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Preface

FOR over a century, the myriad-mindedness of Samuel Taylor Coleridge has stead-
fastly refused to be contained within the bounds of a single volume, and this book 

is no exception to that rule. It does not set out to provide either a complete account of 
Coleridge’s thought or a detailed appreciation of his poetry. It does attempt, however, 
to explore some of the fields where poet and thinker met, and thus to throw light on 
both the intellectual organization of the poetry and the imaginative qualities implicit 
in the philosophy. Although the argument finds its natural point of focus in the great 
poems, therefore, it also includes many quotations from and references to Coleridge’s 
writings as a whole. In addition, I have quoted from a large number of contemporary 
works, in order that the reader may see for himself the elements in them that set fire 
to Coleridge’s imagination. It should be pointed out that such passages are often rep-
resentative of a much wider hinterland of speculation and imagery.
	 In quoting from Coleridge’s manuscript writings, current editorial practice has 
been followed in reproducing the text, idiosyncrasies included, as faithfully as possi-
ble: experience shows that when he is writing at speed even the most trifling abbrevi-
ation may give some clue to the organization of his thought. On one or two occasions 
where an obvious mistake might distract the reader unduly however, the text has been 
corrected. In the case of other quotations, the edition most likely to have been known 
to Coleridge is given and a similar editorial policy followed.
	 I wish to acknowledge a particularly large debt to Professor Basil Willey, who 
has read this work at several stages and made many valuable comments. I would 
also like to express appreciation to Mr Hugh Sykes Davies and Dr R. T. H. Redpath 
for their constant encouragement; to Dr David Daiches and Professor John Danby 
for many helpful criticisms and suggestions; and to Dr George Whalley, whose fund 
of knowledge about Coleridge and his reading has been made constantly available 
to me. The first two volumes of Miss Kathleen Coburn’s monumental edition of the 
notebooks arrived just in time for me to make a few last-minute additions and altera-
tions to the text: on the very rare occasions where I have ventured to differ from her, 
it has only been after careful consideration of a doubtful passage. She too has been 
constantly willing to answer my various inquiries. No one can write on Coleridge 
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now without constant awareness of the debt due to her and to the other recent scholars 
whose work has made whole ranges of Coleridge’s thought readily accessible for the 
first time. Like them, I am conscious that what seems difficult in Coleridge can often 
be explained by further reference to his omnivorous reading and writing: and I shall 
always be glad to hear of points which I may have overlooked so far.

The librarians and staff of St John’s College, Jesus College and the University 
Library in Cambridge, and of the British Museum, also deserve my thanks for 
many varied services. I must finally express my deep gratitude to St John’s College, 
Cambridge, for a series of research awards which made this work possible in practical 
terms.

Manchester, April 1959									         J. B. B.

PREFACE TO SECOND IMPRESSION [1970]

THE appearance of a new impression enables me to comment further on one or two 
points discussed in the text:

The relationship between certain entries in the Gutch notebook and Boehme’s 
Aurora (pp. 61-2) has been further explored in my article ‘Coleridge and Boehme’ 
(Notes and Queries, ccxiii, May 1966, 183-7).

I now think that H. M. Margoliouth was probably right in supposing that the 
‘retirement’ during which Kubla Khan was composed took place in the course of a 
walking-tour with the Wordsworths (see p. 201 below).

My reading of lines 31-36 of Kubla Khan as a separate stanza has been questioned 
by some later critics on the grounds that in the Crewe holograph manuscript they seem 
to run on directly from the second stanza. There is such an unmistakable rhythmic 
break at this point, however, that I would continue to argue for a new turn in the sense. 
And a close examination of the manuscript shows that the continuity of the script is 
by no means certain: irregularity at this point suggests that these lines may have been 
started very closely after the others by accident rather than by design. In all editions 
of the poem printed in Coleridge’s lifetime they appear as a separate stanza.

This and one or two other points that have arisen deserve further discussion 
later in a more extended context. My thanks are also due to Professor Earl Leslie 
Griggs for enabling me to correct a small error concerning Synesius (page 53 and 
note 24, 1959 ed.) which seems to have arisen from my supposing that a misprint in 
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the Oxford edition of Biographia Literaria had been faithfully reproduced from the 
original edition.

Cambridge 1970 										          J. B. B.

PREFACE TO ELECTRONIC EDITION

Preparing this edition has enabled me to update many references: further identify-
ing my quotations from as many manuscript notebooks, for instance, as can readily 
be located in the published edition, or showing where some of the more obscure 
passages can be found by referring to their location in the Princeton edition.  I have 
not changed references to standard texts such as the Poetical Works or Biographia 
Literaria, however, which are readily available, or to the 1825 edition of Aids to 
Reflection, which can easily be traced in the apparatus criticus of the Princeton edi-
tion.  If not marked (CC), references to CTT now correspond to the dates assigned in 
the 1836 edition, (reproduced in Volume Two of the Princeton edition), or to Allsop’s 
recollections in the Oxford volume. 
	 Finally, I am particularly grateful to Anthony Harding for helping me at the last 
moment to track a few final notebook references to their places in the complete 
edition.

Cambridge  2007										          J. B. B.



Chapter 1

Coleridge and Romanticism

THE term ‘Romantic Movement’ is less fashionable than it used to be with crit-
ics, and understandably so. Nowadays, movements involve the paraphernalia of 

manifestos, slogans, action committees and party lines: and it is hard to find anything 
of the sort among poets and artists of the late eighteenth century. The Preface to the 
Lyrical Ballads is sometimes regarded as a manifesto, admittedly, but a comparison 
of its precepts with the published work of Wordsworth and Coleridge shows how 
small its influence was. Perhaps there was the desire for a movement, a groping for 
it even, but the individual differences between the artists involved were too great to 
admit of anything more. The critic finds himself on firm ground only when he turns 
from common beliefs to common problems, and common problems do not constitute 
a movement.

The word ‘romantic’ ought not to be allowed to pass out of usage, however. Even 
if some of its early protagonists did not think that they were doing anything more than 
introducing a new fashion, or criticizing some particular aspect of eighteenth-century 
practice, we can now see that romanticism, in all its many ramifications, was a distinct 
departure in the human mind, significant in fields outside literature and possessed of 
characteristics that can be recognized and described. Even when it reverted to the art 
of earlier periods, the very manner of its reversion bore witness to its own essential 
originality.

Some years ago, in an article ‘On the Discrimination of Romanticisms’, A. O. 
Lovejoy argued that we ought to learn to use the word ‘romanticism’ in the plural.� 
If a common denominator of romanticisms existed, he said, it had never been clearly 
exhibited, and its presence ought not to be assumed a priori. A good deal of confusion 
would be avoided by speaking separately of the various romanticisms which are 
commonly lumped together under the one simple heading. Replying to his arguments, 

�  PMLA, 1924, XXXIX, 229–53; reprinted in his Essays in the History of Ideas, N.Y., 1955, pp. 
228–53.



Coleridge and Romanticism �

René Wellek maintained that in spite of their wide range, all forms of romanticism 
had certain central principles in common, and he proposed a threefold formulation to 
comprise them: namely, imagination for the view of poetry, nature for the view of the 
world, and symbol and myth for poetic style.�

One may agree with Wellek that there is likely to be some underlying coherence 
in a term that has been found useful for so long by so many eminent critics, but it is 
less easy to accept the formula which he offers. Not only are the terms vague, but they 
remain isolated in the mind. The reason why they should have been drawn together 
into a single stream is not made clear. In such circumstances, it is better to examine 
the question historically, by way of a point which Wellek examines in the course of 
his discussion. How did the artists of early romanticism regard the events in which 
they found themselves involved?

The evidence which Wellek brings forward is rather surprising. It suggests that 
many poets of the time realized that something important and new was happening, 
but that they were unwilling to use the word ‘romantic’ in describing it. Even when 
they were familiar with the word as a description of the new poetic schools on the 
continent of Europe, they still tended not to apply the term to their own activities.

Wellek suggests no explanation for this phenomenon, but it is possible that it 
should be sought in the history of the word in English. At the time of which we are 
speaking, the word ‘romantic’ already had a distinctive sense which linked it closely 
with the eighteenth century. It had then been used to describe certain fashions in taste, 
such as the liking for Gothic and, more specifically, the old romances. The artists of 
the new generation may well have felt that it described something which had happened 
before their time, and which they themselves were in process of superseding.

At this point it is profitable to look at the contents of a philosophical lecture 
delivered by Coleridge in 1818, which opened with a discussion of the Middle 
Ages.� The medieval mind, he maintained, had been two-sided. On the one hand 
it was scholastic, connecting without combining and preferring the federal in art 
and society—yet contriving by virtue of the discipline thus imposed on it to fashion 
tools for the human mind finer than any hitherto known. On the other hand, there 
also existed the ‘other part of the Gothic mind’, which he characterized as ‘inward’, 
‘striking’ and ‘romantic’. It might be described, he said, as the ‘genius’ of the Gothic 
mind, but if so, it was a genius bearing the marks of its birthplace—a world of nature 
untouched by human mark and of men still in the grip of superstition.

�   ‘The Concept of “Romanticism” in Literary History’, Comp. Lit. 1949, I, 1-23; 147-I72
�   CPL (CC) 421-4 (CPL289-92)
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Miss Kathleen Coburn has pointed out that this may have been the first time 
that romanticism was characterized publicly in such detail and with so many of the 
concepts that we still associate with it.� The point may be accepted, but it does not 
follow, of course, that Coleridge himself would have thought it an adequate description 
of the aims of himself and his contemporaries. The fact that he describes it as a ‘part’ 
of the Gothic mind suggests otherwise, for it was foreign to his nature to give whole-
hearted approval to anything, which satisfied only a part of human nature. I think it 
more likely that in deliberately contrasting Gothic genius with Scholastic precision, 
he was pointing to a ‘dissociation of sensibility’ which he felt to have existed in the 
medieval mind and to have been paralleled in the literary scene of his own youth.� 
Medieval scholasticism had had its counterpart in eighteenth-century rationalism, 
just as its rude ‘genius’ had been matched by the current taste for Pindaric odes, 
graveyard meditations and the ‘sublime’. The latter had been important, but as a 
necessary reaction against a sterile rationalism: they had been a protest, not a solution. 
‘The horrible and the preternatural have usually seized on the popular taste, at the rise 
and decline of literature,’ he wrote in 1797; and shortly afterwards, describing his 
projected play, ‘Osorio’, as ‘“romantic & wild & somewhat terrible”,’ he commented, 
‘but indeed I am almost weary of the Terrible’.� For him, it seems, the value of the 
‘romantic’ lay in its function as a complementary force in the contemporary mind. By 
bringing to the light factors which the age’s narrow rationalism ignored, it helped to 
undermine the autarchy of that rationalism.

Coleridge did not wish to destroy rationalism: his aim was simply to set the current 
idea of rationalism in a broader perspective. Far from wishing to cast down Reason 
from her throne, he wished to restore to her some of the qualities which an empirical 
age withheld. In the same way, the object of his poetic art was not to produce a 
counterweight to Augustan verse, but to create a poetry which ministered to the human 
consciousness as a whole. (His highest praise of Kant’s Himmels System was that it 
united the genius of Burnet and Newton.�) The endless, fruitless dialectic of rational 
wit and Gothic emotion must be ended in a new Renaissance. His wit would be an 
enlightening wit: and if he were to fascinate his readers, it would be with a dread, not 
of the terrible, but of the glorious.

�   CPL, 47. Miss Coburn stresses that her own conviction remains open on the point.
�   He himself suggests in his lecture that the form of medieval poetry is comparable with the cou-

plet verse of Dryden and Ben Jonson.
�   Review of The Monk by M. G. Lewis in the Critical Review for February, 1797. (CMC, 370); 

Letter to Bowles, March, 1797. CLG, I, 318.
�   CMC, 386.
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Even supposing such a ‘Renaissance’ to be possible, however, how far could it 
be thought of as in any way original? The Gothic Revival had a certain originality, 
corresponding to the novelty of the rationalism which it complemented: but how 
could an attempt to revive the glories of Renaissance art and thought be original? Was 
it not, at best, a return to the paths of convention after a century’s aberration?

The answer to all these questions must be sought within the contemporary situation. 
A simple return to the original Renaissance would indeed have been tantamount to an 
assertion that the eighteenth century had been, in spite of many fascinating features, 
essentially mistaken—an intriguing irrelevancy from the true course of aesthetic 
history. To an artist as sensitive and wide-ranging as Coleridge such an idea was 
unthinkable. The scientific investigations and discoveries which had dominated the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had permanently altered the map of human 
knowledge, and no future artist could hope to make himself properly intelligible to his 
contemporaries by returning to the old landmarks. In the absence of a complete map, 
it was the task of the artist either to adopt the clearly defined universe of scientific 
thought, or to range beyond into a sea where the bearings were no longer fixed.

This dilemma applied not only to Coleridge but to all romantic artists. As we 
have said, romanticism is characterized less by common beliefs than by common 
problems, and those problems are ultimately metaphysical. Not all artists are affected 
to the same degree, of course, and many lesser artists may seem to have succeeded 
in ignoring the problems altogether. This, however, is only because their art is a 
reflection of the dilemma rather than an attempt to deal with it. A writer as isolated as 
Housman, for example, may seem at first sight to occupy the same position in English 
literature as Horace in Latin, but a closer examination of his thought and language 
alike make us aware of a late Victorian provincial poet who happens at the same time 
to be steeped in the Classics. And as soon as we inquire what sort of a culture it was 
that left him alone to indulge his melancholy and his nostalgic taste for the Classics, 
we are back with the metaphysical problems. When Coleridge said that a great poet 
must also be a great metaphysician, he was dwelling on a fact which most romantic 
artists of stature have come to recognize.

In one sense the world-picture facing the romantic artist was similar to that which 
had faced his Renaissance predecessors: the chief difference lay in the proportions 
involved. Both eras shared an optimism for humanity, both were aware that the 
traditional interpretation of the universe was being undermined. But whereas the 
Renaissance thinker tended to occupy himself chiefly with the glories of mankind, 
and to see even his doubts as a shadow thrown by that glory, the romantic thinker is 




