Logosophia, announced at the end of this
volume, I shall give . . . the demonstrations and constructions of
the Dynamic Philosophy scientifically arranged.

But, no: the question & answered. Or at least Coleridge rehearses
Schelling’s answer to it. How is it that subjectivity does not grow out
of objective reality and yet coincides to it so well?

The answer 1s spread across the ten theses of Chapter 12, and
then spills over into Chapter 13. Thesis 1 is that knowledge is never
knowledge in the abstract, but always knowledge of something. Thesis
2 discriminates between absolute and mediated knowledge, and
Coleridge adds a scholium reiterating his dislike of ‘turtles all the way
down’ arguments, quoting William Wollaston’s The Religion of Nature
Delineated (2nd edition, 1724):

A chain without a staple, from which all the links derived their
stability, or a series without a first, has been not inaptly allego-
rized, as a string of blind men, each holding the skirt of the man
before him, reaching far out of sight, but all moving without
the least deviation in one strait line. It would be naturally taken
for granted, that there was a guide at the head of the file: what
if it were answered, No! Sir, the men are without number, and
infinite blindness supplies the place of sight?

That ‘infinite blindness supplies the place of sight’ is patently absurd
strikes Coleridge as self-evident. Thesis 3 follows on from this: if
not infinite blindness, then what does provide sight? There must be
a first cause, an absolute truth, underlying all the relative truths; a
first causer behind the chain of cause and effect. Schelling’s Thesis
4 is that there can only be one such absolute causal truth, to which
Coleridge appends a scholium drawing out the distinction between
Kant’s a priori and a posteriori truths. He does this because the thesis
itself uses the terms ‘a prior1’ and ‘a posterior?’, although Coleridge’s
examples of a blue board and a circle do not speak to the substance
of the thesis very directly. Thesis 5 is that this absolute cannot be a
thing # the cosmos; but neither can it be pure consciousness — since
we’ve already agreed that perception cannot exist without something
to perceive, that thought must have something to think about. What
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follows from this (according to Schelling) is that the Absolute must be
both subject and object.

Thesis 6 1s that the human ability to think about our own process
of thinking — our ability to objectivise our subjectivity — is a unique
mode in which subjectivity and objectivity come together. Schelling
puts a deal of emphasis on this, and Coleridge is also very impressed
by it as an idea — he reads the Old Testament divine ‘T AM THAT I AM’
and the New Testament Johannine Aéyog as related articulations of its
profound spiritual truth. Thesis 7 asserts that ‘the essence of a spirit’ is
‘that it is self-representative’. Without a soul, self-consciousness would
be impossible, or so Coleridge claims.

Thesis 8 claims that subjectivity must be infinite, or more precisely
‘the most original union of both’ infinite and finite. This explains, ret-
rospectively, why Coleridge puts the emphasis he does in his earlier
chapters on the idea that the mind never actually forgets any of the
vast number of sense data it receives (the observer standing on the top
of the dome of St Paul’s, the ignorant servant girl perfectly recalling
the Hebrew she had overheard in her childhood). It 1s something to
which Coleridge returns in Chapter 13.

Thesis 9 concerns meta-knowledge — knowledge about knowledge
(‘the science of science’). What stops an infinite regression of this sort
of knowledge - ‘the science of the science of science . ..” and so on?
According to Coleridge, only the fixed point, the divine ‘T AM THAT I
AM’. At the same time, this idea of consciousness raised (as it were) to
the higher power of self-consciousness, the reflexivity of knowledge
about knowledge, is something Coleridge considers very important.
Thesis 10 (“The transcendental philosopher does not enquire, what
ultimate ground of our knowledge there may lie out of our know-
ing, but what is the last in our knowing itself, beyond which we
cannot pass’) has some resemblance to Wittgenstein’s later famous
‘whereof we cannot speak . . .” statement; except that Schelling — and
Coleridge - believe the self to be an infinite, not a finite, quality. This
is another way of addressing the disparity of grounds of proof: science
is required on its own terms to offer a better proof than ‘that’s just the
way things are’; religion 1s different.

That the self-consciousness 1s the fixt point, to which for ws all is
morticed and annexed, needs no further proof.

By ‘self-consciousness’, Coleridge (or Schelling) means specifically
consciousness of self as a consciousness, awareness of the fact that
we have awareness: the moment when our subjectivity objectivises
itself.
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But that the self-consciousness may be the modification of a
higher form of being, perhaps of a higher consciousness, and
this again of a yet higher, and so on in an infinite regressus; in
short, that self-consciousness may be itself something explicable
into something, which must lie beyond the possibility of our
knowledge, because the whole synthesis of our intelligence is
first formed in and through the self-consciousness, does not at all
concern us as transcendental philosophers.

This 1s by way of acknowledging that our perspective on our
self-consciousness may not be the whole picture. Perhaps what we
perceive as self-consciousness is actually a part of a larger subjectiv-
ity—objectivity nexus. But Coleridge (Schelling) acknowledges this
idea only to dismiss it. Why?

For to us self-consciousness is not a kind of being, but a kind of
knowing, and that too the highest and farthest that exists for ws.
It may however be shown, and has in part already been shown
in pages 115-16 that even when the Objective 1s assumed as
the first, we yet can never pass beyond the principle of self-con-
sciousness. Should we attempt it, we must be driven back from
ground to ground, each of which would cease to be a Ground the
moment we pressed on it. We must be whirl’d down the gulph
of an infinite series.

In other words, Coleridge thinks ‘self-consciousness’ (in this special
sense) 1s a ‘fixed point’ and sufficient unto itself, because the alterna-
tive 1s that self-consciousness is part of an infinitely regressing chain of
higher consciousnesses — and this latter is impossible because self-con-
sciousness 1s a knowing, not a being. This line of reasoning doesn’t
make clear why a ‘knowing’ could not fall foul of the same infinite-re-
gression problem as a ‘being’. Earlier we are told that knowledge must
be a knowledge of something, so an ‘infinite regressus’ of knowledge
must involve an infinity of knowable things — but why might there
not be such an infinity? Coleridge would presumably answer with ref-
erence to the infinitely dangling chain, or infinite procession of blind
men clutching one another’s coat tails, from his scholium to Thesis 2.
But the thought experiment #iere was by way of establishing that there
must be a first cause. It does not preclude the notion that a first cause
may cause a subsequent infinite series of things. Indeed, there’s a strong
whiff, in this tenth thesis, and especially in Coleridge’s elaboration of
it, of a thumb in the balance. The whole is structured and argued to
arrive at the conclusion that ‘the true system of natural philosophy



o\Y% INTRODUCTION

places the sole reality of things in an ABSOLUTE, which is at once causa
sui et effectus’.

Still, the focus of the argument at this point is not the necessity of
the existence of God, but the self-sufficiency of consciousness itself —
the thought processes inside your head, and mine. Coleridge thinks
he has, with Schelling’s help, proved that consciousness ‘is a self-de-
velopment, not a quality supervening to a substance’. It wasn’t, he
says, the case that there was an objective world within which, at
some later date, consciousness and subjectivity arose. Nor does he
believe that our consciousness somehow comjures the objective world
into being. He goes on:

we may abstract from all degree, and for the purpose of philosophic
construction reduce it to kund .

(that 1s, we can ignore the fact that some people are more clever or less
clever, more or less knowledgeable, and instead discuss what it is that
all consciousness has in common)

under the idea of an indestructible power with two opposite
and counteracting forces, which, by a metaphor borrowed from
astronomy, we may call the centrifugal and centripetal forces.
The mtelligence in the one tends to objectize itself, and in the other
to know itself in the object.

Subjectivity objectivises itself by, as it were, prOJectmg a version of
itself outwards. We might do this, for instance, by picturing our own
thought processes in the same way we picture other people or other
things; or, for another instance, by writing a version of ourselves into
a book. This is Coleridge’s centripetal force. The centrifugal one is
the tendency to draw the diverse aspects of one’s own subjectivity
into the coherence that enables us to say ‘this is I'. Coleridge folds
both forces together under the rubric ‘power’:

It will be hereafter my business to construct by a series of intu-
itions the progressive schemes, that must follow from such a
power with such forces, till I arrive at the fulness of the Auwman
intelligence. For my present purpose, I assume such a power as
my principle, in order to deduce from it a faculty, the genera-
tion, agency, and application of which form the contents of the
ensuing chapter.

Coleridge’s ‘power’, here, has not been very well understood. It
is not, despite the broader indebtedness to Schelling in this chapter,
Schelling’s Potenz. Rather it is — as he says in the following paragraph
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— a spectfically mathematical term, ‘in imitation of the Algebraists’.
To raise a number to the nth power is to multiply it by itself n times.
This i1s what Coleridge 1s getting at: the self-reflexive, selthood-oper-
ating-upon-selfhood of objectivised subjectivity. It looks back to the
terms of Thesis 9, the notion of ‘knowledge of knowledge’ as a kind
of ‘knowledge squared’.

Chapter 13. Perhaps the most famous in the entire Biographia, the
thirteenth chapter both carries through the philosophical argument -
about the relationship of (immortal, spiritual) subjectivity to (finite,
material) objectivity — and also picks up the definition of the ‘fancy’
and ‘imagination’ from Chapter 4. It brings both threads to a degree
of argumentative conclusion, with two pieces of creative conceptualis-
ation that are both genuinely original and suggestive. That only one
of these has gone on to have wider influence beyond the covers of the
book is, perhaps, surprising — although not as surprising as the almost
complete consensus that Chapter 13 represents the point at which the
larger project of the Biographia breaks down.”

‘Surprising’ 1s perhaps the wrong word. It 1s, actually, easy enough
to see why critics believe the Biographia stumbles and falls here — it 1s
because Coleridge, in effect, says that it does. Chapter 12, though both
long and complex, presents itself as only the prelude to a much longer
and more radically transcendentally-philosophising Chapter 13. The
actual chapter, when it comes, is not only short, but truncated by the
rather arch device of a supposed ‘letter from a friend’ — actually from
Coleridge himself. We start with a paragraph translated (again without
acknowledgement) from Schelling; a second paragraph praises Kant
for the mathematical rigour of his logic (maths, Coleridge insists, is ‘the
only provmce of knowledge which man has succeeded in erecting into
a pure science’, a position that would find favour with many mathema-
ticians worklng today). The end of the second paragraph, and the brief
third, begin to elaborate Coleridge’s ‘two force’ hypothesis — these
opposing impulses having been previously discussed as ‘centrifugal’

70 Paul Hamilton, for instance, talks starkly about ‘Coleridge’s failure to achieve what

he set out to do’, identifying the breach at this point. ‘Deep in the heart of English
critical theory, at the centre of Coleridge’s exposition of his own views on the relation
which philosophy bears to a proper understanding of poetry, there is a disabling gap
in the argument . . . the two volumes of the Biographia slide inexorably apart . .. The
abstruse, technical discussion towards the end of the first volume becomes increasingly
disreputable with the accumulation of more and more unacknowledged borrowings,
mostly from German philosopher Schelling. With little warning, and for no apparent
philosophical reason, the argument halts. On opening the second volume the reader
is plunged into a lucid practical criticism of poetry.” (Paul Hamilton, Coleridge’s Poetics
(Blackwell, 1983), 8.)
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and ‘centripetal’, or as ‘infinitely expansive objectivity’ and ‘infinitely
inward-focussing subjectivity’, which in turn have some essential rela-
tionship with ‘fancy’ on the one hand, and ‘imagination’ on the other.

Two equal forces acting in opposite directions, both being finite
and each distinguished from the other by its direction only,
must neutralize or reduce each other to inaction. Now the tran-
scendental philosophy demands; first, that two forces should be
conceived which counteract each other by their essential nature;
not only not in consequence of the accidental direction of each,
but as prior to all direction, nay, as the primary forces from
which the conditions of all possible directions are derivative and
deducible: secondly, that these forces should be assumed to be
both alike infinite, both alike indestructible. The problem will
then be to discover the result or product of two such forces, as
distinguished from the result of those forces which are finite,
and derive their difference solely from the circumstance of their
direction. When we have formed a scheme or outline of these
two different kinds of force, and of their different results, by
the process of discursive reasoning, it will then remain for us
to elevate the Thesis from notional to actual, by contemplating
intuitively this one power with its two inherent indestructible
yet counteracting forces, and the results or generations to which
their inter-penetration gives existence, in the living principle and
in the process of our own self-consciousness.

There must be two forces, Coleridge believes, because (as the
Leibniz quotation that furnishes the chapter with one of its three
epigraphs makes plain) a purely ‘physical material’ cosmos would
be a cosmos of fancy (‘phantasia’): inert building blocks arranged in
varying degrees of complexity, but never coming properly alive. An
automaton cosmos. Coleridge insists that a fving universe, containing
(for instance) the kinds of consciousness and self-consciousness capa-
ble of great art, must involve something else, an ‘addendum’ that is
formal or structural — not merely layered over the top, but immanent,
part of the whole. This is the philosophical position that Coleridge’s

fancy/imagination distinction restates in aesthetic terms.”!

I One of Coleridge’s intellectual descendents, George Steiner, makes the same general

case — and many of the same specific points as the Biographia — in his Real Presences
(London: Faber, 1989): ‘any coherent understanding of what language is and how
language performs, any coherent account of the capacity of human speech to com-
municate meaning and feeling is, in the final analysis, underwritten by the premise of
God’s presence’ (3).
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It is worth noting that Chapter 13 elaborates three, not two, varieties
of imagination and fantasy. We have:

1. “The primary Imagination’, which is ‘the living Power and prime
Agent of all human Perception, and as a repetition in the finite
mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite 1 AM’.

2. “The secondary Imagination’, which is ‘an echo of the former,
co-existing with the conscious will, yet still as identical with the
primary in the 4ud of its agency, and differing only in degree, and
in the mode of its operation. It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order
to re-create; or where this process is rendered impossible, yet still at
all events it struggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially vital,
even as all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and dead.’

3. ‘Fancy’, which ‘has no other counters to play with, but fixities and
definites. The Fancy is indeed no other than a mode of Memory
emancipated from the order of time and space; and blended with,
and modified by that empirical phenomenon of the will, which
we express by the word CHOICE. But equally with the ordinary
memory it must receive all its materials ready made from the law
of association.’

There are several ways to take this. One that has proved par-
ticularly enduring is: God created the cosmos as an act of primary
imaginative power. When creative artists create their work, they are
engaged in a finite imitation, in a kind of ratio inferior, of that pri-
mary act — what J. R. R. Tolkien, influenced directly by this passage,
called ‘subcreation’. Such work 1s necessarily secondary to the divine
creation, but only in degree, not in kind. Lesser artists do not partake
of this divine power; they simply pick up prefabricated elements
and shuffle them about. Running alongs1de this aesthetic or literary
argument is a theory of human consciousness itself - since, as he has
already said, Coleridge regarded the question ‘what is poetry?’ to be
essentially the same question as ‘what is a poet?” This theory is that
human perception and consciousness itself (or more precisely, human
self-awareness and self-consciousness) can only be explained by refer-
ence to an infinite divine perception and consciousness. Our capacity
for imagination is, according to this argument, an index of this divine,
primary imaginative power.

The shift from a binary to a triune logic is worthy of remark. Two
forces have become three here. How do subject/object or centrifugal/
centripetal map onto Imagination-1/Imagination-2/Fancy? It won’t do
to invoke Coleridge’s own evolution from Unitarian to Trinitarian
belief (the tripartite schema in this chapter 1s unmistakably ranked,



cviil INTRODUCTION

primary imagination greater than secondary and both greater than
fancy, in a way that does not apply to the Christian Trinity). More
confusingly, it seems that Coleridge himself later altered his thoughts
on this matter, crossing out the lines ‘and as a repetition in the finite
mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM’ in his copy
of the 1817 Biographia. We can speculate, and no more, as to why.
Presumably the reference to the human mind as ‘finite’ outraged his
sense of argumentative consistency — in the previous chapter he had
gone to some length to insist that human subjectivity was not finite.
Crossing out ‘finite’ from this sentence but leaving the rest would
entail problems, of course (how can one infinite thing be a smaller
echo of another infinite thing?), but removing the line as a whole
prises open the difficult material he had gone over at such length.
Still, with or without this half-sentence, these paragraphs articulate a
compelling, powerful and (as time has proved) influential idea.

In sum: Chapter 13 sets out to explain ‘the Imagination’; and in
these paragraphs it does just that — doing so, moreover, in a way that
has spoken powerfully to a great many people, and sparked a large
and ongoing creative-critical discussion. Why, then, is the chapter so
widely seen as a failure, a truncated fragment?

The short answer 1s because Coleridge tells us that’s what it is.
‘Thus far had the work been transcribed for the press’, Coleridge
says, when a letter (actually Coleridge externalising his inward res-
ervations) persuaded him to break off his metaphysical disquisition.
According to this letter, Chapter 13 would have to expand to 100
pages or so to make its point thoroughly:

This Chapter, which cannot, when it is printed, amount to so lLitle as an
hundred pages, will of necessity greatly increase the expense of the work; and
every reader who, like myself, is neither prepared nor perhaps calculated
Jor the study of so abstruse a subject so abstrusely treated, will, as I have
before hinted, be almost entitled to accuse you of a sort of imposition on him.
For who, he might truly observe, could from your title-page, to wit, My
Literary Life and Opinions,’ published too as introductory to a volume
of miscellaneous poems, have anticipated, or even conjectured, a long treatise
on Ideal Realism, which holds the same relation in abstruseness to Plotinus,
as Plotinus does to Plato . . . I say in the present work. In that greater
work to which you have devoted so many years, and study so intense and
various, it will be m its proper place.

Ciritics have generally entered into a strange double-think with respect
to this interruption. On the one hand, they doubt - and with good
cause — that Coleridge had amongst his papers a 100-page MS treatise
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on Ideal Realism, or even notes to that effect, that needed only to be set
up in type. After all, the biographical record is of Colerldge desperately
casting around for extra copy to fill up the blank pages in his book. The
chapter breaks off, critics suggest, not because Coleridge is (as he claims
here) sparing the reader further abstruseness, nor because he is worried
about the extra cost of printing. The truth is he has run out of steam,
and reference to this supposed lucubration is at best playful, and at
worse actively disingenuous — after all, he pretends this is a letter from
a friend, but it is not even that! So critics refuse to take Coleridge at his
word here. But at the same time, critics do take Coleridge at his word
that these extra 100 pages are needful to complete the larger argumen-
tative design of the Biographia. They believe him when he says that the
Biographia crumbles to pieces, and does so precisely here.

Why? I'm reminded of ‘Kubla Khan’, a poem widely taken as an
incomplete fragment, but which (as Thomas McFarland notes) actu-
ally embodies a degree of formal completion and wholeness rare in
any poetry. Why do we take it as an incomplete fragment? Because
that’s what Coleridge, in his preliminary note to the poem, says it is.
We are free to disagree with him on this, for ‘Kubla Khan’, and - I
think — for the Biographia itself.

I am not suggesting that there is some higher, mystic unity to the
whole of the Biographia Literaria. Much of the volume s diffuse and
scattered, and a great deal of the larger compositional design was
sacrificed to the exigencies of dictation, publishing and Coleridge’s
state of mind. But the option is open to us to judge this chapter on
what it contains rather than on the meta-textual games it plays. The
‘letter from a friend’ can of course be read (as many have read it) as
an attempt to disguise Coleridge’s sheepish realisation that he had run
out of copy and had neither the time nor the energy to generate more.
On the other hand we can, if we choose, read it as a playful embodi-
ment of one of the Biographia’s key themes: the capacity of subjectivity
to objectivise itself. This is because one of the things this letter does is
to introduce a new mode of fictionalising the writer’s consciousness.
Coleridge has already discussed his ability, which he shares with all
of us, to imagine himself as an entity in the world, to think about his
own modes of thinking. And, secondarily, he has set out in the book
we are reading to write a version of himself as he used to be, a first
person rendering into chronologically prior third-person character
(reading Bowles, wandering the West Country with Wordsworth and
so on). This secondary objectivisation of one’s subjectivity is limited
to writers, rather than being a feature of all human consciousness; and
for Coleridge the crucial thing about it is its fidelity. But here, with
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the ‘letter from a friend’, Coleridge introduces a third mode. One can
objectivise oneself by thought, in the present; and by memory, in the
past; but one can also generate a_fictionalised version of oneself. Here
Coleridge does just that by undertaking a kind of Gollum-strategy,
talking about himself in the third person as if he were a separate indi-
vidual - in fact by recreating himself as a fictional character, ‘a friend,
whose practical judgement I have had ample reason to estimate and
revere’. It is almost too obvious to need adding: these three modes of
objectivised subjectivity — Coleridge himself, Coleridge’s memory of
how he used to be, and a sort of puppet-show fictionalised version of
Coleridge that he has concocted - correspond directly to the primary
imagination, secondary imagination and fancy.”? Otherwise what do
we have, but a chapter that promises to define Imagination, and does
so brilliantly? In what way does it makes sense to call this a fragment?

I said earlier that Chapter 13 includes fwo pieces of creative con-
ceptualisation, bringing to a kind of conclusion the preceding line of
argumentation, and that only one of these (‘imagination/fancy’) has
gone on to have wider influence. What is the other? It is a theory
to explain how the individual mind relates to the exterior reality. It
strikes me as both ingenious and original. When it is noticed at all,
it is taken as yet another element Coleridge lifted from his German
sources.”® This, though, it is not.

To recap, Coleridge sets out in the Biographia Literaria to do two
main things. One (‘literaria’) is to excavate the principles by which
great literature can be distinguished from lesser. This he does con-
ceptually by means of his celebrated distinction of imagination from
fancy, and practically by the invention of a method - practical criti-
cism — entailing close attention to the text. Even had the former con-
cept not been as influential as it has been, the ubiquity of the latter as
a critical strategy would require us to judge the book a huge success.
But the second thing that Coleridge hopes to do in this book, and
which he sees as intimately related to the first, is to establish how

21 particularly like the way Coleridge begins the letter ‘Dear C’ and ends it “Your

affectionate &c.” This strings the letter (written, after all, by Coleridge to Coleridge)
between the actual ‘C.” and the fictionalised ‘& C.’, this ‘and-C.” emblematising a sort
of secondary, supplemental echo of the original.

7 Engell and Bate (Biographia Literaria, 1:300) point readers towards Schelling’s System
des transcendentalen Idealismus (1800) and Fichte’s Grundriss der FEigenthiimlichen der
Wissenschafislehre (1795); but in neither work is there an argument like Coleridge’s.
The Fichte (‘the straightforward meeting together of the force of the Ich and that of
the Nicht-Ich [results] in a third, which neither is at all, nor can be, anything but that
in which they join together’) is, indeed, a very general statement, that would apply as
well to a variety of versions of the Dialectic.
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consciousness, and in particular a poet’s consciousness, (‘biographia’)
1s able to interact with the world in the ways it does, or at all. The
philosophical chapters have been working, painstakingly, towards
grounding a theory of this latter; we left this question unresolved at
the end of Chapter 11. In that lengthy chapter, Coleridge makes the
argument in favour of God’s existence by means of the necessity of an
absolute first cause, and adds the case for a personal God via an argu-
ment that though His existence can be neither proven nor disproved,
the balance of probabilities 1s strongly on the side of belief. But this
1sn’t the main focus of the book; the bulk of the chapter is about the
‘hard problem’: how mind-stuff and matter-stuff can interact with one
another. He rehearses the possibility that the external world is prior to
the mind, consciousness somehow arriving into it at a later stage, but
dismisses it. Likewise he rejects the pure Idealist notion that the exter-
nal world 1s a sort of phantom, and only mind-stuff exists; Chapter
12 works, fairly tortuously and leaning heavily on Schelling, to the
position that the external world and the interior mind are co-existent.
Also in play is Kant’s notion that many aspects of existence that we
assume to be ‘out there’ in the world (things like time, cause, effect
and dimension) are actually aspects of our structuring consciousness.

Where does this leave us? Coleridge thinks he has shown that
subjectivity is infinite and eternal, and that there is an objective real-
ity, also infinite and eternal, with which that subjectivity interacts.
But the ‘hard problem’ remains. These are not the same substance,
or we would not be able to make the distinction between them, and
individuality would dissolve in a Spinozist pantheism, or melt into
a Berkeleyan phantom world of mere ideas. But if they are nof the
same substance, how are they able to interact with one another? This
is what Chapter 7 described as ‘the absurdity of intercommunion
between substances that have no one property in common’.

Earlier, Coleridge began to suggest that they were two different sub-
stances that are somehow emanations of the same underlying sub-sub-
stance. Here he comes up with a different argument. Subjectivity and
Objectivity, the inward and the outward, are ‘alike infinite, both alike
indestructible’, and they work in opposite directions. What happens
when they collide? Well, to begin with: must they collide? Might they
not bypass one another? Coleridge thinks not:

The counteraction then of the two assumed forces does not
depend on their meeting from opposite directions; the power
which acts in them 1s indestructible; it 1s therefore inexhaustibly
re-ebullient;
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So what happens when they come together? ‘Something must be
the result of these two forces’ colliding, he insists. Since they are ‘both
alike mnfinite’, and ‘both alike indestructible’, ‘rest or neutralization
cannot be this result’. Since they cannot cancel one another out, we
find ourselves in a specialised version of the old question: what happens
when an irresistible force meets an immovable object? Coleridge’s answer, in
a nutshell, is: the irresistible force is resisted, the immovable object
moves — or, to use the terms he himself presents, the impenetrable is
penetrated, the incompatible is compatibilised. The consequence is
that a special third thing — the interaction of our sensibilities with the
external world - 1s generated.

The product [of this collision] must be a tertium aliquid, or finite
generation . . . Now this terttum aliquid can be no other than an
inter-penetration of the counteracting powers, partaking of both.

This relies on the debatable grounds that both subjective and objec-
tive reality areinfinite, but it is otherwise, I think, ingenious and — as far
as I can see — original. It comes in the last ‘official’ (as it were) paragraph
of volume one of the Biographia, before the cod-letter and Coleridge’s
declaration that he is breaking off rather than continuing for a hundred
pages. Here the philosophical chapters come at last to a particular con-
ceptual fruition that makes sense of many of the (otherwise odd-seem-
ing) emphases of the preceding paragraphs: the earlier stress upon the

forces rather than the material composition of the universe, the dualism
and the particular terms in which ‘the hard problem’ is phrased. This is
the point that makes sense of the prior insistence, which earlier seemed
so baffling, that the mind retains everything it has ever experienced.
Coleridge stresses this because he wants to characterise the mind as
larger than capacious - as, in fact, infinite. Retaining every last little
detail observed from the pinnacle of St Paul’s, every second of the day,
would be a trivial matter for a subjectivity so constituted. This is also
part of Coleridge’s post-Kantian separation of the ‘reason’ from the
‘understanding’. As he puts it in one of the Opus Maximum fragments,
perhaps written around this time: reason 1s infinite, where understand-
ing is finite. His actual phrasing is ‘the reason is not the faculty of the
finite’; and more positively, ‘the reason as the irradiative power of the
understanding and the representative of the infinite 1.e. the boundless,
judges the understanding as the faculty of the finite, and cannot with-
out grievous error be judged by it’.” It must be this way, in order for

7 Thomas McFarland (ed.), Opus Maximum (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2002), 86-7. Coleridge’s footnote explains that he means infinite as ‘sine finebus, not
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Coleridge’s ‘unstoppable force meeting immovable object’ conceptual
rebus to work.

It is puzzling that Coleridge doesn’t make more of his ingenious
moment of argument. If we agree with it, it obviates the need to agree
with Kant that the ding-an-sich 1s radically unknowable, and bridges the
world and the mind without reducing either to the terms of the other.
It is, in other words, a clever solution to the ‘hard problem’.

(c) Chapters 14-22

That the second volume needs much less by way of explication than
Volume 1 is only partly the result of the fact that it is markedly less
metaphysical. Although the need to divide the project into two vol-
umes only became apparent when Coleridge was already deep in
the writing, there is nonetheless a marked symmetry to the design
of the whole - something which remains true, I think, even when
we take ‘Satyrane’s Letters’ and the Bertram critique into account.
Volume 1 sets two main lines running in parallel: the external events
of Coleridge’s life, and the internal narrative of his intellectual, poetic
and spiritual development. The former begins with Coleridge’s poetic
education at the stern hands of his schoolteacher Bowyer (Chapter
1) and the young poet’s own reading of living writers like Bowles
(Chapter 1) and Burke (Chapter 20). The narrative moves from read-
ing printed texts to interacting with actual poets — Southey (Chapter
3) and Wordsworth (Chapters 4, 10, 14, 17-22). In the course of this
we are able, if we are so minded, to trace Coleridge’s own biograph-
ical circumstances from school (Chapter 1); then, after a lengthy
detour through literary critical matters, to (in Chapter 10) his youth-
ful radicalism and journalism, his time with Wordsworth in the West
Country, his annuity from the Wedgwoods and time in Germany,
his return to England and his time writing for the Morning Post (the
period 1796-1800). Towards its end, Chapter 10 includes a refer-
ence, though it is a chronologically decontextualized one, of his time
in Italy (December 1805 to June 1806). There are also several anec-
dotes about the uncommerciality of The Friend which can be dated
to 1809-10, although, again, no dates are supplied, and without an
external frame of reference it would not be possible to constellate
these scattered biographical data from the information provided in
the Biographia alone. Chapter 14 provides a few more details of his

having, or essentially incapable of having, outlines; not bounded or boundable from
without’. He adds, a little sternly: ‘the reader must be on his guard not to substitute for
this, the proper and scientific sense of “infinites,” the popular meaning of “infinite,” viz.
what is immeasurably vast’.
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time with Wordsworth during the run-up to the publication of the
Lyrical Ballads (1797). That, pretty much, is it as far as the account of
Coleridge’s life in the Biographia is concerned.

Many aspects of Coleridge’s life are downplayed, or omitted alto-
gether. The book tells us nothing of his parents and early childhood,
nor of his university career,”® nor his ill-fated time in the army under
the pseudonym Silas Tomkyn Comberbache. References to his wife
and children are scattered here and there, but we do not learn Sara
Coleridge’s name, or how they met and married, or when or even that
they decided to separate; and we only learn his son Hartley’s name
by-the-bye. Of the birth of Berkeley Coleridge and Sara Coleridge
junior no mention is made, nor of Coleridge’s time in Malta. Some
of this is a function of discretion, of course: for although he has no
problem mocking his youthful priggishness and lack of worldliness,
Coleridge is understandably disinclined to paint himself as somebody
who habitually abdicated his responsibilities or absconded from his
duties. Something similar informs the reticence about his married life.
And of course we would not expect him to make public, in 1817, his
opium addiction, or the fact that he had fallen in love with a woman
other than his wife.

What we are left with is a structure that moves not according to
a linear chronology, but more obliquely. After the account of his
childhood in Chapter 1 we range back and forth through the time
of Coleridge’s life, anchored in Chapter 10 with a sense that it is the
years 1796-1800 that are the most important ones. Other events,
prior and post, are dropped in at various places. Of course we might
counter that the Biographia is not primarily concerned with the exter-
nal facts of Coleridge’s life, but rather with his literary and philosoph-
ical development. And to some extent, clearly, that is so. But when
we try and reconstruct from this text the timeline of Coleridge’s ntel-
lectual evolution, we find a similar evasiveness. The two main events,
as it were, of Coleridge’s mental development are his repudiation of
Hartleyan ‘materialism’ in favour of a spiritually committed philoso-
phy informed by Kant and Schelling; and the connected evolution of
his religious faith from Unitarianism to Trinitarianism. We learn that
these things happened, without really being able to say how they map
onto the timeline of the author’s own life.

One of the themes of Chapter 14 is the relationship between
the moral probity of the poet and the excellence of the poetry s/he

> There are two references — not to Cambridge, but to the vacations Coleridge took from
Cambridge — in Chapters 1 and 3.
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(in Coleridge’s schema: he) produces. It is here, for the first time,
that one of the underpinning rationales of a ‘literary biography’ is
articulated.

What is poetry? is so nearly the same question with, what is a
poet? that the answer to the one is involved in the solution of the
other. For it is a distinction resulting from the poetic genius itself,
which sustains and modifies the images, thoughts, and emotions
of the poet’s own mind. The poet, described in ideal perfection,
brings the whole soul of man into activity, with the subordina-
tion of its faculties to each other according to their relative worth
and dignity.

Moral excellence 1s repeatedly connected with the communication
of ‘truth’ to the reader — ‘truth, either moral or intellectual’ is how
he puts it in Chapter 14. At the same time, Coleridge notes that the
reverse might be true: that well-written poetry might insinuate some-
thing morally repugnant into the mind of the reader. His example is
homosexual desire:

Blest indeed 1s that state of society, in which the immediate pur-
pose would be baffled by the perversion of the proper ultimate
end; in which no charm of diction or imagery could exempt the
Bathyllus even of an Anacreon, or the Alexis of Virgil, from
disgust and aversion!

The point here is that since we don’t live in this ‘blest’ society, such
‘morally disgusting’ writing is possible. Coleridge’s knee-jerk homo-
phobia is not in itself out of keeping with his age (in his notebooks
he described Vergil’s second Eclogue - to Alexis - as a ‘fine Poem on
a hateful subject’).”® What makes it more interesting is how anoma-
lous this example seems in the context of the Biographia. The larger
point the book makes about poetry’s capacity to convey morally
dubious messages 1s political, not sexual. Burke is praised because
he communicated (what Coleridge took to be) patent political truths;
Wordsworth is defended against the idea that his poetry proposed
a levelling or vulgar jacobinical ideological message — accordingly,
Coleridge downplays the ‘language really used by men’ argument of
the ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads and emphasises instead the dignified,
elevated and elevating tenor of the Immortality Ode, the Prelude and
the Excursion. But what this reference to Anacreon and Vergil does
1s insinuate another way of addressing this question: a sense of the

76 Notebooks, 3:4198.
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buried symbolic connection between poetical radicalism and same-sex
desire. After all, one way of reading the history of Coleridge’s rela-
tionship with Wordsworth is as a love affair, with its period of intense
mutual connection, its growing apart and its breach.

This finds a kind of narrative correlative in - to look forward for
a moment — the first of Satyrane’s letters, with the encounter with
the Dane. Coleridge plays this exchange for laughs, presenting his
word-portrait as evidence that caricature exists in life and not merely
in art. And the Dane i funny: his pompousness, his boastfulness,
the gap between his grand claims about himself and the ludicrous
reality. His Thomas Paine-like deprecations of Christianity, his praise
for French ‘philosophes’ and his repeated assertions that ‘I haf made
ten tousand pound a year. Is not dhat ghenius, my dear friend?—But
vat 1s money?—I dhink dhe poorest man alive my equal ... we are
all Got’s children’ (juxtaposed, wittily, with the bullying manner in
which he bosses the Swedish baron about): all this establishes his
ideological credentials as a radical, or perhaps it would be better to
say as somebody who proclaims levelling, radical sentiments while
actually enjoying his own wealth and status. But it is impossible to
miss the homoerotic subject in Coleridge’s account of this encounter.
The Dane begins with extravagant praise for Coleridge’s physical
appearance (‘vat eyes! vat a milk-vite forehead!-O my heafen! vy,
you're a Got!’) and is physically demonstrative ‘squeezing my hand with
great vehemence'; ‘swinging my hand to and fro, and cocking his little bright
hazel eyes at me (‘my dear friend! vat an affection and fidelity ve have
for each odher!’). The encounter reaches a kind of climax when, the
two men squeezed together in the ship’s lifeboat (of all places), the
Dane all but propositions Coleridge: ‘he told me that he had made a
large fortune . . . till, the brandy aiding his vanity, and his vanity and
garrulity aiding the brandy, he talked like a madman—entreated me
to accompany him to Denmark—there I should see his influence with
the government, and he would introduce me to the king, &c., &c.’.
Coleridge gets out of this circumstance by informing the Dane of his
own religious scruples, ‘and sunk at once an hundred fathoms in his
good graces’.

This episode goes some way towards establishing republican ide-
ology and (for Coleridge, deplorable) same-sex desire as in some
way connected. This notion is reinforced, in the first of ‘Satyrane’s
Letters’, with a queasily humorous sense of bodily contact. As soon
as the boat enters the marine realm (“This, too, 1s a Briton’s country’),
the majority of the passengers turn a ‘froggish’ colour and are seasick
— French-hued in a Briton’s land.
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There had been a matrimonial squabble of a very ludicrous kind
in the cabin, between the little German tailor and his little wife.
He had secured two beds, one for himself and one for her. This
had struck the little woman as a very cruel action; she insisted
upon their having but one, and assured the mate in the most pit-
eous tones, that she was his lawful wife. The mate and the cabin
boy decided in her favour, abused the little man for his want of
tenderness with much humour, and hoisted him into the same
compartment with his sea-sick wife.

Presumably the point here is not that the German tailor doesn’t
want to have sex with his wife as such; just that he doesn’t want to
share a bed with a vomiting woman. But the implication bubbles
under: is it sex that makes a man sick to his stomach? Or only sex
with a woman?

It’s tempting to assume that what’s behind Coleridge’s buried anx-
iety here is, precisely, the memory of his young self’s love for, and
intimacy with, the young Wordsworth. I am not suggesting any homo-
sexual activity took place between them. Rather, the point is the way
Coleridge’s poetic antennae, extraordinarily sensitive as they were
to the buried life, the strange guilty currents of desire and repulsion,
tuned into the charged homosociality of his time with Wordworth.

Chapter 15 follows on from this account of half-buried erotics by
analysing the language of Shakespeare’s two richly sexualised poems.
In both the Venus and Adomis and the Lucrece, sex 1s represented with
a gorgeous intensity that simultaneously manifests its sensual appeal
and its violent problematic. Coleridge itemises several characteristics
of Shakespearian verse. The first (its ‘sweetness’ and melodiousness)
is straightforward enough. The second is a little more counter-intui-
tive: that Shakespeare’s excellence is manifested by his choice of ‘sub-
jects very remote from’ his own ‘private interests and circumstances’.
Now, there’s nothing incoherent as such in preferring disinterested
objectivity to confessional gush in one’s literature. But an obvious
objection presents itself — how can Coleridge, or anybody, know what
Shakespeare’s ‘private interests and circumstances’ were? Perhaps
Coleridge’s equivalence between poem and poet suggests a kind of
back-formation from the text to the writer (as it might be: Coleridge
knows Shakespeare’s writing so well, and admires it so highly, that
he feels he knows the author, and believes that only a person of the
highest calibre could have written it — he would hardly be the first, or
last, person to believe such a thing). But in fact the line of argument
takes a different tack:
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We may perhaps remember the tale of the statuary, who had
acquired considerable reputation for the legs of his goddesses,
though the rest of the statue accorded but indifferently with ideal
beauty; till his wife, elated by her husband’s praises, modestly
acknowledged that she had been his constant model.

This suggests that the ‘problem’ with a too confessional style of
writing 1s its limitation: the writer can write well only about a small
thing s/he knows intimately; where the excellence of Shakespeare is
a kind of total capacity proceeding from his own individual removal
from the subject matter. But the story of the statue, with its vaguely
risqué reference to nuptial legs, sidles up to the question of the erotic
content of the poems Coleridge had promised to discuss.

His ‘Venus and Adonis’ seem at once the characters themselves,
and the whole representation of those characters by the most
consummate actors. You seem to be fold nothing, but to see and
hear everything. Hence it is, that from the perpetual activity of
attention required on the part of the reader; from the rapid flow,
the quick change, and the playful nature of the thoughts and
images; and above all from the alienation, and, if I may hazard
such an expression, the utter alogfness of the poet’s own feelings,
from those of which he is at once the painter and the analyst; that
though the very subject cannot but detract from the pleasure of
a delicate mind, yet never was poem less dangerous on a moral
account.

This ‘aloofness’ is the inoculation Shakespeare’s disinterest provides
against the risk of such morally dubious subject matter — goddesses
(perhaps goddesses with beautiful, wifely legs) having sex with mortal
men; Roman men raping Roman women. Coleridge is adamant that
‘instead of doing as Ariosto, and as, still more offensively, Wieland
has done’ (namely ‘degrading and deforming passion into appetite,
the trials of love into the struggles of concupiscence’), Shakespeare’s
poems about sex are not sexy. He ‘represents the animal impulse’, but
only ‘so as to preclude all sympathy with it.’

As little can a mind thus roused and awakened be brooded
on by mean and indistinct emotion, as the low, lazy mist can
creep upon the surface of a lake, while a strong gale is driving it
onward in waves and billows.

‘Mean’ is a period-specific denigration of the sexual impulse - although
it surely runs counter to most people’s experience of sexual arousal to
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insist that it proceeds from ‘an mdistinct emotion’. The question here is
whether Coleridge is, as it were, protesting too much: choosing two
poems centrally about transgressive sexual connection, only to insist
that they are not really about anything so base.

In Chapter 16 Coleridge announces that he will discuss
‘Shakespeare’s contemporaries’, focussing on Italy in order ‘to estab-
lish one striking point of difference between the poetry of the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, and that of the present age’, a difference
that apparently also characterises ‘the sister art of painting’. What
difference?

In the present age the poet ... seems to propose to himself as
his main object, and as that which is the most characteristic of
his art, new and striking IMAGES; with INCIDENTS that interest
the affections or excite the curiosity. Both his characters and his
descriptions he renders, as much as possible, specific and individ-
ual, even to a degree of portraiture. In his diction and metre, on
the other hand, he is comparatively careless.

Coleridge thinks that content (character and incident) trumps form
and style in modern writing. Technique is neglected, with poets either
careless, mechanical or eccentrically idiosyncratic. From Pope at the
beginning of the eighteenth century to Darwin at the beginning of
the nineteenth, poets have abandoned ‘meditation and an intelligent
purpose’ in their work, writing poems that are ‘poetical for no better
reason, than that it would be intolerable in conversation or in prose’.
Not that prose 1s any better: ‘alas! even our prose writings . . . strive to
be in the fashion, and trick themselves out in the soiled and over-worn
finery of the meretricious muse’.

What, as far as Coleridge is concerned, is the preferable alternative
to this artificial, ill-disciplined, meretricious ‘modern’ style? It is a
‘recurrence to plain sense, and genuine mother English’; the ‘purity of
their native tongue’, something the guardianship of which is ‘the first
duty of a poet’. However, if we are pondering in what this notional
‘purity’ consists, and how it relates to the asserted cultural and social
unity of ‘Christendom’, Coleridge’s answer does not appear, at first
blush, very illuminating:

For language is the armoury of the human mind; and at once
contains the trophies of its past, and the weapons of its future
conquests. ‘Animadverte, quam sit ab improprietate verborum
pronum hominibus prolabi in errores circa res!” HOBBES: Exam.
et Emend. hod. Math.—“Sat vero, in hic vite brevitate et nature
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obscuritate, rerum est, quibus cognoscendis tempus impendatur,
ut confusis et multivotis sermonibus intelligendis illud consum-
ere opus non est. Eheu! quantas strages paravere verba nubila,
que tot dicunt, ut nihil dicunt—nubes potius, e quibus et in rebus
politicis et in ecclesid turbines et tonitrua erumpunt! Et proinde
recte dictum putamus a Platone in Gorgia: o¢ av to ovoporta edel,
weTon kou T Tporyporte: et ab Epicteto, apyn moudevows v Twv ovopartey
emoxeVig: et prudentissime Galenus scribit, v Twy ovopatwy ypyots
mapayBelon kot TV Twy TpayuaTwY emTapaTTEL Yooy, Egregie vero
J. C. Scaliger, in Lib. I. de Plantis: Est primum, inquit, sapientis
offictum, bene sentire, ut sibi vivat: proximum, bene loqui, ut patrie vivat.
SENNERTUS de Puls: Differentia.

Coleridge’s bewildering chunk of quoted prose, macaronically
mixing Latin and Greek, modern (Hobbes and Sennertius) and
ancient (Plato and Epictetus), compounded of genuine quotations
and confected Coleridgean Latin, makes the same point several times:
‘How prone men are to slide from improper use of words to actual
errors about these things’; ‘Alas, cloudy words distract us, seeming
to say much but in fact saying nothing’; “Those who know words
properly will know things too’; “The study of words is the beginning
of knowledge’; ‘If there is confusion in the way we use words, then
there will be confusion in our knowledge of things’. Surely there is
something counter-intuitive — we might even say perverse — about
framing an appeal to the ‘purity of their native tongue’ in a rebar-
bative mash-up of obscure Latin and Greek quotations. For many
readers, unless glossed, it must represent sheer opacity. Even with
explanatory glosses it is hard to parse. Why quote a German Latin
treatise on chemistry and medicine, of all things, as an authority for
what 1s, at root, a point about language and semantic rectitude? And
why mangle the original text by chopping it about, mixing up Galen
and Sennertius, and inserting a line that advertises its anachronism
by referring not to bodies and health but to those perennial Coleridge
concerns, ‘Church and State’ (ecclesia et politica)?

Perhaps something more slyly complex is going on here. Coleridge’s
Latin interpolation brings us back to the opening of the paragraph:
‘Christendom, from its first settlement . . . has been so far one great
body.” The point is that a superficial variety of tone and language
is unified at a deeper level by the same quality that renders every
person in ‘Christendom’ a member of the same body. Quotation from
learned authorities is the traditional way of reinforcing a point, of
course; but there is something playfully egregious about Coleridge’s
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citation of authority here. ‘Church and State’ make one body; and
so the author of that famous work on the logic of the social collec-
tive, Leviathan, is quoted (though not from the Leviathan) alongside
Renaissance and classical medical writers whose concern was the indi-
vidual rather than the social body. This lump of text is leavened with
Plato, and brought back to the 1810s with Coleridge. We can accept
that Coleridge is making a serious point while also seeing that he is
doing so ironically. The playfulness takes some of the sting out of what
might otherwise sound starkly puritanical. Humour, to repeat myself,
is part of Coleridge’s larger textual strategy in this book.

So what does Coleridge mean by ‘pure’ in relation to style? If it is
(let’s say) simple, straightforward, uncontaminated, then the melange of
English, Latin and Greek with which Coleridge reinforces the points
seems, at the least, contradictory. Does he mean a purity of diction
in the sense of adherence to a set of traditional rules? Is it a kind of
national or religious purity (‘bene loqui, ut patrie vivaf)? — the belief
that the language a nation speaks articulates, or ‘arms’, its past into
its future?

With any of these, but especially the latter, the movement into an u?
picture poesis disquisition seems like a counter-intuitive move. Yet that’s
what we get: the following two paragraphs explore the parallel case
of the visual arts. Coleridge thinks that, in modern paintings, ‘fore-
grounds and intermediate distances are comparatively unattractive’
where backgrounds are full of visual interest (‘mountains and torrents
and castles forbid the eye to proceed, and nothing tempts it to trace
its way back again’). The modern reader casts her puzzled mind back
to any eighteenth- or early nineteenth-century paintings to which this
description applies. Claiming that the old masters of ‘the great Italian
and Flemish’ schools made better art is a pretty uncontentious thing
to do; but whether this is because they put more visual interest into
the ‘front and middle objects of the landscape’ than the background,
1s more debatable.

Coleridge opens Chapter 17 with a celebration of Wordsworth’s
preface. The praise i1s effusive (‘most ably contended ... he has
evinced the truth . . . with equal acuteness and clearness . . . a useful
task . .. deserves all praise . .. Mr. Wordsworth is fully justified . . .
admiration of his genius ..."); but actually the main focus of the
chapter is dispraise of Wordsworth, and especially the wrongness of
Wordsworth’s claim that ‘poetry in general consists altogether in a
language taken ... from the mouths of men in real life’ articulating
‘natural feelings’. Coleridge immediately objects that only a very lim-
ited kind of poetry can be written in such an idiom (‘in any sense this
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rule is applicable only to certain classes of poetry’). He says that as far
as such cases go — for example, the eighteenth-century subgenre of
rustic or rural poetry — Wordsworth is adding nothing new. But the
most pointed is the third objection to Wordsworth’s valorisation of
the ‘language really used by men’ as the proper language of poetry: ‘in
that degree in which it is practicable, yet as a rule it is useless, if not inju-
rious and therefore either need not, or ought not to be practised . Injurious to
whom? Coleridge is clear that this ‘low and rustic’ poetry is not aimed
at actual low and rustic people, but rather at what we would nowa-
days call middle-class and upper-class readers. Where’s the pleasure
in reading poems about peasants written in peasant-ese? Coleridge
starts with three possible answers to that question, but only in order
to stress that ‘these were not Mr. Wordsworth’s objects’.

The poet informs his reader, that he had generally chosen low
and rustic life; but not as low and rustic, or in order to repeat
that pleasure of doubtful moral effect, which persons of elevated
rank and of superior refinement oftentimes derive from a happy
imitation of the rude unpolished manners and discourse of their
inferiors. For the pleasure so derived may be traced to three
exciting causes. The first is the naturalness, in fact, of the things
represented. The second is the apparent naturalness of the 7ep-
resentation, as raised and qualified by an imperceptible infusion
of the author’s own knowledge and talent, which infusion does,
indeed, constitute it an #mitation as distinguished from a mere copy.
The third cause may be found in the reader’s conscious feeling
of his superiority awakened by the contrast presented to him;
even as for the same purpose the kings and great barons of yore
retained, sometimes actual clowns and fools, but more frequently
shrewd and witty fellows in that character.

The options are: (a) we are simply interested in the low and the
rustic, as (although this is not an example Coleridge uses) a scientist
is interested in the life in a rock pool - that is, perhaps we have a dis-
interested curiosity about how the other half (say, rather, ke other nine-
tenths) live. But Coleridge does not believe actual readers read for such
motives. Or might it be (b) that we posh people derive pleasure from
imitating our inferiors, as Marie Antoinette liked to dress up as a milk-
maid with a super-frilly petticoat and bone china milk pails. Coleridge
is surely correct that #is kind of pleasure is of a dubious moral status.
Or, finally (c) perhaps we like to look down on our inferiors simply
to remind ourselves of our own social superiority — again, a far from
morally defensible activity.
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So if not these, then what were the reasons why Wordsworth
adopted a ‘low and rustic’ style?

He chose low and rustic life, ‘because in that condition the
essential passions of the heart find a better soil, in which they
can attain their maturity, are less under restraint, and speak
a plainer and more emphatic language; because in that condi-
tion of life our elementary feelings coexist in a state of greater
simplicity, and consequently may be more accurately contem-
plated, and more forcibly communicated; because the manners
of rural life germinate from those elementary feelings; and from
the necessary character of rural occupations are more easily
comprehended, and are more durable; and lastly, because in that
condition the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful
and permanent forms of nature’.

That Wordsworth was channelling the popular Rousseauianism of
the day is an argument that has, of course, been thoroughly excavated
by critics; and the extent to which Coleridge is resisting the (as he saw
it) Jacobinism of that Rousseau-inspired philosophy likewise.””

At the core of the argument here is an agree-or-disagree assertion on
Coleridge’s part that there simply is no such thing as a noble savage.
‘Primitive’ life is brutal and degrading, not noble and simple. At the
margins of the argument things gets slipperier. Those Wordsworthian
poems that Coleridge admires the most are not allowed to stand in
support Wordsworth’s own argument: in ‘Brothers’, ‘Michael’ and
‘Ruth’, ‘the persons introduced are by no means taken from low or
rustic life in the common acceptation of those words’. This mode of
logic 1s nowadays called the ‘No True Scotsman Argument’. There
may be individual peasants who manifest dignity, nobility and so on;
but Coleridge does not believe that the majority are like this, and he
insists poetry must be concerned with the general, not the exception.

I adopt with full faith, the principle of Aristotle, that poetry, as
poetry, 1s essentially ideal, that it avoids and excludes all accident,
that its apparent individualities of rank, character, or occupation
must be representative of a class; and that the persons of poetry must

7 See, for instance, James Chandler, Wordsworth’s Second Nature: A Study of the Poetry
and Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984); John Willinsky (ed.), The
Educational Legacy of Romanticism (Calgary: Galgary Institute for the Humanities, 1990);
Elizabeth de Mijolla, Autobiographical Quests: Augustine, Montaigne, Rousseau and Wordsworth
(Charlottesville, VA: University Press of Virginia, 1994); Gregory Dart, Roussea,
Robespierre and English Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
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be clothed with generic attributes, with the common attributes of the
class; not with such as one gifted individual might possibly possess.

The protagonist of ‘Michael’ is an exceptional individual (excep-
tionally old, exceptionally stoical and so on); the ‘Idiot Boy’ goes too
far the other way, articulating mere ‘morbid idiocy’. Next, Coleridge
quotes from Wordsworth’s preface, that the language ‘has been
adopted (purified indeed from what appears to be its real defects,
from all lasting and rational causes of dislike or disgust)’, in order to
make the point that:

a rustic’s language, purified from all provincialism and grossness,
and so far re-constructed as to be made consistent with the rules
of grammar . .. will not differ from the language of any other
man of common-sense, however learned or refined he may be,
except as far as the notions, which the rustic has to convey, are
fewer and more indiscriminate.

This is persuasive, and a palpable hit against Wordsworth - except
that it rather cuts against Coleridge’s earlier objection. Surely either
Wordsworth reproduces the demeaning quasijJacobinical idiom of
the populace - with the attendant dangers of lowering the tone — or
Wordsworth so modifies the plain speech of ordinary people so as
to emphasise its dignity and nobility, in which case he may be con-
tradicting his project as outlined in the ‘Preface’, but he is surely not
dangerously lowering the tone. Which is it to be? Coleridge accuses
Wordsworth of an aesthetically debilitating particularity and of an
inconsistent idealisation of the peasant. He can’t really have it both
ways.

I deny that the words and combinations of words derived from
the objects, with which the rustic is familiar, whether with dis-
tinct or confused knowledge, can be justly said to form the best
part of language. It is more than probable, that many classes of
the brute creation possess discriminating sounds, by which they
can convey to each other notices of such objects as concern their
food, shelter, or safety. Yet we hesitate to call the aggregate of
such sounds a language, otherwise than metaphorically.

This reverts to the idea of ‘purity’ of idiom. Implicit here is a
rebuttal against the notion that the language of the ordinary peasant
is ‘purer’ than that of civilised people, a case sometimes made on the
grounds that the latter is over-refined and artificial to the point of dec-
adence. Coleridge inverts this: peasant discourse is simpler than that
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of the aristocracy, yes: but a dog barking when it’s angry is simpler
still.

The best part of human language, properly so called, is derived
from reflection on the acts of the mind itself. It is formed by a
voluntary appropriation of fixed symbols to internal acts, to pro-
cesses and results of imagination, the greater part of which have
no place in the consciousness of uneducated man.

Does this mean that advanced thought entails abstractions, or that
it entails meta-thought, a selfreflection of cognition? Either way,
and using an example that strikes a twenty-first-century reader as
unpleasantly racist, Coleridge suggests that:

The extreme difficulty, and often the impossibility, of finding
words for the simplest moral and intellectual processes of the
languages of uncivilized tribes has proved perhaps the weightiest
obstacle to the progress of our most zealous and adroit mission-
aries. Yet these tribes are surrounded by the same nature, as our
peasants are.

Again, it’s not clear if Coleridge believes that the indigenous peo-
ples of Papa New Guinea or the Amazon rain forest actually lack all
‘moral and intellectual’ processes, or if he just means that their moral
and intellectual processes are unchristian, and incomplete for that
reason. The former is deeply racist, the latter merely imperialist and
appropriational.

The chapter ends with a dig at Wordsworth for claiming that the
proper idiom of poetry is that ordinary language ‘m a state of excite-
ment . Coleridge’s mockery here is well done, except that Wordsworth
never said any such thing — his preface specifies the ‘languages of men
in a state of vivid sensation’. For a writer such as Coleridge, who lays
such repeated and emphatic stress on the precise use of one’s nomen-
clature, this seems particularly unfair on Wordsworth. Passion and
sensation are hardly the same thing.

Chapters 18, 19 and 20 explore Wordsworth’s poetry in greater
detail. Coleridge reiterates his belief that the language of the peas-
antry is less expressive than that of the higher classes, and therefore
less well suited to poetry (‘the intercourse of uneducated men, is
distinguished from the diction of their superiors in knowledge and
power, by the greater disjunction and separation in the component parts
of that, whatever it be, which they wish to communicate’). He goes
on to attack another central plank of Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’: that
‘there neither is nor can be any essential difference between the language of prose
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and metrical composition’. Coleridge picks on the ‘essential’ part of the
sentence. There are, he says, two main meanings of ‘essential’. One
is philosophical:

Essence, in its primary signification, means the principle of ndi-
viduation, the inmost principle of the possibility, of any thing, as that
particular thing. It is equivalent to the idea of a thing, whenever
we use the word 1dea, with philosophic precision. Existence, on
the other hand, is distinguished from essence, by the superinduc-
tion of reality. Thus we speak of the essence, and essential prop-
erties of a circle; but we do not therefore assert, that any thing,
which really exusts, 1s mathematically circular. Thus too, without
any tautology we contend for the existence of the Supreme Being;
that 1s, for a reality correspondent to the idea.

It’s not clear to me why God creeps into this definition, in the last
part there, unless it is to remind us that God creeps into everything
Coleridge does — or, to put it a little more precisely, to remind us that
this is not merely a way of saying ‘essence is another word for the
similarities by which we mentally group different objects (eg circular
objects) into the same semantic set’. Coleridge is invoking the strong
Platonic sense of the word: that we see resemblances between things
because these things actually resemble some transcendent form of the
thing. That is to say, for Coleridge ‘essences’ are real, not mere func-
tions of our pattern-liking brains. But anyhow, this is not the sense in
which Wordsworth means that there is no essential difference between the
language of prose and metrical composition. So what 1s?

There 1s, next, a secondary use of the word essence, in which it
signifies the point or ground of contra-distinction between two
modifications of the same substance or subject. Thus we should
be allowed to say, that the style of architecture of Westminster
Abbey is essentially different from that of Saint Paul, even though
both had been built with blocks cut into the same form, and from
the same quarry.

This example loads the argument neatly against Wordsworth. Like
Westminster Abbey and St Paul’s Cathedral (Coleridge is saying),
‘poems’ and ‘prose’ are made out of the same bricks — words. And
yet, again like Westminster Abbey and St Paul’s Cathedral, ‘poems’
and ‘prose’ are essentially different things. The implication is that
Wordsworth’s claim is as foolish as if a man were to insist, ‘Since
both structures are made out of stone, there is no essential difference

between Westminster Abbey and St Paul’s Cathedral’. This really
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1sn’t fair to Wordsworth: he is not claiming there is no essential
difference between the language of prose and metrical composition
because both are made out of words. That would indeed be a fatuous sort
of argument. Since Coleridge himself goes on at this point to develop
his argument about the place of metre in poetry, we might think he
believes so too.

That theory of metre is important to Coleridge’s larger poetics,
and has been widely discussed.”® In brief, he argues that metre is an
organic element of poetry, not an add-on; and that it manifests a ten-
sion between ‘passion’ and control, or (as he puts it) ‘volition’. Holding
these two In a creative tension, having them work, as we might say
nowadays, ‘dialectically’, is the way Coleridge believes poetry is able
to articulate its important moral as well as its aesthetic truths. In her
essay on ‘Coleridge’s Theory of Language’, Catherine M. Wallace
asks ‘why does Coleridge assert the priority of poems as a medium of
poetry? What can the language of a poem achieve that the language of
prose cannot? Why is a poem most likely to achieve “truth operative,
and by effects continually alive”?” She answers herself (I quote her at
length, because her answer is so insightful):

Truth becomes operative or effective only as it 1s felt, only as
it arouses a response from the passions as well as the intel-
lect. Coleridge draws on his theory of polarity to provide a
dynamic (rather than associationist) psychological mechanism
for the traditional link between metrical, figurative language and
the expression of passion. Figure and metre express the poet’s
passion and arouse the reader ... The definition of ‘poem’ in
chapter fourteen of Biographia Literaria specifies these criteria in
their literary forms. Correct method demands unity; the parts
of a poem must ‘mutually support and explain each other; all in
their proportion harmonizing with, and supportmg, the purpose
and known influence of metrical arrangement.” Yet this unity
may not be static: it must be progressive or dynamic. One func-
tion of metre is to excite ‘perpetual and distinct attention to each
part’; although the parts of a poem are closely interrelated, the

8 In addition to the excellent Catherine M. Wallace essay quoted below, see Richard

Harter Fogle, The Idea of Coleridge’s Criticism (Oakland, CA: University of California
Press, 1972); Vinayak Krishna Gokak, ‘Coleridge’s Views on Form and Metre in
Poetry’, in Coleridge’s Aesthetics New Delhi: Abhinav Publications, 1975), 54-65; Paul
Hamilton, “The Necessity of Poetry’, in Coleridge’s Poetics (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983),
135-85; and Brennan O’Donnell, ‘Wordsworth’s meters and Coleridge on meter’,
in The Passion of Meter: A Study of Wordsworth’s Metrical Art (Kent, OH: Kent State
University Press, 1995), 48-70.
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reader attends to each part in its own right because of ‘the pleas-
urable activity of mind excited by the attractions of the [reading]
journey itself.” By virtue of this attention, the reader experiences
both the progression from one part to the next, and the unity of
the whole. Awareness of the individuality of parts is sustained by
the same principle as awareness of their unity: the pleasurable
excitement of reading. A poem is distinct from other deliberately
pleasant uses of language because only poetic language can offer
‘such delight from the whole, as is compatible with a distinct
gratification from each component part.’”

The important emphasis here is not only on the formal or linguis-
tic-structural aspects of ‘metrical poetry’, but — perhaps counter-intu-
itively — its moral aspect. In practice, though, this moral component
exhibits a complex relationship with the poetic form.

The critical criteria derived from this poetics examine how well
a poem is written: exacting word-choice, prosodic grace, figura-
tive power, structural integrity. Coleridge’s theory of language
advances the claim that texts which measure up will offer signif-
icant moral truth, but his theory of language on this point sepa-
rates itself from his theory of poetry and criticism. ‘An undevout
poet in the strict sense of the term is an impossibility,” Coleridge
states; but it does not therefore follow that devotion qualifies
any writer of verse as a poet in this strict sense. Coleridge’s
criticism of Wordsworth reflects this crucial distinction. Parts
of the Excursion may ‘do one’s heart good,” but they are ineffec-
tive poetically. Wordsworth’s urge to be a moral philosopher
should work itself out in ‘sermons or moral essays’ rather than
in poems. This distinction is a delicate one, I know; that delicacy
can best be demonstrated by the evident truth and the consist-
ency of the following statement: The value of literature is moral; the
distinctive qualities of literature are linguistic.

This relationship between value and quality is elaborated in the
Biographia in what follows. On the former side, Chapters 18 and 19
continue with a selection of quotations from Shakespeare, Spenser,
Daniel, Donne and George Herbert that, increasingly as the chapters
go on, are presented simply as valuable, without any discussion of
their particular qualities. Some critics see diffusion here, especially in
Chapter 19, which 1s little more than an anthology of pieces of English

7 Catherine M. Wallace, ‘Coleridge’s Theory of Language’, Philological Quarterly, 59
(1980), 342.
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poetry of which Coleridge thinks well. It is likely that this was one of
the strategies by which the book was ‘padded out’ to bring Volume
2 up to a length commensurate with Volume 1. Of course, it’s also
true that Coleridge may have felt he was providing those of his read-
ers who did not have access to much of this material with a garland
of beauties. The seeming contradiction between doing this and the
expressed animadversion against ‘anthologised selections of the beau-
ties of English poetry’ in Chapter 3 strikes a perhaps unfortunate note
of inconsistency — something brought out by the fact that Chapter 21
reverts to the topic developed in Chapter 2 ‘on the supposed irritabil-
ity of men of genius’. Coleridge takes on ‘critical journals’ in general,
and the Edinburgh in particular. But the lengthy Chapter 22 on the
defects and beauties of Wordsworth’s poetry brings both these tex-
tual strategies brilliantly into play. Because it discusses the defects, it
has a superficial resemblance to a negative review. On closer reading,
however, that resemblance falls away, for two main reasons. First,
Coleridge is careful to avoid any expression of personal animadversion
or praise. Indeed, given that the Biographia has already explored how
close the two men had once been, the total lack of any biographical
context in Chapter 22 is not only striking, but might have been
baffling without Chapter 21’s prior insistence on the importance of
disinterestedness in criticism. And secondly, he 1s scrupulous to give
more weight to beauties than to defects.?” And by pairing defects with
beauties, copiously illustrated with quotation, Coleridge is able to
show and tell what is so worthwhile about his friend’s work.

(d) Satyrane’s Letters, Critique on Bertram and Conclusion

There is a temptation to treat these last chapters as extramural to the
project of the Biographia.?' We know they were added towards the end
of the process of composition. On the other hand, as I have been argu-
ing in this introduction, this is true of a larger proportion of the whole
than 1s generally realised. The likely end-point of the 1815 first draft
of the Biographia cope-stones the argument developed in Chapter 21
and actualised in Chapter 22, that criticism (including reviews) should
be disinterested, by assuring the reader that Coleridge is prepared to
be the subject of exactly the kind of criticism he has been dishing out:

80 Not that this has always persuaded readers. Seamus Perry notes that though ‘Coleridge

1s keen to emphasise at several points in his Wordsworthian criticism “How small the
proportion of the defects are [si] to the beauties”’, nonetheless ‘the enumeration of
defects proves more telling’ (Seamus Perry, Coleridge and the Uses of Division (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999), 252).

81 George Watson’s 1956 Everyman edition omits all but the Conclusion.
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Were the collection of poems, published with these biographical
sketches, important enough, (which I am not vain enough to
believe) to deserve such a distinction: EVEN AS I HAVE DONE, SO
WOULD I BE DONE UNTO!

It is a suitably Biblical note on which to end.®* But the Biographia
that was actually published immediately undercuts it with a rationali-
sation for carrying the text onward:

For more than eighteen months have the volume of Poems,
entitled SIBYLLINE LEAVES, and the present volumes up to this
page, been printed, and ready for publication. But, ere I speak
of myself in the tones, which are alone natural to me under the
circumstances of late years, I would fain present myself to the
Reader as I was in the first dawn of my literary life . . . For this
purpose I have selected from the letters, which I wrote home
from Germany, those which appeared likely to be most interest-
ing, and at the same time most pertinent to the title of this work.

By foregrounding the (then) ongoing process of actual publication,
Colendge complicates his argument. The oblique apology to the
reader — in effect: I am sorry you have had to wait so long for the
publication of this book - is necessarily out of date from the moment
it is written. The reader, after all, does not know that the book has not
been published until the moment that it /as been published.

This is followed through in the Bertram chapter, where a new
rationale is revealed: Coleridge hopes to impress upon his readers the
remarkable consistency of his views between the 1790s and the present
day - ‘in proof that my principles of politics have sustained no change’
and that neither had ‘my principles of taste’. It is possible to take the
declaration of consistency at face value, not so much with respect to
Coleridge’s life (where, to put it as mildly as possible, such a claim is
open to challenge) as with respect to his lterary life.

My argument, in other words, 1s that the best way to read this
final section of the Biographia is as integral to the textual architec-
ture of the whole, rather than as some random last-minute supple-
ment. The three Satyrane’s Letters work variations on three key
themes of the larger book: the autobiographical, the emphasis on
poetry written by living, contemporary poets (here represented by
Klopstock), and the moral and ideological imperatives of art — in this
case, German drama. It is this latter point that the Bertram critique

82 Luke 6:31.
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picks up, perhaps, as I argue above, because initially Coleridge was
thinking of this section as a preliminary to the inclusion of Zapolya.
Had he completed this book along these lines, the structural parallel
between Chapter 22, on the defects and beauties of Wordsworth’s
modern poetry, and this proposed Chapter 23 on the defects and
beauties of modern drama, would have been clearer to the reader, and
might perhaps have defused some of the criticisms of shapelessness.
Presumably Coleridge’s extension of the Berfram critique into the
beauties of modern drama would have entailed reading a play other
than his own,® or the whole would have looked merely egotistical.
On the other hand, including the Zapolya, after so detailed a reading
of Wordsworth’s poetry, would have reinforced the autobiographical
focus on the partnership of sympathies and differences the two shared
that 1s so large a part of the whole Biographia. While it 1s true that the
main focus of the Biographia is poetry, Shakespeare’s dramatic poetry
is repeatedly invoked as the acme of imaginative creation.

Indeed, this final, fourth component of the Biographia recapitulates
the first four chapters. Like them, it takes us back chronologically
to Coleridge’s youth. More, it recapitulates the topographical tra-
jectory of Bowles’s sonnets (mentioned in Chapter 1) from Britain
to Germany and back again. But where Bowles is mentioned at the
beginning as a living poet who inspired Coleridge, Klopstock is shown
as a living poet whose reputation is not justified by his work. Where
Chapter 1 finished with three pastiche sonnets that critiqued contem-
porary sonnet writing, the second ‘Satyrane’ letter concludes with a
pastiche dramatic exchange between a ‘defendant’ and ‘plaintff’ in
an mmaginary courtroom challenge to contemporary drama - carry-
ing through the discussion from earlier in the second volume about
the dangers of a ‘levelling’ or Jacobinical element in Wordsworth’s
‘language really spoken by men’. Here, without the need to treat his
personal friend diplomatically, Coleridge takes the gloves off:

For the whole system of your drama is a moral and intellectual
Facobinism of the most dangerous kind, and those common-place
rants of loyalty are no better than hypocrisy in your playwrights,
and your own sympathy with them a gross self-delusion. For
the whole secret of dramatic popularity consists with you in the
confusion and subversion of the natural order of things, their

8 Perhaps he intended to analyse Goethe’s Faust, the translation of which play Coleridge

had proposed to Murray as a literary project immediately before he began writing the
Biographia, calling it ‘a work of genius, of genuine and original Genius’ (Griggs, Collected
Letters, 3:528).
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causes and their effects; in the excitement of surprise, by repre-
senting the qualities of liberality, refined feeling, and a nice sense
of honour (those things rather which pass among you for such)
in persons and in classes of life where experience teaches us least
to expect them; and in rewarding with all the sympathies, that
are the dues of virtue, those criminals whom law, reason, and
religion have excommunicated from our esteem!

The problem 1s more than just ideological delinquency, Coleridge
finds in ‘modern drama’ a key poetic or aesthetic failing.

DEFENDANT. Hold! are not our modern sentimental plays filled
with the best Christian morality?

PLAINTIFF. Yes! just as much of it, and just that part of it, which
you can exercise without a single Christian virtue—without a
single sacrifice that is really painful to you!—just as much as_flat-
ters you, sends you away pleased with your own hearts, and quite
reconciled to your vices . . .

In David P. Haney’s words, Coleridge argues that ‘the ethical effect’
in drama ‘is not in the play’s reflection of virtue, but in its supplying
the occasion for the interpretive exercise of virtue’.8! The inclusion of
the Klopstock encounter inevitably loses force for the modern reader,
on account of the almost complete eclipse of Klopstock’s reputation
nowadays. Even thinking ourselves back into a sense of a young poet
meeting a literary celebrity, we can see Coleridge slyly weighing the
case against his subject. He reports walking around Hamburg’s city
ramparts with Wordsworth, a moment not only richly rendered but
given added force by being the Biographia’s last account of the two
men together:

We walked to the ramparts, discoursing together on the poet and
his conversation, till our attention was diverted to the beauty
and singularity of the sunset and its effects on the objects around
us. There were woods in the distance. A rich sandy light (nay,
of a much deeper colour than sandy) lay over these woods that

8 David P. Haney, The Challenge of Coleridge: Ethics and Interpretation in Romanticism and
Modern Philosophy (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 146. Haney
finds consonance between Coleridge’s view and the work of Paul Ricoeur, for whom
‘tragedy is of interest to moral philosophy precisely because it does not offer philo-
sophical conclusions, but instead challenges and disorients the spectator, so that the
“practical wisdom” of ethical thought is generated as a response to “tragic wisdom” . . .
Coleridge’s version of this disorientation of the gaze leading to reorientation of action

” )

is expressed in terms of a need for spectators of drama to undergo a “sacrifice”.
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blackened in the blaze. Over that part of the woods which lay
immediately under the intenser light, a brassy mist floated. The
trees on the ramparts, and the people moving to and fro between
them, were cut or divided into equal segments of deep shade
and brassy light. Had the trees, and the bodies of the men and
women, been divided into equal segments by a rule or pair of
compasses, the portions could not have been more regular. All
else was obscure. It was a fairy scene! and to encrease its roman-
tic character, among the moving objects, thus divided into alter-
nate shade and brightness, was a beautiful child, dressed with the
elegant simplicity of an English child, riding on a stately goat, the
saddle, bridle, and other accoutrements of which were in a high
degree costly and splendid.

After this, Klopstock’s dreary chuntering seems dry indeed:
‘wished to see the Calvary of Cumberland ... called Rousseau’s
Ode to Fortune a moral dissertation in stanzas . . . the works of Kant
were to him utterly incomprehensible’. His poetry is characterised as
book-learned, pastiched (Coleridge doesn’t go so far as to actually say
that Der Messias plagiarises Milton, although the implication hovers
over what he does say), morphosic, fanciful and fundamentally
un-imaginative.

He had composed hexameters both Latin and Greek as a school
exercise, and there had been also in the German language
attempts in that style of versification. These were only of very
moderate merit.—One day he was struck with the idea of what
could be done in this way—he kept his room a whole day, even
went without his dinner, and found that in the evening he had
written twenty-three hexameters, versifying a part of what he
had before written in prose.

Coleridge’s prose account of the sunset draws on nature; Klopstock is
portrayed as working only at second hand. ‘Of the thefts of Wieland,
he said, they were so exquisitely managed, that the greatest writers
might be proud to steal as he did. He considered the books and fables
of old romance writers in the light of the ancient mythology, as a sort
of common property, from which a man was free to take whatever
he could make a good use of.” It recalls the furious debates, in which
Bowles (from Chapter 1) was so heavily involved: whether art be best
based on nature, or other art. Plagiary, which has been both theme
and practice throughout the Biographa, returns.

Maturin’s Bertram is also attacked for being mere unanimated
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pastiche (Maturin’s play ‘is taken, in the substance of it, from the
first scene of the third act of [Shadwell’s] The Libertine). Indeed, not
just Maturin, but the whole ‘German Drama’ is declared an inferior
pastiche upon English, ‘a poor relation, or impoverished descendant’
of the age of Shakespeare (“The so-called German Drama, therefore, is
Enghsh in its onigin, English in its materials, and English by re-adoption’).
But the main thrust of Coleridge’s animadversion 1s Maturin’s moral
delinquency and ‘Jacobinism’. This is a play that makes a hero of a
piratical opponent of the established law, and an adulterer to boot:

I want words to describe the mingled horror and disgust with
which I witnessed the opening of the fourth act, considering it
as a melancholy proof of the depravation of the public mind.
The shocking spirit of jacobinism seemed no longer confined
to politics. The familiarity with atrocious events and characters
appeared to have poisoned the taste, even where it had not
directly disorganized the moral principles, and left the feelings
callous to all the mild appeals, and craving alone for the grossest
and most outrageous stimulants. The very fact then present to
our senses, that a British audience could remain passive under
such an insult to common decency, nay, receive with a thunder
of applause, a human being supposed to have come reeking from
the consummation of this complex foulness and baseness, these
and the like reflections so pressed as with the weight of lead upon
my heart.

The fifth act adds blasphemy to Coleridge’s list of horrors:

Of the fifth act, the only thing noticeable (for rant and nonsense,
though abundant as ever, have long before the last act become
things of course,) is the profane representation of the high altar in
a chapel, with all the vessels and other preparations for the holy
sacrament. A hymn is actually sung on the stage by the choirister
boys!

This is not to suggest that Coleridge gives over his reading of Maturin’s
play entirely to puritanical outrage. On the contrary, the critique of
the Bertram is often very funny. As with the earlier portions of the
Biographia, the humour is there to underline the ironic gap between
the ideal and the actualised in contemporary art. The critique reads
like a longer passage that breaks off abruptly — ‘But we are weary’,
Coleridge declares, as if he has actually run out of steam.

The turn to the book’s final chapter seems to have magnified and
petrified this mock-comic weariness into something more emotionally
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pathological. Coleridge deserves to suffer, he declares; but not for the
reasons that he is actually suffering:

It sometimes happens that we are punished for our faults by
incidents, in the causation of which these faults had no share:
and this I have always felt the severest punishment. The wound
indeed is of the same dimensions; but the edges are jagged, and
there 1s a dull underpain that survives the smart which it had
aggravated.

In case this sounds merely self- pltymg, he goes on to insist on the
therapeutic qualities of communicating grief, instead of just sitting on
it.

Let us turn to an instance more on a level with the ordinary
sympathies of mankind. Here then, and in this same healing
influence of Light and distinct Beholding, we may detect the final
cause of that instinct which, in the great majority of instances,
leads, and almost compels the Afflicted to communicate their
sorrows. Hence too flows the alleviation that results from ‘gpen-
ing out our griefs:’ which are thus presented in distinguishable
forms instead of the mist, through which whatever is shapeless
becomes magnified and (literally) enormous.

He quotes Casimir, to the effect that ‘the ears of friends lessen
sorrow, which ever grows less as it roams and 1s divided amongst
many breasts’. This tends to position us, the readers, as Coleridge’s
friends, and the Biographia as a whole as a piece of (to appropriate T.
S. Eliot’s phrase) ‘rhythmical grumbling’. ‘I shall not make this an
excuse, however’, Coleridge announces, ‘for troubling my Readers
with any complaints or explanations, with which, as Readers, they
have little or no concern’ - before immediately doing just that:

Strange as the delusion may appear, yet it is most true that three
years ago I did not know or believe that I had an enemy in the
world: and now even my strongest sensations of gratitude are
mingled with fear, and I reproach myself for being too often
disposed to ask,—Have I one friend?—

This would be gauche in a teenager; in a man in his forties it is
actively embarrassing. ‘From almost all of our most celebrated Poets,
and from some with whom I had no personal acquaintance, I either
received or heard of expressions of admiration’, he says, speaking of
his own poems; but publication destroyed this good feeling. ‘Since
then ... I have heard nothing but abuse, and this too in a spirit
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of bitterness at least as disproportionate to the pretensions of the
poem, had it been the most pitiably below mediocrity, as the previous
eulogies, and far more inexplicable.’

All this raises in the mind of the reader the question: why did he
think he was so hated? In Chapter 3 he suggested it was merely by
virtue of his association with Wordsworth and Southey. Now he
proposes a different theory:

I had the additional misfortune of having been gossipped about,
as devoted to metaphysics, and worse than all, to a system incom-
parably nearer to the visionary flights of Plato, and even to the
jargon of the mystics, than to the established tenets of Locke.

There follows a defence of his ‘metaphysics’, via quotations from the
(then) unpublished Zapolya. Why do so many people hate metaphys-
ics? Because of its obscurity, its pretensions, its foreignness? No, says
Coleridge: it is because (‘Tvabi otavtov’) it requires people to attempt
to know themselves, a labour to which people are constitutionally averse.

Rather than explore why this might be so - indeed, leaving his
readers to ponder whether it even i true — Coleridge moves the con-
clusion into not very well-tempered riposte to Hazlitt’s review of The
Statesman’s Manual: ‘I refer to this Review at present, in consequence of
information having been given me, that the innuendo of my “poten-
tial infidelity”’, and the remainder of the chapter devolves into a per-
sonal religious credo designed to refute the ‘calumny’ of Coleridge’s
‘infidelity’. This takes us back to the starting point of the present
summary, with the four-part ‘structure’ of the temple of faith (which,
I have suggested, informs the Biographia’s structure too) via more
glancing references to Coleridge’s youthful Unitarianism, and even
a buried echo of the book’s first-draft ending (‘EVEN AS I HAVE DONE,
SO WOULD I BE DONE UNTO!’). He expresses his reasons for rejecting
Unitarianism, but adds ‘I should feel no offence if a Unitarian applied
the same to me.” Then the chapter moves into the stirring peroration
of the divinity, as the great I AM of which the whole universe is a kind
of musical, or more likely dramatic, ‘choral echo’.

5. Plagiary

The question of plagiarism has dogged the Biographia Literaria since
1834, when Thomas De Quincey published an article in Zait’s
Edinburgh Magaxine identifying some of the passages in Chapter 12
that had been lifted from Schelling. A more detailed, and markedly
less sympathetic, account of the relationship between the book and
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its German ‘sources’ appeared in Blackwood’s in March 1834, written
by J. F. Ferrier.3> Other allegations followed, and this new climate
of suspicion was one of the motivations behind Henry Nelson and
Sara Coleridge’s decision to produce a new edition of the Biographia
in 1847. The introduction to their volume devotes a good proportion
of its not inconsiderable length to defending Coleridge’s practice of
citation. In this defence they were to some extent successful, because
the small-scale scandal of the matter in the 1830s and 1840s largely
dissipated through the remainder of the nineteenth and into the early
twentieth centuries.

It has, however, returned, and with withering force. The chapter
on Coleridge in René Wellek’s History of Modern Criticism (1955) opens
with a paragraph of praise before settling down to the meat of his anal-
ysis — a detailed and rather disdainful account of Coleridge’s manifold
plagiaries. Looked at ‘from an international perspective’:

we must, I think, come to a considerably lower estimate of his
significance [as a critic], however useful his role was in mediating
between Germany and England. It is not simply a question of
plagiarism or even of direct dependence on German sources,
though these cannot be so easily dismissed or shirked as it has
become the custom of a good many writers on Coleridge to do.%

‘We need not reopen the question of plagiarism as an ethical issue
and psychological problem’, Wellek declares, before going on to
reopen the question of plagiarism as an ethical issue and psycho-
logical problem. It is, he insists, ‘a matter of intellectual honesty’ to
expose Coleridge’s thefts; the ‘elaborate exposition’ of his German
source material is ‘literally quoted’, ‘little more than a paraphrase’, ‘a
patchwork of quotations’. ‘It is impossible to deny the evidence for
direct concealment’, says Wellek, and this attempt by Coleridge to
cover his traces is made worse by the ‘virulence’ of Coleridge’s public
disapproval of many of those same sources. Even the possibilities
Wellek raises by way of rationalising Coleridge’s delinquency tend
to diminish the man or his achievement. Three of these are mooted:
that ‘Coleridge’s memory may have been weakened by ill health and

8  The precise extent of this literary theft has been exhaustively catalogued, especially

where it relates to Coleridge’s German sources, in W. Jackson Bate and James Engell’s
standard two-volume edition of the Biographia. According to that volume’s tabulations
of chapter-percentages of plagiarised material, the delinquency varies from almost
nothing to a more usual 7-10 per cent, rising to 13 per cent in Chapter 12 and 19 per
cent in Chapter 8.

8 René Wellek, 4 History of Modern Criticism, 2:151.
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opium’; that his note-taking was so disorderly that ‘he could have
mistaken a translation of his own for original reflections’; and that he
held to a theory of truth as ‘the “divine ventriloquist”, speaking from
whatever mouth it chose’. The first two of these are charges of simple
incompetence, the third amounts to a slippery abdication of moral
responsibility. Plagiary, here, is an index of psychological pathology
and moral transgression.

The matter has been extensively discussed, often (as with Wellek)
in terms of withering disapproval. One of the most pointed accounts
is Norman Fruman’s book-length account, Coleridge the Damaged
Archangel (1971), which, conceding that Coleridge ‘stands in the main-
stream of English literature like a colossus’, nonetheless mounts a
crushing assault on the integrity and good faith of his writing on the
grounds of his manifold plagiaries, disingenuity, misunderstandings
of source materials and inconsistency.

Intellectual dishonesty in a man of genius seems bizarre, as does
petty greed in a man of great wealth. Yet compulsive acquisi-
tion of reputation or power derives from overmastering personal
needs, the ultimate sources of which are always obscure. The
broad outlines of Coleridge’s profoundest intellectual aspirations
are clear enough: above all he was driven by a desire to achieve
a reputation for dazzling creative gifts and universal knowledge
...In ways . . . destructive of his peace of mind, [Coleridge] pre-
sented to the world, both in his private correspondence and in
his public utterances, a personal portrait of childlike innocence
and severe moral rigor. His letters in later life can be positively
embarrassing.?’

Though it infuriated a number of Coleridgean specialists, Fruman’s
vigorous book gave new impetus to the ‘plagiary’ debate. In 1977, when
Jerome Christensen mounted a thoughtful ‘defence’ of Coleridge’s
plagiary, he was well aware of the tide flowing against his author:

87 Norman Fruman, Coleridge the Damaged Archangel (New York: George Braziller, 1971),
59. The previous quotation (‘stands in the mainstream . ..") is from page 214. For a
recent reappraisal of the merit of Fruman’s charges, see Andrew Keanie, ‘Coleridge,
the Damaged Archangel’, Essays in Criticism, 56.1 (2005), 72-93. Keanie concedes that
Fruman’s book ‘reinvigorated the debate about Coleridge and plagiarism’, as well as
‘widen[ing] the split between those critics who eulogise, or ignore, Coleridge’s plagia-
risms and those who condemn them’. He also notes that the fact that ‘Fruman had not
published any related material in an academic journal prior to the publication of The
Damaged Archangel, nor had he revealed his attitude towards Coleridge at any academic
conference’ meant that he ‘managed to plant the charge of bogusness without having
to analyse it in a way that the specialists would have vetted’.
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Foremost among the many recent discussions of Coleridge’s pla-
giarism are those of Walter Jackson Bate, Norman Fruman, and
Thomas McFarland. Bate and Fruman share a similar psycho-
logical approach to the problem, but their conclusions could
hardly diverge more. Whereas Bate sees Coleridge’s thefts as a
minor neurotic consequence of deeper and hlghly sympathetic
existential needs, Fruman considers the extensive plaglarlsms
to be a thoroughly motivated part of a massive neurotic project
everywhere characterized by intellectual confusion and moral
impotence. Treating Coleridge’s plagiarisms in still another way,
McFarland successfully avoids an impasse between Bate’s sym-
pathy and Fruman’s scorn. In Coleridge and the Pantheist Tradition
he accepts the existence of considerable plagiarism and agrees
that there is a general matrix of neurosis from which that prac-
tice proceeds, but he proposes that neither circumstance is as
important as the still unanswered questions of what, precisely,
a plagiarism is and what it may mean in Coleridge’s writings.
McFarland decides that both the heedlessness and the needless-
ness of Coleridge’s manifold use of others’ materials suggest ‘the
explanation, bizarre though it may seem, that we are faced not
with plagiarism, but with nothing less than a mode of composi-
tion by mosaic organization rather than by painting on an empty
canvas.’s8

Christensen notes, however, that ‘several aspects of McFarland’s
theory are problematic. For one thing, he excludes the Bugraphia
Literaria, heretofore the touch-stone of all theories regarding
Coleridge’s plagiarisms, from the canon of those works that exhibit
Coleridge’s “reticulative power.” He argues that the “particularly fla-
grant borrowings in the Biographia Literaria can be regarded as the
failure, or perversion, of Coleridge’s usual working with mosaic mate-
rials”.” Christensen goes on to argue ‘that the most fruitful term that
subsumes the variety of discourses in the Biographia Literaria, which
includes plagiarism, is marginal discourse’ — to make the case for what
Christensen later calls ‘his persistent and overdetermined need for the
support of “another nature.”’8

That this is — unexpectedly — one way in which Coleridge is strik-
ingly up to date has not helped the disinterested assessment of the
problem. The advent of the internet has meant that academic teachers

88 Jerome Christensen, ‘Coleridge’s Marginal Method in the Biographia Literaria’, PMLA,
92:5 (1977), 928.
89 Christensen, ‘Coleridge’s Marginal Method’, 931.
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of English (the largest constituency of Coleridgean scholars today)
necessarily must devote a good deal of their time to the matter of
plagiary. We warn our students sternly away from the practice, we
set in place elaborate software systems through which undergraduates
must pass their submitted essays in order to detect it. Clearly plagiary
is a bad thing, but the ease with which it can nowadays be perpetrated
by the unscrupulous undergraduate, added to the difficulty of sniffing
it out, tends to throw complicated shadows of darker evil over what
is often smaller-minded malfeasance. It also means that a Coleridge
scholar is likely to be professionally disposed to think of plagiary
in a certain way. It is accordingly salutary to read a book like Tilar
J. Mazzeo’s carefully researched monograph, Plagiarism and Literary
Property in the Romantic Period, which scrupulously re-inscribes a sense
of how ‘plagiary’ figured in the period out of which Coleridge’s poetry
was produced. Mazzeo is good both on ‘what constituted plagiarism
in Britain during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries’,
but also why the critical tradition ‘has focused so intently on the pla-
giarisms of a single poet, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, as ideologically
and culturally aberrant’.*

It bears repeating both that plagiary was then, as it is now, a
delinquency; and that Coleridge is undeniably guilty of it. But there
are other ways of approaching the matter than simply wagging our
collective scholarly finger at Coleridge, as Christensen and Mazzeo
demonstrate. Indeed, it is possible to see the matrix of complex, ethi-
cally compromised allusion identified with the term ‘plagiary’ as key
to the argument of the Biographia. When M. H. Abrams described
Coleridge’s aesthetic as ‘grounded on Schelling’s metaphysics of a
psycho-natural parallelism, according to which the essences within
nature have a kind of duplicate subsistence as ideas in the mind’,
the wording, although not exactly wrong, is imprecise.”! ‘Duplicate’,
with its air of morphosic ‘pastiche’ or plagiary, is an especially poorly
chosen word. For Coleridge, the whole point of the interaction of the
mind and the world is its possibility for fully imaginative and novel
creation.

To say that plagiary consists of unattributed quotation is also to
imply that quotation is a form of attributed plagiary. We expect our
students, and our creative artists, to separate out their ‘original’ obser-
vations from observations they found in other writers. Coleridge,

% Tilar J. Mazzeo, Plagiarism and Literary Property in the Romantic Period (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), ix—x.

9 M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1953), 52.
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however, considers this sort of ‘desynonymisation’ to be a radically
compromised business. To say so is not to excuse his plagiarism.
Indeed, excusing himself is the last thing Coleridge wants to do in this
volume. In consonance with his poetic masterpieces, the Biographia
is, among other things, an oblique iteration of personal guilt — guilt
for the unspoken failings of his personal life (his failed marriage, his
opium addiction) as well as the failings the book does speak of: wasted
literary potential, social hostility and others. All of this is flagged in
the earliest sections of the work. It bears repeating, that, so far from
kicking over his traces on this matter, Coleridge draws attention
— precisely - to plagiary at the beginning of his study, and all the
way through. The most egregious plagiarisms in Chapter 12, where
Schelling 1s most heavily appropriated, are preceded by:

It would be but a mere act of justice to myself, were I to warn
my future readers, that an identity of thought, or even similarity
of phrase, will not be at all times a certain proof that the passage
has been borrowed from Schelling, or that the conceptions were
originally learnt from him.

A reader hostile to Coleridge will tend to read this as a more or
less dishonest denial of plagiarism. A reader more sympathetic may
see the crucial qualification, ‘will not be at all times a certain proof
that the passage has been borrowed from Schelling’, as an admission
that at other times direct appropriation /as indeed taken place. We
may or may not believe Coleridge’s declaration that at least some of
the Schellingite ideas he elaborates occurred to him before he read
Schelling; but we need not doubt that he declared it in good faith.
Plagiary is closely tangled up with the force of the argument
Coleridge wants to develop about morphosis and poeisis, fancy and
imagination. That they are tangled does not mean they are beyond
elucidation, or (indeed) unimportant to the larger thesis of the
Biographia. On the contrary, indeed. That thesis, in a nutshell, is that
imagination and poeisis are creative, fancy and morphosis plagiaristic.
Of course, for many critics, it is ironic in a way that reflects poorly on
Coleridge that he developed this theory of the possibility of radical
originality via an argument that is so heavily plagiarised from others.
But it 1s at least possible to look at this the other way about: that the
necessary nleraction of imagination and fancy, even in the greatest art-
ists (Wordsworth is the case study Coleridge elaborates in the greatest
detail), makes it impossible to escape the dangers of indebtedness.
I'm going to concentrate for a moment, for the sake of brevity, on
only those passages stolen from Schelling in Chapter 12. Coleridge
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certainly does steal. He also prefaces his theft with a long paragraph
part-acknowledging and part-denying the plagiary. He presents the
ten ‘theses’ stolen from Schelling as texts upon which scholia (by
Coleridge himself, and unplagiarised) are added - the text-plus-
scholium model being familiar enough from classical antecedent
to function as an acknowledgement via form of indebtedness. It is
possible, simply, to believe Coleridge when he says:

For readers in general, let whatever shall be found in this or
any future work of mine, that resembles, or coincides with, the
doctrines of my German predecessor, though contemporary, be
wholly attributed to /um: provided, that the absence of distinct
references to his books, which I could not at all times make with
truth as designating citations or thoughts actually derwed from
him; and which, I trust, would, after this general acknowledg-
ment be superfluous; be not charged on me as an ungenerous
concealment or intentional plagiarism.

What Coleridge doesn’t say, although his familiarity with Fichte
would surely have put him in a position to do so, is that Schelling him-
self drew much on the writing of Fichte, who preceded him.% This is
not to claim that Schelling was a plagiarist, for though he lifted much
directly from Fichte, Schelling also largely disagreed with him and
developed his metaphysics of the self in a new way. To move from
Germany to England, the most cursory glance at Coleridge’s margi-
nalia on Schelling shows how often and how forcefully he marked his
disagreements.” ‘If I do not deceive myself’, he wrote in the margins

92 ‘Both Fichte and Schelling are confident and unapologetic about their use of the self

as the highest principle of philosophy. Since Schelling gives no satisfactory account of
how he arrived at the conviction that the self is central in this way to philosophy, and
because Fichte was the first to publish works using the term as the first principle, it will
be of interest to retrace the steps which led him to this innovative and fateful change.’
(Dale E. Snow, Schelling and the End of Idealism (New York: State University of New
York Press, 1996), 37.)

% H. J. Jackson and George Whalley (eds), Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 12:
Marginalia 4 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998), 344-464. Some exam-
ples of Coleridge’s comments: ‘Is not this captious?’ (347); ‘I must confess that the §,
alluded to here, always struck me as the maddest Bellow of Bull-frog Hyperstoicism, I
ever met with under the name of Philosophy’ (352, on Schelling on Fichte); ‘In addi-
tion to the harsh quarrelsome and vindictive Spirit that displays itself in this Denkmal,
there is an almost Jesuitical dishonesty in various parts that makes me dread almost
to think of Schelling. I remember no man of any thing like his Genius & intellectual
Vigor so serpentine & unamiable’ (360, on the ‘small pamphlet against Fichte’ men-
tioned in the Biographia); ‘what a moody state of Passion’ (361); ‘a romance founded
on contradictions’ (362); ‘artifice’ (363); ‘mere Sophism’ (364); “What can be more
childish Logomachy than this?’ (369); ‘in truth, this is too frequent with Schelling to
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of Schelling’s Philosophie und Religion (1804), ‘the truth, which Sch. here
toils in and after, like the Moon in the Scud and Cloudage of a breezy
November Night, is far more intelligibly and adequately presented in
my scheme or Tetraxy’.%* This looks a little like boasting, except that
it is clearly not the sort of comment he would ever make about Kant:

In the perusal of Kant I breathe the free air of Good Sense and
logical Understanding with the Light of Reason shining in it and
thro’ it—With the Physics of Schelling I am amused with happy
conjectures but in his theology bewildered by Positions which in
their best sense are transcendent (‘iiberfliegend’) but in the literal
sense scandalous.”

Coleridge knew that ‘iiberfliegend’ is not the German for ‘trascend-
ent’; it means ‘over-flying’, or ‘over-passing’, with the implication of
skimming over something. That Coleridge believed in truth as a divine
ventriloquist does not mean that he was convinced truth was speaking
straightforwardly through the mouthpiece of Schelling.

In a little-understood passage towards the end of Chapter 12,
Coleridge says:

Thus I shall venture to use potence, in order to express a specific
degree of a power, in imitation of the Algebraists. I have even
hazarded the new verb potenziate, with its derivatives in order to
express the combination or transfer of powers.

In one sense this is characteristically Coleridgean, for he never again
(in the Biographia or, I think, anywhere else) uses the word ‘potence’.%®
In another sense it is crucial to what is going on in the Biograp/a;
for this mathematical sense of a quantity being raised by a process
akin to mathematical exponentiation unlocks Schelling’s importance
for Coleridge, and goes some way to explaining why Schelling is so
heavily plagiarised in the Biographia. By ‘potence’, Coleridge means a
mode of metaconsciousness; thought reflecting upon thought in a way
that raises it from, as it were, a line to a square - from x' to x%. The

process 1s one of a quasi-plagiaristic or fanciful recursion of the self

support rash assertions by contemptuous language . . . His Position is false’ (379); “The
question here is—Did Sch. understand himself? And if he did, is it more than a truism
masked by paradox?’ (380); ‘monstrous scheme, or rather Knot of arbitrary supposi-
tions’ (386); ‘Sophistical’ (392); ‘Here, as in too many places, Schelling equivocates’
(393); ‘Schelling’s Phil. Schrift. I cannot see the force of any of these arguments’ (409).

% Marginalia 4:400.

% Marginalia 4:372.

% The exception is the Opus Maximum, where the word is used, but this was not published
in Coleridge’s lifetime.
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upon the self i order to step out into a higher, imaginative dimension
— consciousness itself.%

Coleridge’s emphasis on this interpretation of Schelling, oddly
enough, brings him closer to a modern critic like Slavoj Zizek than
to the more traditional readers of Schelling. Like Zizek, Coleridge
finds creative paradox in the very mvolution of Schelling’s thought
process. It is the ‘knottedness’ of the subject’s self-iteration as object
that grounds Coleridge’s reading of Schelling. The big exceptlon is
that, unlike Zizek, Coleridge has no time for ‘the unconscious’.%
In one of his marginalia on Schelling, Coleridge rejects precisely
this idea that individual self-reflexivity happens via the ‘unconscious’
mind: ‘an unconscious activity that acts intelligently without intelli-
gence, an intelligence that is the product of a Sans-intelligence, are
positions calculated rather to startle or confuse the mind by their
own difficulty, than to prepare it for the reception of other Truths’)
before going on to propose his own dynamic - the same argument
advanced in the Biographia — whereby consciousness is the product of
interaction between ‘primary Consciousness’ and ‘secondary, i.e. the
consciousness of having been conscious, the secondary reflective, or
recollective Consciousness’.? The primary and secondary imagina-
tions here stand up as apprehensions of a Schelling dynamic in which
quite different content is substituted for that posited by Schelling. Even in
this reaction against Schelling, Coleridge 1s again following Schelling:

As Lenin would have put it, ‘one step backwards, two steps for-
ward’. In this precise sense the Beginning is the opposite of the
Process itself: the preparatory-contractive ‘step back’, the setting

97 ‘Schelling now insists that the productivity does not begin as an I, but only becomes an

I. He can only argue this by an abstraction, which takes away from consciousness in
order to reach what precedes it: “by this abstraction I reach the concept of the pure
subject-object (= nature), from which I raise myself up to the subject-object of con-
sciousness (=1I)” . .. which together form the structure of the Absolute . . . without the
contradiction between itself as subject and as object, the emergence and development
of self-consciousness would be inexplicable. The important consequence of this is that
we realise our dependency upon nature in a way which cannot, as Fichte had main-
tained, be overcome by the imposition of practical reason. For Schelling reason itself is
only the higher aspect of nature, which should not be there to enslave what it emerges
from.” (Andrew Bowie, Schelling and Modern European Philosophy (London: Routledge,
1993), 57-8.)

Zizek reads Schelling via Lacan, for whom ‘the subject is correlative to the object, but
in a negative way — subject and object can never “meet”; they are in the same place,
but on opposite sides of the Moebius strip’ (Slavoj Zitek, The Fragile Absolute: Or, Why
is the Christian Legacy Worth Fighting For? (London: Verso, 2000), 28).

Margmalia, 4:374. It is surely unnecessary to note here that Coleridge does not mean
the same thing by ‘unconscious’ that a post-Freudian like Zizek does.

98

99
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up of a foundation which then serves as the springboard for
taking off and rushing forward—in short the denial [Verneinung]
of what follows, of what is the beginning: ‘only in the denial is
there a begmmng’ 100

This speaks notto the moral delinquency (or otherwise) of Coleridge’s
plagiary, but to its_form. The Biographia does not entail a slavish copy-
ing of Schelling, still less an attempt silently to reappropriate anoth-
er’s thoughts so that people believe them Coleridge’s own. On the
contrary, in the crucial ways that Coleridge disagreed with Schelling,
he was taking a ‘logic of disagreement’ as something sanctioned by
Schelling himself. To be clear: it is not only that Schelling believes
‘denial’ a healthy hermeneutic for a philosopher. It is that the theory
of ‘consciousness’ that Coleridge develops in parallel with Schelling
believes that subjectivity itself comes about through the imagination,
as it were, reappropriating (in a manner of speaking: plagiarising) itself in
order to generate something that is more than merely reapproprlated

Now, whether this line of argument seems convincing or not to the
reader, it 1s at least an attempt to take the matter seriously: by which
I mean, to take not only the moral import of the matter seriously, but
its structural role in the larger argumentation of the Biographia. As 1
note above, I do not believe the plagiary can be explained simply by
pressure of time. Where some critics argue that Chapters 12 and 13
were written in four days, I consider Coleridge to have been working
on them, off and on, from June 1815 all the way up to June 1817.
This, I think, does shift the emphasis of interpretation away from
madvertence (Coleridge overwhelmed by the pressures of a deadline;
Coleridge drug-addicted and confused - and so on). Christensen is
surely right that Coleridge’s entire approach to the construction of
his book is ‘marginal’, adducing his own myriad scholia upon pri-
mary texts (including some of his own) in order to assemble a larger
structure. And that larger structure is implicated more radically in the
notion that out of unoriginality comes originality, that the ‘potence’ of
subjectivity feeds on itself in order to enable originality.

6. Reception

Although the immediate reception of the Biographia was broadly neg-
ative, it is probably true that Coleridgeans have tended to overstate

100 Slavoj Zizek, The Indivisible Remainder: Essays on Schelling and Related Matters (London:
Verso, 1996), 25; ‘only in the denial is there a beginning’ is quoted from Schelling’s
Séamtliche Werke, 8:600.
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the ferocity of this reaction.!”? Many reviews were harsh; but not
all of them were. It 1s, however, the more swingeing ones to which
Coleridge critics tend to gravitate. Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, for
instance, descanted upon the ‘obscurity’ of the work:

Considered merely in a literary point of view, the work is most
execrable. He rambles from one subject to another in the most
wayward and capricious manner; either from indolence, or igno-
rance, or weakness, he has never in one single instance finished
a discussion; and while he darkens what was dark before into
tenfold obscurity, he so treats the most ordinary common-places
as to give them the air of mysteries, till we no longer know the
faces of our old acquaintances beneath their cowl and hood,
but witness plain flesh and blood matters of tact miraculously
converted into a troop of phantoms.!%

The review goes on, building in mockery and vehemence: ‘his silly
Poems, and his incomprehensible metaphysics’; ‘the greatest piece of
Quackery in the Book, is his pretended account of the Metaphysical
System of Kant, of which he knows less than nothing’; ‘we now tell
Mr Coleridge, that . . . he has heaped upon his own head the ashes of
disgrace — and with his own blundering hands, so stained his charac-
ter as a man of honour and high principles, that the mark can never
be effaced’.

But by no means all reviews were so negative. The Portico noted that
it had seen ‘nothing from the pen of Mr. Coleridge but his Christabel,
his Kubla Khan, and his Pains of Sleep, from which it was hardly possible
to form any other than the most unfavourable opinion of his poetick
taste or talents’. But it added:

His present production, however, certainly proves him to be a
scholar, of no contemptible acquirements; and whatever we may
think of his poetick taste, it must be admitted, that he has taken

uncommon pains to explain the principles upon which it was
formed.1%

101 “Not one perceptively appreciative review appeared. Coleridge’s fear of a despotic,

unintellectual readership, and his anxiety over the reception of this, his own first pub-
lished book in prose, seemed justified’ (Engell, ‘Biographia Literaria’, 73).

192" Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazne, 2:7 (October 1817), 3-18. A few months later,
Blackwood’s Edinburgh also picked up the allegation in Chapter 5 that Hume had pla-
giarised Aquinas (‘David Hume Charged by Mr Coleridge with Plagiarism from St
Thomas Aquinas’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, 3 (1818), 6563-7).

103 The Portico, 4:6 (December 1817), 53.
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Considering how trenchantly the Biographia attacks journal review-
ers in general, and the Edinburgh Review in particular, William Hazlitt’s
review in the Edinburgh'® - though far from positive — can strike the
modern reader as much by its restraint as its hostility:

Mr. C. enters next into a copious discussion of the merits of his
friend Mr. Wordsworth’s poetry,—which we do not think very
remarkable either for clearness or candour; but as a very great
part of it is occupied with specific inculpations of our former
remarks on that ingenious author, it would savour too much of
mere controversy and recrimination, if we were to indulge our-
selves with any observations on the subject. Where we are par-
ties to any dispute, and consequently to be regarded as incapable
of giving an impartial account of our adversary’s argument, we
shall not pretend to give any account of it at all; and therefore,
though we shall endeavour to give all due weight to Mr. G.’s rea-
sonings, when we have occasion to consider any new publication
from the Lake school, we must for the present decline any notice
of the particular objections he has here urged to our former judg-
ments on their productions; and shall pass over all this part of
the work before us!'®

This review remains amongst the most notorious in Coleridge criti-
cism, and Hazlitt is certainly far from kind: the book is ‘a long-winded
metaphysical march’; frequently ‘unintelligible’; ‘not very remarkable
either for clearness or candour’. But, despite his knockabout disre-
spectfulness, Hazlitt at least understood some of Coleridge’s merits.
He mentions Coleridge in his Lectures on Living Poets (1818) in order to
praise his poetry, and though he damns the prose writing with laconic
force (folding the entire Biographia mto a doubly-dismissive amper-
sand): ‘his Conciones ad Populum, Watchman, &c. are dreary trash. Of
his Friend I have spoken with truth elsewhere. But . . .” — and with the
‘But’ the whole tenor of this distillation of Hazlittian criticism swings
around - ‘But I may say of him here, that he is the only person I ever
knew who answered to the idea of a man of genius. He is the only
person from whom I ever learnt any thing.”'% John Lockhart (who
with John Wilson — ‘Christopher North’ of Blackwood’s Magazine — had
savagely reviewed Keats’s Endymion) added a postscript to his collec-
tion Peter’s Letters to his Kingfolk (1819) ‘addressed to Samuel Taylor

104 Edinburgh Review, 28 (August 1817), 488-515.
105 Edinburgh Review, 28 (August 1817), 507-8.
106 “William Haclitt, Lectures on the Living Poets (1818; 2nd edition 1819), 329.
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Coleridge’, in which he courteously (‘with the highest admiration and
respect [from] your faithful friend’) concurred with those portions of
the Biographia that attacked negative reviews, and critics motivated by
‘the pride of the prejudices . . . the pampered and bloated luxury of
the self-love’ (525). This is not entirely free of irony, given Lockhart’s
own ferocious reputation; but the force of the whole long postscript
is to align the severity of Coleridge’s critique in the Biographia with
Lockhart’s own writing, as equally justified by the knavery through
which they both move.

Charles Hughes Terrot’s poetic survey of the contemporary
literary scene, Common Sense (1819), adverts to the widely known
‘secret’ of Coleridge’s opium addiction. But, again, the mockery is
gentle:

Poor Coleridge! his is no affected rant,

He lives on opium, and he studies Kant;
Not over clear at first, what mortal brain
Opium and Kant together could sustain?'?’

Indeed the lack of ‘affectation’ 1s, Terrot suggests, indicative of an
amelioration represented by Coleridge’s personal development. ‘And
last’, he adds, ‘opium’s frantic transport fails,/And Kant thy gentler
influence prevails.’

The European Magazine and London Review for July 1819 opens with a
frontispiece of Coleridge, and includes a long article that respectfully
summarised the ‘memoir’:

In the words of an elegant modern writer [Isaac D’Israeli], ‘Every
life of a man of genius composed by himself, presents us with the
experimental philosophy of the mind.” This is proved in an emi-
nent degree by the biographical sketches which Mr. Coleridge
has published of himself; and which, whilst they but slightly
mention the actions of his life, relate his opinions and feelings with

an ability almost sufficient to atone for the egotism of many of
the details. (5)

Even with that last little sting in the tail, this 1s a largely positive
report of the Biographia. Noting that he was listed as a contributor to
the Encyclopedia Metropolitania, the reviewer gushed that this was ‘a task
to which he is fully equal and one which will doubtless add further
laurels to those he has already acquired’ (6).

Both Keats and Shelley read the Biographa and incorporated

107" Charles Hughes Terrot, Common Sense: A Poem (1819), 8-9.
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some of its key ideas into their own critical writing.!® And Byron

perceptively noted — as few reviewers did — the comic component of
the book:

I was very much amused with Coleridge’s ‘Memoirs.” There is
a great deal of bonhommie in that book, and he does not spare
himself. Nothing, to me at least, is so entertaining as a work of
this kind—as private biography . . . Coleridge, too, seems sensible
enough of his own errors. His sonnet to the Moon is an admi-
rable burlesque on the Lakists, and his own style. Some of his
stories are told with a vast deal of humour, and display a fund of
good temper that all his disappointments could not sour. Many
parts of his ‘Memoirs ’ are quite unintelligible, and were, I appre-
hend, meant for Kant; on the proper pronunciation of whose
name [ heard a long argument the other evening.!%

Thomas Love Peacock’s satirical roman-a-clef Nightmare Abbey
(1818) satirises Coleridge as ‘Mr Flosky’, ‘a very lachrymose and
morbid gentleman, of some note in the literary world, but in his own
estimation of much more merit than name’:

He had been in his youth an enthusiast for liberty, and had
hailed the dawn of the French Revolution as the promise of a day
that was to banish war and slavery, and every form of vice and
misery, from the face of the earth. Because all this was not done,
he deduced that nothing was done; and from this deduction,
according to his system of logic, he drew a conclusion that worse
than nothing was done; that the overthrow of the feudal for-
tresses of tyranny and superstition was the greatest calamity that
had ever befallen mankind; and that their only hope now was
to rake the rubbish together, and rebuild it without any of those
loopholes by which the light had originally crept in. To qualify
himself for a coadjutor in this laudable task, he plunged into the
central opacity of Kantian metaphysics, and lay perdu several
years in transcendental darkness, till the common daylight of
common sense became intolerable to his eyes. (Ch. 1)

108 In Engell’s words, both Shelley’s Defence of Poetry and Keats’s Letters ‘would prove to be
crucially significant texts in Romantic criticism; and both probably owe something to
Biographia Literaria. For instance, Keats’s “negative capability” in all likelihood echoes
the “negative faith” of the imagination claimed by Coleridge; while Shelley’s opposi-
tion between a materialistic “reason” and a spiritual, sympathetic imagination sounds
distinctly Coleridgean’ (Engell, ‘Biographia Literaria’, 67).

109 Thomas Medwin, Conversations of Lord Byron: Noted During a Residence with His Lordship at
Pisa in the years 1821 and 1822 (1824), 265.
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But there is a considerable leaven of affection in Peacock’s portrait.
And as the 1810s gave way to the 1820s, Coleridge began to gain
a reputation as an important writer and thinker. In point of fact,
through most of the century it was not the Biographia but the Aids to
Reflection (1825) that was the Coleridgean prose work most widely
read and most influential. In the latter work, Coleridge’s theological
thought - though sometimes obscure, especially to modern readers
— spoke more directly to nineteenth-century sensibilities. It helped
his adoption by ‘respectable’ Victorian opinion that suspicions of
Coleridge’s radical political affiliation had been, mostly, allayed by
the time the Biographia emerged.!?

‘I should so like to read Coleridge,” said John, earnestly, having
dipped into the volume; ‘though I must say that he looks a little
too philosophical for me;’ (I smiled;) ‘but, as he’s a true Blue, I
should like to say I had read him."'!!

Not everybody was content to gloss over the philosophical works.
‘I can assert’, Thomas De Quincey insisted in 1834, ‘upon my long
and intimate knowledge of Coleridge’s mind, that logic, the most
severe, was as inalienable from his modes of thinking, as grammar
from his language’.!’? James Macintosh, though disagreeing with
Coleridge in his Dissertation on the Progress of Ethical Philosophy (1830),
at least paid him the compliment of taking him seriously: ‘I venture
to suggest, with that sense of his genius which no circumstance has
hindered me from seizing every fit occasion to manifest, that more
of my early years were employed in contemplations of an abstract
nature, than of those of the majority of his readers, — that there are
not, even now, many of them less likely to be repelled from doctrines
by singularity or uncouthness [than I]; or many more willing to allow
that every system has caught an advantageous glimpse of some side
or corner of the truth’.

Such matters, though, became overshadowed by the accusation
of plagiary made in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazne in March 1840:
‘ungenerous concealment or intentional plagiarism’ is detected, and
evidence supplied that makes it hard to gainsay. The 1847 edition

10T congratulate Mr. Coleridge’, said the anonymous author of Sortes Horitianae: A
Poetical Review of Poctical Talent (1814), ‘on his return, in part, to the plain-beaten road of
Common Sense’ (104).

11 Cornelius Webbe, Glances at Life in City and Suburbs: Second Series (1845), 41-2.

12 De Quincey’s essay on Coleridge first appeared in four instalments in Tait’s Edinburgh
Magazine, September 1834—January 1835; it was reprinted in his Recollections of the Lakes
and the Lake Poets (1862).
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of the Biographa, edited by the poet’s daughter Sara and her hus-
band Henry Nelson Coleridge, opens with a lengthy introduction
that seeks, with varying arguments (and varying degrees of success),
to defend the book against these charges, even as the edition’s lengthy
notes detail just how far the ‘borrowings’ went. The preface to the
1847 Biographia begins with the subheading: ‘Mr. Coleridge’s obli-
gations to Schelling, and the unfair view of the subject presented in
Blackwood’s Magazine':

Some years ago, when the late Editor of my Father’s works was
distantly contemplating a new edition of the Biographia Literara,
but had not yet begun to examine the text carefully with a view
to this object, his attention was drawn to an article in Blackwood’s
Magazine of March 1840, in which ‘the very large and unac-
knowledged appropriations it contains from the great German
Philosopher Schelling’ are pointed out; and by this paper I have
been directed to those passages in the works of Schelling and of
Maasz, to which references are given in the following pages,—to
most of them immediately, and to a few more through the strict
investigation which it occasioned. Whether or no my Father’s
obligations to the great German Philosopher are virtually unac-
knowledged to the extent and with the unfairness which the
writer of that article labours to prove, the reader of the present
edition will be able to judge for himself; the facts of the case will
be all before him, and from these, when the whole of them are
fully and fairly considered, I feel assured that by readers in gen-
eral,—and I have had some experience on this point already,—no
such injurious inferences as are contained in that paper will ever
be drawn.

‘In the Blackwood’s’, writes Sara, palpably bristling, ‘Mr. Coleridge
is treated as an artful purloiner and selfish plunderer, who knowingly
robs others to enrich himself, both the tone and the language of the
article expressing this and no other meaning. Such aspersions will not
rest, I think they never have rested, upon Coleridge’s name’. As men-
tioned above, most of the remainder of the nineteenth century rather
bore out this hopeful prognosis.

Indeed, to quote Pamela Edwards, for much of the nineteenth cen-
tury Coleridge provoked a ‘discipular tradition, relatively uncritical
in its admiration for the “Sage of Highgate”. Edwards notes as evi-
dence that ‘the amount and variety of Coleridgiana and the number
and variety of both single and collected editions of Coleridge attest
to his popularity among the Victorians’, adding that he was taken
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as providing ‘ustifications of “Tory” principles’. But she also points
out that the truth was rather more complicated. In fact he influenced
many thinkers:

even those who did not think of themselves as within the ‘Idealist’
or “Tory’ traditions. His writings received respect and attention
from John Stuart Mill and T H Green not merely as artefacts
in the history of ideas but as a vital rethinking of persistent
problems.!3

By the end of the nineteenth century, Coleridge’s reputation was
higher than it had ever been. Uttara Natarajan goes so far as to describe
this as a ‘canonization’, though a canonisation on the basis of only a
small percentage of Coleridge’s output.!'* As English Literature and
Criticism began to be established as a subject of university study, the
Biographia came into its own as a foundational document of the new
discipline. Arthur Symons, in an introduction to a new, 1906 edition
of the book, asserted: “The Biographia Literaria is the greatest book of
criticism in English, and one of the most annoying books in any lan-
guage.’!% George Saintsbury matched Symons’s superlatives without
his saving wit: ‘So, then, there abide these three’, he declared, a touch
pompously: ‘Aristotle, Longinus, and Coleridge’. If all professors of
literature were to be made redundant, Saintsbury declared, and the
savings used to provide ‘every one who goes up to the University
with a copy of the Biographia Literaria, I should decline to . . . be heard
against this revolution, though I should plead for the addition of the
Poetics and of Longinus’. 110

More detailed scholarly analysis of Coleridge followed, espe-
cially of his use of sources. John Livingstone Lowes’s Road to Xanadu
(Houghton Mifflin, 1927) reached a wide audience with its analysis
of the sources behind ‘Kubla Khan’, although it had relatively little
to say about the Biographia. It was as a poet that Coleridge’s early
twentieth-century reputation flourished.

13 Pamela Edwards, The Statesman’s Science: History, Nature and Law in the Political Thought of

Samuel Taylor Coleridge (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 4.

‘The canonization of Coleridge in the early decades of the twentieth century [was]

primarily on the basis of the annus mirabilis poetry, 1797-98; of his prose, only the

Biographia Literaria gains a comparable canonical status’ (Uttara Natarajan (ed.), The

Romantic Poets: A Guide to Criticism (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), 124).

Arthur Symons, ‘Introduction’, in Ernest Rhys (ed.), Biographia Literaria (London:

Everyman, 1906), x-xi.

16 George Saintsbury, 4 History of Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe from the Earliest Texts
to the Present Day (3 vols, London: Macmillan, 1900-4), 3:230-1.
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Two factors in particular affected Coleridge’s status in the period
between the World Wars. First, despite distinguished contribu-
tions made by specialists in areas other than literature — philoso-
phy in particular - the burden of his reputation was in the care of
literary professionals. And while (say) Yeats’s use of Coleridge’s
prose in A Vision remained independent, and he maintained his
early attachment to a broad span of Coleridge’s verse, think-
ing about Coleridge came to be tied to a newly fashionable
understanding about the way poetry should be read and studied:
in particular, a revolution in critical thinking that looked for a
demonstrable ‘scientific’ basis for judgment.'!

The Biographia re-enters the mainstream of English literary studies
in a major way with I. A. Richards. In a series of books, Richards laid
out the rubric for what he called ‘practical criticism’: close attention to
the texts of poems, novels and plays. The Principles of Literary Criticism
(Kegan Paul, 1924), Science and Poetry (Kegan Paul, 1926), and espe-
cially Practical Criticism (Kegan Paul, 1929) set in play critical strategies
that directly informed the rise of ‘New Criticism’, and which continue
to be influential to this day. In all this, Richards drew directly on the
example of ‘practical criticism’ — Coleridge’s own phrase, of course
— from the Biographia. His Coleridge on Imagination (Kegan Paul, 1934)
explored the tenets of Coleridge’s own literary theoretical approach in
detail, with a series of insightful, if sometimes idiosyncratic, readings
of the Biographia Literaria. Richards takes the Coleridgean imagination
in ways that are, if anything, even more capacious than Coleridge
does himself, describing its realm as

every aspect of the routine world in which it is invested with
other values than those necessary for our bare continuance as
living beings: all objects for which we can feel love, awe, admi-
ration; every quality beyond the account of physics, chemistry,
and the physiology of sense perception, nutrition, reproduction
and locomotion.!8

The list of twentieth-century critics either directly mentored or other-
wise inspired by Richards is a long one: William Empson (who wrote
a brilliant essay on “The Ancient Mariner’); F. R. Leavis, Cleanth

Brooks, Allen Tate, John Crowe Ransom, W. K. Wimsatt, R. P.
Blackmur and R. S. Crane among many others.

17 J. G. C. Mays, ‘A Century of Litting (1910-2010)’, in Coleridge’s Expertmental Poetics
(Palgrave, 2013), 32.
118 1. A. Richards, Coleridge on Imagination (London: Kegan Paul, 1934), 58.
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Practical criticism (inflected to one degree or another by Freud)
dominated Anglo-American criticism in the 1940s and 1950s, and
Coleridge’s reputation as a critic rose with it. M. H. Abrams’s two
very influential surveys — The Mirror and the Lamp (Oxford University
Press, 1953) and Natural Supernaturalism (Oxford University Press,
1971) - placed Coleridge at the intellectual as well as poetic centre
of English Romanticism. John Beer’s influential Coleridge the Visionary
(Chatto and Windus, 1959) is primarily about the poetry, but uses
his reading of the Biographia to ground its understanding of the verse.
Specialist studies of the Biographia also began to emerge. Indeed, so
many monographs have appeared between the 1960s and today that
only a small percentage of them can be noted here, and almost all of
those only in brief. Thomas McFarland’s wide and illuminating study,
Coleridge and the Pantheist Tradition (Oxford University Press, 1969),
takes seriously Coleridge’s intellectual engagement with German phi-
losophy. The case in favour of the ‘unity’ of the Biographia is argued
by Lynn M. Grow’s The Consistency of the Biographia Literaria (Wichita
State University, 1973). Laurence S. Lockridge’s Coleridge the Moralist
(Cornell University Press, 1977) explores the coherent moral frame-
work of some of the themes that most fascinated Coleridge — freedom
and duty; alienation and solitude; conscience and love. Anthony John
Harding’s Coleridge and the Inspired Word (McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 1985) examines the conceptual interrelationship of religious
and poetic inspiration in Coleridge’s thought and praxis. (Harding
is particularly good on the larger context of notions of ‘inspiration’,
both before Coleridge’s time and in terms of the way his work — Auds
to Reflection especially — influenced later nineteenth-century thinking
about this subject.)

A major event in 1970s Coleridge studies has already been men-
tioned in the ‘plagiarism’ section: the publication of Norman Fruman’s
Coleridge the Damaged Archangel (George Braziller, 1971). This created
a considerable stir — which is a polite way of saying that it infuriated
some and delighted others. Its portrait of Coleridge’s working prac-
tices as flawed to the point of active moral delinquency is, to say the
least, unforgiving, although Fruman portrays this as the consequence
of a complexly damaged psyche rather than simply of wickedness.
There were a number of replies and ripostes to Fruman’s work,
at least one of which - Jerome Christensen’s article, ‘Coleridge’s
Marginal Method in the Biographia Literaria™'® — remains essential
reading.

19 PMLA, 92:5 (1977), 928-40.
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Another study that merits a little more discussion is Marilyn
Butler’s deft Romantics, Rebels and Reactionaries: English Literature and
is Background 1760-1830 (Oxford University Press, 1981) — a small
book that has helped to shape (if its persistence on the reading lists
of myriad university courses in Romanticism is anything to go by)
several generations of students’ perceptions of its subject. Butler repu-
diates the charges of the Biographia’s ‘shapelessness’, insisting that ‘the
book’s ideology is [its] unifying factor’:

Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria was a book deliberately writ-
ten for an hour of peril. Never since 1798, when the original
Ballads had appeared, had revolution seemed as real a danger in
England as it did in 1817. The danger would come from below,
from rioters, machine-breakers, the unemployed or underpaid
and hungry work-people. But it was fomented, or so the proper-
tied classes felt, by some educated men. The journalist William
Cobbett, who addressed himself in cheap newspapers direct to
the populace, was the focus of special anger and fear, as a traitor
to his order. Coleridge’s Biographia is addressed to that order,
the intellectual élite, for the purpose of urging it to fulfil its social
responsibility. (62-3)

She argues that this explains the link between the abstruse Germanic
philosophising of the ‘metaphysical chapters’ (‘meaningful’, Butler
thinks, ‘only to a small educated élite’) and his critique in Volume 2
of both Wordsworth’s ‘levelling’ poetics and the ‘jacobinical’ potential
of plays like Maturin’s Bertram.

Butler 1s surely right about this — we recall that, literally in the
middle of writing the Biographia, Coleridge composed the politically
conservative Zapolya as well as The Statesman’s Manual, with its thesis
that the Bible and tradition are the best guides to modern politics. She
is on less certain ground with her account of an ideological division in
1810s/1820s writing, between a ‘right-wing’ reactionary Germanism
and a ‘left-wing’ liberal classical emphasis on the Mediterranean. She
discusses De Staél’s De I’Allemagne (1810) — which praises German
culture ‘as a rallying-point for opposition to Napoleon’: ‘Europe had
two dominant cultural traditions: the classical, Mediterranean inher-
itance, perfectly expressed in comedy, and culminating in a predom-
mantly French modern classicism; and the Northern or Germanic
alternative.’

The German races did not organise themselves into large
states. Man was isolated in very small communities, effectively
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on his own and dwarfed among the vast, oppressive, unmas-
tered phenomena of Nature. He was obliged to look inward
for imspiration, or upward to the mountains or to God. The
literature of the North accordingly became introspective, pes-
simistic and essentially religious. Its religion was not social but
individual, an intense unfulfilled aspiration which was perfectly
expressed in Gothic architecture, or in the passionate irregularity
of Shakespearian tragedy. The Northern or Romantic tradition
(which as Madame de Staél makes plain is the unified culture of
the Germans and the English, Napoleon’s leading enemies) has
become the most vital and imaginative intellectual force of the
present day. (120)

Butler aligns Coleridge with this perspective, and notes the lack in
England of any other ideological perspective (‘no disinterested exege-
sis of contemporary German literature or philosophy — nothing that
separated [it] out . .. from the now triumphant cause of the extreme
Right’) by way of explaining why the younger, liberal or radical writers
(Byron, Shelley and Keats) gravitated so enthusiastically towards classi-
cal Greek and Roman literature. But Coleridge sits very uneasily in this
division. Though certainly conservative and a Germanist, he was also
a passionate classicist. Religion for him was much more a social than a
personal matter — as On the Constitution of Church and State (1830) makes
clear. And though capable of gloomy Gothic pessimism in his writing,
he was strongly drawn to comedy. The Biographia, whatever else it is,
remains a consistently, and sometimes hilariously, funny book.

Paul Hamilton’s monograph, Coleridge’s Poetics (Blackwell, 1983),
provides an account of the Biographia that is both dense and yet intel-
lectually nimble. Hamilton’s key insight 1s the way the Biographia pulls
apart at the division between its first and second volume - a division
which was ‘an accident of typography’ that, ‘cruelly exposing the
already existing gap in the argument which Coleridge’s last efforts,
as the printer’s deadline approached, failed to bridge’ (9). Hamilton
argues that there is a central failure to bridge the Biographia’s transcen-
dental project with its literary-critical one, and that this in turn led to
an English critical tradition that ignored philosophy:

The main effect of this failure of the transcendental deduction
in Biographia was to lead later English critics to think they could
dismiss his theorizing, while appropriating his practical criticism.
We are still suffering from this false separation. The lasting
importance of Coleridge, historically understood, is to show that
the theory and the practice of criticism are not alternatives. (6)



INTRODUCTION clvi

Hamilton works fascinatingly through the various threads that link
Coleridge’s metaphysics (‘imagination’, desynonymy , dentity and
religion) with his poetry; and the book remains necessary reading
for anybody seriously interested in the Biographia. Hamilton’s later
Coleridge and German Philosophy (Continuum, 2007), though as intellec-
tually deft, has not had the level of impact of his earlier study. Timothy
Corrigan’s Coleridge, Language and Criticism (University of Georgia
Press, 1982) remains an extremely useful analysis of Coleridge’s
approach to rhetoric, with a good chapter on ‘the Biographia Literaria
and the Language of Science’.

Coleridge attracted an increasing number of serious literary schol-
ars throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Kathleen M. Wheeler’s mono-
graph, Sources, Processes and Methods i Coleridge’s ‘Biographia Literaria’
(Cambridge University Press, 1980), invokes ‘sources’ not in a dry,
footnoter’s sense of the word, but rather as a means of tracing the
larger currents of Coleridge’s developing thought as it fed into the aes-
thetics and metaphysics of the Biographia. Wheeler does not minimize
the importance of German Idealist philosophy to the work, but makes
a strong case for the centrality of Plato and other older traditions:
‘while it would be mappropriate to minimize Colerldge s debts to
his German sources, it seems appropriate to keep in mind the longer
tradition upon Wthh both Coleridge and the Germans drew’, is how
Wheeler modestly puts it; ‘and which provides an indispensable per-
spective upon the nature of Coleridge’s relation to Kant, Schelling and
others’.!?

But things were changing in the literary academy. To step back for
a moment: Jesuit priest . Robert Barth’s Coleridge and Christian Doctrine
(Harvard University Press, 1969) is a sympathetic attempt to synthe-
sise Coleridge’s various writings on religion in a coherent scheme,
concentrating especially on the period 1815-30. For the publication
of the second edition of this book, nearly two decades later, Barth
added a new preface in which he claimed that ‘During the eighteen
years since this book was first published Coleridge scholarship has
passed through what may arguably be called a golden age’. He had
something specific in mind, beyond the sheer number of new articles
and book-length studies that appeared in the 1970s and 1980s (though
that number i a large one):

we are in the third major period of Coleridge scholarship this
century: early in the twentieth century was the age of Coleridge

120 Kathleen M. Wheeler, Sources, Processes and Methods in Coleridge’s ‘Biographia Literaria’
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), viii.
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the poet, and little serious attention was given to other dimen-
sions of his work; then came ‘the age of Coleridge the critic and
literary theorist,” led by I. A. Richards and others; we are now
moving into the age of ‘Coleridge the thinker’ — and in recent
years we have come to see what the nineteenth century never
forgot, that, as Paul Magnuson has suggested, when Coleridge
thought most deeply he thought about religion.

Barth could be forgiven for thinking so — and certainly there Aas
been a renewed emphasis on the seriousness and scope of Coleridge
as a religious thinker.'?! But the 1980s, when this was written, was
a much more radically contested time in literary criticism and the
history of ideas than this implies. Older models of literary scholar-
ship, biographical elucidation, quasi-mythic schemata or close-reading
were challenged by energetically and often inventively centripetal
textual strategies, of which ‘post-structuralism’ (also called ‘decon-
struction’) was only the most prominent. New Historicism sought to
chase down the death of the author by recontextualising literature in
the cultural, social and political contexts out of which it was originally
produced; ideological readings of literature, especially from Marxist
and feminist perspectives, refused to treat art as a ‘pure’ disinterested
realm of aesthetics, instead tracing the way lived experience and
political problematics striate literature through and through. As the
1980s passed into the 1990s, postcolonial critics (often inspired by
one, or two, or all three of these approaches) began the large task of
examining previously marginalised imperial and post-empire subjec-
tivities. Romanticism became a major focus of these new modes of
criticism, which shouldn’t surprise us — all those modernity-determin-
ing and to some extent defining literatures emerged, after all, from
a climate of revolution and social upheaval. Still, it is probably true
to say that Coleridge was less centrally the object of critical enquiry
than some other Romantics. Paul de Man’s The Rhetoric of Romanticism
(Columbia University Press, 1984) is a collection of essays originally
published between 1956 and 1983, that somehow managed to catch
precisely the mid-1980s literary-theoretical zeitgeist; yet it hardly men-
tions Coleridge at all. Where post-structuralists were interested in
Coleridge was mostly to do with the fragmentariness of much of
his achievement, with more of an emphasis on his poetry (especially

121 Barth was a figure both respected and liked in the community of religious scholars.
His last book, Romanticism Transcendence: Wordsworth, Coleridge, and the Religious Imagination
(University of Missouri Press, 2003) is an extended meditation on what he describes in
the preface as the two ‘strongest influences on my own life’, St Ignatius and Coleridge.
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the Gothic poetry) than the prose. For reasons that may have been
less cogent than we believed them to be at the time, deconstruction
assumed a kind of elective affinity with the fragmentary.

I say ‘we’, since deconstruction was the critical ‘school’ (the use of
scare quotes being part of its rhetorical armoury) in which I was myself
educated. I retain much sympathy for it, although must concede that
rehearsing the intricate, often fiery intellectual debates that character-
ised the literary-critical world of the 1980s would be out of place here.
Many of the issues we were most vehement about have now only
antiquarian interest, and much of the vehemence with which matters
were debated 1s hard to comprehend today. Nonetheless, something
must be said about ‘deconstruction’, for its advent marks a significant
divergence in the way the Biographia was read.

By way of illustration, I'll quote from Forest Pyle’s The Ideology of
Imagination: Subject and Society in the Discourse of Romanticism (Stanford
University Press, 1995), a theoretically-engaged reading of Coleridge,
Wordsworth, Shelley, Keats and T. S. Eliot. Pyle’s work builds on
Jerome J. McGann’s groundbreaking study, The Romantic Ideology
(University of Chicago Press, 1983),'? via Marxist theorist Louis
Althusser and the sinuous post-structuralist work of Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak. Most relevant for our purposes here is the way
Pyle thumbnails the debate about one of the most famous passages in
the whole of the Biographia:

The IMAGINATION then I consider either as primary, or second-
ary. The primary IMAGINATION I hold to be the living Power and
prime Agent of all human Perception, and as a repetition in the
finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite 1 AM. The
secondary I consider as an echo of the former, co-existing with
the conscious will, yet still as identical with the primary in the
kind of its agency, and differing only in degree, and in the mode of
its operation. It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to re-cre-
ate; or where this process is rendered impossible, yet still at all
events it struggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially wvital,
even as all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and dead.

122 McGann’s still vital study sets out to challenge the extent to which critics and readers of

Romantic literature uncritically absorb ‘a Romantic ideology’, that is, ‘Romanticism’s
own self-representations’ — in particular, the way Romantic poetry is ‘marked by
extreme forms of displacement and poetic conceptualization whereby the actual human
issues with which the poetry is concerned are resituated in a variety of idealized local-
ities’ (1). McGann reads history, and (via Marx) ideology, back into these literatures.
He has a number of fascinating things to say about Coleridge as a poet, although he
does not discuss the Biographia itself in any detail.
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Pyle sees in this ‘an investigation of the structure of ideology itself’,
and, in deconstructivist mode, teases out the ways ‘the suddenly
doubled imagination both fails to fulfil its narrative expectations and
simultaneously succeeds in proposing a model of subjectivity to be
instituted on the basis of a “flundamental” division’.!?3 He also situates
his own reading in the ‘two divergent critical traditions’ that were
coalescing with regard to Coleridge’s thought:

We could trace a long tradition of interpretation—one diverse
enough to include I. A. Richards, M. H. Abrams, and Jerome
McGann—that has regarded the passage as the presentation of
Coleridge’s ideas about the faculty of the imagination. These critics
belong to this tradition because, whether in veneration or denunci-
ation, they have taken the passage as an institution. Another tradi-
tion—one associated with post-structuralist theories of reading but
extending to those who have by a variety of methods attended to
the performance of the passage—has engaged the implication of the
divisive elements in the imagination’s presentation: it has, in other
words, treated the passage as a narrative act of instituting.

What interests Pyle is less which of these two approaches is ‘right’,
and more the way ‘both traditions are provoked, or instituted, by the
passage itself’.12*

As fairly mdicative of its time, I might mention David Simpson’s
Romanticism, Nationalism and the Revolt Against Theory (University of
Chicago Press, 1993), a monograph that persuasively contextual-
ises the debates between ‘tradition’ and ‘theory’ in the reading of
Romanticism via the twin currents of Romantic conservatism on the
one hand, and a ‘tradition of radical cosmopolitanism’ associated
with the Enlightenment on the other (180). The book is thoughtful,
and scrupulously researched (its grasp of the seventeenth- and eight-
eenth-century background to Romantic thought is especially strong),
and it has many interesting things to say about Coleridge, among
others. But it also opens with a vivid snapshot of the heat generated
by the literary critical scene of the mid-1990s:

123 This and the following quotation are from Forest Pyle, The Ideology of Imagination: Subject
and Society in the Discourse of Romanticism (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1995),
35-6.

“To read the passage is to encounter a division in the very faculty that is being called
on to unify, a division moreover for which there is no preparation or explanation in
Coleridge’s work. At the same time, the passage that calls for this reading has itself
acquired the status of an institution of the imagination . . . in that double gesture and
in the doubling of the imagination resides the condition of ideology.” (Pyle, The Ideology
of Imagination, 36.)

124
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Theory has not yet been blamed for the Gulf War or for the
destruction of the ozone layer, but it may be only a matter of
time. In the United States . . . social, intellectual and educational
calamities are being attributed by conservative commentators
to an outbreak of ‘ideology’ appearing in the classrooms as a
new consciousness of gender and ethnicity and organized by the
deeply bunkered command post known as ‘theory’. (1)

Simpson sees the discussion as politicised in similar ways to the
debate about ‘jacobinism’ in the aftermath of the French Revolution
(something of immediate relevance to any understanding of the politi-
cal narrative of the Biographia, of course). He is also persuasive on the
ways ‘obscurity’ — a key way that ‘theory’ is deprecated today — was
also a live issue in the Romantic period, both for ‘radical’ writers like
Blake and ‘conservative’ ones like Coleridge.

While some readings of the Biograpia via ‘theory’ can be hard
going, many are very powerful. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s
Lacanian reading of the ‘Letter from a Friend’ in Chapter 13 is an
example of what I mean.'® Arguing that the Biographia as a whole
‘inhabits the narrative structure of pre-monition and postponement
(today we might say difference)’, Spivak concentrates in particular
on ‘the greatest instrument of narrative refraction, the obturateur, if
you like’ in Chapters 12 and 13, which ‘is, of course, the letter that
stops publication of the original Thirteen. The gesture is about as
far as possible from “the eternal act of creation in the infinite I Am”.
It 1s a written message to oneself represented as being an external
mnterruption.’ (5-6).

For one of the most influential readings of the Biographia within
this broader tradition we could look back to Jerome Christensen,
Coleridge’s Blessed Machine of Language (Cornell University Press, 1981).
This study 1s a powerful analysis of the way Coleridge actualises,
conceptually as well as in his creative work, the dynamic between the
‘dead’ mechanical system of passive and associationist metaphysics on
the one hand, and the ‘living’ imaginative possibilities of writing on
the other, always alive to the aporias and complexities of the book’s
actualisation. It remains the best study of the role played by Hartley
in Coleridge’s intellectual development (indeed, Christensen identifies

125 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘The Letter as Cutting Edge’, in In Other Worlds: Essays in
Cultural Politics New York: Methuen, 1987; reprinted Routledge Classics, 2006), 3-20.
For Spivak ‘it is [the] gap between knowing and being that the episode of the imaginary
letter occludes . . . a reader of Lacan can interpet this textual gesture [as] the eruption
of the Other onto the text of the subject’ (12).
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three ‘Hartleys’: his original writing, the more politically radical ver-
sion produced by Priestly after Hartley’s death, and the version edited
by Pistorius). As autobiography, Christensen thinks the Biographa
‘crucially deficient’, or more precisely as ‘propaedeutic towards’ a
version of Coleridge’s life rather than an actualised version (119);
and the decentred ‘marginal method’ out of which the book was pro-
duced aligns it in textual practice, though not authorial intention, with
deconstruction. Brilliant though Christensen’s book was, it was not
especially enthusiastically received by some Coleridgeans. Bradford
Mudge summarises:

In the Biographia Literaria, arguably the most traumatized of
Coleridge’s works, cohesive patterns of meaning never seem to
emerge from the chaotic and fragmentary offerings. Instead, the
frantic twists and turns away from a unifying development sus-
pend coherence above an intellectual hodgepodge of inquiry, for-
mulation, reformulation, and rebuttal. Jerome Christensen has
recently termed this confusion Coleridge’s ‘marginal method,’
arguing cogently that the Biographia is a compendium of frag-
mented commentaries on precedent texts — Hartley, Wordsworth,
God, the will, the Bible, etc. But Christensen, while reaffirming
an opinion common to most readers of the Biographia (that the
book is disorganized and hard to read), in no way represents
mainstream Coleridge scholarship. To the contrary, his work
radically threatens much of what is sacred. This is the case in
part because Coleridge, more than any other Romantic poet, has
fostered a tradition of critical apologetics.!?®

Mudge identifies Kathleen M. Wheeler and Catherine Wallace as
modern proponents of this latter tendency in contemporary Coleridge
scholarship:

both exemplify what revisionist Jerome McGann has called the
academy’s ‘uncritical’ perspective on Romanticism. Adopting
Romantic values as interpretive givens, [both] make Coleridge
into the master of the imagination and the Biographia into his
masterful attempt to educate an ignorant public. In doing so,
both critics ignore the precarious dynamics of Coleridge’s phi-
losophy and use the distance of irony to downplay the traumas
of his autobiographical effort; they speak safely from within
a scholarly tradition which automatically assumes the sanctity

126 Bradford K. Mudge, “The Politics of Autobiography in the Biographia Literaria’, South
Central Review, 3:2 (Summer 1986), 27-45.
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of ‘great works’ and yet clings fiercely to the notion of its own
disinterestedness.

Gavin Budge has praised the ‘recent deconstructivist and New
Historicist challenges to the Coleridgean distinction between
Imagination and Fancy on which much Romantic criticism has been
based’.'?” And Andrea K. Henderson’s Romantic Identities (2006) com-
pellingly deconstructs both the ‘depth’ model of traditional criticism
of autobiography, and its ideological antithesis.!?

Whilst this energetic intellectual debate raged, one massive con-
tribution to the textual scholarship of Coleridge studies was ongo-
ing: the truly monumental Collected Coleridge, published by Princeton
University Press in the US and by Routledge in the UK. Set going
under the general editorship of Kathleen Coburn in 1969, nearly three
and a half decades passed before it was completed, with the publica-
tion in 2002 of a partially reconstructed edition of Coleridge’s unfin-
ished Logosophia, today more generally known as the Opus Maximum
(edited by Thomas McFarland with the assistance of Nicholas Halmi).
The Collected Coleridge (1969-2002) now constitutes sixteen volumes,
although many of those ‘volumes’ are themselves multi-volume edi-
tions of specific Coleridge titles — the owner of the complete set will
have thirty-four individual books on her shelves. The scope as well
as the detail and rigour of this enterprise is well-nigh unparalleled in
literary scholarship; and it remains something for which every serious
critic of Coleridge must be grateful. The two-volume edition of the
Biographia (edited by James Engell and Walter Jackson Bate in 1983)
has proved, as you might expect, invaluable in the preparation of this
current edition. This period also saw the writing of the standard biog-
raphy of Coleridge, Richard Holmes’s two-part Coleridge: Early Visions
(Hodder, 1989) and Coleridge: Darker Reflections (HarperCollins, 1998).

In their day, the Theory wars were divisive and energising in
roughly equal measure, and although much of the heat has long
since departed from the debates, they did alter the culture of literary
criticism generally, and of Romanticism in particular. Lucy Newlyn
summarises the state of affairs today:

127 Gavin Budge (ed.), Romantic Empiricism: Poctics and the Philosophy of Common Sense,
1780-1830 (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2007), 13.

‘Romanticism and post-structuralism have together organised our thinking on the
issue of subjectivity along a certain axis: subjectivity is either about self-determination
or entrapment in ideology, depth or its absence.” Andrea K. Henderson, Romantic
Identities: Varieties of Subjectivity, 1774-1830 (Gambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 4. Given the fascinating development of her thesis, it may be regretted that
Henderson has so little to say about the Biographia itself.

128
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Since the early 1980s, major developments have occurred in the
way British Romanticism 1s 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.'?

That there has been relatively little work on the Buographia from a
feminist perspective is surely not to that (unavoidably masculinist)
work’s credit. Postcolonial theory has engaged Coleridge’s poetry to
a greater degree than his prose.’®® What twenty-first-century schol-
arship /as done is deepen our grasp of the various intellectual and
cultural contexts of Coleridge’s writing. Felicity James’s Charles Lamb,
Coleridge and Wordsworth: Reading Friendship in the 1790s (Palgrave, 2008)
fleshes out the importance of Lamb to Coleridge’s partnership with
Wordsworth. Ve-Yin Tee’s Coleridge, Revision and Romanticism: After the
Revolution, 1793-1818 (Continuum, 2012) looks at the afterlife of the
French Revolution in Coleridge’s thought, with a particular emphasis
on the poetry and the play, Remorse. One of the best recent books on
Coleridge is Seamus Perry’s Coleridge and the Uses of Division (Oxford
University Press, 1999), which traces with rare sensitivity and scope
the way ‘division’ figures in Coleridge’s thought and work, includ-
ing detailed readings of the Biographia — ‘very clearly a book about
Wordsworth, and even when he slips from view, it is still a book
around him . . . but this doesn’t mean it is a statement of joint policy:
it is born from division’ (246-7).

There has also been a good deal of recent work that takes Coleridge
seriously as a philosophical thinker. MaryAnne Perkins, Coleridge’s
Philosophy (Oxford University Press, 1994) is especially good on the
way the Johannine ‘logos’ draws the various threads of his theol-
ogy and philosophy together. A detailed discussion of Coleridge’s

129 Lucy Newlyn, ‘Introduction’, in The Cambridge Companion to Coleridge (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 1.

130" See, for instance, David Vallins, Kaz Oishi and Seamus Perry (eds), Coleridge,
Romanticism and the Orient: Cultural Negotiations (London and New York: Bloomsbury,
2013), which devotes nearly a third of its essays to ‘Kubla Khan’.
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resisting engagement with Utilitarianism can be found in John
Whale, Imagination under Pressure 1789-1832: Aesthetics, Politics and Utility
(Gambridge University Press, 2000). The importance of Schiller is cov-
ered by M. J. Kooy’s Coleridge, Schiller and Aesthetic Education (Palgrave,
2002), and the Biograp/ua’s relationship to Kant has been well analysed
in David M. Baulch’s “The “Perpetual Exercise of an Interminable
Quest”: The Biographia Literaria and the Kantian Revolution’, Studies
i Romanticism, 43:4 (2004), 557-81, and in Monika Class’s ‘Kant’s
Giant Hand: Repression and Genial Self-Construction in Buographia
Literaria’, in Coleridge and Kantian Ideas in England, 1796-1817: Coleridge’s
Responses to German Philosophy (Bloomsbury, 2012), 141-68. Nicholas
Reid, Coleridge, Form and Symbol, Or The Ascertaining Vision (Ashgate,
2008) finds persuasive consonance between Coleridge’s metaphysics
and modern psychological science - as he puts it, he thinks that with
respect to many of the key positions he argues, Coleridge ‘was right’
after all.

7. Editorial Practice and Acknowledgements

I have quoted Engell and Bate’s 1983 edition of the Biographia several
times in this introduction, and go on to quote it again often in the
annotations to the main text, below. It is worth reiterating here how
great my debt to it 1s. Working through the Biographia wearing an
annotator’s hat has only deepened my admiration and respect for the
scholarship that edition embodies. Engell and Bate themselves trace
four significant prior editions:

After 1817 there was no further English edition of the Biographia
until thirty years later, when Sara Coleridge published the 1847
edition with which she and her late husband had hoped to rescue
and justify the book ... the book continued to be available
through frequent reprints of this edition, in both England and
America, and also through various reprintings of the Bohn
Standard Library edition (1865); and it was naturally included
in the Complete Works edited by W. G. 'T. Shedd (1853; reprinted
1884). At the end of this period Everyman’s Library brought out
an edition (1906) with an Introduction by Arthur Symons, and,
far more important, the Clarendon Press issued the still memora-
ble edition by John Shawcross (1907). The latter was the second
annotated edition (the first being 1847). The third annotated
edition (though it omits large sections of the book and is essen-
tially a selection) was prepared by George Sampson (Cambridge
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University Press 1920). The fourth is the revised Everyman’s
Library edition by George Watson (1956; further revised 1965,
1975).131

Engell and Bate’s was the fifth annotated edition. A new Everyman
edition, compactly edited by Nigel Leask (although relying heavily on
Engell and Bate for its annotation), appeared in 1997. The present is,
accordingly, the seventh annotated edition of the book.

I briefly note here some of the ways I hope to have advanced
beyond Engell and Bate, although while doing so I readily concede
the respects in which their edition remains better than mine. Their
account of Coleridge’s German sources, and his plagiary therefrom,
is much fuller than mine, for mstance. They include the original
‘Courier’ text of the ‘Letters on Bertram’, and they also include an
appendix containing eighteen letters by John Morgan, Gutch, Gale
and Fenner and others relating to the publication of the first edition.

In other respects I have tried to improve upon their work, with
what success only the reader of both can be in a position to judge. I'll
mention two things in particular. The first is that I have traced almost
all the sources, references and allusions that escaped Engell and Bate,
and have, I think, tied up pretty much every loose end, annota-
tion-wise. Many of these untraced allusions proved trivial, although a
few add substantively to our understanding of the whole. The second
(following on from this) is that I have been able to identify a second
fixed point, chronologically speaking, with respect to the composition
of the text, which in turn underpins a new account of the writing and
publication of the book - discussed above.

The text is that of the first, 1817 edition. I have not altered this
in any way, not even to correct occasional typos (though typos are
flagged mn the footnotes). The practice of Greek citation in the first
edition is slapdash, with breathing and accents often omitted or mis-
assigned — I have retained these errors in this edition. The textual
appendix lists all changes, including the ‘corrected’ versions of the
text offered in the 1847 edition. It was with that edition that the pro-
cess of smoothing away the perceived ‘rough edges’ of Coleridge’s
original writing began. Such a revisionary logic needs, of course, to be
noted; but I have elected not to collaborate with it, believing that it is,
in part, in its very gnarliness that Coleridge’s 1817 edition generates
its peculiar effectiveness.

As far as the annotation goes, I have worked with a particular set of

131 Engell and Bate, Biographia Literaria, 1:1xvii.
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imaginary readers looking over my shoulder — not just the Coleridge
expert, but also the intelligent though not necessarily knowledgeable
student or general reader, whose desire is simply to understand the
Biographia better. In every case I have tried to annotate, explain and
elucidate with reference to contemporary sources rather than modern
scholarship. Translations from Greek, Latin, German and other lan-
guages are mine, unless otherwise specified (when other translations
are cited, I have tried to use ones published before 1817). The lack
of a list of abbreviations reflects my dislike of this particular editorial
convention, which I always find opaque and distracting; I have used
short titles, although always, I hope, in ways that are immediately
comprehensible. Critical understanding of the meaning and contem-
porary reception of the Biographia is extensive and detailed, but I have
tried to add to it with new sources where I could.

I have, of course, incurred many debts, both intellectual and per-
sonal, during the making of this edition, and I cannot hope to name
everybody who aided me. This edition has its origins in a Bugraphia
Literania reading group I ran at my institution (Royal Holloway
University of London) in 2012, where we worked through the text one
chapter a week. I would like to thank all the students who attended,
and especially Benedict Cardozo, Gursimran Obera and Matt Prout,
whose attendance was the most assiduous, and from whom I learned
the most. I would also like to mention friends and colleagues at
Royal Holloway, particularly my excellent nineteenth-centuryist col-
leagues: Vicky Greenaway, Finn Fordham, Sophie Gilmartin, Robert
Hampson, Judith Hawley, Juliet John, Ruth Livesey and Anne Varty.
I should like to thank, in addition: my friend and colleague Robert
Eaglestone; Simon Barraclough at Lancaster University, who very
kindly read the whole manuscript; and Duncan Wu. I'd also like to
thank Anthony Mercer for his exceptional copy editing. I am very
grateful for the support and professionalism of the staff at Edinburgh
University Press.
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So wenig er auch bestimmt seyn mag andere zu belehren, so wuenscht
er doch sich denen mitzutheilen, die er sich gleichgesinnt weis, (oder
hofft,) deren Anzahl aber in der Breite der Welt zerstreut ist; er wiin-
scht sein Verhiltniss zu den altesten Freunden wieder anzukniipfen,
mit neuen es fortzusetzen, und in der letzen generation sich wieder
andere fiir seine tbrige Lebenszeit zu gewinnen. Er wuenscht der
Jugend die Umwege zu ersparen, auf denen er sich selbst verirrte.
(GOETHE)

TRANSLATION. Little call as he may have to mstruct others, he wishes
nevertheless to open out his heart to such as he either knows or hopes
to be of like mind with himself, but who are widely scattered in the
world: he wishes to knit anew his connections with his oldest friends,
to continue those recently formed, and to win other friends among
the rising generation for the remaining course of his life. He wishes to
spare the young those circuitous paths, on which he himself had lost
his way.!32

132 Coleridge quotes from the introduction to Die Propylien (1798), a periodical founded
in July 1798 by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) and Johann Heinrich
Meyer (1760-1832). Its title is from the Greek, mpomvAaiov, the entrance or forecourt
to a building, especially a temple; by analogy, the journal sets out to function as an
‘entryway’ to the values of classical art. (‘Goethe 1s one of the most zealous correctors
of the depraved taste, in the arts, which has prevailed in Germany, and which, speak-
ing in general, is only beginning to disappear . . . He is the Editor of a Journal, entitled
Propylaen: which is wholly dedicated to this purpose’, Thomas Holcroft, Herman and
Dorothea, a Poem from the German of Goethe (1801), 188.) The English translation of the
passage is Coleridge’s own.
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VOLUME 1

CHAPTER 1

The motives to the present work—Reception of the Author’s
first publication—The discipline of his taste at school-The effect
of contemporary writers on youthful minds—Bowles’s sonnets—

Comparison between the Poets before and since Mr. Pope.

It has been my lot to have had my name introduced both in conver-
sation, and in print, more frequently than I find it easy to explain,
whether I consider the fewness, unimportance, and limited circulation
of my writings, or the retirement and distance, in which I have lived,
both from the literary and political world. Most often it has been con-
nected with some charge, which I could not acknowledge, or some
principle which I had never entertained. Nevertheless, had I had no
other motive, or incitement, the reader would not have been troubled
with this exculpation. What my additional purposes were, will be
seen 1n the following pages. It will be found, that the least of what I
have written concerns myself personally. I have used the narration
chiefly for the purpose of giving a continuity to the work, in part for
the sake of the miscellaneous reflections suggested to me by particular
events, but still more as introductory to a statement of my principles
in Politics, Religion, and Philosophy, and the application of the rules,
deduced from philosophical principles, to poetry and criticism. But of
the objects, which I proposed to myself, it was not the least important
to effect, as far as possible, a settlement of the long continued contro-
versy concerning the true nature of poetic diction: and at the same
time to define with the utmost impartiality the real poetic character of
the poet,'3® by whose writings this controversy was first kindled, and
has been since fuelled and fanned.

In 1794, when I had barely passed the verge of manhood, I

133 'William Wordsworth.
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published a small volume of juvenile poems.!3* They were received
with a degree of favor, which, young as I was, I well know was
bestowed on them not so much for any positive merit, as because they
were considered buds of hope, and promises of better works to come.
The critics of that day,'®® the most flattering, equally with the sever-
est, concurred in objecting to them, obscurity, a general turgidness of
diction, and a profusion of new coined double epithets.* The first is
the fault which a writer is the least able to detect in his own composi-
tions: and my mind was not then sufficiently disciplined to receive the
authority of others, as a substitute for my own conviction. Satisfied
that the thoughts, such as they were, could not have been expressed
otherwise, or at least more perspicuously, I forgot to enquire, whether
the thoughts themselves did not demand a degree of attention unsuit-
able to the nature and objects of poetry. This remark however applies

* The authority of Milton and Shakspeare may be usefully pointed out to young
authors. In the Comus and other early poems of Milton there is a superfluity of double
epithets; while in the Paradise Lost we find very few, in the Paradise Regained scarce
any. The same remark holds almost equally true of the Love’s Labour Lost, Romeo and
Juliet, Venus and Adonis, and Lucrece, compared with the Lear, Macbeth, Othello, and
Hamlet of our great Dramatist. The rule for the admission of double epithets seems to be
this: either that they should be already denizens of our Language, such as blood-stained,
terror-stricken, self-applauding: or when a new epithet, or one found in books only, is haz-
arded, that it, at least, be one word, not two words made one by mere virtue of the print-
er’s hyphen. A language which, like the English, is almost without cases, is indeed in its
very genius unfitted for compounds. If a writer, every time a compounded word suggests
itself to him, would seek for some other mode of expressing the same sense, the chances
are always greatly in favor of his finding a better word. “T'anquam scopulum sic vites
insolens verbum,” is the wise advice of Casar to the Roman Orators,'* and the precept
applies with double force to the writers in our own language. But it must not be forgotten,
that the same Casar wrote a Treatise for the purpose of reforming the ordinary language
by bringing it to a greater accordance with the principles of logic or universal grammar.

134 In fact Coleridge’s first volume, Poems on Various Subjects, was published in April 1796.

135 Coleridge here is thinking particularly of two reviews of his early poems, one in the
Analytical Review, 23 (1796), 610-12, which said ‘the numbers are not always harmo-
nious; and the language, through a redundancy of metaphor, and the frequent use
of compound epithets, sometimes become turgid’; and one in the English Review, 28
(1796), 172-5, which was harsher: ‘he is fond of coining new words, and much too
profuse of compound epithets ... The chief faults of Mr. Coleridge are, frequent
obscurity (especially when he wishes to reach the higher regions of poetry), and a
Della Crusca affectation, where passion and sentiment are drowned in description . . .
Compound epithets, when judiciously, and not too profusely employed, are one of the
most powerful engines of poetry; but our author cloys us with sweets of this kind. We
have just turned up to p. 115, where, in the space of nine lines, we have: storm-vex’d
flame—black fouljaundic’d fit—sad gloom-pamper’d man—uncouth monster-leap—and
tempest-shatter’d bark.’

136 The Latin is Julius Caesar’s, quoted in Aulus Gellius (Noctes Atticae, 1:10): ‘avoid
a novel or unusual word when speaking as you would avoid a rocky reef when
navigating’.
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chiefly, though not exclusively, to the Religious Musings. The remain-
der of the charge I admitted to its full extent, and not without sincere
acknowledgments both to my private and public censors for their
friendly admonitions. In the after editions, I pruned the double epi-
thets with no sparing hand, and used my best efforts to tame the swell
and glitter both of thought and diction; though in truth, these parasite
plants of youthful poetry had insinuated themselves into my longer
poems with such intricacy of union, that I was often obliged to omit
disentangling the weed, from the fear of snapping the flower. From
that period to the date of the present work I have published nothing,
with my name, which could by any possibility have come before
the board of anonymous criticism.'®” Even the three or four poems,
printed with the works of a friend, as far as they were censured at all,
were charged with the same or similar defects, though I am persuaded
not with equal justice: with an EXCESS OF ORNAMENT, in addition to
STRAINED AND ELABORATE DICTION. (Vide the criticisms on the “Ancient
Mariner,” in the Monthly and Critical Reviews of the first volume of the Lyrical
Ballads.) May I be permitted to add, that, even at the early period of
my juvenile poems, I saw and admitted the superiority of an austerer,
and more natural style, with an insight not less clear, than I at present
possess. My judgment was stronger than were my powers of realiz-
ing its dictates; and the faults of my language, though indeed partly
owing to a wrong choice of subjects, and the desire of giving a poetic
colouring to abstract and metaphysical truths, in which a new world
then seemed to open upon me, did yet, in part likewise, originate in
unfeigned diffidence of my own comparative talent.—During several
years of my youth and early manhood, I reverenced those, who had
re-introduced the manly simplicity of the Grecian, and of our own
elder poets, with such enthusiasm, as made the hope seem presumptu-
ous of writing successfully in the same style. Perhaps a similar process
has happened to others; but my earliest poems were marked by an
ease and simplicity, which I have studied, perhaps with inferior suc-
cess, to Impress on my later compositions.

At school, I enjoyed the inestimable advantage of a very sensible,
though at the same time, a very severe master. He* early moulded

* The Rev. James Bowyer, many years Head Master of the Grammar-School, Christ
Hospital 138

137 Coleridge’s contributions to Lyrical Ballads (1798) - the ‘three or four poems, printed
with the works of a friend’ that he mentions in the following sentence — were issued
anonymously in the first instance.

138 James Boyer, whose surname was sometimes spelled Bowyer (1736-1814).



6 BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA

my taste to the preference of Demosthenes to Cicero, of Homer and
Theocritus to Virgil, and again of Virgil to Ovid. He habituated me
to compare Lucretius (in such extracts as I then read) Terence, and
above all the chaster poems of Catullus, not only with the Roman
poets of the, so called, silver and brazen ages; but with even those of
the Augustan era: and on grounds of plain sense and universal logic to
see and assert the superiority of the former in the truth and nativeness,
both of their thoughts and diction. At the same time that we were stud-
ying the Greek Tragic Poets, he made us read Shakspeare and Milton
as lessons: and they were the lessons too, which required most time
and trouble to bring up, so as to escape his censure. I learned from him,
that Poetry, even that of the loftiest and, seemingly, that of the wildest
odes, had a logic of its own, as severe as that of science; and more dif-
ficult, because more subtle, more complex, and dependent on more,
and more fugitive causes. In the truly great poets, he would say, there
is a reason assignable, not only for every word, but for the position of
every word; and I well remember, that availing himself of the synoni-
mes to the Homer of Didymus,'3® he made us attempt to show, with
regard to each, why it would not have answered the same purpose; and
wherein consisted the peculiar fitness of the word in the original text.
In our own English compositions (at least for the last three years
of our school education) he showed no mercy to phrase, metaphor,
or image, unsupported by a sound sense, or where the same sense
might have been conveyed with equal force and dignity in plainer
words.* Lute, harp, and lyre, muse, muses, and inspirations, Pegasus,
Parnassus, and Hipocrene were all an abomination to him. In fancy I
can almost hear him now, exclaiming “Harp? Harp? Lyre? Pen and ink,
boy, you mean! Muse, boy, Muse? your Nurse’s daughter, you mean! Pierian
spring? Oh “aye! the cloister-pump, I suppose!” Nay certain introductions,
similes, and examples, were placed by name on a list of interdiction.
Among the similes, there was, I remember, that of the Manchineel
fruit, as suiting equally well with too many subjects; in which however
it yielded the palm at once to the example of Alexander and Clytus,'*!

139 Didymus Chalcenterus was a Greek Alexandrian writer who lived in the first century
before Christ. He wrote a commentary on Homer’s Iliad, part of which retold the
Homeric text in other words (that is, via ‘synonyms’).

The 1847 edition includes a footnote that was probably written by Coleridge in his
printed copy of the 1817 edition (from which the 1847 editors worked): ‘“This is
worthy of ranking as a maxim (regula maxima) of criticism. Whatever is translatable in
other and simpler words of the same language, without loss of sense of dignity, is bad.
N.B. by dignity I mean the absence of ludicrous and debasing associations.’

The tropical manchineel tree supposedly produces fruit that looks and tastes delicious,
but which is bitterly poisonous when eaten. Cleitus was Alexander the Great’s closest

140

141
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which was equally good and apt, whatever might be the theme.
Was it ambition? Alexander and Clytus!—Flattery? Alexander and
Clytus!—Anger? Drunkenness? Pride? Friendship? Ingratitude? Late
repentance? Still, still Alexander and Clytus! At length, the praises
of agriculture having been exemplified in the sagacious observation,
that had Alexander been holding the plough, he would not have run
his friend Clytus through with a spear, this tried, and serviceable old
friend was banished by public edict in secula seculorum.!*? I have
sometimes ventured to think, that a list of this kind, or an index
expurgatorius'® of certain well-known and ever-returning phrases,
both introductory, and transitional, including a large assortment of
modest egoisms, and flattering illeisms,'** &c. &c. might be hung up in
our law-courts, and both houses of parliament, with great advantage
to the public, as an important saving of national time, an incalculable
relief to his Majesty’s ministers, but above all, as insuring the thanks
of country attornies, and their clients, who have private bills to carry
through the house.

Be this as it may, there was one custom of our master’s, which I
cannot pass over in silence, because I think it imitable and worthy of
mmitation. He would often permit our theme exercises, under some
pretext of want of time, to accumulate, till each lad had four or five to
be looked over. Then placing the whole number abreast on his desk,
he would ask the writer, why this or that sentence might not have
found as appropriate a place under this or that other thesis: and if
no satisfying answer could be returned, and two faults of the same
kind were found in one exercise, the irrevocable verdict followed,
the exercise was torn up, and another on the same subject to be pro-
duced, in addition to the tasks of the day. The reader will, I trust,
excuse this tribute of recollection to a man, whose severities, even
now, not seldom furnish the dreams, by which the blind fancy would
fain interpret to the mind the painful sensations of distempered sleep;
but neither lessen nor dim the deep sense of my moral and intellectual
obligations. He sent us to the University excellent Latin and Greek
scholars, and tolerable Hebraists. Yet our classical knowledge was the
least of the good gifts, which we derived from his zealous and con-
scientious tutorage. He 1s now gone to his final reward, full of years,

friend, but the two quarrelled when drunk and Alexander killed him, afterwards
feeling great remorse for his impetuous and destructive action.

142 “For ever and ever’ (from the Vulgate Lord’s Prayer).

13 Also called Index Librorum Prolubitorum: the list of books banned by the Catholic Church.

144 Coleridge’s coinage: ‘ille’ is Latin for ‘himself’ or ‘itself. An ‘illeism’ is a way of
referring to oneself in the third person.



8 BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA

and full of honors, even of those honors, which were dearest to his
heart, as gratefully bestowed by that school, and still binding him to
the interests of that school, in which he had been himself educated,
and to which during his whole life he was a dedicated thing.

From causes, which this is not the place to investigate, no models
of past times, however perfect, can have the same vivid effect on
the youthful mind, as the productions of contemporary genius. The
Discipline, my mind had undergone, “Ne falleretur rotundo sono et
versuum cursu, cincinnis et floribus; sed ut mnspiceret quidnam sub-
esset, quae, sedes, quod firmamentum, quis fundus verbis; an figurae
essent mera ornatura et orationis fucus; vel sanguinis e materiae ipsius
corde effluentis rubor quidam nativus et incalescentia genuina;”4
removed all obstacles to the appreciation of excellence in style with-
out diminishing my delight. That I was thus prepared for the perusal
of Mr. Bowles’s sonnets!#® and earlier poems, at once increased #heir
influence, and my enthusiasm. The great works of past ages seem to
a young man thmgs of another race, in respect to which his faculties
must remain passive and submiss, even as to the stars and mountains.
But the writings of a contemporary, perhaps not many years elder
than himself, surrounded by the same circumstances, and disciplined
by the same manners, possess a reality for him, and inspire an actual
friendship as of a man for a man. His very admiration is the wind
which fans and feeds his hope. The poems themselves assume the
properties of flesh and blood. To recite, to extol, to contend for them
is but the payment of a debt due to one, who exists to receive it.

There are indeed modes of teaching which have produced, and are
producing, youths of a very different stamp; modes of teaching, in
comparison with which we have been called on to despise our great
public schools, and universities

145 The Latin means: ‘that it [my youthful mind] was not distracted by the verse’s smooth
sound and flow, nor its ornamentation, nor floweriness of expression; instead it exam-
ined the fundamentals and essences of words, to see if the figures be mere ornamenta-
tion, to check the falsity of the rhetoric; if indeed the actual meaning flows blood-red
from the heart with true passion’. The passage 1s Coleridge’s own confection, drawing
in its later half from medical writing: Thomas Willis’s treatise De Sanguinis Incalescentia
(1672) popularised ‘incalescentia’ (not a word found in Classical Latin) as the stand-
ard Latin term for the heat of the blood; and Johann Jakob, Bernhardin and Georg
Michael Wepfer characterised a body as healthy ‘quia rubor et nativus color manet
per se illaeso corde’ - ‘in which the redness and the native colour of the heart remains
essentially unaltered’ (Wepfer brothers, Observationes medico-practicae, de affectibus capitis
internis & externis (1727), 583).

146 ‘William Lisle Bowles (1762-1850), Anglican vicar and poet, whose Somnets, Written
Chiefly in Picturesque Spots, During a Tour was first published in 1789.
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In whose halls are hung
Armoury of the invincible knights of old—!47

modes, by which children are to be metamorphosed into prodi-
gies. And prodigies with a vengeance have I known thus produced!
Prodigies of self-conceit, shallowness, arrogance, and infidelity!
Instead of storing the memory, during the period when the memory
is the predominant faculty, with facts for the after exercise of the
judgement; and instead of awakening by the noblest models the fond
and unmixed LOVE and ADMIRATION, which is the natural and grace-
ful temper of early youth; #hese nurselings of improved pedagogy are
taught to dispute and decide; to suspect all, but their own and their
lecturer’s wisdom; and to hold nothing sacred from their contempt,
but their own contemptible arrogance: boy-graduates in all the tech-
nicals, and in all the dirty passions and impudence of anonymous
criticism. To such dispositions alone can the admonition of Pliny be
requisite, “Neque enim debet operibus ejus obesse, quod vivit. An si
inter eos, quos nunquam vidimus, floruisset, non solum libros ejus,
verum etilam imagines conquireremus, ejusdem nunc honor praesen-
tis, et gratia quast satietate languescet? At hoc pravum, malignumque
est, non admirari hominem admiratione dignissimum, quia videre,
complecti, nec laudare tantum, verum etiam amare contingit.” Fln.
Epist. Lib. 1148

I had just entered on my seventeenth year, when the sonnets of
Mr. Bowles, twenty in number, and just then published in a quarto
pamphlet, were first made known and presented to me, by a school-
fellow who had quitted us for the University, and who, during the
whole time that he was in our first form (or in our school language a
GRECIAN) had been my patron and protector. I refer to Dr. Middleton,
the truly learned, and every way excellent Bishop of Calcutta:

Qui laudibus amplis
Ingenium celebrare meum, calamumque solebat,
Calcar agens animo validum. Non omnia terrae
Obruta! Vivit amor, vivit dolor! Ora negatur

147 Wordsworth’s ‘Sonnet XVI', Poems Dedicated to National Independence, lines 9-10.

18 Pliny’s Letters (1:16): “The fact that a writer happens to be still alive ought not to be
counted against him; for if he had flourished in the distant past, not only his writings
but also any portraits or statues of him would be the subject of passionate curiosity;
should we therefore, just because he’s still alive and amongst us, allow his genius to
languish and fade away without honour or attention, out of a kind of satiety on our
part? That would be very perverse and malignant of us, regarding with indifference a
man who is actually worth the highest praise — only because we are able to see him, to
talk to him, to applaud him and befriend him.’
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Dulcia conspicere; at flere et meminisse* relictum est.!*

Petr. Ep. Lib. 1. Ep 1.

It was a double pleasure to me, and still remains a tender recollec-
tion, that I should have received from a friend so revered the first
knowledge of a poet, by whose works, year after year, I was so
enthusiastically delighted and inspired. My earliest acquaintances
will not have forgotten the undisciplined eagerness and impetuous
zeal, with which I laboured to make proselytes, not only of my com-
panions, but of all with whom I conversed, of whatever rank, and in
whatever place. As my school finances did not permit me to purchase
copies, I made, within less than a year and a half, more than forty
transcriptions, as the best presents I could offer to those, who had in
any way won my regard. And with almost equal delight did I receive
the three or four following publications of the same author.!*
Though I have seen and known enough of mankind to be well
aware, that I shall perhaps stand alone in my creed, and that it will
be well, if I subject myself to no worse charge than that of singu-
larity; I am not therefore deterred from avowing, that I regard, and
ever have regarded the obligations of intellect among the most sacred
of the claims of gratitude. A valuable thought, or a particular train

* I am most happy to have the necessity of informing the reader, that since this passage
was written, the report of Dr. Middleton’s death on his voyage to India has been proved
erroneous. e lives and long may he live; for I dare prophecy, that with his life only will
his exertions for the temporal and spiritual welfare of his fellow men be limited.!5!

19 Petrarch’s Epistola Barbato Sulmonensi (1359), lines 12-16:

Who with ample praises

Celebrated my genius, and the power of my pen,

Pricking my spirit with his sharp spur. The earth has not buried

Everything; love is still alive, and so sorrow is alive; though deprived

Of the sight of those sweet features, we are left to weep and remember them.

150 Bowles’s sonnets saw two impressions in 1789 (a fourteen-sonnet version and an
expanded twenty-one-sonnet second edition). His next publications were: The Grave of
Howard (1790), Verses on the Benevolent Institution of the Philanthropic Society (1790); Hope: An
Allegorical Sketch (1796) and Elegaic Stanzas (1796).

151 Thomas Fanshawe Middleton (1769-1822), Coleridge’s schoolfriend, was appointed
(the first) Bishop of Calcutta in 1814. He sailed for India on 8 June 1814, encounter-
ing severe storms off the Gape of Good Hope. The elegiac Latin verse quoted above
records Coleridge’s belief that his ship had capsized during this voyage, although in
fact Middleton arrived safely in Calcutta on 28 November 1814. Middleton preached
a sermon on ‘National Providence’ in St John’s Cathedral, Calcutta on 13 April
1815 (subtitled, ‘For a General Thanksgiving Throughout the Honourable [East
India] Company’s Territories in India, for the Great and Public Blessings of Peace in
Europe’) which was printed and distributed in Britain. Conceivably it was news, or
even a copy, of this sermon that alerted Coleridge to Middleton’s being alive, which
would date this footnote to late 1815.



CHAPTER 1 11

of thoughts, gives me additional pleasure, when I can safely refer
and attribute it to the conversation or correspondence of another.
My obligations to Mr. Bowles were indeed important and for radical
good. At a very premature age, even before my fifteenth year, I had
bewildered myself in metaphysicks, and in theological controversy.
Nothing else pleased me. History, and particular facts, lost all interest
in my mind. Poetry (though for a school-boy of that age, I was above
par in English versification, and had already produced two or three
compositions which, I may venture to say, without reference to my
age, were somewhat above mediocrity, and which had gained me
more credit than the sound, good sense of my old master was at all
pleased with) poetry itself, yea novels and romances, became insipid
to me. In my friendless wanderings on our leave-*days, (for I was an
orphan,®? and had scarcely any connections in London) highly was
I delighted, if any passenger, especially if he were drest in black,!5
would enter into conversation with me. For I soon found the means
of directing it to my favorite subjects

Of providence, fore-knowledge, will, and fate,
Fix’d fate, free will, fore-knowledge absolute,
And found no end in wandering mazes lost.!5*

This preposterous pursuit was, beyond doubt, injurious, both to
my natural powers, and to the progress of my education. It would
perhaps have been destructive, had it been continued; but from this
I was auspiciously withdrawn, partly indeed by an accidental intro-
duction to an amiable family,'® chiefly however, by the genial influ-
ence of a style of poetry, so tender and yet so manly, so natural and
real, and yet so dignified and harmonious, as the sonnets, &c. of
Mr. Bowles! Well were it for me, perhaps, had I never relapsed into
the same mental disease; if I had continued to pluck the flower and
reap the harvest from the cultivated surface, instead of delving in

* The Christ Hospital phrase, not for holidays altogether, but for those on which the
boys are permitted to go beyond the precincts of the school.

152 No he wasn’t. Though Coleridge’s father had died in 1781, his mother lived until
1809, and various other relatives were still alive even when the Biographia was being
written — his uncle, for example, who lived in London, and treated him with great
friendliness on his journeys to the capital.

153 Coleridge means ‘if he happened to be a clergyman’ (and therefore knowledgeable in
abstruse theological matters).

154 Milton, Paradise Lost, 2:559-61.

155 The Evans family: William Evans, a schoolfriend, brought Coleridge back to meet his
widowed mother and sisters in 1788.
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the unwholesome quicksilver mines of metaphysic depths. But if in
after time I have sought a refuge from bodily pain and mismanaged
sensibility in abstruse researches, which exercised the strength and
subtlety of the understanding without awakening the feelings of the
heart; still there was a long and blessed interval, during which my nat-
ural faculties were allowed to expand, and my original tendencies to
develope themselves: my fancy, and the love of nature, and the sense
of beauty in forms and sounds.

The second advantage, which I owe to my early perusal, and
admiration of these poems (to which let me add, though known to
me at a somewhat later period, the Lewsdon Hill of Mr. crROw)15°
bears more immediately on my present subject. Among those with
whom I conversed, there were, of course, very many who had
formed their taste, and their notions of poetry, from the writings
of Mr. Pope and his followers: or to speak more generally, in that
school of French poetry, condensed and invigorated by English
understanding, which had predominated from the last century. I was
not blind to the merits of this school, yet as from inexperience of the
world, and consequent want of sympathy with the general subjects
of these poems, they gave me little pleasure, I doubtless undervalued
the kind, and with the presumption of youth withheld from its mas-
ters the legitimate name of poets. I saw, that the excellence of this
kind consisted in just and acute observations on men and manners
in an artificial state of society, as its matter and substance; and in the
logic of wit, conveyed in smooth and strong epigrammatic couplets,
as its _form. Even when the subject was addressed to the fancy, or
the intellect, as in the Rape of the Lock, or the Essay on Man; nay,
when it was a consecutive narration, as in that astonishing product
of matchless talent and ingenuity, Pope’s Translation of the Iliad;
still a point was looked for at the end of each second line, and the
whole was, as it were, a sorites,®” or, if I may exchange a logical
for a grammatical metaphor, a comjunction disjunctive,'*® of epigrams.

156 William Crowe, Lewesdon Hill: A Poem (1788): a medium-length (twenty pages) blank
verse poem describing the titular Dorsetshire hill through the seasons.

‘When you have a string of Syllogisms . . . in which the Conclusion of each is made the
Premiss of the next, till you arrive at the main or ultimate Conclusion of all, you may
sometimes state these briefly, in the form called Sorites; in which the Predicate sorite
of the first proposition is made the Subject of the next; and so on, to any length, till
finally the Predicate of the last of the Premises 1s predicated (in the Conclusion) of the
Subject of the first: e. g. A1s B, Bis G, Cis D, D is E; therefore A is E. “The English are
a brave people; a brave people are free; a free people are happy; therefore the English
are happy.”’ (Richard Whately, Elements of Logic (1826), 125-6).

‘Conjunctions are principally divided into two sorts, the COPULATIVE and the

157
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Meantime the matter and diction seemed to me characterized not
so much by poetic thoughts, as by thoughts #ranslated mto the lan-
guage of poetry. On this last point, I had occasion to render my
own thoughts gradually more and more plain to myself, by frequent
amicable disputes concerning Darwin’s BOTANIC GARDEN,'® which,
for some years, was greatly extolled, not only by the reading public in
general, but even by those, whose genius and natural robustness of
understanding enabled them afterwards to act foremost in dissipating
these “painted mists”1% that occasionally rise from the marshes at
the foot of Parnassus. During my first Cambridge vacation, I assisted
a friend in a contribution for a literary society in Devonshire: and
in this I remember to have compared Darwin’s work to the Russian
palace of ice, glittering, cold and transitory.'”! In the same essay
too, I assigned sundry reasons, chiefly drawn from a comparison of
passages in the Latin poets with the original Greek, from which they
were borrowed, for the preference of Collins’s odes to those of Gray;
and of the simile in Shakspeare

DISJUNCTIVE. The Conjunction Copulative serves to connect or to continue a sentence,
by expressing an addition, a supposition, a cause, etc.: as, “He and his brother reside
in London.” “I will go if he will accompany me.” “You are happy, because you are
good.” The Conjunction Disjunctive serves, not only to connect and continue the sentence,
but also to express opposition of meaning in different degrees: as, “Though he was
frequently reproved, yet he did not reform;” “They came with her, but went away
without her.”” (Lindley Murray, An English Grammar: Comprehending the Principles and
Rules of the Language (1808), 1:173).

Erasmus Darwin’s The Botanic Garden (1791) is a set of two poems elaborating the state
of scientific understanding of botany that then obtained: The Economy of Vegetation and
The Loves of the Plants. Darwin (1731-1802) was a physician and naturalist as well as a
poet; he was the great-uncle of Charles Darwin.

Darwin’s poem begins with an invocation to the goddess of Botany, asking her to
dissipate the mists of ignorance: ‘Disperse, ye Lightnings! and, ye Mists, dissolve! /—
Hither, emerging from yon orient skies, / BOTANIC GODDESS! bend thy radiant eyes;
(Erasmus Darwin, The Botanic Garden: The Economy of Vegetation (1791), 1: 42-4). The
more general point is Coleridge’s animadversion against the conventionalised style
of picturesque poetry that dominated the later eighteenth century, of which he takes
Erasmus Darwin as a major example. Coleridge reacted particularly strongly against
The Botanic Garden. In 1796 he wrote to a friend: ‘I absolutely nauseate Darwin’s poem’
(Griggs, Collected Letters, 1:216).

Coleridge’s ‘first Cambridge vacation’ was in 1792. The best efforts of scholars have
been unable to locate this essay. The ‘Ice Palace’ was built by Russian Empress Anna
Ioannovna (1693-1740). Displeased with a member of her nobility, she not only
(humiliatingly) forced him to marry one of her maids, but compelled the couple to
spend their wedding night in a specially constructed ice palace: 80 feet long, 25 wide
and 30 high, in which not only the structure but all fixtures and fittings (including bed,
clock and statues of animals and plants) were made of ice. Coleridge’s point concerns
the transience of such a structure, but in fact during the exceptionally harsh winter of
1739-40 the palace stood for many months.
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How like a younker or a prodigal,

The skarfed bark puts from her native bay,
Hugg’d and embraced by the strumpet wind!
How like the prodigal doth she return,

With over-weather’d ribs and ragged sails,

Lean, rent, and beggar’d by the strumpet wind!*6

to the imitation in the bard;

Fair laughs the morn, and soft the zephyr blows

While proudly riding o’er the azure realm

In gallant trim the gilded vessel goes,

YOUTH at the prow and PLEASURE at the helm;
Regardless of the sweeping whirlwind’s sway,

That hush’d in grim repose, expects it’s evening prey.!%

(In which, by the bye, the words “realm” and “sway” are rhymes
dearly purchased.) I preferred the original on the ground, that in
the imitation it depended wholly on the compositor’s putting, or
not putting, a small Capital, both in this, and in many other passages
of the same poet, whether the words should be personifications, or
mere abstracts. I mention this, because, in referring various lines in
Gray to their original in Shakspeare and Milton; and in the clear
perception how completely all the propriety was lost in the transfer;
I was, at that early period, led to a conjecture, which, many years
afterwards was recalled to me from the same thought having been
started in conversation, but far more ably, and developed more
fully, by Mr. WORDSWORTH; namely, that this style of poetry, which
I have characterized above, as translations of prose thoughts into
poetic language, had been kept up by, if it did not wholly arise
from, the custom of writing Latin verses, and the great importance
attached to these exercises, in our public schools. Whatever might
have been the case in the fifteenth century, when the use of the
Latin tongue was so general among learned men, that Erasmus
is said to have forgotten his native language;!®* yet in the present
day it 1s not to be supposed, that a youth can think in Latin, or
that he can have any other reliance on the force or fitness of his

162 Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice, 2:6:14-19.

168 Thomas Gray, The Bard (1757), 71-6.

164 Erasmus ‘spent all his days in readying, writing, and talking Latin; for he seems to
have had no turn for modern languages, and perhaps he had almost forgotten his

mother-tongue [Dutch]. His style therefore is always unaffected, easy, copious, fluent,
and clear’ (John Jortin, Life of Erasmus (3 vols, 1758), 1:601).
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phrases, but the authority of the writer from whom he has adopted
them. Consequently he must first prepare his thoughts, and then
pick out, from Virgil, Horace, Ovid, or perhaps more compendi-
ously from his* Gradus, halves and quarters of lines, in which to
embody them.

I never object to a certain degree of disputatiousness in a young
man from the age of seventeen to that of four or five and twenty,
provided I find him always arguing on one side of the question. The
controversies, occasioned by my unfeigned zeal for the honor of a
favorite contemporary,'® then known to me only by his works, were
of great advantage in the formation and establishment of my taste and
critical opinions. In my defence of the lines running into each other,
instead of closing at each couplet; and of natural language, neither
bookish, nor vulgar, neither redolent of the lamp, nor of the kennel,
such as I will remember thee; instead of the same thought tricked up in

the rag-fair finery of,

* In the Nutricia of Politian, there occurs this line:
Pura coloratos interstrepit unda lapillos.
Casting my eye on a University prize poem, I met this line:
Lactea purpureos interstrepit unda lapillos.

Now look out in the Gradus for Purus, and you find, as the first synonime, lcteus; for col-
oratus, and the first synonime is purpureus. I mention this by way of elucidating one of the
most ordinary processes in the ferrumination of these centos.'%

165 Presumably Bowles.

166 "The line from Italian poet Poliziano’s Nutrica (“That Which Nurtured Me’, 1486)
means: ‘the pure stream goes murmuring over little coloured pebbles’. The syno-
nymical line means: ‘the milky stream goes murmuring over the little purple pebbles’.
The Gradus Ad Parnassum (the title means ‘easy steps up Parnassus’, the mountain
that symbolised poetic inspiration) was a textbook of Latin phrases widely used
by schoolchildren tasked with the business of composing in Latin. It was originally
compiled by Paul Aler in 1687. Actually the quoted Latin is from Poliziano’s Rustica,
not his Nutricia; and the Gradus does not include the synonyms Coleridge claims. The
‘University poem’ from which the second line is quoted is the Oxford Prize Poem
of 1789, Iter Ad Meccam [“The Pilgrimage to Mecca’] by George Canning (1770-
1827) - the same Canning who went on to become Prime Minister. Coleridge had
been ridiculed in Canning’s reactionary newspaper The Anti-Jacobin, and the young
STC had attacked the whole of Pitt’s Napoleonic War cabinet (which had included
Canning). But he had later been introduced to Ganning by Frere, and seems to have
mellowed towards him. The actual force of the note, in other words, is an obscure,
if gentle, mockery of a prominent political figure. ‘Ferrumination’ seals the joke: it is
an Anglicisation of the Latin ferrumino, which means ‘to cement, solder, glue, unite,
bind, join’ (Charlton T. Lewis and Charles Short, 4 Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1879). ‘Soldering’ is, of course, the principle strategy involved in
canning. Peter Durand’s patent on his new method for preserving food using tin cans
had been granted in 1810.
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———Thy image on her wing
Before my FANCY’S eye shall MEMORY bring,—!¢7

I had continually to adduce the metre and diction of the Greek
poets, from Homer to Theocritus inclusive; and still more of our
elder English poets, from Chaucer to Milton. Nor was this all. But
as it was my constant reply to authorities brought against me from
later poets of great name, that no authority could avail in opposition
to TRUTH, NATURE, LOGIC, and the LAWS OF UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR;
actuated too by my former passion for metaphysical investigations; I
labored at a solid foundation, on which permanently to ground my
opinions, in the component faculties of the human mind itself, and
their comparative dignity and importance. According to the faculty
or source, from which the pleasure given by any poem or passage
was derived, I estimated the merit of such poem or passage. As the
result of all my reading and meditation, I abstracted two critical
aphorisms, deeming them to comprize the conditions and criteria
of poetic style; first, that not the poem which we have read, but that
to which we return, with the greatest pleasure, possesses the genuine
power, and claims the name of essential poetry. Second, that whatever
lines can be translated into other words of the same language, with-
out diminution of their significance, either in sense, or association,
or in any worthy feeling, are so far vicious in their diction. Be it
however observed, that I excluded from the list of worthy feelings,
the pleasure derived from mere novelty, in the reader, and the desire
of exciting wonderment at his powers in the author. Oftentimes since
then, in perusing French tragedies, I have fancied two marks of admi-
ration at the end of each line, as hieroglyphics of the author’s own
admiration at his own cleverness. Our genuine admiration of a great
poet 1s a continuous under-current of feeling; it is every where present,
but seldom any where as a separate excitement. I was wont boldly
to affirm, that it would be scarcely more difficult to push a stone out
from the pyramids with the bare hand, than to alter a word, or the
position of a word, in Milton or Shakspeare, (in their most impor-
tant works at least) without making the poet say something else, or
something worse, than he does say. One great distinction, I appeared
to myself to see plainly between even the characteristic faults of our
elder poets, and the false beauty of the moderns. In the former,

167 Coleridge’s own parodic, over-poeticised version of the sentiment ‘I shall remember
thee’ here, mocks his own juvenilia: the trope of ‘memory’s wing’ appeared in a poem
he wrote in 1791, ‘On Quitting School for Jesus College Gambridge’: ‘Ah fair Delights!
That o’er my soul / On Memory’s wing, like shadows fly!’
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from DONNE to COWLEY, we find the most fantastic out-of-the-way
thoughts, but in the most pure and genuine mother English; in the
latter, the most obvious thoughts, in language the most fantastic and
arbitrary. Our faulty elder poets sacrificed the passion and passionate
flow of poetry, to the subtleties of intellect, and to the starts of wit;
the moderns to the glare and glitter of a perpetual, yet broken and
heterogeneous imagery, or rather to an amphibious something, made
up, half of image, and half of abstract* meaning. The one sacrificed
the heart to the head; the other both heart and head to point and
drapery.

The reader must make himself acquainted with the general style
of composition that was at that time deemed poetry, in order to
understand and account for the effect produced on me by the SON-
NETS, the MONODY at MATLOCK, and the HOPE, of Mr. Bowles;!68
for it is peculiar to original genius to become less and less striking, in
proportion to its success in improving the taste and judgement of its
contemporaries. The poems of WEST indeed had the merit of chaste
and manly diction, but they were cold, and, if I may so express it, only
dead-coloured;'%° while in the best of Warton’s there is a stiffness, which
too often gives them the appearance of imitations from the Greek.!”°
Whatever relation, therefore, of cause or impulse Percy’s collection
of Ballads'”! may bear to the most popular poems of the present day;
yet in a more sustained and elevated style, of the then living poets,

* I remember a ludicrous instance in the poem of a young tradesman:

No more will I endure love’s pleasing pain,
Or round my /eart’s leg tie his galling chain.!”?

168 Monody, Written at Matlock, October 1791 (1791) and Hope, an Allegorical Sketch (1796).

169 Gilbert West (1703-56), author of Stowe, the Gardens of the Right Honourable Richard, Lord
Viscount Cobham (1732); The Odes of Pindar, with several other preces translated (1749) and
Education: a poem in two cantos (1751). His translation of Pindar was the standard English
version of the poet for a century or more. ‘Dead-colour’ is the ground an artist paints
onto his or her canvas (usually white or pale, sometimes dark) prior to making the rest
of the painting; Coleridge means that West’s poems are foundations for poems rather
than poems themselves.

170 Thomas Warton (1728-90), Poet Laureate. His The Triumph of Isis (1749) may be the

poem Coleridge has in mind as too stiffly ‘Greek’.

Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765), a very popular anthology of traditional

English folk ballads.

This ‘young tradesman’ poet is Oliver Goldsmith, who worked for a time as an apoth-

ecary. Coleridge’s exaggerated pastiche ridicules some lines from the beginning of

Goldsmith’s The Traveller (1764), where the poet’s heart is troped as imprisoned:

171

172

My heart untravell’d fondly turns to thee;
Still to my brother turns with ceaseless pain,
And drags at each remove a lengthening chain. (8-10)
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Bowles and Cowper™* were, to the best of my knowledge, the first who
combined natural thoughts with natural diction; the first who recon-
ciled the heart with the head. It is true, as I have before mentioned,
that from diffidence in my own powers, I for a short time adopted a
laborious and florid diction, which I myself deemed, if not absolutely
vicious, yet of very inferior worth. Gradually, however, my practice
conformed to my better judgement; and the compositions of my
twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth year (ex. gr. the shorter blank verse
poems, the lines which are now adopted in the introductory part of
the VISION in the present collection in Mr Southey’s Joan of Arc, 2nd
book, 1st edition, and the tragedy of REMORSE)!? are not more below
my present ideal in respect of the general tissue of the style than those
of the latest date. Their faults were at least a remnant of the former
leaven, and among the many who have done me the honor of putting
my poems in the same class with those of my betters, the one or two,
who have pretended to bring examples of affected simplicity from my
volume, have been able to adduce but one instance, and that out of a
copy of verses half ludicrous, half splenetic, which I intended, and had
myself characterized, as sermoni propriora.t’*

Every reform, however necessary, will by weak minds be carried
to an excess, which will itself need reforming. The reader will excuse
me for noticing, that I myself was the first to expose risu honesto'’”® the
three sins of poetry, one or the other of which is the most likely to

* Cowper’s task was published some time before the sonnets of Mr. Bowles; but I was
not familiar with it till many years afterwards. The vein of Satire which runs through that
excellent poem, together with the sombre hue of its religious opinions, would probably, at
that time, have prevented its laying any strong hold on my affections. The love of nature
seems to have led Thompson to a cheerful religion; and a gloomy religion to have led
Cowper to a love of nature. The one would carry his fellow-men along with him into
nature; the other flies to nature from his fellow-men. In chastity of diction however, and
the harmony of blank verse, Cowper leaves Thompson immeasurably below him; yet still
I feel the latter to have been the born poet.’'7®

173 Coleridge makes reference to a variety of his own writings: several blank verse ‘con-
versation poems’ (including “This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison’), a 250-line section of
The Destiny of Nations: A Vision (1817) which had originally been published as part of
his friend Robert Southey’s Foan of Arc: An Epic Poem (1796), and a blank verse tragedy
originally called Osorio (1797), later rewritten as Remorse.

A Horatian tag (Satires, 1.4.42-3) meaning ‘better suited to prose or to conversation’.
The poem to which Coleridge refers here is Address to a Young FJackass and its Tethered
Mother (1794).

‘Honest laughter’.

The poets referred to here, and in the main body of the text, are: William Cowper
(1731-1800), author of The Task (1781) and many other things; William Lisle Bowles,
whose Sonnets (1789) have already been mentioned; and James Thomson (1700-48)
author of The Seasons (1730).
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beset a young writer. So long ago as the publication of the second
number of the monthly magazine, under the name of NEHEMIAH
HIGGENBOTTOM I contributed three sonnets, the first of which had for
its object to excite a good-natured laugh at the spirit of doleful egotism,
and at the recurrence of favorite phrases, with the double defect of
being at once trite, and licentious. The second, on low, creeping lan-
guage and thoughts, under the pretence of simplicity. And the third, the
phrases of which were borrowed entirely from my own poems, on the
indiscriminate use of elaborate and swelling language and imagery.
The reader will find them in the note* below, and will I trust regard

* SONNET I

PENSIVE at eve, on the /ard world I mused,
And my poor heart was sad; so at the MOON

I gazed, and sighed, and sighed; for ah how soon
Eve saddens into night! mine eyes perused
With tearful vacancy the dampy grass

That wept and glitter’d in the paly ray:

And I did pause me on my lonely way

And mused me on the wretched ones that pass
O’er the bleak heath of sorrow. But alas!
Most of myself1 thought! when it befel,

That the soothe spirit of the breezy wood
Breath’d in mine ear: “All this is very well,
But much of ONE thing, is for NO thing good.”
Oh my poor heart’s INEXPLICABLE SWELL!

SONNET II
OH I do love thee, meek SIMPLICITY!
For of thy lays the lulling simpleness
Goes to my heart, and soothes each small distress,
Distress tho’” small, yet haply great to me,
"Tis true on Lady Fortune’s gentlest pad
I amble on; and yet I know not why
So sad I am! but should a friend and I
Frown, pout and part, then I am very sad.
And then with sonnets and with sympathy
My dreamy bosom’s mystic woes I pall;
Now of my false friend plaining plaintively,
Now raving at mankind in general;
But whether sad or fierce, ’tis simple all,
All very simple, meek SIMPLICITY!

SONNET III
AND this reft house is that, the which he built,
Lamented Jack! and here his malt he pil’d,
Cautious in vain! these rats, that squeak so wild,
Squeak not unconscious of their father’s guilt.
Did he not see her gleaming thro’ the glade!
Belike ’twas she, the maiden all forlorn.
What tho’ she milk no cow with crumpled horn,
Yet, aye she haunts the dale where erst she stray’d:
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them as reprinted for biographical purposes, and not for their poetic
merits. So general at that time, and so decided was the opinion con-
cerning the characteristic vices of my style, that a celebrated physician
(now, alas! no more) speaking of me in other respects with his usual
kindness to a gentleman, who was about to meet me at a dinner party,
could not however resist giving him a hint not to mention the “House
that ‘fack builf” in my presence, for “that I was as sore as a boil about that
sonnet;” he not knowing, that I was myself the author of it.

And aye, beside her stalks her amarous knight!

Still on his thighs their wonted brogues are worn,

And thro’ those brogues, still tatter’d and betorn,

His hindward charms gleam an unearthly white.

Ah! thus thro’ broken clouds at night’s high Noon

Peeps to fair fragments forth the full-orb’d harvest-moon!'”/

The following anecdote will not be wholly out of place here, and may perhaps amuse the
reader. An amateur performer in verse expressed to a common friend, a strong desire to be
mntroduced to me, but hesitated in accepting my friend’s immediate offer, on the score that
“he was, he must acknowledge, the author of a confounded severe epigram on my ancient
mariner, which had given me great pain.” I assured my friend that, if the epigram was a good
one, it would only increase my desire to become acquainted with the author, and begg’d to
hear it recited: when, to my no less surprise than amusement, it proved to be one which I
had myself some time before written and inserted in the Morning Post.

TO THE AUTHOR OF THE ANCIENT MARINER

Your poem must eternal be,
Dear sir! it cannot fail,

For ’tis incomprehensible,
And without head or tail.!”8

177 These three pastiche sonnets first appeared in the Monthly Magazine, November 1797
as ‘by Nehemiah Higginbottom’. The broader context for their appearance is summa-
rised by David Erdman: ‘Having with some misgivings recently pushed through the
publication of Poems, By S. T. Coleridge, Second Edition. To which are now added Poems by
Charles Lamb, And Charles Lloyd, the main author, counting the “effusions” of Lamb and
Lloyd as a part of his own folly, laughs cathartically at the whole performance - and
then sells his laughter to the Monthly Magazine before sharing it with his collaborators’
(David Erdman, ‘Coleridge as Nehemiah Higginbottom’, Modern Language Notes, 73:8
(1958), 569). ‘I sent three mock Sonnets’, was how Coleridge explained matters in a
letter to Cottle, ‘in ridicule of my own, & Charles Lloyd’s, & Lamb’s, &c &c—in ridicule
of that affectation of unaffectedness, of jumping & misplaced accent on common-place
epithets, flat lines forced into poetry by Italics (signifying how well & mouthis[h)ly the
Author would read them) puny pathos &c &c—the instances are almost all taken from
mine & Lloyd’s poems ... think they may do good to our young Bards’ (Griggs,
Collected Letters, 1:357-8). However benign Coleridge’s intentions may have been,
Lloyd, Lamb and Southey (who believed his own sonnets ridiculed here) were all
upset by the publication. Coleridge wrote a letter to Southey (Collected Letters, 1:358-9)
denying that he had been his target.

The quatrain with which this footnote concludes was originally published in the
Morning Post (24 January 1800) under the title ‘7o Mr. Pye On his Carmen Seculare (a
title which has by various persons who have heard it been thus translated “A Poem an
age long”)’. Henry James Pye (1745-1813) was Poet Laureate from 1790 until his death.
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CHAPTER 2

Supposed irritability of men of Genius—Brought to the test of
Facts—Causes and Occasions of the charge—Its Injustice.

I have often thought, that it would be neither uninstructive nor
unamusing to analyze, and bring forward into distinct consciousness,
that complex feeling, with which readers in general take part against
the author, in favor of the critic; and the readiness with which they
apply to all poets the old sarcasm of Horace upon the scribblers of
his time: “Genus irritabile vatum.”'”® A debility and dimness of the
imaginative power, and a consequent necessity of reliance on the
immediate impressions of the senses, do, we well know, render the
mind liable to superstition and fanaticism. Having a deficient portion
of internal and proper warmth, minds of this class seek in the crowd
arcum fana'® for a warmth in common, which they do not possess
singly. Cold and phlegmatic in their own nature, like damp hay,
they heat and inflame by co-acervation; or like bees they become
restless and irritable through the increased temperature of collected
multitudes. Hence the German word for fanaticism (such at least was
its original import) is derived from the swarming of bees, namely,
Schwirmen, Schwarmerey. The passion being in an inverse propor-
tion to the insight, #hat the more vivid, as s the less distinct; anger
is the inevitable consequence. The absence of all foundation within
their own minds for that, which they yet believe both true and indis-
pensible to their safety and happiness, cannot but produce an uneasy
state of feeling, an involuntary sense of fear from which nature has
no means of rescuing herself but by anger. Experience informs us that
the first defence of weak minds is to recriminate.

There’s no Philosopher but sees,
That rage and fear are one disease,
Tho’ that may burn, and this may freeze,
They’re both alike the ague.
MAD OX.!8!

179 “That irritable race of poets’ (Horace, Epistles, 2.2.102).
180 “Around the temple’.
181 Coleridge’s ‘Recantation: Illustrated in the Story of the Mad Ox’ (1798), lines 63-6.
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But where the ideas are vivid, and there exists an endless power
of combining and modifying them, the feelings and affections blend
more easily and intimately with these ideal creations, than with the
objects of the senses; the mind is affected by thoughts, rather than
by things; and only then feels the requisite interest even for the
most important events and accidents, when by means of meditation
they have passed into thoughts. The sanity of the mind is between
superstition with fanaticism on the one hand; and enthusiasm with
indifference and a diseased slowness to action on the other. For the
conceptions of the mind may be so vivid and adequate, as to preclude
that impulse to the realizing of them, which is strongest and most
restless in those, who possess more than mere falent, (or the faculty
of appropriating and applying the knowledge of others) yet still want
something of the creative, and self-sufficing power of absolute Genuus.
For this reason therefore, they are men of commanding genius. While
the former rest content between thought and reality, as it were in an
intermundium!®? of which their own living spirit supplies the substance,
and their imagination the ever-varying form; the latter must impress
their preconceptions on the world without, in order to present them
back to their own view with the satisfying degree of clearness, distinct-
ness, and individuality. These in tranquil times are formed to exhibit
a perfect poem in palace, or temple, or landscape-garden; or a tale of
romance in canals that join sea with sea, or in walls of rock, which
shouldering back the billows imitate the power, and supply the benev-
olence of nature to sheltered navies; or in aqueducts that arching the
wide vale from mountain to mountain give a Palmyra to the desert.
But alas! in times of tumult they are the men destined to come forth
as the shaping spirit of Ruin, to destroy the wisdom of ages in order
to substitute the fancies of a day, and to change kings and kingdoms,
as the wind shifts and shapes the clouds.* The records of biography

* Of old things all are over old,

Of good things none are good enough:—
We'll show that we can help to frame

A world of other stuff.

I too will have my kings, that take
From me the sign of life and death:
Kingdoms shall shift about, like clouds,
Obedient to my breath.
WORDSWORTH’S ROB ROY'#

182 ‘Intermundium, The place and distance between divers worlds, as Epicurus thought. Epicuri
intermundia, Cicero’ (Robert Ainsworth, dinsworth’s Dictionary of the Latin Tongue (1736)).
183 Wordsworth, ‘Rob Roy’s Grave’ (1807), 85-92.
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seem to confirm this theory. The men of the greatest genius, as far
as we can Judge from their own works or from the accounts of their
contemporaries, appear to have been of calm and tranquil temper, in
all that related to themselves. In the inward assurance of permanent
fame, they seem to have been either indifferent or resigned, with
regard to immediate reputation. Through all the works of Chaucer
there reigns a chearfulness, a manly hilarity, which makes it almost
impossible to doubt a correspondent habit of feeling in the author
himself. Shakspeare’s evenness and sweetness of temper were almost
proverbial in his own age. That this did not arise from ignorance of
his own comparative greatness, we have abundant proof in his son-
nets, which could scarcely have been known to Mr. Pope,* when he
asserted, that our great bard ‘grew immortal in his own despite.’!8*
Speaking of one whom he had celebrated, and contrasting the dura-
tion of his works with that of his personal existence, Shakspeare adds:

Your name from hence immortal life shall have,
Tho’ I once gone to all the world must die;
The earth can yield me but a common grave,
When you entombed in men’s eyes shall lie.
Your monument shall be my gentle verse,
Which eyes not yet created shall o’er-read;

* Mr. Pope was under the common error of his age, an error far from being sufficiently
exploded even at the present day. It consists (as I explained at large, and proved in detail
in my public lectures) in mistaking for the essentials of the Greek stage certain rules, which
the wise poets imposed upon themselves, in order to render all the remaining parts of the
drama consistent with those, that had been forced upon them by circumstances independ-
ent of their will; out of which circumstances the drama itself arose. The circumstances in
the time of Shakspeare, which it was equally out of his power to alter, were different, and
such as, in my opinion, allowed a far wider sphere, and a deeper and more human interest.
Ciritics are too apt to forget, that rules are but means to an end; consequently, where the
ends are different, the rules must be likewise so. We must have ascertained what the end
is, before we can determine what the rules ought to be. Judging under this impression, I did
not hesitate to declare my full conviction, that the consummate judgement of Shakspeare,
not only in the general construction, but in all the detail, of his dramas, impressed me with
greater wonder, than even the might of his genius, or the depth of his philosophy. The
substance of these lectures I hope soon to publish; and it is but a debt of justice to myself
and my friends to notice, that the first course of lectures, which differed from the following
courses only, by occasionally varying the illustrations of the same thoughts, was addressed
to very numerous, and I need not add, respectable audiences at the royal institution,
before Mr. Schlegel gave his lectures on the same subjects at Vienna.'®®

184 Pope, Imitations of Horace, Book 2 (1738), 1.72.

185 Coleridge’s first course of lectures on Shakespeare had taken place at the Royal
Institution in 1808; in the same year, A. W. Schlegel lectured on Shakespeare and
other dramatists in Vienna. Coleridge later read and was influenced by Schlegel’s
ideas.



24 BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA

And fongues to be your being shall rehearse,
When all the breathers of this world are dead:
You still shall live, such virtue hath my pen,
Where breath most breathes, ¢’en in the mouth of men.
SONNET 81st.

I have taken the first that occurred; but Shakspeare’s readiness to
praise his rivals, ore pleno,'® and the confidence of his own equality
with those whom he deemed most worthy of his praise, are alike
manifested in the 86th sonnet.

Was it the proud full sail of his great verse
Bound for the praise of all-too-precious you,
That did my ripe thoughts in my brain inhearse,
Making their tomb, the womb wherein they grew?
Was it his spirit, by spirits taught to write
Above a mortal pitch that struck me dead?

No, neither he, nor his compeers by night
Giving him aid, my verse astonished.

He, nor that affable familiar ghost,

Which nightly gulls him with intelligence,

As victors of my silence cannot boast;

I was not sick of any fear from thence!

But when your countenance fill’d up his line,
Then lack’d I matter, that enfeebled mine.

In Spencer indeed, we trace a mind constitutionally tender, delicate,
and, in comparison with his three great compeers, I had almost said,
¢ffeminate; and this additionally saddened by the unjust persecution of
Burleigh, and the severe calamities, which overwhelmed his latter days.
These causes have diffused over all his compositions “a melancholy
grace,” and have drawn forth occasional strains, the more pathetic from
their gentleness. But no where do we find the least trace of irritability,
and still less of quarrelsome or affected contempt of his censurers.!’

The same calmness, and even greater self-possession, may be
affirmed of Milton, as far as his poems, and poetic character are
concerned. He reserved his anger for the enemies of religion, freedom,

186 “In full voice’.

187 Tt used to be thought that Edmund Spenser (1552-99) had been persecuted and har-
assed by William Cecil, First Baron Burghley (sometimes spelled Burleigh; 1520-98)
during his life, although more recent scholarship has apparently disproved the story.
‘Melancholy grace’ is quoted from Thomas Gray’s ‘Ode on the Pleasure Arising from
Vicissitude’ (1775), line 28.
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and his country. My mind is not capable of forming a more august
conception, than arises from the contemplation of this great man in
his latter days: poor, sick, old, blind, slandered, persecuted,

Darkness before, and danger’s voice behind,!®8

in an age in which he was as little understood by the party, for whom,
as by that agamst whom, he had contended; and among men before
whom he strode so far as to dwarfhimself by the distance; yet still lis-
tening to the music of his own thoughts, or if additionally cheered, yet
cheered only by the prophetic faith of two or three solitary individuals,
he did nevertheless

—Argue not
Against Heaven’s hand or will, nor bate a jot
Of heart or hope; but still bore up and steer’d
Right onward.!8?

From others only do we derive our knowledge that Milton, in his
latter day, had his scorners and detractors; and even in his day of
youth and hope, that he had enemies would have been unknown to
us, had they not been likewise the enemies of his country.

I am well aware, that in advanced stages of literature, when there
exist many and excellent models, a high degree of talent, combined
with taste and judgement, and employed in works of imagination, will
acquire for a man the name of a great genius; though even that analogon
of genius, which, in certain states of society, may even render his writ-
ings more popular than the absolute reality could have done, would
be sought for in vain in the mind and temper of the author himself.
Yet even in instances of this kind, a close examination will often
detect, that the irritability, which has been attributed to the author’s
genius as its cause, did really originate in an ill conformation of body,
obtuse pain, or constitutional defect of pleasurable sensation. What 1is
charged to the author, belongs to the man, who would probably have
been still more impatient, but for the humanizing influences of the
very pursuit, which yet bears the blame of his irritability.

How then are we to explain the easy credence generally given
to this charge, if the charge itself be not, as I have endeavoured to
show, supported by experience? This seems to me of no very difficult
solution. In whatever country literature is widely diffused, there will
be many who mistake an intense desire to possess the reputation of

188 ‘Wordsworth, Prelude, 3:288.
189 Milton, Sonnet 22 (‘To Cyriack Skinner’, published 1694), 6-9.
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poetic genius, for the actual powers, and original tendencies which
constitute it. But men, whose dearest wishes are fixed on objects
wholly out of their own power, become in all cases more or less impa-
tient and prone to anger. Besides, though it may be paradoxical to
assert, that a man can know one thing, and believe the opposite, yet
assuredly a vain person may have so habitually indulged the wish,
and persevered in the attempt to appear what he is not, as to become
himself one of his own proselytes. Still, as this counterfeit and artificial
persuasion must differ, even in the person’s own feelings, from a real
sense of inward power, what can be more natural, than that this dif-
ference should betray itself in suspicious and jealous irritability? Even
as the flowery sod, which covers a hollow, may be often detected by
its shaking and trembling.

But, alas! the multitude of books and the general diffusion of liter-
ature, have produced other, and more lamentable effects in the world
of letters, and such as are abundant to explain, tho’ by no means to
justify, the contempt with which the best grounded complaints of
1nJured genius are rejected as frivolous, or entertained as matter of
merriment. In the days of Chaucer and Gower, our language might
(with due allowance for the imperfections of a simile) be compared
to a wilderness of vocal reeds, from which the favorites only of Pan
or Apollo could construct even the rude Syrinx; and from this the
constructors alone could elicit strains of music. But now, partly by the
labours of successive poets, and in part by the more artificial state of
society and social intercourse, language, mechanized as it were into a
barrel-organ, supplies at once both instrument and tune. Thus even
the deaf may play, so as to delight the many. Sometimes (for it is with
similes, as it 1s with jests at a wine table, one is sure to suggest another)
I have attempted to illustrate the present state of our language, in its
relation to literature, by a press-room of larger and smaller stereotype
pleces which, in the present anglo gallican fashion of unconnected,
epigrammatic periods, it requires but an ordinary portion of ingenu-
ity to vary indefinitely, and yet still produce something, which, if not
sense, will be so like it as to do as well. Perhaps better: for it spares
the reader the trouble of thinking; prevents vacancy, while it indulges
indolence; and secures the memory from all danger of an intellectual
plethora. Hence of all trades, literature at present demands the least
talent or information; and, of all modes of literature, the manufac-
turing of poems. The difference indeed between these and the works
of genius is not less than between an egg and an egg-shell; yet at a
distance they both look alike. Now it is no less remarkable than true,
with how little examination works of polite literature are commonly
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perused, not only by the mass of readers, but by men of first rate
ability, till some accident or chance* discussion have roused their

* In the course of one of my lectures, I had occasion to point out the almost faultless
position and choice of words, in Mr. Pope’s original compositions, particularly in his sat-
ires and moral essays, for the purpose of comparing them with his translation of Homer,
which, I do not stand alone in regarding as the main source of our pseudo-poetic diction.
And this, by the bye, is an additional confirmation of a remark made, I believe, by Sir
Joshua Reynolds, that next to the man who formed and elevated the taste of the public,
he that corrupted it, is commonly the greatest genius.!”® Among other passages, I analyzed
sentence by sentence, and almost word by word, the popular lines,

As when the moon, resplendent lamp of night, &c.!%

much in the same way as has been since done, in an excellent article on Chalmers’s British
Poets in the Quarterly Review.!%? The impression on the audience in general was sudden
and evident: and a number of enlightened and highly educated individuals, who at dif-
ferent times afterwards addressed me on the subject, expressed their wonder, that truth
so obvious should not have struck them be¢fore; but at the same time acknowledged (so
much had they been accustomed, in reading poetry, to receive pleasure from the separate
1mages and phrases successively, without askmg themselves whether the collective mean-
ing was sense or nonsense) that they might in all probability have read the same passage
again twenty times with undiminished admiration, and without once reflecting, that dotpa
ottty Gl cehipvny Gatetvet’ dpimpenta’®*—(i.c. the stars around, or near the full moon, shine
pre-eminently bright) conveys a just and happy image of a moonhght sky: while it 1s diffi-
cult to determine whether in the lines,

Around /er throne the vivid planets roll,

And stars unnumber’d gild the glowing pole,'*

the sense, or the diction be the more absurd. My answer was; that, though I had derived
peculiar advantages from my school discipline, and tho’ my general theory of poetry was the
same then as now, I had yet experienced the same sensations myself, and felt almost as if I
had been newly couched, when, by Mr. Wordsworth’s conversation, I had been induced to
re-examine with impartial strictness Grey’s celebrated elegy. I had long before detected the
defects in ‘the Bard’; but ‘the Elegy’ I had considered as proof against all fair attacks; and
to this day I cannot read either without delight, and a portion of enthusiasm. At all events,
whatever pleasure I may have lost by the clearer perception of the faults in certain passages,
has been more than repaid to me by the additional delight with which I read the remainder.

190 Coleridge is thinking of the closing passage of Reynolds’s Fifih Discourse (delivered
to the Royal Academy, December 1772): “There is another caution which I wish to
give you. Be as select in those whom you endeavour to please, as in those whom you
endeavour to imitate. Without the love of fame you can never do any thing excellent;
but by an excessive and undistinguishing thirst after it, you will come to have vulgar
views; you will degrade your style; and your taste will be entirely corrupted. It is
certain that the lowest style will be the most popular, as it falls within the compass
of ignorance itself; and the Vulgar will always be pleased with what is natural, in the
confined and misunderstood sense of the word.’

1 Pope’s Thad, 8:687f.

192 Robert Southey, ‘Chalmers’s British Poets’, Quarterly Review, 14 (1814), 480-504. In
fact, this review does not discuss the things Coleridge says it does. Conceivably he
confused it with a different review of the same volume (Crifical Review, 21 (Dec 1810),
348f) that does do so.

198 Jliad, 8:555-6.

194 Pope’s translation of the same passage from the liad.
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attention, and put them on their guard. And hence individuals below
mediocrity not less in natural power than in acquired knowledge;
nay, bunglers that had failed in the lowest mechanic crafts, and whose
presumption is in due proportion to their want of sense and sensi-
bility; men, who being first scribblers from idleness and ignorance,
next become libellers from envy and malevolence; have been able to
drive a successful trade in the employment of the booksellers, nay,
have raised themselves into temporary name and reputation with the
public at large, by that most powerful of all adulation, the appeal to
the bad and malignant passions of mankind.* But as it is the nature of
scorn, envy, and all malignant propensities to require a quick change
of objects, such writers are sure, sooner or later, to awake from their

* Especially “in this AGE OF PERSONALITY, this age of literary and political GOSSIPING,
when the meanest insects are worshipped with a sort of Egyptian superstition, if only the
brainless head be atoned for by the sting of personal malignity in the tail! When the most
vapid satires have become the objects of a keen public interest purely from the number
of contemporary characters named in the patch-work notes (which possess, however,
the comparative merit of being more poetical than the text), and because, to increase the
stimulus, the author has sagaciously left his own name for whispers and conjectures!'*—In
an age, when even sermons are published with a double appendix stuffed with names—in
a generation so transformed from the characteristic reserve of Britons, that from the
ephemeral sheet of a London newspaper to the everlasting Scotch Professorial Quarto,
almost every publication exhibits or flatters the epidemic distemper; that the very “last
year’s rebuses” in the Lady’s Diary, are answered in a serious elegy “on my father’s death’”
with the name and habitat of the elegiac (Edipus subscribed;—and “other ingenious solutions
were likewise gwen” to the said rebuses—not, as heretofore, by Crito, Philander, A B, Y, &c.
but by fifty or sixty plain English sirnames at full length, with their several places of
abode!'¥ In an age, when a bashful Philalethes or Phileleutheros*™ is as rare on the title-pages
and among the signatures of our magazines, as a real name used to be in the days of
our shy and notice-shunning grandfathers! When (more exquisite than all) I see an EPIC
POEM (Spirits of Maro and Maeonides,'® make ready to welcome your new compeer!)

195 A reference to the anonymous The Pursuits of Literature: A Satirical Poem in Four Dialogues,
first published in four volumes between 1794 and 1797, and afterwards reissued
several times in one volume with explanatory notes identifying all the contemporary
figures mentioned.

The Ladies’ Diary for 1796 asked readers to write poetic riddles for which one of ten
‘answers’ was appropriate (the ten were: Cradle; Eve; Thimble; Bridge; Nail; Pulpit;
Lips; Air; Coals; Knot). They printed eleven winning entries, identified by the names
of the authors, and then printed a list that began ‘other separate answers to the Prize
Enigmas, beside those inserted in the supplement, were given by the following ladies
and gentleman’, with fifty-two names listed. Finally, after this, the Diary included a
‘General Answer to the Enigmas’, which poem contained all eleven enigma answers.
This was called ‘An Elegy, by Mr. Job Aryes of Riccall, on the death of his father, our
ingenious correspondent, Mr. James Ayres, who was many years Master of the Free-
school at Kirby-Mispeton, near Malton’.

‘Philalethes’ and ‘Phileleuthros’ are notional author pseudonyms (derived from the
Greek words ‘lover of truth’ and ‘lover of freedom’ respectively).

198 Alternate names for Vergil and Homer.

196

197
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dream of vanity to disappointment and neglect with embittered and
envenomed feelings. Even during their short-lived success, sensible in
spite of themselves on what a shifting foundation it rests, they resent
the mere refusal of praise as a robbery, and at the justest censures
kindle at once into violent and undisciplined abuse; till the acute dis-
ease changing into chronical, the more deadly as the less violent, they
become the fit instruments of literary detraction and moral slander.
They are then no longer to be questioned without exposing the com-
plainant to ridicule, because, forsooth, they are anonymous critics, and
authorised as “synodical individuals™ to speak of themselves plurali
majestatico!'® As if literature formed a cast, like that of the PARAS?*
i Hindostan, who, however maltreated, must not dare to deem
themselves wronged!?’! As if that, which in all other cases adds a
deeper dye to slander, the circumstance of its being anonymous, here
acted only to make the slanderer inviolable! Thus, in part, from the
accidental tempers of individuals (men of undoubted talent, but not

advertised with the special recommendation, that the said EPIC POEM?"? contains more than
a hundred names of fiving persons.”
FRIEND NO. 1023

* A phrase of Andrew Marvel’s.2*

199 That is, ‘using the royal we’.

200 The modern spelling of this word is ‘pariahs’.

201 The 1847 edition inserts as a footnote here a passage that occurs, in the 1817 edition,
as an addition to the third footnote of Chapter 3, below: ‘But if it were worth while
to mix together, as ingredients, half the anecdotes which I either myself know to be
true, or which I have received from men incapable of intentional falsehood, concerning
the characters, qualifications, and motives of our anonymous critics, whose decisions
are oracles for our reading public; I might safely borrow the words of the apocryphal
Daniel; “Give me leave, O SOVEREIGN PUBLIC, and I shall slay this dragon without
sword or staff.” For the compound would be as the “Pitch, and fat, and hair, which
Daniel took, and did seethe them together, and made lumps thereof, and put into the
dragon’s mouth, and so the dragon burst in sunder; and Daniel said LO; THESE ARE
THE GODS YE WORSHIP'. See below for annotation on these references.

202 Probably Anne Hamilton’s The Epics of the Ton, or the Glories of the Great World (1807), in
which, as its title implies, a hundred members of fashionable London life are described
in mock-heroic couplets. Or perhaps Coleridge has in mind Hannah Gowley’s serious
epic, The Seige of Acre (1801), dramatising a recent event in the Napoleonic wars includ-
Ing a great many actual people, identified by extracts from contemporary newspapers
appended to the edition. ‘How exquisite a task to Bards is given’, Cowley writes at the
beginning of her third book, ‘when actual deeds are subjects for the song / When living
Beings to the theme belong’.

203 This footnote is quoted from an essay in The Friend (19 October 1809) entitled ‘On the

Errors of Party Spirit’.

Coleridge is thinking of Marvell’s attack on Samuel Parker, the Bishop of Oxford, in

The Rehearsal Transpos'd (1673): ‘He usurps to himself the Authority of the Church of

England . . . as if he were a Synodical Individuum; nay if he had a fifth Council in his

belly he could not dictate more dogmatically.’

204
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men of genius) tempers rendered yet more irritable by their desire
to appear men of genius; but still more effectively by the excesses of
the mere counterfeits both of talent and genius; the number too being
so incomparably greater of those who are #hought to be, than of those
who really are men of real genius; and in part from the natural, but
not therefore the less partial and unjust distinction, made by the
public itself between lterary and all other property; I believe the prej-
udice to have arisen, which considers an unusual irascibility concern-
ing the reception of its products as characteristic of genius. It might
correct the moral feelings of a numerous class of readers, to suppose
a Review set on foot, the object of which should be to criticise
all the chief works presented to the public by our ribbon-weavers,
calico-printers, cabinet-makers, and china-manufacturers; a Review
conducted in the same spirit, and which should take the same free-
dom with personal character, as our literary journals. They would
scarcely, I think, deny their belief, not only that the “genus irritabile”
would be found to include many other species besides that of bards;
but that the irritability of #ade would soon reduce the resentments
of poets into mere shadow-fights (sxiopayiec)®® in the comparison. Or
is wealth the only rational object of human interest? Or even if this
were admitted, has the poet no property in his works? Or is it a rare,
or culpable case, that he who serves at the altar of the muses, should
be compelled to derive his maintenance from the altar, when too he
has perhaps deliberately abandoned the fairest prospects of rank and
opulence in order to devote himself, an entire and undistracted man,
to the instruction or refinement of his fellow-citizens? Or, should we
pass by all higher objects and motives, all disinterested benevolence,
and even that ambition of lasting praise which is at once the crutch
and ornament, which at once supports and betrays, the infirmity of
human virtue; is the character and property of the individual, who
labours for our intellectual pleasures, less entitled to a share of our
fellow feeling, than that of the wine-merchant or milliner? Sensibility
indeed, both quick and deep, is not only a characteristic feature, but
may be deemed a component part, of genius. But it is not less an
essential mark of true genius, that its sensibility is excited by any
other cause more powerfully, than by its own personal interests; for

205 Liddell and Scott define oxiapoyéw as ‘fighting with a shadow, a mock fight’, citing

Plutarch; they also note that ‘oxiopayéw is a later form’ (Henry George Liddell, Robert
Scott, Henry Stuart Jones and Roderick McKenzie, 4 Greek-English Lexicon, 9th edn
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). This form is in fact very rare: the only
classical example I can find for exiopayiag occurs in second-century Roman physician
Galen (De Galeni qui fertur de parvae pilae exercitio libello).
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this plain reason, that the man of genius lives most in the ideal world,
in which the present is still constituted by the future or the past; and
because his feelings have been habitually associated with thoughts
and images, to the number, clearness, and vivacity of which the
sensation of selfis always in an inverse proportion. And yet, should
he perchance have occasion to repel some false charge, or to rectify
some erroneous censure, nothing is more common, than for the
many to mistake the general liveliness of his manner and language,
whatever 1s the subject, for the effects of peculiar irritation from its
accidental relation to himself.*

For myself, if from my own feelings, or from the less suspicious test
of the observations of others, I had been made aware of any literary
testiness or jealousy; I trust, that I should have been, however, nei-
ther silly nor arrogant enough to have burthened the imperfection on
GENIUS. But an experience (and I should not need documents in abun-
dance to prove my words, if I added) a tried experience of twenty
years, has taught me, that the original sin of my character consists in
a careless indifference to public opinion, and to the attacks of those
who influence it; that praise and admiration have become yearly, less
and less desirable, except as marks of sympathy; nay that it 1s difficult
and distressing to me, to think with any interest even about the sale
and profit of my works, important as, in my present circumstances,
such considerations must needs be. Yet it never occurred to me to
believe or fancy, that the quantum of intellectual power bestowed on
me by nature or education was in any way connected with this habit
of my feelings; or that it needed any other parents or fosterers than
constitutional indolence, aggravated into languor by ill-health; the
accumulating embarrassments of procrastination; the mental coward-
ice, which is the inseparable companion of procrastination, and which

* This 1s one instance among many of deception, by the telling the half of a fact, and
omitting the other half, when it is from their mutual counteraction and neutralization,
that the whole truth arises, as a tertium aliquid?® different from either. Thus in Dryden’s
famous line “Great wit” (which here means genius) “to madness sure is near allied.”"
Now if the profound sensibility, which is doubtless one of the components of genius, were
alone considered, single and unbalanced, it might be fairly described as exposing the indi-
vidual to a greater chance of mental derangement; but then a more than usual rapidity of
association, a more than usual power of passing from thought to thought, and image to
image, is a component equally essential; and in the due modification of each by the other
the genius itself consists; so that it would be just as fair to describe the earth, as in imminent
danger of exorbitating, or of falling into the sun, according as the assertor of the absurdity
confined his attention either to the projectile or to the attractive force exclusively.

206 “Third thing’.
27 Dryden, Absalom and Achitophel (1681), 1:163.
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makes us anxious to think and converse on any thing rather than on
what concerns ourselves; in fine, all those close vexations, whether
chargeable on my faults or my fortunes, which leave me but little grief
to spare for evils comparatively distant and alien.

Indignation at literary wrongs I leave to men born under happier
stars. I cannot gfford it. But so far from condemning those who can,
I deem it a writer’s duty, and think it creditable to his heart, to feel
and express a resentment proportioned to the grossness of the prov-
ocation, and the importance of the object. There is no profession on
earth, which requires an attention so early, so long, or so uninter-
mitting as that of poetry; and indeed as that of literary composition
in general, if it be such, as at all satisfies the demands both of taste
and of sound logic. How difficult and delicate a task even the mere
mechanism of verse is, may be conjectured from the failure of those,
who have attempted poetry late in life. Where then a man has, from
his earliest youth, devoted his whole being to an object, which by
the admission of all civilized nations in all ages is honorable as a
pursuit, and glorious as an attainment; what of all that relates to him-
self and his family, if only we except his moral character, can have
fairer claims to his protection, or more authorise acts of self-defence,
than the elaborate products of his intellect and intellectual industry?
Prudence itself would command us to show, even if defect or diversion
of natural sensibility had prevented us from feeling, a due interest and
qualified anxiety for the offspring and representatives of our nobler
being. I know it, alas! by woeful experience. I have laid too many eggs
in the hot sands of this wilderness the world, with ostrich carelessness
and ostrich oblivion. The greater part indeed have been trod under
foot, and are forgotten; but yet no small number have crept forth into
life, some to furnish feathers for the caps of others, and still more to
plume the shafts in the quivers of my enemies, of them that unpro-
voked have lain in wait against my soul.

“Sic vos, non vobis, mellificatis, apes!”?%

208 “So it is that you bees make your honey, but not for your own benefit.” The story

goes that Vergil had pinned the following anonymous verses, in praise of the emperor
Augustus, to the imperial palace gate:

Node pluit tola, redeunt spectacula mane:

Duvisum imperium cum fove Caesar habet.

[It rains all night; the morning restores the splendours; so it is that Caesar and
Jupiter divide their imperial rule between them.’]

When a lesser poet caled Bathyllus pretended to be the author and was rewarded by
Augustus, Vergil posted a new line on the gate (Hos ego versiculos foci, tutit alter honores
[I made these verses, that another timidly claims]), together with the beginning of
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An instance in confirmation of the Note, p. 39,2 occurs to me as I am correcting this sheet,
with the FAITHFUL SHEPHERDESS open before me.?!? Seward first traces Fletcher’s lines;

More foul diseases than e’er yet the hot

Sun bred thro’ his burnings, while the dog
Pursues the raging lion, throwing the fog

And deadly vapour from his angry breath,

Filling the lower world with plague and death.-?!!

To Spenser’s Shepherd’s Calendar,

The rampant lion hunts he fast

With dogs of noisome breath;

Whose baleful barking brings, in haste,
Pyne, plagues, and dreary death!?!

He then takes occasion to introduce Homer’s simile of the appearance of Achilles’ shield
to Priam compared with the Dog Star; literally thus—

“For this indeed 1s most splendid, but it was made an evil sign, and brings many a con-
suming disease to wretched mortals.”?!® Nothing can be more simple as a description, or
more accurate as a simile; which, (says Mr. S.) is thus finely translated by Mr. Pope

Terrific Glory! for his burning breath
Taints the red air with fevers, plagues, and death!

Now here (not to mention the tremendous bombast) the Dog Star, so called, is turned into a
real Dog, a very odd Dog, a Fire, Fever, Plague, and death-breathing, red-air-tainting Dog:
and the whole visual likeness is lost, while the likeness in the ¢ffects is rendered absurd by
the exaggeration. In Spencer and Fletcher the thought is justifiable; for the images are at
least consistent, and it was the intention of the writers to mark the seasons by this allegory
of visualized Puns.

another line: Sic vos non, repeated three times. Augustus declared the true author should
be able to complete the three lines; and when Bathyllus was unable to do so, his
imposture was discovered. Finally Vergil stepped forward and wrote:

Sic vos non vobis nidificatis aves;

Sic vos non vobis vellera fertis ovea;

Stc vos non vobis mellificatis apes:

[‘So it is that you birds make your nests, but not for your own benefit / So it is that
you sheep make your wool, but not for your own benefit / So it is that you bees
make your honey, but not for your own benefit’]

209 This edition, p. 27. In 1847 this footnote was moved from the end of this chapter to the
relevant note. For further discussion of this note, see introduction, p. xxvi.

20 The Faithful Shepherdess is a John Fletcher play written in 1609, which Coleridge had
been reading in an 1811 edition edited by Thomas Seward.

21 Fletcher, The Faithful Shepherdess, 263-7.

A2 Spenser, Shepherd’s Calendar (1579) 7:21-4.

A3 had, 22:30-1.






CHAPTER 3

The author’s obligations to critics, and the probable occasion—
Principles of modern criticism—Mr. Southey’s works
and character.

To anonymous critics in reviews, magazines, and news-journals of
various name and rank, and to satirists with or without a name
In verse or prose, or in verse-text aided by prose-comment, I do
seriously believe and profess, that I owe full two-thirds of whatever
reputation and publicity I happen to possess. For when the name of
an individual has occurred so frequently, in so many works, for so
great a length of time, the readers of these works (which with a shelf
or two of BEAUTIES, ELEGANT EXTRACTS and ANAS,2'* form nine-
tenths of the reading of the reading public*) cannot but be familiar
with the name, without distinctly remembering whether it was

* For as to the devotees of the circulating libraries, I dare not compliment their pass-time,
or rather kill-time, with the name of reading. Call it rather a sort of beggarly daydreaming,
during which the mind of the dreamer furnishes for itself nothing but laziness, and a little
mawkish sensibility; while the whole materiel and imagery of the doze is supplied ab extra*®
by a sort of mental camera obscura®*® manufactured at the printing office, which pro tempore*t’
fixes, reflects, and transmits the moving phantasms of one man’s delirium, so as to people
the barrenness of an hundred other brains afflicted with the same trance or suspension of
all common sense and all definite purpose. We should therefore transfer this species of

214 There was a vogue for such anthologies. The best known were Vicesimus Knox’s
Elegant Extracts in Prose (1784) and Elegant Extracts or useful and entertaining pieces of
Poetry (1801); but there were many others, including Henry Waylett (ed.), Beauties of
Literature, selected from various authors (1791); Alexander Campbell (ed.), The Beauties of
Poetry, being Selections from the Most Approved Modern Poets (1804), and the anonymously
edited Elegant Extracts: Being a Copious Selection of Instructive, Moral and Entertaining Passages
Jrom the Most Eminent British Poets (1812). Jacques Perron’s English-language selection
from French authors, The French Anas, was published in three volumes in 1805.

‘From outside’.

‘Camera Obscura, or Dark Chamber, an optical machine or apparatus, representing
an artificial eye, by which the images of external objects, received through a double
convex glass, are shown distinctly, and in their native colours, on a white ground
placed within the machine . . . this machine serves for many useful and entertaining
purposes. For example, it is very useful in explaining the nature of vision, representing
a kind of artificial eye: it exhibits very diverting spectacles; showing images perfectly
like their objects, clothed in their natural colours, but more intense and vivid, and at
the same time accompanied with all their motions; an advantage which no art can imi-
tate’ (Charles Hutton, 4 Philosophical and Mathematical Dictionary (2 vols, 1815), 1:265).
‘For the time being’.

215
216

217



36 BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA

introduced for eulogy or for censure. And this becomes the more
likely, if (as I believe) the habit of perusing periodical works may
be properly added to Averrhoe’s* catalogue of ANTI-MNEMONICS, or
weakeners of the memory. But where this has not been the case, yet
the reader will be apt to suspect that there must be something more
than usually strong and extensive in a reputation, that could either
require or stand so merciless and long-continued a cannonading.
Without any feeling of anger therefore (for which indeed, on my
own account, I have no pretext) I may yet be allowed to express
some degree of surprize, that, after having run the critical gauntlet
for a certain class of faults which I /ad, nothing having come before
the judgement-seat in the interim, I should, year after year, quarter
after quarter, month after month (not to mention sundry petty peri-
odicals of still quicker revolution, “or weekly or diurnal”)?!® have

amusement (if indeed those can be said to retire a musis,?'® who were never in their company,
or relaxation be attributable to those, whose bows are never bent) from the genus, reading,
to that comprehensive class characterized by the power of reconciling the two contrary
yet co-existing propensities of human nature, namely, indulgence of sloth, and hatred of
vacancy. In addition to novels and tales of chivalry in prose or rhyme, (by which last I
mean neither rhythm nor metre) this genus comprizes as its species, gaming, swinging, or
swaying on a chair or gate; spitting over a bridge; smoking; snuff-taking; tete a tete quar-
rels after dinner between husband and wife; conning word by word all the advertisements
of the daily advertizer in a public house on a rainy day, &c. &c. &c.

* Ex. gr. Pediculos e capillis excerptos in arenam jacere incontusos;?? eating of unripe
fruit; gazing on the clouds, and (in genere)??! on moveable things suspended in the air;
riding among a multitude of camels; frequent laughter; listening to a series of jests and
humourous anecdotes, as when (so to modernize the learned Saracen’s meaning) one
man’s droll story of an Irishman inevitably occasions another’s droll story of a Scotchman,
which again by the same sort of conjunction disjunctive leads to some etourderie **? of a
Welchman, and that again to some sly hit of a Yorkshireman; the habit of reading tomb-
stones in church-yards, &c. By the bye, this catalogue, strange as it may appear, is not
insusceptible of a sound psychological commentary. >**

218 T shall endeavour to ... give you the histories and characters of all our Periodical
Papers, whether monthly, or weekly, or diurnal’ (John Gay, The Present State of Wit, in
a Letter to a Friend in the Country (1711), 1).

“To the muses’.

‘Plucking lice out of the hair and throwing them down without crushing them’.

221 ‘In general’.

222 More properly, ‘étourderie’: French for ‘thoughtless blunder’.

223 > Abu [-Walid Muhammad bin *Ahmad bin Ru$d, known in the European tradition
as Averroes (1126-98), was a Spanish philosopher and writer. In fact this catalogue
of ‘anti-mnemonics’ was composed not by Averroes but a different Islamic scholar,
Burhan al-Din (1135-97). Coleridge found the passage in Jean-Baptiste de Boyer,
Marquis d’Argens, Kabbaliustiche Briefe (8 vols, Danzig, 1773-7), IV:126-7 — a work
originally published in French (Lettres cabalistiques, 2nd edn (7 vols, 1769)), although
Coleridge happened to own the German edition. The passage in question concerns a
list of things liable to distract a person from useful memorisation, including the words
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been for at least 17 years consecutively dragged forth by them into
the foremost ranks of the proscribed, and forced to abide the brunt
of abuse, for faults directly opposite, and which I certainly had not.
How shall I explain this?

Whatever may have been the case with others, I certainly cannot
attribute this persecution to personal dislike, or to envy, or to feelings
of vindictive animosity. Not to the former, for, with the exception of a
very few who are my intimate friends, and were so before they were
known as authors, I have had little other acquaintance with literary
characters, than what may be implied in an accidental introduction, or
casual meeting in a mixt company. And, as far as words and looks can
be trusted, I must believe that, even in these instances, I had excited
no unfriendly disposition.* Neither by letter, nor in conversation,

* Some years ago, a gentleman, the chief writer and conductor of a celebrated review,
distinguished by its hostility to Mr. Southey, spent a day or two at Keswick.??* That he

‘or cast lice upon the earth without killing them’, a remark Coleridge copied out into
his notebooks (Notebooks, 3:3750). The Latin is Coleridge’s own.

Francis Jeffrey (1773-1850), editor of the Edimburgh Review, a journal far from sympa-
thetic to the ‘Lake School’ of poets. Jeffrey visited Keswick in 1810. Neither the exact
phrase ‘the School of whining and hypochondriacal poets that haunt the Lakes’, nor
anything like it, appears in the Edinburgh Review. When Hazlitt reviewed the Biographia
Literaria in the Edinburgh Review, 27 (1817), 507-12, Jeffrey added a long footnote to
the piece defending himself against the charges laid in this footnote. After summarising
Coleridge’s various accusations, he says: T do not know that I need say any thing in
answer to the first imputation; as I suppose I might lawfully visit and even pay com-
pliments to an ingenious gentleman, whose poetry I was, notwithstanding, obliged to
characterize as whining and hypochondriacal; and if I found two or three such gentle-
men living together—publishing in the same volume, and adopting the same peculiar
style and manner, I conceive I was entitled to hold them up as aiming, de facto, at
the formation of a new school,—especially if I gave my reasons and proofs at large for
that opinion—although one of them did not agree in that opinion, and had modestly
assured me, “that they belonged to no school but that of good sense, confirmed by the
long established models of the best times of Greece, Italy and England.” But as Mr C.’s
statement 1s so given, as to convey an imputation of great ingratitude or violation of
the laws of hospitality on my part, I shall mention, in a few words, as nearly as I can
now recollect them, the circumstances of this famous visit . . . I remember perfectly
that he complained a good deal of my coupling his name with theirs in the Review,
saying, that he had published no verses for a long time, and that his own style was
very unlike theirs. I promised that I would take his name out of the firm for the future;
and I kept my promise. We spoke too of Christabel, and I advised him to publish it;
but I did not say it was either the finest poem of the kind, or a fine poem at all . . . As
to Mr C.’s letter to me, on our older prose writers, I utterly deny that I borrowed any
thing from it, or had it at all in my thoughts, in any review I afterwards wrote: And
with regard to the reasons which I am alleged to have assigned for specifying Miss
Baillie, and Messrs Southey, Wordsworth and Coleridge, as injudicious imitators of
these writers, I must say, in direct terms, that the allegation is totally and absolutely
false; and that I never either made any such statement, or could have made it, with-
out as great a violation of truth as of common sense and decency. I cannot, indeed,

224
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have I ever had dispute or controversy beyond the common social
interchange of opinions. Nay, where I had reason to suppose my con-
victions fundamentally different, it has been my habit, and I may add,
the impulse of my nature, to assign the grounds of my belief, rather

was, without diminution on this account, treated with every hospitable attention by Mr.
Southey and myself, I trust I need not say. But one thing I may venture to notice; that at
no period of my life do I remember to have received so many, and such high coloured
compliments in so short a space of time. He was likewise circumstantially informed by
what series of accidents it had happened, that Mr. Wordsworth, Mr. Southey, and I had
become neighbours; and how utterly unfounded was the supposition, that we considered
ourselves, as belonging to any common school, but that of good sense confirmed by the
long-established models of the best times of Greece, Rome, Italy, and England; and still
more groundless the notion, that Mr. Southey (for as to myself I have published so little,
and that little, of so little importance, as to make it almost ludicrous to mention my name
at all) could have been concerned in the formation of a poetic sect with Mr. Wordsworth,
when so many of his works had been published not only previously to any acquaintance
between them; but before Mr. Wordsworth himself had written any thing but in a diction
ornate, and uniformly sustained; when too the slightest examination will make it evident,
that between those and the after writings of Mr. Southey, there exists no other difference
than that of a progressive degree of excellence from progressive development of power,
and progressive facility from habit and increase of experience. Yet among the first articles
which this man wrote after his return from Keswick, we were characterized as “the School
of whining and hypochondriacal poets that haunt the Lakes.” In reply to a letter from the
same gentleman, in which he had asked me, whether I was in earnest in preferring the
style of Hooker to that of Dr. Johnson; and Jeremy Taylor to Burke; I stated, somewhat
at large, the comparative excellences and defects which characterized our best prose
writers, from the reformation, to the first half of Charles 2nd; and that of those who had
flourished during the present reign, and the preceding one. About twelve months after-
wards, a review appeared on the same subject,’”® in the concluding paragraph of which
the reviewer asserts, that his chief motive for entering into the discussion was to separate
a rational and qualified admiration of our elder writers, from the indiscriminate enthusi-
asm of a recent school, who praised what they did not understand, and caracatured what
they were unable to imitate,””® And, that no doubt might be left concerning the persons
alluded to, the writer annexes the names of Miss BAILIE,?2” W. SOUTHEY, WORDSWORTH
and COLERIDGE. For that which follows, I have only ear-say evidence; but yet such as
demands my belief; viz. that on being questioned concerning this apparently wanton

either remember, or find in the Review, any such passage as Mr C. has here imputed
to me—nor indeed can I conjecture what passage he has in view, unless it be one at
p. 283 of Vol. XVIIL., in which I do not say one word about their praising what they
do not understand, or caricaturing what they could not imitate, but merely observe,
in the course of a general review of the revolutions in our national taste and poetry,
that “Southey, Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Miss Baillie, have all of them copied the
manner of our older poets; and, along with this indication of good taste, have given
great proofs of original genius.”” (509) In their 1847 edition of the Biographia, Sara
and Henry Nelson Coleridge (presumably for reasons of tact) omitted the whole
of Coleridge’s footnote here, thereby effectively taking Jeffrey’s side in the dispute.

225 “The Dramatic Works of John Ford: With an Introduction and Explanatory Notes. By Henry
Weber’, Edinburgh Review, 36 (August 1811), 275-304. The review does not contain
the sentiments Coleridge here recounts.

226 There are various errors of punctuation, as here, in Coleridge’s text.

227" Joanna Baillie (1762-1851), Scottish poet and playwright.
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than the belief itself; and not to express dissent, till I could establish
some points of complete sympathy, some grounds common to both
sides, from which to commence its explanation.

Still less can I place these attacks to the charge of envy. The few
pages which I have published, are of too distant a date, and the extent
of their sale a proof too conclusive against their having been popular
at any time, to render probable, I had almost said possible, the excite-
ment of envy on their account; and the man who should envy me on
any other, verily he must be envy-mad!

Lastly, with as little semblance of reason, could I suspect any ani-
mosity towards me from vindictive feelings as the cause. I have before
said, that my acquaintance with literary men has been limited and
distant; and that I have had neither dispute nor controversy. From
my first entrance into life, I have, with few and short intervals, lived
either abroad or in retirement. My different essays on subjects of
national interest, published at different times, first in the Morning
Post and then in the Courier, with my courses of Lectures on the
principles of criticism as applied to Shakspeare and Milton, constitute
my whole publicity; the only occasions on which I could offend any
member of the republic of letters.??® With one solitary exception in
which my words were first misstated and then wantonly applied to
an individual, I could never learn that I had excited the displeasure

that this lady when at Edinburgh had declined a proposal of introducing him to her; that
Mr. Southey had written against him; and Mr. Wordsworth had talked contemptuously
of him; but that as to Coleridge he had noticed him merely because the names of Southey
and Wordsworth and Coleridge always went together. But if it were worth while to mix
together, as ingredients, half the anecdotes which I either myself know to be true, or which
I have received from men incapable of intentional falsehood, concerning the characters,
qualifications, and motives of our anonymous critics, whose decisions are oracles for our
reading public; I might safely borrow the words of the apocryphal Daniel; “Give me leave, O
SOVEREIGN PUBLIC, and I shall slay this dragon without sword or stajf.” For the compound would
be as the “Pitch, and fat, and hair, which Daniel took, and did seethe them together, and made lumps
thereof, and put into the dragon’s mouth, and so the dragon burst in sunder; and Daniel said LO; THESE
ARE THE GODS YE WORSHIP.”?%

228 Deliberately or otherwise, Coleridge underplays his published output. In addition
to the Lectures on Literature and Essays on his Times mentioned here, he also during this
period delivered the 1795 Lectures on Politics and Religion and published, among others,
The Plot Discovered (1796), The Waitchman (1796), The Friend (1809-10) and Remorse
(1813).

From the apocryphal ‘Additions to Daniel’, specifically the addition known as ‘Bel
and the Dragon’ (14:23-30), which concerns ‘a great Dragon, which they of Babylon
worshiped’. Daniel declares the idol a beast not a god, and promises to slay it ‘without
sword or staff’ as Coleridge quotes (although, of course, in place of the reference to
the ‘sovereign public’, Daniel says ‘O King’). He does this by baking pitch, fat and hair
into matzo-cakes, which the dragon eats and which in turn cause him to burst open.
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of any among my literary contemporaries. Having announced my
intention to give a course of lectures on the characteristic merits and
defects of English poetry in its different @ras; first, from Chaucer to
Milton; second, from Dryden inclusively to Thomson; and third,
from Cowper to the present day; I changed my plan, and confined
my disquisition to the two former ras, that I might furnish no pos-
sible pretext for the unthinking to misconstrue, or the malignant to
misapply my words, and having stampt their own meaning on them,
to pass them as current coin in the marts of garrulity or detraction.?*

Praises of the unworthy are felt by ardent minds as robberies
of the deserving; and it is too true, and too frequent, that Bacon,
Harrington, Machiavel, and Spinosa, are nof read, because Hume,
Condilliac, and Voltaire are.”*! But in promiscuous company no pru-
dent man will oppugn the merits of a contemporary in his own sup-
posed department; contenting himself with praising in his turn those
whom /e deems excellent. If I should ever deem it my duty at all to
oppose the pretensions of individuals, I would oppose them in books
which could be weighed and answered, in which I could evolve the
whole of my reasons and feelings, with their requisite limits and modi-
fications; not in irrecoverable conversation, where however strong the
reasons might be, the feelings that prompted them would assuredly be
attributed by some one or other to envy and discontent. Besides I well
know, and I trust, have acted on that knowledge, that it must be the
ignorant and injudicious who extol the unworthy; and the eulogies of
critics without taste or judgement are the natural reward of authors
without feeling or genius. “Sint unicuique sua premia.”??

20 Coleridge’s lecture series of 1808 was (according to a letter he wrote to Humphrey
Davy, 9 Sept 1807; Griggs, Collected Letters, 3:30) originally going to discuss ‘Modern
Poetry’, until Coleridge changed his mind.

21 (1) Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626); (2) James Harrington (1611-77), whose Common-

wealth of Oceana (1656) is a speculative utopia including many specific proposals for

constitutional reform that chimed with radical thinkers in 1790s and 1800s Britain; (3)

Italian political theorist, Niccold di Bernardo dei Machiavelli (1469-1527); (4) Dutch

philosopher, Baruch Spinoza (1632-77); (5) Scottish philosopher, David Hume (1711-

76); French philosopher, Etienne Bonnot de Condillac (1715-80); (6) the celebrated

French writer and thinker, Francois-Marie Arouet (1694-1778), better known by his

pen name Voltaire. Coleridge’s point of ‘unread worthies’ versus ‘read unworthies’ has

as much to do with the more recent generation to which the latter belonged as with
their intrinsic merits.

‘Let each be rewarded according to his merits.” Engell and Bate think this ‘prover-

bial’, but though the sentiment doubtless is, I can’t find it anywhere in this form.

Perhaps Coleridge had in mind: ‘ut unicuique secundum opera sua fiat retributio . . .

et praemia’ [‘let it be done to everyone according as their work shall be paid back . . .

and rewarded] (Lorenzo Altieri, Elementa philosophiae in adolescentium usum [‘Elements of

philosophy for the use of the young’] (1796), 280).
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How then, dismissing, as I do, these three causes, am I to account
for attacks, the long continuance and inveteracy of which it would
require all three to explain. The solution may seem to have been
given, or at least suggested, in a note to a preceding page. [ was i habits
of ntimacy with Mr. Wordsworth and Mr. Southey! This, however, trans-
fers, rather than removes, the difficulty. Be it, that by an unconsciona-
ble extension of the old adage, “noscitur a socio”*?® my literary friends
are never under the water-fall of criticism, but I must be wet through
with the spray; yet how came the torrent to descend upon them?

First then, with regard to Mr. Southey. I well remember the general
reception of his earlier publications; viz. the poems published with
Mr. Lovell under the names of Moschus and Bion; the two volumes
of poems under his own name, and the Joan of Arc.?** The censures
of the critics by profession are extant, and may be easily referred
to:—careless lines, inequality in the merit of the different poems, and
(in the lighter works) a predilection for the strange and whimsical; in
short, such faults as might have been anticipated in a young and rapid
writer, were indeed sufficiently enforced. Nor was there at that time
wanting a party spirit to aggravate the defects of a poet, who with all
the courage of uncorrupted youth had avowed his zeal for a cause,
which he deemed that of liberty, and his abhorrence of oppression by
whatever name consecrated. But it was as little objected by others,
as dreamt of by the poet himself, that he preferred careless and pro-
saic lines on rule and of forethought, or indeed that he pretended to
any other art or theory of poetic diction, except that which we may
all learn from Horace, Quintilian, the admirable dialogue de Causis

Corrupte Eloquentiz, or Strada’s Prolusions;?* if indeed natural good

23 ‘You may know him by the company he keeps.’

24 The three volumes mentioned here are: (1) Poems: containing the retrospect, odes, elegies,
sonnets, &c By Robert Lovell, and Robert Southey (1795), in which individual poems were
identified by the pseudonyms of the two ancient Greek pastoral poets, as the preface
noted ‘the signature of Bion distinguishes the pieces of R. SOUTHEY;—Moschus, R.
LOVELL'; (2) Poems, by Robert Southey (vol. 1: 1797, vol. 2: 1799); (3) Foan of Arc, by Robert
Southey (1796).

A selection of works of ancient literary criticism. Horace’s Ars Poetica ['The Art of
Poetry’] (also known as Fpistula Ad Pisones, ¢.18 BC) was a treatise on poetics; Quintilian
(Marcus Fabius Quintilianus) wrote a twelve-volume guidebook on rhetoric and good
style, called Institutio Oratoria (c.AD 95); De Causis Corrupte Eloquentie [‘On the causes
of corruption in rhetoric’] (¢.100) is an anonymous dialogue, at one time attributed
to Quintilian, but more often thought to have been written by Tacitus. The last text
mentioned here is a little more obscure: Italian Jesuit rhetorician Famianus Strada’s
Prolusiones academicae, oratoriae, historicae, poeticae &e. (1619). It is possible that Coleridge
is thinking of a Joseph Addison article in The Guardian called ‘From Strada’s Prolusions.
Paper 1, no 115, reprinted in Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s Selections from the Spectator, Tatler,
Guardian and Freeholder (3 vols, 1804), II1:283. It starts with a passage that reads almost
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sense and the early study of the best models in his own language had
not infused the same maxims more securely, and, if I may venture
the expression, more vitally. All that could have been fairly deduced
was, that in his taste and estimation of writers Mr. Southey agreed far
more with Warton, than with Johnson. Nor do I mean to deny, that at
all times Mr. Southey was of the same mind with Sir Philip Sidney in
preferring an excellent ballad in the Aumblest style of poetry to twenty
indifferent poems that strutted in the Aighest?*® And by what have
his works, published since then, been characterized, each more strik-
ingly than the preceding, but by greater splendor, a deeper pathos,
profounder reflections, and a more sustained dignity of language and
of metre??®” Distant may the period be, but whenever the time shall
come, when all his works shall be collected by some editor worthy
to be his biographer, I trust that an excerpta of all the passages, in
which his writings, name, and character have been attacked, from
the pamphlets and periodical works of the last twenty years, may be
an accompaniment. Yet that it would prove medicinal in after times,
I dare not hope; for as long as there are readers to be delighted with
calumny, there will be found reviewers to calumniate. And such
readers will become in all probability more numerous, in proportion
as a still greater diffusion of literature shall produce an increase of
sciolists, and sciolism?® bring with it petulance and presumption. In

like a précis of the Biographia’s larger thesis: “The greatest critics among the antients are
those who have the most excelled in all other kinds of composition, and have shown
the height of good writing even in the precepts which they have given for it. Among
the moderns likewise no critic has ever pleased, or been looked upon as authentic, who
did not show by his practice that he was a master of the theory.’
2% Thomas Warton (1728-90), Oxford Professor of Poetry in the 1750s and author
of The History of English Poetry (1774-81), championed Spenser and the Elizabethans.
Samuel Johnson (1709-84) proposed a more classical model for English writing. The
passage from Philip Sidney’s An Apologie for Poetry (1595) that Coleridge probably has in
mind is: ‘Certainly I must confess mine own barbarousness; I never heard the old song
of Percie and Douglas that I found not my heart moved more than with a trumpet;
and yet it is sung but by some blind crowder, with no rougher voice than rude style;
which being so evil apparelled in the dust and cobwebs of that uncivil age, what would
it work, trimmed in the gorgeous eloquence of Pindar?’
Coleridge has in mind Southey’s four great epics, or poetic romances: 7%alaba the Destroyer
(1801), Madoc (1805), The Curse of Kehama (1810) and Roderick, Last of the Goths (1814).
The OED (citing this usage by Coleridge as its earliest example) defines this word as
‘pretentious superficiality of knowledge’; but it’s unlikely this is what Coleridge himself
had in mind. The Latin word he is adapting, sciolus, means more neutrally ‘somebody
who knows, who has knowledge’ (what we might call ‘an expert’), from the verb sco
‘to understand, to know’. The point here is presumably that an increasing number of
experts in literature (as it might be: critics and reviewers) will tend to produce greater
degrees of hubris in the experts themselves. It might be added that, after Coleridge’s
usage here, the word came to mean ‘a mere superficial show of knowledge’.
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times of old, books were as religious oracles; as literature advanced,
they next became venerable preceptors; they then descended to the
rank of instructive friends; and, as their numbers increased, they sunk
still lower to that of entertaining companions; and at present they
seem degraded into culprits to hold up their hands at the bar of every
self-elected, yet not the less peremptory, Judge, who chuses to write
from humour or interest, from enmity or arrogance, and to abide the
decision (in the words of Jeremy Taylor) “of him that reads in malice,
or him that reads after dinner.”?*

The same gradual retrograde movement may be traced, in the
relation which the authors themselves have assumed towards their
readers. From the lofty address of Bacon: “these are the meditations
of Francis of Verulam, which that posterity should be possessed of,
he deemed #heir interest:”?* or from dedication to Monarch or Pontiff,
in which the honor given was asserted in equipoise to the patronage
acknowledged: from PINDAR’S

—&m’ Mol
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29 Jeremy Taylor (1613-67), English cleric and theological writer, known as ‘the
Shakespeare of Divines’ on account of his prose style. Coleridge quotes from Taylor’s
‘General Dedication to the Polemical Discourses’ (attached to the publication in
volume form of Symbolon Theologikon: Or a Collection of Polemicall Discourses: Wherein the
Church of England, in Its Worst as Well as More Flourishing Condition, is Defended in Many
Material Points, Against the Attempts of the Papists on One Hand, and the Fanaticks on the Other,
1657). This is a preface addressed to his patron, Lord Hatton, complaining that ‘men
give their sentence upon books, not only before they understand all, not only
before they read all, but before they read three pages, receiving their information from
humour or interest, from chance or mistake, from him that reads in malice, or from
him that reads after dinner.’
Coleridge translates from the Latin of the ‘procemium’ to Bacon’s Instauratio Magna
[‘Great Instauration’] (1620): ‘Franciscus de Verulamio sic cogitavit, talemque apud se
rationem instituit; quem viventibus et posteris notam fieri, ipsorum interesse putavit.’
His point is to emphasise the ‘ipsorum interesse’ [“for their own intrinsic interest’] part.
The Greek lines quoted are the last four lines of Pindar’s first Olympian Ode, com-
posed in praise of Hieron of Syracuse, the winner of the Single Horse Race at the
476 BC Olympic games. The Greek means: ‘Some men achieve greatness in one area,
others in another; but the peak of the highest limit is kings. Do not set your eyes any
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there was a gradual sinking in the etiquette or allowed style of
pretension.?#

Poets and Philosophers, rendered diffident by their very number,
addressed themselves to “learned readers;” then aimed to conciliate
the graces of “the candid reader;” till, the critic still rising as the author
sunk, the amateurs of literature collectively were erected into a munic-
ipality of judges, and addressed as THE TOWN!*#® And now finally,
all men being supposed able to read, and all readers able to judge,
the multitudinous PUBLIC, shaped into personal unity by the magic
of abstraction, sits nominal despot on the throne of criticism. But,
alas! as in other despotisms, it but echoes the decisions of its invisible
ministers, whose intellectual claims to the guardianship of the muses
seem, for the greater part, analogous to the physical qualifications
which adapt their oriental brethren for the superintendence of the
Harem. Thus it is said, that St. Nepomuc was installed the guardian of
bridges because he had fallen over one, and sunk out of sight; thus too
St. Cecilia 1s said to have been first propitiated by musicians, because
having failed in her own attempts, she had taken a dislike to the art
and all its successful professors.?** But I shall probably have occasion
hereafter to deliver my convictions more at large concerning this state
of things, and its influences on taste, genius and morality.

higher than that! May it be your fate to walk on high all the days of your life, and may
it be mine to associate with victorious people as long as I live, celebrated for my skill
among Greek-speaking peoples everywhere.’

This sentence (‘there was . . . style of pretension’) does not appear in the first edition;
but Coleridge noted that he wanted it added in a letter to Basil Montagu of 1 May 1827
(Griggs, Collected Letters, 6:675).

Sixteenth-century poet George Gascoigne wrote ‘I esteeme more the prayse of one
learned Reader, than I regard the curious carping of ten thousande unlettered tattlers’
(Epistle to the Reverend Divines (1575)). Late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century
authors often dedicated books ‘to the candid reader’ (for example: Isaac Sharpe’s An
Appeal to the Clergy of the Church of England to the Bishops (1708) opens with an address “T'o
the Candid Reader’; and clergyman-author Philip Skelton published The Candid Reader,
Or, a Modest . . . Apology for All Books that Ever Were, Or Possibly Can be Wrote (1744)).
Dedicating or commending a book ‘to the town’ was also fairly common practice - for
example, Addison’s play Drummer, or the Haunted House (1714) opens its preface with:
‘Having recommended this Play to the town, and delivered the copy of it to the book-
seller, I think myself obliged to give some account of it’.

John of Nepomuk, also known as John Nepomucene (¢.1345-93) is a Czech Christian
martyr, drowned in the Vltava river on the orders of King Wenceslaus because
he refused to reveal what the Queen said to him in the confessional. The irony of
his subsequent position as the patron saint of bridges is widely remarked in eight-
eenth-century writing. Saint Cecilia is the patron saint of musicians and church music,
not because (as Coleridge suggests) of her ineptitude, but because as she was dying
she sang to God. Indeed, so far from disliking music, devotional representations of
her almost always show her playing an organ, or otherwise connected with musical
instruments. She was martyred either in the late first or early second century AD.
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In the “Thalaba” the “Madoc” and still more evidently in the
unique* “Cid,” in the “Kehama,” and, as last, so best, the “Don
Roderick;” Southey has given abundant proof, “se cogitasse quam sit
magnum dare aliquid in manus hominum: nec persuadere sibi posse,
non szpe tractandum quod placere et semper et omnibus cupiat.”
Plin. Ep. Lib. 7. Ep 17.2%5 But on the other hand I guess, that Mr.
Southey was quite unable to comprehend, wherein could consist the
crime or mischief of printing half a dozen or more playful poems;
or to speak more generally, compositions which would be enjoyed
or passed over, according as the taste and humour of the reader
might chance to be; provided they contained nothing immoral. In the
present age “periturae parcere chartae”?% is emphatically an unrea-
sonable demand. The merest trifle, he ever sent abroad had, tenfold
better claims to its ink and paper than all the silly criticisms, which
proved no more, than that the critic was not one of those, for whom
the trifle was written; and than all the grave exhortations to a greater
reverence for the public. As if the passive page of a book, by having
an epigram or doggrel tale impressed on it, instantly assumed at once
loco-motive power and a sort of ubiquity, so as to flutter and buz in
the ear of the public to the sore annoyance of the said mysterious
personage. But what gives an additional and more ludicrous absurd-
ity to these lamentations is the curious fact, that if in a volume of
poetry the critic should find poem or passage which he deems more
especially worthless, he is sure to select and reprint it in the review;

* I have ventured to call it “unique”; not only because I know no work of the kind
in our language, (if we except a few chapters of the old translation of Froissart)**> none,
which uniting the charms of romance and history, keeps the imagination so constantly on
the wing, and yet leaves so much for after reflection; but likewise, and chiefly, because it
is a compilation, which, in the various excellencies of translation, selection, and arrange-
ment, required and proves greater genius in the compiler, as living in the present state of
soclety, than in the original composers.

25 Coleridge has adapted a phrase (changing it from the first to the third person) from
Pliny the Younger’s Letters (7:17). Here is William Melmoth’s translation (from The
Letters of Pliny the Consul, 1746): ‘I reflect [Coleridge changes this to ‘he reflects to himself’]
what an arduous adventure it is to resign any work into the hands of the public; and
I [changed to ‘he’] cannot but be persuaded, that frequent revisals, and many consulta-
tions, must go to the finishing of a performance, which one desires should universally
and for ever please.’

From Juvenal’s first Satire (1:17-18): ‘stulta est clementia, cum tot ubique / uatibus
occurras, periturae parcere chartae’: ‘it’s a foolish mercy, when there are so many
poets thronging about, to spare the paper they’re so eager to waste’.

Jean Froissart, the fourteenth-century French historian. His Chronicles (1373-1400), an
account of the Hundred Years War, was used as a source by Shakespeare, and many
others. The ‘old translation’ is the one by Sir John Bourchier, Lord Berners, published
in stages between 1467 and 1533.
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by which, on his own grounds, he wastes as much more paper than
the author, as the copies of a fashionable review are more numerous
than those of the original book; in some, and those the most promi-
nent instances, as ten thousand to five hundred. I know nothing that
surpasses the vileness of deciding on the merits of a poet or painter
(not by characteristic defects; for where there 1s genius, #iese always
point to his characteristic beauties; but) by accidental failures or faulty
passages; except the impudence of defending it, as the proper duty,
and most instructive part, of criticism. Omit or pass slightly over, the
expression, grace, and grouping of Raphael’s figures; but ridicule in
detal the knitting-needles and broom-twigs, that are to represent trees
in his back grounds; and never let him hear the last of his galli-pots!**®
Admit that the Allegro and Penseroso of Milton are not without merit;
but repay yourself for this concession, by reprinting at length the #wo
poems on the University Carrier! As a fair specimen of his Sonnets, quote
“a Book was writ of late called Tetrachordon;” and, as characteristic of his
rhythm and metre, cite his literal translation of the first and second
psalm!?* In order to justify yourself, you need only assert, that had
you dwelt chiefly on the beauties and excellencies of the poet, the
admiration of these might seduce the attention of future writers from
the objects of their love and wonder, to an imitation of the few poems
and passages in which the poet was most unlike himself.

But till reviews are conducted on far other principles, and with
far other motives; till in the place of arbitrary dictation and petulant
sneers, the reviewers support their decisions by reference to fixed
canons of criticism, previously established and deduced from the
nature of man; reflecting minds will pronounce it arrogance in them
thus to announce themselves to men of letters, as the guides of their
taste and judgment. To the purchaser and mere reader it 1s, at all
events, an injustice. He who tells me that there are defects in a new

218 Small bowls.

29 Coleridge’s point here is to take as an example a poet universally acknowledged as
great (John Milton, 1608-74) in order to hypothecate a reviewer who would skate over
Milton’s masterpieces, L Allegro and I Penseroso (both 1631), and concentrate instead
upon minor pieces including (1) ‘On the University Carrier [Hobson’s Epitaph]’ (from
Poems, 1645), (2)‘Sonnet XI: On The Detraction Which Followed Upon The Writing
of Certain Treatises’ (1646: this is the poem beginning ‘a Book was writ of late called
Tetrachordon’), and (3) the rheumatic rhythm and metre of Milton’s verse paraphrase
of the psalms. A example of this latter, his version of Psalm 1, begins:

Bless’d is the man who hath not walk’d astray
In counsel of the wicked, and ith’ way

Of sinners hath not stood, and in the seat

Of scorners hath not sat.
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work, tells me nothing which I should not have taken for granted
without his information. But he, who points out and elucidates the
beauties of an original work, does indeed give me interesting informa-
tion, such as experience would not have authorised me in anticipating.
And as to compositions which the authors themselves announce with
“Hzeec ipsi novimus esse nihil”,*** why should we judge by a different
rule two printed works, only because the one author 1s alive, and the
other in his grave? What literary man has not regretted the prudery
of Spratt in refusing to let his friend Cowley appear in his slippers and
dressing gown?*! I am not perhaps the only one who has derived an
mnocent amusement from the riddles, conundrums, tri-syllable lines,
&c. &c. of Swift and his correspondents, in hours of languor when
to have read his more finished works would have been useless to
myself, and, in some sort, an act of injustice to the author. But I am at
a loss to conceive by what perversity of judgement, these relaxations
of his genius could be employed to diminish his fame as the writer
of “Gulliver’s travels”, and the “Tale of a Tub.” Had Mr. Southey
written twice as many poems of inferior merit, or partial interest, as
have enlivened the journals of the day, they would have added to
his honour with good and wise men, not merely or principally as
proving the versatility of his talents, but as evidences of the purity of
that mind, which even 1in its levities never wrote a line, which it need
regret on any moral account.

I have in imagination transferred to the future biographer the duty
of contrasting Southey’s fixed and well-earned fame, with the abuse
and indefatigable hostility of his anonymous critics from his early
youth to his ripest manhood. But I cannot think so ill of human
nature as not to believe, that these critics have already taken shame
to themselves, whether they consider the object of their abuse in his
moral or his literary character. For reflect but on the variety and
extent of his acquirements! He stands second to no man, either as an

20 “Thus we knew that these things amount to nothing.” The original, from Roman poet

Martial (13:2), is ‘nos heec novimus esse nihil’, which means ‘we ourselves knew that
these things amount to nothing’. This Latin tag is fairly widely quoted in the eight-
eenth century (for example, Gay used it as the epigraph to The Beggar’s Opera).
Abraham Cowley (1618-67) was an English poet of Royalist sympathies, very popu-
lar in the eighteenth century. Thomas Sprat (1635-1713) published his biography in
1668. To quote from Sprat’s entry in the Dictionary of National Biography: ‘In 1667 Sprat’s
friend Cowley died, and next year he wrote “An Account of the Life of Mr. Abr.
Cowley” . . . Johnson justly spoke of the biography as “a funeral oration rather than
a history,” a character, not a life, with its few facts “confused and enlarged through
the mist of panegyrick.” Clifford and Sprat possessed many of Cowley’s letters, which
were full of charm; but they would not publish them.’
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historian or as a bibliographer; and when I regard him as a popular
essayist, (for the articles of his compositions in the reviews are, for the
greater part, essays on subjects of deep or curious interest rather than
criticisms on particular works*) I look in vain for any writer, who has
conveyed so much information, from so many and such recondite
sources, with so many just and orlgmal reflections, in a style so hvely
and poignant, yet so uniformly classical and perspicuous; no one in
short who has combined so much wisdom with so much wit; so much
truth and knowledge with so much life and fancy. His prose 1s always
intelligible and always entertaining. In poetry he has attempted almost
every species of composition known before, and he has added new
ones; and if we except the highest lyric, (in which how few, how very
few even of the greatest minds have been fortunate) he has attempted
every species successfully; from the political song of the day, thrown
off in the playful overflow of honest joy and patriotic exultation, to
the wild ballad;** from epistolary ease and graceful narrative, to aus-
tere and impetuous moral declamation; from the pastoral claims??
and wild streaming lights of the “Thalaba,” in which sentiment and
imagery have given permanence even to the excitement of curiosity;
and from the full blaze of the “Kehama,” (a gallery of finished pictures
in one splendid fancy piece, in which, notwithstanding, the moral
grandeur rises gradually above the brilliance of the colouring and the
boldness and novelty of the machinery) to the more sober beauties of

* See the articles on Methodism, in the Quarterly Review; the small volume on the
New System of Education, &c.?5
* See the incomparable “Return to Moscow” and the “Old Woman of Berkeley.”?%*

252 The 1847 Biographia alters this to ‘charms’; subsequent editions usually follow that

emendation.
Coleridge 1s thinking of Southey’s article, ‘On The Evangelical Sects’, Quarterly Review,
4 (1810), 480-515 — a review of Hints to the Public and the Legislature, on the Nature and
Effect of Evangelical Preaching (4 vols, 1808-10) by ‘A Barrister’ — as well as of Southey’s
200-page The origin, nature, and objfct of the new system of education (1812). A flavour of
Southey’s Quarterly review suggests how swingeing it is: ‘So far as the immediate sale
of a book may be considered as the measure of its success, the Barrister has been a
successful writer. Four editions have been printed of his first pamphlet, and the whole
extends to four parts,—it might as well reach to forty, so utterly does it set all order
at defiance. Want of arrangement, however, is the least of this writer’s faults. The
opinions which we hold, concerning the evangelical sects have been already avowed,
and will, in the course of this article, be sufficiently explained: but our agreement
with the Barrister, in some points, has not prevented us from perusing his book with
astonishment and indignation at its ignorance, its calumnious misrepresentations, and
its impudent call upon the legislature . . . the Barrister is a libeller, a rank and convicted
libeller.” (Southey, Quarterly Review, 4 (1810), 481-4)
24 “The March to Moscow’ (1814) and ‘The Old Woman of Berkeley’ (1799).
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the “Madoc;” and lastly, from the Madoc to his “Roderic,” in which,
retaining all his former excellencies of a poet eminently inventive and
picturesque, he has surpassed himself in language and metre, in the
construction of the whole, and in the splendor of particular passages.

Here then shall I conclude? No! The characters of the deceased,
like the encomia on tombstones, as they are described with religious
tenderness, so are they read, with allowing sympathy indeed, but yet
with rational deduction. There are men, who deserve a higher record;
men with whose characters it is the interest of their contemporaries,
no less than that of posterity, to be made acquainted; while it is yet
possible for impartial censure, and even for quick-sighted envy, to
cross-examine the tale without offence to the courtesies of humanity;
and while the eulogist, detected in exaggeration or falsehood, must
pay the full penalty of his baseness in the contempt which brands the
convicted flatterer. Publicly has Mr. Southey been reviled by men,
who (I would fain hope for the honor of human nature) hurled fire-
brands against a figure of their own imagination; publicly have his
talents been depreciated, his principles denounced; as publicly do I
therefore, who have known him intimately, deem it my duty to leave
recorded, that it is SOUTHEY’S almost unexampled felicity, to possess
the best gifts of talent and genius free from all their characteristic
defects. To those who remember the state of our public schools and
universities some twenty years past, it will appear no ordinary praise
in any man to have passed from innocence into virtue, not only free
from all vicious habit, but unstained by one act of intemperance,
or the degradations akin to intemperance. That scheme of head,
heart, and habitual demeanour, which in his early manhood, and first
controversial writings, Milton, claiming the privilege of self-defence,
asserts of himself, and challenges his calumniators to disprove; 2> this
will his school-mates, his fellow-collegians, and his maturer friends,
with a confidence proportioned to the intimacy of their knowledge,
bear witness to, as again realized in the life of Robert Southey. But still
more striking to those, who by biography or by their own experience

25 ‘Be persuaded that I am not one who ever disgraced beauty of sentiment by deformity
of conduct, or the maxims of a free-man by the actions of a slave; and that the whole
tenor of my life has, by the grace of God, hitherto been unsullied by enormity or crime.
Next that those illustrious worthies, who are the objects of my praise, may know that
nothing could afflict me with more shame than to have any vices of mine diminish
the force or lessen the value of my panegyric upon them; and lastly, that the people
of England, whom fate, or duty, or their own virtues, have incited me to defend, may
be convinced from the purity and integrity of my life, that my defence, if it do not
redound to their honour, can never be considered as their disgrace.” (John Milton,

Second Defence of the People of England (1653))



50 BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA

are familiar with the general habits of genius, will appear the poet’s
matchless industry and perseverance in his pursuits; the worthiness
and dignity of those pursuits; his generous submission to tasks of
transitory interest, or such as /is genius alone could make otherwise;
and that having thus more than satisfied the claims of affection or
prudence, he should yet have made for himself time and power, to
achieve more, and in more various departments, than almost any
other writer has done, though employed wholly on subjects of his
own choice and ambition. But as Southey possesses, and is not pos-
sessed by, his genius, even so is he master even of his virtues. The
regular and methodical tenor of his daily labours, which would be
deemed rare in the most mechanical pursuits, and might be envied by
the mere man of business, loses all semblance of formality in the digni-
fied simplicity of his manners, in the spring and healthful chearfulness
of his spirits. Always employed, his friends find him always at leisure.
No less punctual in trifles, than stedfast in the performance of highest
duties, he inflicts none of those small pains and discomforts which
irregular men scatter about them, and which in the aggregate so often
become formidable obstacles both to happiness and utility; while on
the contrary he bestows all the pleasures, and inspires all that ease
of mind on those around him or connected with him, which perfect
consistency, and (if such a word might be framed) absolute reliability,
equally in small as in great concerns, cannot but inspire and bestow:
when this too is softened without being weakened by kindness and
gentleness. I know few men who so well deserve the character which
an antient attributes to Marcus Gato, namely, that he was likest virtue,
in as much as he seemed to act aright, not in obedience to any law or
outward motive, but by the necessity of a happy nature, which could
not act otherwise.?’® As son, brother, husband, father, master, friend,
he moves with firm yet light steps, alike unostentatious, and alike
exemplary. As a writer, he has uniformly made his talents subservient
to the best interests of humanity, of public virtue, and domestic piety;
his cause has ever been the cause of pure religion and of liberty, of
national independence and of national illumination. When future
critics shall weigh out his guerdon of praise and censure, it will be
Southey the poet only, that will supply them with the scanty materials

256 Marcus Porcius Gato (95-46 BC), known as Cato the Younger to distinguish him from
his great-grandfather Cato the Elder: Roman politician and opponent of Julius Caesar,
whose name is a byword for Stoic moral integrity, and distaste for political and moral
corruption. Coleridge here adapts the judgement of contemporary Roman historian
Velleius Paterculus, who called Cato Aomo virtuti simillimus, ‘the man who most resem-
bled Virtue’ (Vellewus Paterculus Historiarum Libri Duo, 2.35.2).
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for the latter. They will likewise not fail to record, that as no man
was ever a more constant friend, never had poet more friends and
honorers among the good of all parties; and that quacks in education,
quacks in politics, and quacks in criticism were his only enemies.*

* It is not easy to estimate the effects which the example of a young man as highly
distinguished for strict purity of disposition and conduct, as for intellectual power and
literary acquirements, may produce on those of the same age with himself, especially
on those of similar pursuits and congenial minds.?” For many years, my opportunities
of intercourse with Mr. Southey have been rare, and at long intervals; but I dwell with
unabated pleasure on the strong and sudden, yet I trust not fleeting, influence, which my
moral being underwent on my acquaintance with him at Oxford, whither I had gone at
the commencement of our Cambridge vacation on a visit to an old school-fellow. Not
indeed on my moral or religious principles, for tkey had never been contaminated; but
in awakening the sense of the duty and dignity of making my actions accord with those
principles, both in word and deed. The irregularities only not universal among the young
men of my standing, which I always knew to be wrong, I then learned to feel as degrading;
learnt to know that an opposite conduct, which was at that time considered by us as the
easy virtue of cold and selfish prudence, might originate in the noblest emotions, in views
the most disinterested and imaginative. It is not however from grateful recollections only,
that I have been impelled thus to leave these my deliberate sentiments on record; but in
some sense as a debt of justice to the man, whose name has been so often connected with
mine for evil to which he is a stranger. As a specimen I subjoin part of a note, from “The
Beauties of the Antijacobin,” in which, having previously informed the public that I had
been dishonoured at Gambridge for preaching Deism, at a time when, for my youthful
ardour in defence of Christianity, I was decried as a bigot by the proselytes of French
Phi-(or to speak more truly Psi)losophy,?® the writer concludes with these words; “since
this time he has left his native country, commenced citizen of the world, lf? Ais poor children
Jatherless, and his wife destitute. Ex his disce®® his_friends, LAMB and SOUTHEY.” With severest
truth it may be asserted, that it would not be easy to select two men more exemplary

%7 Much of this note originally appeared in the second number of The Friend (8 June
1809), responding to attacks on Coleridge, along with the other ‘Lakers’, in Ganning’s
reactionary newspaper The Anti-Jacobin back in the 1790s. The hurt had been so sting-
ing that at the time he had contemplated writing a satire called Canning and the Anti-
acobins; in the event, though, he waited ten years and published this paragraph, later
reproducing it in the Biographia half a decade later.

‘Phi-(or to speak more truly Psi-)-losophy’ is a sort of joke: the Greek roots of the
word ‘philosophy’ mean ‘lover of wisdom’; Coleridge replaces the philos (‘lover’) with
the Greek psilos which means ‘bare; stript of hair or feather, smooth; bald; tenuous’
(Liddell and Scott), creating a new word, ‘stripped or bald wisdom’. Oddly, Coleridge
himself seems to have misunderstood his own joke. He explained it in a letter to
a German friend, J. H. Bohte, in February 1819 (Griggs, Collected Letters, 4:922) in
these terms: ‘from the Greek psilos, slender, and Sophia, Wisdom, in opposition to
Philosophy, the Love of Wisdom and the Wisdom of Love, a thing still in some repute
among your Country men but long obsolete in England’. But ythog certainly doesn’t
mean ‘slender’, and certainly does mean ‘bald, stripped, naked’. More mterestingly,
in several Platonic dialogues ‘psilos logos’ — ‘bare or naked speech’ - is used as a way
of distinguishing prose from the ‘garbed’ speech of poetry (e.g. Menexenus 239C), and
in Plato’s Theaetetus (165A) the ‘psiloi logor’ are the mere forms of abstract argument,
stripped of supporting evidence.

‘Learning from them’.

258

259
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in their domestic affections than those whose names were thus printed at full length as in
the same rank of morals with a denounced infidel and fugitive, who had left his children
fatherless and his wife destitute! Is it surprising, that many good men remained longer
than perhaps they otherwise would have done adverse to a party, which encouraged and
openly rewarded the authors of such atrocious calumnies? Qualis es, nescio; sed per quales
agis, scio et doleo.?®

260 T don’t know about your character, but as to the character of those through whom
you act — I know and regret it.” The Latin here is Coleridge’s own composition.
‘Nescio quis’ (of which ‘qualis es, nescio’ is a variant) is a common way of saying
‘person unknown’ or ‘author unknown’; and ‘scit et dolet’, the third-person version of

Coleridge’s first-person ‘scio et doleo’, is found in Justus Lipsius’s Politicorum sive Civilis
Doctrinae Libri Sex (1589).



CHAPTER 4

The lyrical ballads with the preface—Mr. Wordsworth’s earlier
poems—On fancy and imagination—The investigation of the
distinction important to the fine arts.

I have wandered far from the object in view, but as I fancied to
myself readers who would respect the feelings that had tempted
me from the main road; so I dare calculate on not a few, who will
warmly sympathize with them. At present it will be sufficient for
my purpose, if I have proved, that Mr. Southey’s writings no more
than my own, furnished the original occasion to this fiction of a new
school of poetry, and to the clamors against its supposed founders and
proselytes.

As little do I believe that “Mr. WORDSWORTH’S Lyrical Ballads”
were in themselves the cause. I speak exclusively of the two volumes so
entitled.?6! A careful and repeated examination of these confirms me
in the belief, that the omission of less than an hundred lines would
have precluded nine-tenths of the criticism on this work. I hazard this
declaration, however, on the supposition, that the reader has taken it
up, as he would have done any other collection of poems purporting
to derive their subjects or interests from the incidents of domestic or
ordinary life, intermingled with higher strains of meditation which
the poet utters in his own person and character; with the proviso,
that these poems were perused without knowledge of, or reference
to, the author’s peculiar opinions, and that the reader had not had his
attention previously directed to those peculiarities. In these, as was
actually the case with Mr. Southey’s earlier works, the lines and pas-
sages which might have offended the general taste, would have been
considered as mere inequalities, and attributed to inattention, not to
perversity of judgement. The men of business who had passed their
lives chiefly in cities, and who might therefore be expected to derive
the highest pleasure from acute notices of men and manners conveyed
in easy, yet correct and pointed language; and all those who, reading
but little poetry, are most stimulated with that species of it, which

261 The two-volume expanded second edition of Lyrical Ballads, With Other Poems had been
published in 1800, the first edition (1798) having been a one-volume publication.
Coleridge calls it ‘Mr. Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads’, but in fact Wordsworth and
Coleridge collaborated extensively on the volume.
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seems most distant from prose, would probably have passed by the
volumes altogether. Others more catholic in their taste, and yet habit-
uated to be most pleased when most excited, would have contented
themselves with deciding, that the author had been successful in pro-
portion to the elevation of his style and subject. Not a few perhaps,
might by their admiration of “the lines written near Tintern Abbey,”
those “left upon a Seat under a Yew Tree,” the “old Cumberland
beggar,” and “Ruth,” have been gradually led to peruse with kin-
dred feeling the “Brothers,” the “Hart leap well,” and whatever other
poems in that collection may be described as holding a middle place
between those written in the highest and those in the humblest style;
as for instance between the “Tintern Abbey,” and “the Thorn,” or
the “Simon Lee.” Should their taste submit to no further change, and
still remain unreconciled to the colloquial phrases, or the imitations
of them, that are, more or less, scattered through the class last men-
tioned; yet even from the small number of the latter, they would have
deemed them but an inconsiderable subtraction from the merit of the
whole work; or, what is sometimes not unpleasing in the publication
of a new writer, as serving to ascertain the natural tendency, and con-
sequently the proper direction of the author’s genius.

In the critical remarks, therefore, prefixed and annexed to the
“Lyrical Ballads,” I believe, that we may safely rest, as the true origin
of the unexampled opposition which Mr. Wordsworth’s writings
have been since doomed to encounter. The humbler passages in the
poems themselves were dwelt on and cited to justify the rejection of
the theory. What i and for themselves would have been either for-
gotten or forgiven as imperfections, or at least comparative failures,
provoked direct hostility when announced as intentional, as the result
of choice after full deliberation. Thus the poems, admitted by all as
excellent, joined with those which had pleased the far greater number,
though they formed two-thirds of the whole work, instead of being
deemed (as in all right they should have been, even if we take for
granted that the reader judged aright) an atonement for the few excep-
tions, gave wind and fuel to the animosity against both the poems and
the poet. In all perplexity there is a portion of fear, which predisposes
the mind to anger. Not able to deny that the author possessed both
genius and a powerful intellect, they felt very positive, but were not quite
certain that he might not be in the right, and they themselves in the
wrong; an unquiet state of mind, which seeks alleviation by quarrel-
ling with the occasion of it, and by wondering at the perverseness of
the man, who had written a long and argumentative essay to persuade
them, that
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Fair is foul, and foul is fair;?6?

in other words, that they had been all their lives admiring without
judgement, and were now about to censure without reason.*

*In opinions of long continuance, and in which we have never before been molested by
a single doubt, to be suddenly convinced of an error, is almost like being convicted of a fault.
There is a state of mind, which is the direct antithesis of that, which takes place when we
make a bull. The bull namely®®® consists in the bringing together two incompatible thoughts,
with the sensation, but without the sense, of their connection. The psychological condition,
or that which constitutes the possibility of this state, being such disproportionate vividness
of two distant thoughts, as extinguishes or obscures the consciousness of the intermediate
images or conceptions, or wholly abstracts the attention from them. Thus in the well

known bull, “I was a fine child, but they changed me;”*** the first conception expressed in the

262 Shakespeare, Macbeth, Ii:11.

263 ‘Making a bull’, also sometimes called ‘making an Irish bull’, means comically utter-
ing an illogicality without realising that one has done so, or more broadly making an
incongruent or ludicrous statement. The derivation of the phrase is unclear, but may
be related to the Middle English sense of ‘bull’ as a verb meaning ‘befool, mock, or
cheat’. The phrase in this sense was first used of Irish politician Boyd Roche (1736-
1807), who is reputed to have said during parliamentary debate: “‘Why we should put
ourselves out of our way to do anything for posterity, for what has posterity ever done
for us?’” Coleridge was particularly fascinated by bulls (in this sense); there are multiple
discussions of the phenomenon in his notebooks.

Coleridge may have found this in James Gregory’s ‘A Dissertation on Bulls’, in
Philosophical and Literary Essays (2 vols, 1792):

We hear and read of many wonderful bulls of the truly practical kind, altogether
independent of language, and plainly founded in thought alone; such as, sending
express for a physician to come without delay to a patient who was in the utmost
danger, and telling the doctor, in a postscript of the letter addressed and actually
sent to him, not to come, as the patient was already almost well again; or observing
gravely, when this story was told, that it was right to add such a postscript, as it
saved the sending another express to countermand the doctor; or inclosing a thin
sixpence in a snuff-box, that it might not be again to seek when it was wanted to
open the box, the lid of which was stiff; or realising Hogarth’s ingenious emblem, in
one of his election-prints, by cutting away close to the tree the bough on which the
person who cut it sat himself; which I once saw successfully performed; and, for the
honour of my own country, I must say that it was in Scotland, and by a Scotchman,
who narrowly escaped breaking his neck by so doing.

264

He concludes with what he calls ‘the maximum of bulls, and nstar omnium [represent-
ative of the whole]’:

A gentleman, when his old nurse came begging to him, harshly refusing her any
relief, and driving her away from his door with reproaches, as having been his great-
est enemy, telling her that he was assured he had been a fine healthy child till she
got him to nurse, when she had changed him for a puny sickly child of her own. If
I am rightly informed, France has the honour of having produced this immense and
unparalleled bull; which is indeed perfectum expletumque ommibus suis numeris et partibus
[‘perfect in all its details and emblematic of the larger whole; Cicero De natura deorum,
2:13], and perfect of its kind.

It’s clear from this that Coleridge’s ‘I was a fine child, but they changed me’ means: I
was a healthy child but then I was physically replaced by a sickly changeling’, rather
than (as I have sometimes seen in critical discussion of the passage) ‘I was a fine child
but growing-up, or “they”, altered me for the worse’.
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That this conjecture is not wide from the mark, I am induced
to believe from the noticeable fact, which I can state on my own
knowledge, that the same general censure should have been grounded
almost by each different person on some different poem. Among
those, whose candour and judgement I estimate highly, I distinctly
remember six who expressed their objections to the “Lyrical Ballads”
almost in the same words, and altogether to the same purport, at
the same time admitting, that several of the poems had given them
great pleasure; and, strange as it might seem, the composition which
one cited as execrable, another quoted as his favorite. I am indeed
convinced in my own mind, that could the same experiment have
been tried with these volumes as was made in the well known story of
the picture, the result would have been the same; the parts which had
been covered by black spots on the one day, would be found equally
albo lapide notate on the succeeding.?%

However this may be, it was assuredly hard and unjust to fix the

word “I” is that of personal identity—Ego contemplans:*®® the second expressed in the word
“me,” is the visual image or object by which the mind represents to itself its past condition,
or rather, its personal identity under the form in which it imagined itself previously to have
existed,—Ego contemplatus.?” Now the change of one visual image for another involves in
itself no absurdity, and becomes absurd only by its immediate juxta-position with the first
thought, which is rendered possible by the whole attention being successively absorbed to
each singly, so as not to notice the interjacent notion, “changed” which by its incongruity
with the first thought, “I,” constitutes the bull. Add only, that this process is facilitated by
the circumstance of the words “I”, and “me,” being sometimes equivalent, and sometimes
having a distinct meaning; sometimes, namely, signifying the act of self-consciousness,
sometimes the external image in and by which the mind represents that act to itself, the
result and symbol of its individuality. Now suppose the direct contrary state, and you will
have a distinct sense of the connection between two conceptions, without that sensation of
such connection which is supplied by habit. The man feels, as if he were standing on his
head, though he cannot but see, that he is truly standing on his feet. This, as a painful sen-
sation, will of course have a tendency to associate itself with the person who occasions it;
even as persons, who have been by painful means restored from derangement, are known
to feel an involuntary dislike towards their physician.

265 The Latin means: ‘distinguished by white spots’. By ‘story of the picture’, Coleridge

does not mean a specific picture or painting; he is alluding to recent developments in
the science of retinal optics. He may, for instance, have read the entry on ‘Retention’
in Nicholson’s British Encyclopedia: ‘Place about half an inch square of white paper on
a black hat, and looking steadily on the centre of it for a minute, remove your eyes to
a sheet of white paper; after a second or two a dark square will be seen on the white
paper, which will be seen for some time . . . Again, make with ink, on white paper, a
very black spot, about half an inch in diameter, with a tail about an inch in length, so as
to represent a tadpole. Look steadily at this spot for about a minute, and on moving the
eye a little, the figure of the tadpole will be seen on the white part of the paper, which
figure will appear whiter or more luminous than the other part of the paper.” (William
Nicholson, ‘Retention’, British Encylopedia (6 vols, 1809), 5:450)

266 “The contemplating “I”.’

267 “The “I” that is contemplated.’
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attention on a few separate and insulated poems with as much aver-
sion, as if they had been so many plague-spots on the whole work,

instead of passing them over in silence, as so much blank paper, or
leaves of a bookseller’s catalogue; especially, as no one pretends to
have found immorality or indelicacy; and the poems therefore, at the
worst, could only be regarded as so many light or inferior coins in a
roleau of gold, not as so much alloy in a weight of bullion. A friend
whose talents I hold in the highest respect, but whose judgement and
strong sound sense I have had almost continued occasion to revere,
making the usual complaints to me concerning both the style and sub-
jects of Mr. Wordsworth’s minor poems; I admitted that there were
some few of the tales and incidents, in which I could not myself find a
sufficient cause for their having been recorded in metre. I mentioned
the “Alice Fell” as an instance; “nay,” replied my friend with more than
usual quickness of manner, “I cannot agree with you #ere! that I own
does seem to me a remarkably pleasing poem.” In the “Lyrical Ballads”
(for my experience does not enable me to extend the remark equally
unqualified to the two subsequent volumes)?% I have heard at different
times, and from different individuals every single poem extolled and
reprobated, with the exception of those of loftier kind, which as was
before observed, seem to have won universal praise. This fact of itself
would have made me diffident in my censures, had not a still stronger
ground been furnished by the strange contrast of the heat and long
continuance of the opposition, with the nature of the faults stated as
justifying it. The seductive faults, the dulcia vitia?®® of Cowley, Marini,
or Darwin*’® might reasonably be thought capable of corrupting the
public judgement for half a century, and require a twenty years war,
campaign after campaign, in order to dethrone the usurper and re-es-
tablish the legitimate taste. But that a downright simpleness, under the
affectation of simplicity, prosaic words in feeble metre, silly thoughts
in childish phrases, and a preference of mean, degrading, or at best
trivial associations and characters, should succeed in forming a school
of imitators, a company of almost religious admirers, and this too among
young men of ardent minds, liberal education, and not

with academic laurels unbestowed;?”!

268 'Wordsworth’s Poems in Two Volumes (1807). ‘Alice Fell’, written in 1802, appeared there.

269 ‘Sweet faults’ — Quintilian’s phrase (10.1.129), originally applied as a description to
Seneca.

20 Three poets: Abraham Cowley (1618-67), Giambattista Marini (1569-1625, some-
times called ‘Marino’) and Erasmus Darwin (1731-1802).

271 Coleridge adapts the last line of Thomas Warton’s ‘Sonnet IX’ (1753): ‘Nor with the
Muse’s laurel unbestow’d’. Warton in turn was imitating Horace, Odes 1:31, lines 20-1.



58 BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA

and that this bare and bald counterfeit of poetry, which is character-
ized as below criticism, should for nearly twenty years have well-
nigh engrossed criticism, as the main, if not the only, butt of review,
magazine, pamphlets, poem, and paragraph;—this is indeed matter of
wonder! Of yet greater is it, that the contest should still continue as*
undecided as that between Bacchus and the frogs in Aristophanes;
when the former descended to the realms of the departed to bring
back the spirit of old and genuine poesy.

Xopog Batpaywv; Aovuaog
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A: ToUTw youp ob VIKNOETE.
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*Without however the apprehensions attributed to the Pagan reformer of the poetic
republic. If we may judge from the preface to the recent collection of his poems, Mr. W.
would have answered with Xanthias—

20 8" odx Edetanig TOV YEov TGV pYudTwy

Kot tog amethdig; ZAN. o0 po Al 003" édpdvrion.?’?

And here let me dare hint to the authors of the numerous parodies, and pretended imi-
tations of Mr. Wordsworth’s style, that at once to conceal and convey wit and wisdom
in the semblance of folly and dulness, as is done in the clowns and fools, nay even in the
Dogberry,?”® of our Shakespear, is doubtless a proof of genius, or at all events, of satiric
talent; but that the attempt to ridicule a silly and childish poem, by writing another still sil-
lier and still more childish, can only prove (if it prove any thing at all) that the parodist is a
still greater blockhead than the original writer, and, what is far worse, a malignant coxcomb
to boot. The talent for mimicry seems strongest where the human race are most degraded.
The poor, naked, half human savages of New Holland 2* were found excellent mimics:
and, in civilized society, minds of the very lowest stamp alone satirize by copying. At least
the difference which must blend with and balance the likeness, in order to constitute a
Just imitation, existing here merely in caricature, detracts from the libeller’s heart, without
adding an iota to the credit of his understanding.

272 ‘But weren’t you scared by those terrible threats and shouts?’ XANTHUS: ‘No, not at all.
I couldn’t care less!” This exchange is from Aristophanes’s Frogs, 492-3; the speaker of
the first line is the god, Dionysus.

273 The comically inept night-constable from Much Ado About Nothing.

274 Australia.
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During the last year of my residence at Cambridge,?”® I became
acquainted with Mr. Wordsworth’s first publication entitled
“Descriptive Sketches;” and seldom, if ever, was the emergence of
an original poetic genius above the literary horizon more evidently
announced. In the form, style, and manner of the whole poem, and
in the structure of the particular lines and periods, there is a harsh-
ness and acerbity connected and combined with words and images
all a-glow, which might recall those products of the vegetable world,
where gorgeous blossoms rise out of a hard and thorny rind and
shell, within which the rich fruit is elaborating. The language is not
only peculiar and strong, but at times knotty and contorted, as by
its own impatient strength; while the novelty and struggling crowd
of images, acting in conjunction with the difficulties of the style,
demanded always a greater closeness of attention, than poetry, (at
all events, than descriptive poetry) has a right to claim. It not seldom
therefore justified the complaint of obscurity. In the following extract
I have sometimes fancied, that I saw an emblem of the poem itself,
and of the author’s genius as it was then displayed.

"Tis storm; and hid in mist from hour to hour,
All day the floods a deepening murmur pour;
The sky 1s veiled, and every cheerful sight:

275 Coleridge folds together two quotations from Aristophanes’s Frogs: 225-7 and 257-67
(omitting Aristophanes’s line 265). The god Dionysus, travelling down to the under-
world to bring back the spirit of a dead tragic poet (in order to save Athens), encoun-
ters a Chorus of Frogs who live in the infernal swamps.

CHORUS. Brekekekex, ko-ax, ko-ax.
DIONYsSUS. Hang you, and hang your ko-axing too!
You do nothing but ko-ax . . .

Go, hang yourselves; for what do I care?
CHORUS. All the same we’ll shout aloud,
As long as our throats last,

Shouting bellowing all day long
Brekekekex, ko-ax, ko-ax.

DIONYSUS: You'll never win this battle.
CHORUS: You won't be able to beat us.
DIONYSUS: No, nor you beat me.

Never! I'll yell all day long if needs be
Until I've learned to master it

And put an end to your ko-ax!

CHORUS: Brekekekex, KO-AX KO-AX!

276 In 1794.
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Dark 1s the region as with coming night;

Yet what frequent bursts of overpowering light!
Triumphant on the bosom of the storm,
Glances the fire-clad eagle’s wheeling form;
Eastward, in long perspective glittering, shine
The wood-crowned cliffs that o’er the lake recline;
Wide o’er the Alps a hundred streams unfold,
At once to pillars turn’d that flame with gold;
Behind his sail the peasant strives to shun

The West, that burns like one dilated sun,
Where in a mighty crucible expire

The mountains, glowing hot, like coals of fire.?”’

The poetic PSYCHE, 1n its process to full developement, undergoes
as many changes as its Greek name-sake, the* butterfly. And it is
remarkable how soon genius clears and purifies itself from the faults
and errors of its earliest products; faults which, in its earliest com-
positions, are the more obtrusive and confluent, because as hetero-
geneous elements, which had only a temporary use, they constitute
the very ferment, by which themselves are carried off. Or we may
compare them to some diseases, which must work on the humours,
and be thrown out on the surface, in order to secure the patient from
their future recurrence. I was in my twenty-fourth year, when I had
the happiness of knowing Mr. Wordsworth personally, and while
memory lasts, I shall hardly forget the sudden effect produced on
my mind, by his recitation of a manuscript poem, which still remains
unpublished, but of which the stanza and tone of style were the same
as those of the “Female Vagrant” as originally printed in the first
volume of the “Lyrical Ballads.” There was here, no mark of strained

* The fact, that in Greek Pysche is the common name for the soul, and the butterfly, is
thus alluded to in the following stanza from an unpublished poem of the author:

The butterfly the ancient Grecians made

The soul’s fair emblem, and its only name—

But of the soul, escaped the slavish trade

Of mortal life! For in this earthly frame

Our’s is the reptile’s lot, much toil, much blame,
Manifold motions making little speed,

And to deform and kill the things whereon, we feed.
S.T.C.278

277 Wordsworth, ‘Descriptive Sketches’, as reprinted in Poems (1815) 1:79-80.

278 Perhaps composed specifically for the Biographia, this was this poem’s first appearance
in print. In ‘manifold motions making little speed’, Coleridge glances the Latin repto or
repo ‘to creep, to crawl slowly’ (from which the neuter substantive reptile the Romans
got, and we get, our word).
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thought, or forced diction, no crowd or turbulence of imagery, and,
as the poet hath himself well described in his lines “on re-visiting
the Wye,” manly reflection, and human associations had given both
variety, and an additional interest to natural objects, which in the
passion and appetite of the first love they had seemed to him neither
to need or permit. The occasional obscurities, which had risen from
an imperfect control over the resources of his native language, had
almost wholly disappeared, together with that worse defect of arbi-
trary and illogical phrases, at once hackneyed, and fantastic, which
hold so distinguished a place in the fechnigue of ordinary poetry, and
will, more or less, alloy the earlier poems of the truest genius, unless
the attention has been specifically directed to their worthlessness and
mcongruity.* I did not perceive any thing particular in the mere style
of the poem alluded to during its recitation, except indeed such dif-
ference as was not separable from the thought and manner; and the
Spencerian stanza, which always, more or less, recalls to the reader’s
mind Spencer’s own style, would doubtless have authorized in my
then opinion a more frequent descent to the phrases of ordinary life,
than could without an ill effect have been hazarded in the heroic cou-
plet. It was not however the freedom from false taste, whether as to
common defects, or to those more properly his own, which made so
unusual an impression on my feelings immediately, and subsequently
on my judgement. It was the union of deep feeling with profound
thought; the fine balance of truth in observing with the imaginative
faculty in modifying the objects observed; and above all the original
gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere, and with it the depth and
height of the ideal world around forms, incidents, and situations, of

* Mr. Wordsworth, even in his two earliest “the Evening Walk and the Descriptive
Sketches,” is more free from this latter defect than most of the young poets his contempo-
raries. It may however be exemplified, together with the harsh and obscure construction,
in which he more often offended, in the following lines:—

Mid stormy vapours ever driving by,

Where ospreys, cormorants, and herons cry;
Where hardly given the hopeless waste to cheer,
Denied the bread of life the foodful ear,
Dwindles the pear on autumn’s latest spray,
And apple sickens pale in summer’s ray;

Ev'n here content has fixed her smiling reign

With independence, child of high disdain.*"°

I'hope, I need not say, that I have quoted these lines for no other purpose than to make my
meaning fully understood. It is to be regretted that Mr. Wordsworth has not republished
these two poems entire.

219 Wordsworth, Descriptive Sketches (1793), 317-24; Coleridge’s italics.
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which, for the common view, custom had bedimmed all the lustre,
had dried up the sparkle and the dew drops. “To find no contradic-
tion in the union of old and new; to contemplate the ANCIENT of days
and all his works with feelings as fresh, as if all had then sprang forth
at the first creative fiat; characterizes the mind that feels the riddle
of the world, and may help to unravel it. To carry on the feelings of
childhood into the powers of manhood; to combine the child’s sense
of wonder and novelty with the appearances which every day for
perhaps forty years had rendered familiar;

With sun and moon and stars throughout the year,
And man and woman;*?

this 1s the character and privilege of genius, and one of the marks
which distinguish genius from talents. And therefore it is the prime
merit of genius and its most equivocal mode of manifestation, so to
represent familiar objects as to awaken in the minds of others a kin-
dred feeling concerning them and that freshness of sensation which
is the constant accompaniment of mental, no less than of bodily, con-
valescence. Who has not a thousand times seen snow fall on water?
Who has not watched it with a new feeling, from the time that he has
read Burn’s comparison of sensual pleasure,

To snow that falls upon a river

A moment white—then gone for ever!?!

In poems, equally, as in philosophic disquisitions, genius produces
the strongest impressions of novelty, while it rescues the most admit-
ted truths from the impotence caused by the very circumstance of their
universal admission. Truths of all others the most awful and myste-
rious, yet being at the same time of universal interest, are too often
considered as so true, that they lose all the life and efficiency of truth,
and lie bed-ridden in the dormitory of the soul, side by side, with the
most despised and exploded errors.” THE FRIEND,* page 76, No.5.282

This excellence, which in all Mr. Wordsworth’s writings is more or
less predominant, and which constitutes the character of his mind, I no
sooner felt, than I sought to understand. Repeated meditations led me

* As “the Friend” was printed on stampt sheets, and sent only by the post to a very
limited number of subscribers, the author has felt less objection to quote from it, though
a work of his own. To the public at large indeed it is the same as a volume in manuscript.

280 Milton, Sonnet 23: “To Mr Cyriack Skinner, Upon His Blindness’, 5-6.
281 Robert Burns, ‘Tom O’Shanter’, 61-2.
282 From The Friend, 14 Sept 1809.
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first to suspect, (and a more intimate analysis of the human faculties,
their appropriate marks, functions, and effects matured my conjecture
into full conviction) that fancy and imagination were two distinct and
widely different faculties, instead of being, according to the general
belief, either two names with one meaning, or at furthest, the lower
and hlgher degree of one and the same power. It is not, I own, easy
to conceive a more opposite’ translation of the Greek Phantasia,
than the Latin Imaginatio; but it is equally true that in all societies
there exists an instinct of growth, a certain collective, unconscious
good sense working progressively to desynonymize* those words
originally of the same meaning, which the conflux of dialects supplied
to the more homogeneous languages, as the Greek and German:
and which the same cause, joined with accidents of translation from
original works of different countries, occasion in mixt languages like
our own. The first and most important point to be proved is, that two
conceptions perfectly distinct are confused under one and the same
word, and (this done) to appropriate that word exclusively to the one

* This is effected either by giving to the one word a general, and to the other an
exclusive use; as “to put on the back” and “to indorse;”?#* or by an actual distinction of
meanings as “naturalist,” and “physician;” or by difference of relation as “I” and “Me;”
(each of which the rustics of our different provinces still use in all the cases singular of the
first personal pronoun). Even the mere difference, or corruption, in the pronunciation of the
same word, if it have become general, will produce a new word with a distinct significa-
tion; thus “property” and “propriety;” the latter of which, even to the time of Charles II.
was the written word for all the senses of both. Thus too “mister” and “master” both hasty
pronounciations of the same word “magister,” “mistress,” and “miss,” “if,” and “give,”
&c. &c. There is a sort of minim immortal among the animalcula infusoria® which has not
naturally either birth, or death, absolute beginning, or absolute end: for at a certain period
a small point appears on its back, which deepens and lengthens till the creature divides
into two, and the same process recommences in each of the halves now become integral.
This may be a fanciful, but it is by no means a bad emblem of the formation of words, and
may facilitate the conception, how immense a nomenclature may be organized from a few
simple sounds by rational beings in a social state. For each new application, or excitement
of the same sound, will call forth a different sensation, which cannot but affect the pronun-
ciation. The after recollections of the sound, without the same vivid sensation, will modify
it still further till at length all trace of the original likeness is worn away.

28 Thus in both 1817 and 1847 editions. Later editors generally correct this to ‘apposite’.

284 Latin: in dorsum, ‘on the back’.

285 Bacteria and single-cell organisms: the nomenclature of Danish naturalist Otto
Frederik Miller (1730-84), author of Animalcula infusoria fluviatilia et marina (1786). The
phrase ‘minim immortal’ is something of a problem. Critics have generally taken it to
mean ‘a tiny unrnortahty ‘a bare-minimum immortality ; but ‘minim immortal” is not
good Latin - ‘a bare-minimum immortality’ would be ‘minimum immortalis’. Perhaps
Coleridge intends the phrase as an abbreviation; or perhaps ‘minim’ is a misprint for
‘minam’, in which case the phrase would mean something like ‘there is a drive towards
immortality’ (from mino, ‘to drive animals’). The 1847 edition de-italicised the phrase,
thereby (perhaps) treating the words as English. At any rate, the general sense is clear.
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meaning, and the synonyme (should there be one) to the other. But if
(as will be often the case in the arts and sciences) no synonyme exists,
we must either invent or borrow a word. In the present instance
the appropriation had already begun, and been legitimated in the
derivative adjective: Milton had a highly wmaginative, Cowley a very
Jancful mind. If therefore I should succeed in establishing the actual
existence of two faculties generally different, the nomenclature would
be at once determined. To the faculty by which I had characterized
Milton, we should confine the term #magination; while the other would
be contra-distinguished as fancy. Now were it once fully ascertained,
that this division is no less grounded in nature, than that of delirium
from mania, or Otway’s

Lutes, lobsters, seas of milk, and ships of amber,?3¢
from Shakespear’s
What! have his daughters brought him to this pass??%

or from the preceding apostrophe to the elements;?*® the theory of
the fine arts, and of poetry in particular, could not, I thought, but
derive some additional and important light. It would in its immediate
effects furnish a torch of guidance to the philosophical critic; and ulti-
mately to the poet himself. In energetic minds, truth soon changes by
domestication into power; and from directing in the discrimination
and appraisal of the product, becomes influencive in the production.
To admire on principle, is the only way to imitate without loss of
originality.

It has been already hinted, that metaphysics and psychology have
long been my hobby-horse. But to have a hobby-horse, and to be
vain of it, are so commonly found together, that they pass almost
for the same. I trust therefore, that there will be more good humour
than contempt, in the smile with which the reader chastises my self-

286 From Thomas Otway’s Venice Preserv'd. Coleridge reinforces his point by exaggerating
the line’s randomness. In the original the heroine Belvedere /as been driven out of her
wits by attempted rape, conspiracy and threat of death, but she makes reference to no
lobster:

Are all things ready? Shall we Die most gloriously!

Say not a word of this to my old Father:

Murmuring Streams, soft Shades, and springing Flowers,

Lutes, Laurels, Seas of Milk, and Ships of Amber. (Venice Preserv'd (1682), 5:369)

287 Shakespeare’s King Lear, 3:4:63.
288 Coleridge means Lear 3:2:16f. ‘I tax you not, you elements, with unkindness; / I never
gave you kingdom, call’d you children . . .’
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complacency, if I confess myself uncertain, whether the satisfaction
from the perception of a truth new to myself may not have been
rendered more poignant by the conceit, that it would be equally so
to the public. There was a time, certainly, in which I took some little
credit to myself, in the belief that I had been the first of my coun-
trymen, who had pointed out the diverse meaning of which the two
terms were capable, and analyzed the faculties to which they should
be appropriated. Mr. W. Taylor’s recent volume of synonimes?*
I have not yet seen;* but his specification of the terms in question
has been clearly shown to be both insufficient and erroneous by Mr.
Wordsworth in the preface added to the late collection of his “Lyrical
Ballads and other poems.” The explanation which Mr. Wordsworth
has himself given, will be found to differ from mine, chiefly perhaps,
as our objects are different. It could scarcely indeed happen otherwise,
from the advantage I have enjoyed of frequent conversation with him
on a subject to which a poem of his own first directed my attention,

* T ought to have added, with the exception of a single sheet which I accidentally met
with at the printer’s. Even from this scanty specimen, I found it impossible to doubt
the talent, or not to admire the ingenuity of the author. That his distinctions were for
the greater part unsatisfactory to my mind, proves nothing against their accuracy; but it
may possibly be serviceable to him in case of a second edition, if I take this opportunity
of suggesting the query; whether he may not have been occasionally misled, by having
assumed, as to me he appears to have done, the non-existence of any absolute synonimes
in our language? Now I cannot but think, that there are many which remain for our pos-
terity to distinguish and appropriate, and which I regard as so much reversionary wealth
in our mother-tongue. When two distinct meanings are confounded under one or more
words, (and such must be the case, as sure as our knowledge is progressive and of course
imperfect) erroneous consequences will be drawn, and what is true in one sense of the
word, will be affirmed as true in toto. Men of research, startled by the consequences, seek
in the things themselves (whether in or out of the mind) for a knowledge of the fact, and
having discovered the difference, remove the equivocation either by the substitution of a
new word, or by the appropriation of one of the two or more words, that had before been
used promiscuously. When this distinction has been so naturalized and of such general
currency, that the language does as it were #unk for us (like the sliding rule which is the
mechanic’s safe substitute for arithmetical knowledge) we then say, that it is evident to
common sense. Common sense, therefore, differs in different ages. What was born and chris-
tened in the schools passes by degrees into the world at large, and becomes the property of
the market and the tea-table. At least I can discover no other meaning of the term, common
sense, if it is to convey any specific difference from sense and judgement in genere, and
where it is not used scholastically for the wniwersal reason. Thus in the reign of Charles II.
the philosophic world was called to arms by the moral sophisms of Hobbs, and the ablest
writers exerted themselves in the detection of an error, which a school-boy would now be
able to confute by the mere recollection, that compulsion and obligation conveyed two ideas
perfectly disparate, and that what appertained to the one, had been falsely transferred to
the other by a mere confusion of terms.

289 William Taylor, English Synonyms discriminated, with a copious index (1813).
290 ‘In general’.
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and my conclusions concerning which, he had made more lucid to
myself by many happy instances drawn from the operation of natural
objects on the mind. But it was Mr. Wordsworth’s purpose to con-
sider the influences of fancy and imagination as they are manifested
in poetry, and from the different effects to conclude their diversity in
kind; while it is my object to investigate the seminal principle, and
then from the kind to deduce the degree. My friend has drawn a mas-
terly sketch of the branches with their poetic fruitage. I wish to add the
trunk, and even the roots as far as they lift themselves above ground,
and are visible to the naked eye of our common consciousness.

Yet even in this attempt I am aware that I shall be obliged to draw
more largely on the reader’s attention, than so immethodical a miscel-
lany as this can authorize; when in such a work (the Ecclesiastical Polity)
of such a mind as Hooker’s, the judicious author, though no less
admirable for the perspicuity than for the port and dignity of his lan-
guage; and though he wrote for men of learning in a learned age; saw
nevertheless occasion to anticipate and guard against “complaints of
obscurity,” as often as he was to trace his subject “to the highest well-
spring and fountain.”*! Which, (continues he) “because men are not
accustomed to, the pains we take are more needful a great deal, than
acceptable; and the matters we handle, seem by reason of newness
(tl the mind grow better acquainted with them) dark and intricate.”
I would gladly therefore spare both myself and others this labor, if I
knew how without it to present an intelligible statement of my poetic
creed; not as my opinions, which weigh for nothing, but as deductions
from established premises conveyed in such a form, as is calculated
either to effect a fundamental conviction, or to receive a fundamental
confutation. If I may dare once more adopt the words of Hooker,
“they, unto whom we shall seem tedious, are in no wise injured by us,
because it is in their own hands to spare that labour, which they are
not willing to endure.” Those at least, let me be permitted to add, who
have taken so much pains to render me ridiculous for a perversion of
taste, and have supported the charge by attributing strange notions
to me on no other authority than their own conjectures, owe it to
themselves as well as to me not to refuse their attention to my own
statement of the theory, which I do acknowledge; or shrink from the
trouble of examining the grounds on which I rest it, or the arguments
which I offer in its justification.

21 Richard Hooker (1554-1600), Anglican priest and theologian. Coleridge here quotes
from Hooker’s most famous work, Of the Lawes of Ecclesiastical Politie (first four books
published 1594; fifth book in 1597, the final three after Hooker’s death). The passages
Coleridge quotes are all from the first chapter of the first book.
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On the law of association—Its history traced from
Aristotle to Hartley.

There have been men in all ages, who have been impelled as by an
nstinct to propose their own nature as a problem, and who devote
their attempts to its solution. The first step was to construct a table
of distinctions, which they seem to have formed on the principle of
the absence or presence of the WILL. Our various sensations, per-
ceptions, and movements were classed as active or passive, or as
media partaking of both. A still finer distinction was soon established
between the voluntary and the spontaneous. In our perceptions we
seem to ourselves merely passive to an external power, whether as a
mirror reflecting the landscape, or as a blank canvas on which some
unknown hand paints it. For it is worthy of notice, that the latter, or
the system of idealism may be traced to sources equally remote with
the former, or materialism; and Berkeley can boast an ancestry at
least as venerable as Gassendi or Hobbs.?? These conjectures, how-
ever, concerning the mode in which our perceptions originated, could
not alter the natural difference of things and thoughts. In the former, the
cause appeared wholly external, while in the latter, sometimes our
will interfered as the producing or determining cause, and sometimes
our nature seemed to act by a mechanism of its own, without any
conscious effort of the will, or even against it. Our inward experiences
were thus arranged in three separate classes, the passive sense, or what
the school-men call the merely receptive quality of the mind; the vol-
untary, and the spontaneous, which holds the middle place between
both. But it is not in human nature to meditate on any mode of action,

292 The three philosophers here are: (1) George Berkeley, Bishop of Cloyne (1685-1753),
who famously argued that objects in the world do not exist in a material sense but
are only ‘ideas’ in the minds of perceivers, since, for physical objects, ‘esse est percip1’
[‘to be is to be perceived’]. (2) Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655), French astronomer and
philosopher who attempted to reconcile Epicurean teachings on the material existence
of atoms with Christianity. Edward Gibbon called Gassendi ‘le meilleur philoso-
phe des littérateurs, et le meilleur littérateur des philosophes’. (3) Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679), author of the influential work of political philosophy, Leviathan (1651),
in which he argues that ‘the condition of Man is a condition of Warre of every one
against every one’ (Part I, Ch. 14). Coleridge’s point is that Berkeley’s Idealism 1s just
as ancient a thesis as the Materialism of Gassendi and Hobbes.
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without enquiring after the law that governs it; and in the explana-
tion of the spontaneous movements of our being, the metaphysician
took the lead of the anatomist and natural philosopher. In Egypt,
Palestine, Greece, and India the analysis of the mind had reached its
noon and manhood, while experimental research was still in its dawn
and infancy. For many, very many centuries, it has been difficult to
advance a new truth, or even a new error, in the philosophy of the
intellect or morals. With regard, however, to the laws that direct the
spontaneous movements of thought and the principle of their intel-
lectual mechanism there exists, it has been asserted, an important
exception most honorable to the moderns, and in the merit of which
our own country claims the largest share. Sir James Mackintosh*»*
(who amid the variety of his talents and attainments, is not of less
repute for the depth and accuracy of his philosophical enquiries, than
for the eloquence with which he is said to render their most difficult
results perspicuous, and the driest attractive) affirmed in the lectures,
delivered by him in Lincoln’s Inn Hall, that the law of association
as established in the contemporaneity of the original impressions,
formed the basis of all true phsychology; and that any ontological or
metaphysical science not contained in such (i.e. empirical) phsychol-
ogy, was but a web of abstractions and generalizations. Of this prolific
truth, of this great fundamental law, he declared HOBBS to have been
the original discoverer, while its full application to the whole intellectual
system we owed to David Hartley; who stood in the same relation to
Hobbs as Newton to Kepler; the law of association being that to the
mind, which gravitation is to matter.

Of the former clause in this assertion, as it respects the comparative
merits of the ancient metaphysicians, including their commentators,
the school-men, and of the modern French and British philosophers
from Hobbs to Hume, Hartley, and Condeliac,?** this is not the place
to speak. So wide indeed is the chasm between this gentleman’s phil-
osophical creed and mine, that so far from being able to join hands,
we could scarcely make our voices intelligible to each other: and to
bridge it over, would require more time, skill and power than I believe

29 Sir James Mackintosh (1765-1832), Scottish politician, historian and legal theorist. In
1799 Coleridge attended his lectures (published the same year as 4 Discourse on the Study
of the Law of Nature and Nations) at Lincoln’s Inn Hall. These lectures mention Hobbs
only in passing, and mention Hartley not at all. (Mackintosh’s Dissertation on the Progress
of Ethical Philosophy does include a whole, admiring chapter on Hartley’s ‘associations’,
but that was not begun until 1828 and not published until 1830.)

294 Coleridge spells this name (French philosopher of mind, Etienne Bonnot de Condillac,
1715-80) variously in the Biographia.
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myself to possess. But the latter clause involves for the greater part a
mere question of fact and history, and the accuracy of the statement 1s
to be tried by documents rather than reasoning.

First then, I deny Hobbs’s claim in toto: for he had been anticipated
by Des Cartes whose work “De Methodo” preceded Hobbs’s “De
Natura Humana,” by more than a year.?®> But what is of much more
importance, Hobbs builds nothing on the principle which he had
announced. He does not even announce it, as differing in any respect
from the general laws of material motion and impact: nor was it,
indeed, possible for him so to do, compatibly with his system, which
was exclusively material and mechanical. Far otherwise is it with Des
Cartes; greatly as he too in his after writings (and still more egre-
giously his followers De la Forge,?® and others) obscured the truth
by their attempts to explain it on the theory of nervous fluids, and
material configurations. But, in his interesting work, “De Methodo,”
Des Cartes relates the circumstance which first led him to meditate
on this subject, and which since then has been often noticed and
employed as an instance and illustration of the law. A child who with
its eyes bandaged had lost several of his fingers by amputation, con-
tinued to complain for many days successively of pains, now in his?’’
joint and now in that, of the very fingers which had been cut off.?%

2% By quite a bit more than a year, in fact. René Descartes (1596-1650) published his

Discours de la Methode in 1637, whereas Hobbes’s Treatise on Human Nature didn’t come
out until 1650. But Coleridge may have been distracted by the fact that Hobbes’s
book came out one year after the first English translation of Descartes’ famous book (4
Drscourse of a Method, for the Well-Grounding of Reason and the Discovery of Truth in the Sciences,
trans. anon), which appeared in 1649.

296 Louis de La Forge (1632-66), French philosopher and friend of Descartes,
whose Tractatus de mente humana [‘Traité de lesprit de 'homme’] (1664) developed
Descartian ideas. He asserted that willpower and imagination were functions of the
pineal gland and were disseminated throughout the body by means of ‘des matieres
fluides’.

27 Corrected to ‘this’ in 1847.

2% The anecdote of the phantom finger is not in the Discours de la Methode, but rather
in Descarte’s later Principia Philosophiae (1644) — itself, in essence, a synthesis of the
Discours and the later Meditationes de prima philosophia (1641). It can be found in Book 4,
Section 196, in a chapter entitled ‘Animam non sentire, nisi quatenus est in cerebro’
[‘We do not feel in the soul, except to the extent that such sensation is in the brain’]:
Cum puellae cuidam, manum gravi morbo affectam habenti ... ob gangraenam
in eo serpentem suisset amputatum, & panni in ejus locum ita substituti, ut eo se
privatam esse ignoraret, ipsa interim varios dolores, nunc in uno ejus manus quae
abscissa erat digito, nunc in alio se sentire querebatur: quod sane aliunde contingere
non poterat, quam ex eo, quod nervi qui prius ex cerebro ad manum descendebant,
tuncque in brachio juxta cubitum terminabantur, codem modo ibi moverentur, ac
prius moveri debuissent in manu, ad sensum hujus vel illius digiti dolentis, animae
in cerebro residenti imprimendum. [‘A child, affected with a sickness in the hand . . .
had some fingers amputated on account of gangrene, [the surgeon] afterwards placing
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Des Cartes was led by this incident to reflect on the uncertainty with
which we attribute any particular place to any inward pain or uneasi-
ness, and proceeded after long consideration to establish it as a general
law: that contemporaneous impressions, whether images or sensa-
tions, recall each other mechanically. On this principle, as a ground
work, he built up the whole system of human language, as one con-
tinued process of association. He showed, in what sense not only
general terms, but generic images (under the name of abstract ideas)
actually existed, and in what consists their nature and power. As one
word may become the general exponent of many, so by association a
simple image may represent a whole class. But in truth Hobbs himself
makes no claims to any discovery, and introduces this law of associa-
tion, or (in his own language) discurstis mentalis, as an admitted fact,
in the solution alone of which, this by causes purely physiological, he
arrogates any originality. His system is briefly this;?**® whenever the
senses are impinged on by external objects, whether by the rays of
light reflected from them, or by effluxes of their finer particles, there
results a correspondent motion of the innermost and subtlest organs.
This motion constitutes a representation, and there remains an umpres-
ston of the same, or a certain disposition to repeat the same motion.
Whenever we feel several objects at the same time, the impressions that
are left (or in the language of Mr. Hume, the deas) are linked together.
Whenever therefore any one of the movements, which constitute
a complex impression, are renewed through the senses, the others
succeed mechanically. It follows of necessity therefore that Hobbs, as
well as Hartley and all others who derive association from the connec-
tion and interdependence of the supposed matter, the movements of
which constitute our thoughts, must have reduced all its forms to the
one law of time. But even the merit of announcing this law with phil-
osophic precision cannot be fairly conceded to him. For the objects

in the cloth a substitute or prosthetic fingers, so that the child was unaware what
had passed; nevertheless the child reported various pains as being in that hand with
the cut-off finger: which could hardly occur were it not from the fact that the nerves
from the brain coming down to the hand still recorded this pain; for although the
arm now terminated a cubit from the shoulder, yet, in the same manner as before,
the child claimed the fingers could be moved, as if they still possessed their hand;
and the meaning of this finger pain must be that the soul, resident in the brain, was
printed with the sensations by the nerves.’]

From here to the end of the paragraph (not including the footnote) Coleridge closely
adapts or else directly translates from J. G. E. Maass (1766-1823), whose Versuch iiber
die Einbildungskraft [‘Essay on the Imagination’] (1792) Coleridge owned in its 1797
second edition. This is the first of several unattributed translations, or more strictly
plagiarisms — from Maass and other eighteenth-century German philosophers — in the

Biographia.

299
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of any two ideas™ need not have co-existed in the same sensation in
order to become mutually associable. The same result will follow
when one only of the two ideas has been represented by the senses,
and the other by the memory.

* I here use the word “idea” in Mr. Hume’s sense on account of its general currency
among the English metaphysicians; though against my own judgement, for I believe that
the vague use of this word has been the cause of much error and more confusion. The
word, I8ea, in its original sense as used by Pindar, Aristophanes, and in the gospel of
Matthew, represented the visual abstraction of a distant object, when we see the whole
without distinguishing its parts. Plato adopted it as a technical term, and as the antithesis
to Eldwha,3? or sensuous images; the transient and perishable emblems or mental words,
of ideas. The ideas themselves he considered as mysterious powers, hvmg, seminal, form—
ative, and exempt from time. In this sense the word became the property of the Platonic
school; and it seldom occurs in Aristotle, without some such phrase annexed to it, as
according to Plato, or as Plato says. Our English writers to the end of Charles 2nd’s reign,
or somewhat later, employed it either in the original sense, or platonically, or in a sense
nearly correspondent to our present use of the substantive, Ideal, always however oppos-
ing it, more or less, to image, whether of present or absent objects. The reader will not
be displeased with the following interesting exemplification from Bishop Jeremy Taylor.
“St. Lewis the King sent Ivo Bishop of Chartres on an embassy, and he told, that he met
a grave and stately matron on the way with a censor of fire in one hand, and a vessel of
water in the other; and observing her to have a melancholy, religious, and phantastic
deportment and look, he asked her what those symbols meant, and what she meant to do
with her fire and water; she answered, my purpose is with the fire to burn paradise, and
with my water to quench the flames of hell, that men may serve God purely for the love of
God. But we rarely meet with such spirits which love virtue so metaphysically as to abstract
her from all sensible compositions, and love the purity of the idea.”*”* Des Cartes having introduced
into his philosophy the fanciful hypothesis of material ideas, or certain configurations of the
brain, which were as so many moulds to the influxes of the external world,*? Mr. Lock
adopted the term, but extended its signification to whatever is the immediate object of the
mind’s attention or consciousness. Mr. Hume, distinguishing those representations which
are accompanied with a sense of a present object from those reproduced by the mind itself,
designated the former by impressions, and confined the word idea to the latter.

300 Fydola’: ‘images, idols, doubles, apparitions, phantoms’. This is the plural form; 1847

amended it to the singular form, £8whov, then altered the nouns in the rest of the sen-

tence from plural to single to agree with it.
31 From Jeremy Taylor (1613-67) ‘Sermon XXXVII: The Mercy of the Divine
Judgments; or, God’s Method in Curing Sinners’, originally in Twenty-five Sermons
(1653). The original reads (Coleridge has reordered the sentences): ‘But we rarely
meet with such spirits which love virtue so metaphysically as to abstract her from all
sensible and delicious compositions, and love the purity of the idea. St. Lewis the king
sent Ivo bishop of Chartres, on an embassy, the bishop met a woman on the way,
grave, sad, fantastic and melancholic, with fire in one hand, and water in the other.
He asked her what those symbols meant. She answered, My purpose is with the fire
to burn paradise, and with my water to quench the flames of hell, that men may serve
God without the incentives of hope and fear, and purely for the love of God.’
The reference is to a passage in Les passions de ['dme, the last of of Descarte’s published
works (completed in 1649), which Coleridge read in Latin (‘De Passionibus Animae’) in
the Opera philosophica. In this work, Descartes suggests that volition and bodily motion
are activated in machinam nostril corporis [‘in the machine of our body’] when the ‘spirits’
enter certain pores in the brain (poros cerebri).
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Long however before either Hobbs or Des Cartes the law of asso-
ciation had been defined, and its important functions set forth by
Melanchthon, Ammerbach and Ludovicus Vives;*®® more especially
by the last. Phantasia, it is to be noticed, is employed by Vives to
express the mental power of comprehension, or the active function of
the mind; and imaginatio for the receptivity (vis receptiva) of impres-
sions, or for the passive perception.’* The power of combination he
appropriates to the former: “qua singula et simpliciter acceperat imag-
inatio, ea conjungit et disjungit phantasia.”** And the law by which
the thoughts are spontaneously presented follows thus: “qua simul
sunt a phantasia comprehensa si alterutrum occurrat, solet secum
alterum representare.”**® To time therefore he subordinates all the
other exciting causes of association. The soul proceeds “a causa ad
effectum, ab hoc ad instrumentum, a parte ad totum;”"” thence to
the place, from place to person, and from this to whatever preceded
or followed, all as being parts of a total impression, each of which

303 Coleridge mentions these three thinkers because they are all cited in that section
of Maass’s Versuch iiber die Embildungskraff, upon which he closely depends for this
whole passage. (1) Philipp Schwartzerdt (1497-1560), an early German Protestant,
known by the Latinized verson of his surname ‘Melanchthon’, amongst whose
various writings is Liber de amma (1540); (2) Veit Amerbach (1503-57), German
Lutheran theologian who eventually converted to Catholicism; (3) Juan Luis Vives
(Latin name: Ioannes Lodovicus Vives; 1492-1540), Spanish Catholic humanist and
scholar, author of many learned works including De anima et vita (1538). The Latin
quotations from Vives that follow are all derived from Maass rather than from Vives
directly.

‘Under the term SENSE, I comprise whatever is passive in our being, without any ref-
erence to the questions of Materialism or Immaterialism; all that Man is in common
with animals, in Aind at least — his sensations, and impressions whether of his outward
senses, or the inner sense of Imagination. This in the language of the Schools, was
called the vis receptiva, or recpient property of the soul, from the original constitution
of which we perceive and imagine all things under the forms of Space and Time.
By the UNDERSTANDING, I mean the faculty of thinking and forming judgments on
the notices furnished by the Sense, according to certain rules existing in itself, which
rules constitute its distinct nature. By the pure REASON, I mean the power by which
we become possessed of Principle, (the eternal Verities of Plato and Descartes) and
of Ideas, (N. B. not images) as the ideas of a point, a line, a circle, in Mathematics;
and of Justice, Holiness, Free-Will, &c. in Morals. Hence in works of pure Science the
Definitions of necessity precede the Reasoning, in other works they more aptly form
the Conclusion. I am not asking my Readers to admit the truth of these distinctions
at present, but only to understand my words in the same sense in which I use them.’
(Coleridge, ‘Essay IV: on the Principles of Political Philosophy’, The Friend, 7 (28
September 1809))

“The imagination simply receives, straightforwardly, each after each; but the phantasia
conjoins and disjoins.’

‘When the phantasia comprehends several things at once, it will be because one rep-
resentation has suggested the others.’

307 “From cause to effect, from this to its instrument, from the part to the whole.’
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may recal the other. The apparent springs “Saltus vel transitus etiam
longissimos,” he explains by the same thought havmg been a com-
ponent part of two or more total impressions. Thus “ex Saplone
venio in cogitationem potentiz Turcicz, proper victorias ejus in ed
parte Asie in qua regnabat Antiochus”. 309

But from Vives I pass at once to the source of his doctrines, and
(as far as we can judge from the remains yet extant of Greek philos-
ophy) as to the first, so to the fullest and most perfect enunciation of
the associative principle, viz., to the writings of Aristotle;?!? and of
these principally to the books “De Anima,” “De Memona, and that
which is entitled in the old translations “Parva Naturalia.” In as much
as later writers have either deviated from, or added to his doctrines,
they appear to me to have introduced either error or groundless
supposition.

In the first place it is to be observed, that Aristotle’s positions on
this subject are unmixed with fiction. The wise Stagyrite speaks of no
successive particles propagatmg motion like billiard balls (as Hobbs;)
nor of nervous or animal spirits, where inanimate and irrational solids
are thawed down, and distilled, or filtrated by ascension, into living
and intelligent fluids, that etch and re-etch engravings on the brain,
(as the followers of Des Cartes, and the humoral pathologists in
general;) nor of an oscillating ether which was to effect the same
service for the nerves of the brain considered as solid fibres, as the
animal spirits perform for them under the notion of hollow tubes,
(as Hartley’'! teaches)—nor finally, (with yet more recent dreamers)
of chemical compositions by elective affinity, or of an electric light at
once the immediate object and the ultimate organ of inward vision,
which rises to the brain like an Aurora Borealis, and there disporting
in various shapes (as the balance of plus and minus, or negative and

308
309

‘By the most elongated leaps and transitions.’

‘From thinking of Scipio I come to thoughts of the strength of Turkish power, because
Scipio’s victories were in that part of Asia where Antiochus reigned.’

310 The celebrated Greek philosopher (384-322 BC), student of Plato and wide-rang-
ing thinker, was born in Stageira (in Chalcide) and hence is sometimes called “The
Stagyrite’. Coleridge discusses De Anima [‘On the Soul’], De Memoria ‘On Memory’]
and Parva Naturalia ['Minor Writings on Nature’]. The De Anima postulates that human
beings have in effect three souls: we share with plants the capacity for nourishment,
reproduction and bare life; with animals we share a soul of sense-perception and
action; and unique to us is a soul of intellect and self-reflection.

Descartes believed nerves to be hollow tubes filled with a ‘subtle fluid’. Hartley dis-
agreed, believing nerves to be solid fibres transmitting sense data to the brain and
volitional commands back to the body by means of “Vibrations of the small, and as
one may say, infinitesimal medullary Particles’ (Hartley, Observations on Man (1749),
Prop IV).
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positive, is destroyed or re-established) images out both past and pres-
ent. Aristotle delivers a just heory without pretending to an Aypothesis;
or in other words a comprehensive survey of the different facts, and
of their relations to each other without supposition, 1.e. a fact placed under
a number of facts, as their common support and explanation; tho’
in the majority of instances these hypotheses or suppositions better
deserve the name of Yromowoteig, or suffictions. He uses indeed the word
Ko, to express what we call representations or ideas, but he care-
fully distinguishes them from material motion, designating the latter
always by annexing the words Ev tomg, or xata tomov.?'? On the con-
trary in his treatise “De Anima,” he excludes place and motion from
all the operations of thought, whether representations or volitions, as
attributes utterly and absurdly heterogeneous.

The general law of association, or, more accurately, the common con-
dition under which all exciting causes act, and m which they may
be generalized, according to Aristotle is this. Ideas by having been
together acquire a power of recalling each other; or every partial
representation awakes the total representation of which it had been a
part. In the practical determination of this common principle to par-
ticular recollections, he admits five agents or occasioning causes: 1st,
connection in time, whether simultaneous, preceding, or successive;
2nd, vicinity or connection in space; 3rd, interdependence or neces-
sary connection, as cause and effect; 4th, likeness; and 5th, contrast.
As an additional solution of the occasional seeming chasms in the con-
tinuity of reproduction he proves, that movements or ideas possessing
one or the other of these five characters had passed through the mind
as intermediate links, sufficiently clear to recal other parts of the same
total impressions with which they had co-existed, though not vivid
enough to excite that degree of attention which is requisite for dis-
tinct recollection, or as we may aptly express it, affer consciousness.3'3 In

312 The Greek here can be translated as follows: dmomoujoeig [hupopoiésis] means ‘a putting

under, a subjection’ (its root motew, ‘to make, fashion or put’, is the word from which
the word poetry is ultimately derived). ‘Suffictions’ is the English version of the Latin
sufficio, ‘to put under, to put in the place of, to substitute’, a word linked to sufficiens and
sufficientia, ‘sufficient, adequate’, ‘sufficiency’. The word dmomorjoeig does not appear in
Aristotle. The remaining Greek in this passage is quoted from the De Anima, via Maass,
who also quotes it. kol [kin€sis] means ‘motion, movement’ in a literal or metaphor-
ical sense and xuwyozig 1s the plural form; Chapter 3 of the De Anima discusses the soul
in terms of the particulars of its ‘motion’. v témw, or xaté Témov [en topd or kata topon]
are two declensions of the Greek év témo, ‘place, position, location’ (from which we get
our word fopographic).

313 Coleridge takes this term from Catharine Trotter Cockburn (1679-1749), whose 4
Defence of Mr. Lock’s Essay of Human Understanding (1702) was, in its day, one of the
most influential works of Lockean interpretation, often printed in the same volume
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association then consists the whole mechanism of the reproduction of
impressions, in the Aristotelian Pcychology.3!* It is the universal law
of the passive fancy and mechanical memory; that which supplies to all
other faculties their objects, to all thought the elements of its materials.

In consulting the excellent commentary of St. Thomas Aquinas on
the Parva Naturalia of Aristotle, I was struck at once with its close
resemblance to Hume’s essay on association. The main thoughts were
the same in both, the order of the thoughts was the same, and even the
illustrations differed only by Hume’s occasional substitution of more
modern examples. I mentioned the circumstance to several of my lit-
erary acquaintances, who admitted the closeness of the resemblance,
and that it seemed too great to be explained by mere coincidence; but
they thought it improbable that Hume should have held the pages
of the angelic Doctor worth turning over. But some time after Mr.
Payne, of the King’s mews, shewed Sir James Mackintosh some odd
volumes of St. Thomas Aquinas, partly perhaps from having heard
that Sir James (then Mr.) Mackintosh had in his lectures past a high
encomium on this canonized philosopher, but chiefly from the fact,
that the volumes had belonged to Mr. Hume, and had here and
there marginal marks and notes of reference in his own hand writing.
Among these volumes was that which contains the Parva Naturaha, in
the old latin version, swathed and swaddled in the commentary afore
mentioned!3!>

as Locke’s original book. Cockburn uses ‘after consciousness’ to elaborate that
distinctively Coleridgean topic, guilt: ‘Rewards and punishments are evidently insti-
tuted for the benefit of society, for the encouragement of virtue, or suppression of vice,
in the object thus rewarded or punished, and in the rest of the community; but what
tendency to the above purposes can either of these have, if dispensed to, one who is not
so far him-self as to become conscious of having done any thing to deserve it? . . . guilt
also 1s a forensic term, or a mode of considering any action, which in its essence implies
knowledge of a law, offence against that law, and a sense of having offended against
it; 1. e. an affer consciousness of the fact; without which after consciousness, punishment
would be of little avail . . . Thus goodness, justice, guilt, merit, &c. in general, are ever
the same goodness, etc. all the world over, however imperfectly they may appear in
any particular subjects, times, and places.” (J. Johnson (ed.), The Works of John Locke
(12 vols, 1801), 3:170)

314 This typo was corrected in 1847.

315 Coleridge’s accusation here that David Hume had plagiarised Aquinas caused a con-
siderable stir in the immediate aftermath of the publication of the Biographia. An article
entitled ‘David Hume Charged by Mr Coleridge with Plagiarism from St Thomas
Aquinas’ (Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magaxine, 3 (1818), 653-7) set out to refute the claim
through a detailed analysis of the philosophers’ respective arguments; and the case
continued to be argued for decades. Thomas Payne (1752-1843) was a London book-
seller, from whom Scottish legal theorist and politician James Mackintosh (knighted
in 1803) did indeed purchase some Aquinas - in fact the volume in question was
the Secunda Secundae, not the commentary upon the Parva Naturala. But although the
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It remains then for me, first to state wherein Hartley differs from
Aristotle; then, to exhibit the grounds of my conviction, that he dif-
fered only to err: and next as the result, to shew, by what influences
of the choice and judgment the associative power becomes either
memory or fancy; and, in conclusion, to appropriate the remaining
offices of the mind to the reason, and the imagination. With my best
efforts to be as perspicuous as the nature of language will permit on
such a subject, I earnestly solicit the good wishes and friendly patience
of my readers, while I thus go “sounding on my dim and perilous
way. 310

bookseller’s catalogue stated that the handwritten annotations in this volume were
by Hume, it seems this was not so. James Mackintosh appended a note to his own
Dissertation on the Progress of Ethical Philosophy (1830) aiming to refute the charge ‘by Mr
Coleridge, in his unfortunately unfinished work called Biographia Literaria’, and con-
cluding ‘T am obliged, therefore, to conjecture, that Mr. Coleridge, having mislaid his
references, has, by mistake, quoted the discourse on Method, instead of another work;
which would affect his inference from the priority of Descartes to Hobbs.” (James
Mackintosh, Dissertation on the Progress of Ethical Philosophy, 2nd edn (1839), 426-9)
Quoting a modified version of Wordsworth’s Excursion, Book 3, line 701. Here is the
original line, in its context (Excursion, 3:695-701):

316

Then my soul

Turned inward,—to examine of what stuff

Time’s fetters are composed; and life was put

To inquisition, long and profitless!

By pain of heart—now checked—and now impelled—
The intellectual power, through words and things,
Went sounding on, a dim and perilous way!



CHAPTER 6

That Hartley’s system, as far as it differs from that of Aristotle,
is neither tenable in theory, nor founded in facts.

Of Hartley’s hypothetical vibrations in his hypothetical oscillating
ether of the nerves, which is the first and most obvious distinction
between his system and that of Aristotle, I shall say little. This, with
all other similar attempts to render that an object of the sight which
has no relation to sight, has been already sufficiently exposed by
the younger Reimarus, Maasse, &c, as outraging the very axioms of
mechanics in a scheme, the merit of which consists in its being mechan-
ical.®17 Whether any other philosophy be possible, but the mechanical;
and again, whether the mechanical system can have any claim to be
called philosophy; are questions for another place. It is, however,
certain, that as long as we deny the former, and affirm the latter, we
must bewilder ourselves, whenever we would pierce into the adyta®'®
of causation; and all that laborious conjecture can do, is to fill up the

317 David Hartley (1705-57) was an English philosopher of mind, whose Observations
on Man, his Frame, his Duty and his Expectations (1749) offers a materialist, non-spiritual
account of the operation of the mind. Hartley argued that nerves were solid, not
(as had been previously thought) hollow, and operated by means of certain ‘vibra-
tions’. He also developed a doctrine of associations: that experience and self-reflection
develop individual consciousness by means of four types of similar association, linking
ideas with experience (as a child learns to fear an angry dog once the dog has bitten
him, by associating the idea of the dog and the unpleasant experience of being bitten),

and in more complex ways by connecting ideas in the brain as meanings, memories
and developing correspondences that inform volition and creative mentation. As a
young man Coleridge was an enthusiastic Hartleyian, going so far as to christen his
son ‘Hartley’; but by the time he came to write the Biographia he had changed his
mind, and had reacted strongly against ‘materialism’ as a philosophy. Here he cites
two German critics: Johann Albert Heinrich Reimarus (1729-1814), a doctor and uni-
versity professor at Hamburg, whose Betrachtung der Unmaiglichkeit korperlicher Geddichtnis-
Eindriicke und eines materiellen Vorstellungs-Vermigens (1780) [‘Concerning the Impossibility
of Physical Memory-Impressions and the Material Properties of the Imagination’] chal-

lenged Hartleyan ideas; and Johann Maass (1766-1823), who attacked Hartley in his
Versuche: Uber die Embzldungs/@mﬁ (1792). Coleridge possessed the 1797 second edition
of this latter work, which he annotated in detail, and from which he lifted several key
passages for the Biographia.

The Latin adytum (adyta is the plural) means ‘the innermost part of a temple, the sanc-
tuary, which none but priests could enter, and from which oracles were delivered’; in
general the word was used to mean ‘a secret place’. Vergil uses it in the Aeneid (5:84)
to mean ‘a grave’.
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gaps of fancy. Under that despotism of the eye (the emancipation from
which Pythagoras by his numeral, and Plato by his musical, symbols,
and both by geometric discipline, aimed at, as the first Tpomauevticov®?
of the mind)—under this strong sensuous influence, we are restless
because invisible things are not the objects of vision; and metaphysical
systems, for the most part, become popular, not for their truth, but in
proportion as they attribute to causes a susceptibility of being seen, if
only our visual organs were sufficiently powerful.

From a hundred possible confutations let one suffice. According to
this system the idea or vibration « from the external object 4 becomes
associable with the idea or vibration m from the external object A,
because the oscillation ¢ propagated itself so as to re-produce the oscil-
lation 7. But the original impression from M was essentially different
from the impression 4: unless therefore different causes may produce
the same effect, the vibration « could never produce the vibration m:
and this therefore could never be the means, by which @ and m are
associated.??” To understand this, the attentive reader need only be
reminded, that the ideas are themselves, in Hartley’s system, nothing
more than their appropriate configurative vibrations. It is a mere delu-
sion of the fancy to conceive the pre-existence of the ideas, in any chain
of association, as so many differently colored billiard-balls in contact,
so that when an object, the billiard-stick, strikes the first or white ball,
the same motion propagates itself through the red, green, blue, black,
&c. and sets the whole in motion. No! we must suppose the very same
force, which constitutes the white ball, to constitute the red or black; or the
idea of a circle to constitute the 1dea of a triangle; which is impossible.

But it may be said, that, by the sensations from the objects A and
M, the nerves have acquired a disposition to the vibrations « and m,
and therefore @ need only be repeated in order to re-produce 