The Journey in Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner
Commentary, Notes and Questions
The text represents all three varieties of journey – physical, imaginative and inner.  You should consider how these types of journey are reflected in the experience of the “hero”, the wedding guest and the responder – you, the reader.  

You should  be able to discuss how the composer of the text uses the resources of language to represent these different types of journey, and also consider the ways in which the representation of the journey here is typical of its historical and cultural context.

PART ONE
The Frame – Opening dialogue (Lines 1 – 20)

The poem begins abruptly and in the present tense, announcing the appearance  of the Mariner.  He is anonymous – an “Everyman”, suggesting that his tale is a form of allegory and that what happens to him may be significant for all of us.

The word choice of the opening lines – in particular the repeated references to the Mariner’s eye as “glittering”, “bright” suggest a timeless, archetypal figure – a madman,  wanderer and outcast.  The mariner is not really described, but instead the reader is given a series of tags or epithets to characterise him and fix his identity, so that the impression he creates is far more psychological and spiritual than physical – he represents another dimension of experience.  
The opening of the poem is in the form of a brief dialogue – which creates a dramatic frame for the narrative: this is a tale as told to an audience within the poem.  As well as “launching” the poem effectively, the dramatic opening testifies to the Mariner’s power over his listener, and thus helps the poem as a whole to convey to the reader “that willing suspension of disbelief, that constitutes poetic faith”.  Later on, Coleridge is able very skilfully to use the Wedding Guest’s presence to highlight key developments in the story,  to vary the pace and tension of the poem, and to conclude the narrative by returning to the scene on land with which it opens.
The Mariner’s appearance (as if out of nowhere) is totally disruptive.   The wedding feast symbolises togetherness, community, joy, celebration – he stands apart from it and has the power to draw others away and isolate them.  The ideas of isolation and community will continue to be one of the axes between which the text creates its primary imaginative journey.  
Thus the opening “scene” of the poem creates a very effective “launching pad” for the both the storytelling to come, and some of the key concerns of the poem.

The Journey – first stage (to the shooting of the Albatross)

The story begins without any preliminaries at all – the narrator launches straight in.  (This narrative device has a name which I cannot find out –you try!) No reason for the journey is given, which of course opens up all sorts of possibilities of interpretation – we are free to employ our own imaginations…
Some questions on this section of the poem:

Comment on how effectively the poem uses the following language devices and features in this section:  
Diction (word choice)
Register

Rhyme (including internal rhyme)

Imagery (including figures of speech e.g. simile, metaphor, personification, onomatopoeia)
Rhythm and metre
Repetition

Varied pacing

Stanza form

Any other features worthy of comment…

What is the effect (for the reader) of the wedding guest’s attempted interruption? 

How effectively is the Mariner’s physical journey represented in the rest of this section?

How does this become an imaginative journey for the reader?

What is the significance of the appearance of the Albatross and why do the crew hail it “In God’s name”?

What is your interpretation of the shooting of the Albatross?

The description of the ice – an example of The Sublime in Nature… 
Coleridge’s descriptions in the poem are often accurate observations  of physical phenomena, which could well have been informed by accounts of sea voyages.   Research some examples of 19th century voyages of exploration e.g. to the Arctic, the Pacific…find some examples of powerful descriptions of natural phenomena
What are some other examples of the poems’ descriptions of natural phenomena?  Comment on their effect and significance.  

The phantasmagoric and nightmare qualities of the poem have often been commented on – but what about its realism?  How does this help make the imaginative side of the poem more convincing?  

PART TWO

From now on in the poem the language, imagery and structure of the poem reflect far more than a physical journey – however imaginatively that physical journey may have been described.  The diction of the poem retains a naïve simplicity but the imagery – conveyed through simple but extremely effective choice of language, is powerful and hypnotic.  Nature itself seems polluted by the mariner’s “crime” – but perhaps the more phantasmagoric imagery of Part Two represents the mariner’s state of mind/soul as much as the physical reality.  The loss of speech represents a state of isolation and loss of human fellowship.  It is not only the mariner who suffers.   The other mariners’ rejection and “branding” of him with the albatross is possibly a sign of their alienation from nature as well as his own.  But the mariner suffers the double curse of guilt as well as isolation, as with the removal of the cross – the symbol of divine forgiveness, his fellow mariners reject him.  In his passive acceptance of this exchange  he indicates that he also condemns himself.  He is now an outcast; the gesture signifies that  he is completely alienated from his companions, and prefigures his alienation from the rest of humanity which will mark him for the rest of his life.   In a text  replete with signs and symbols the image of the Albatross has become itself an archetype of the unbearable weight of guilt – (are there earlier examples of this in literature or art?).
In the context of the poem the reference to the Cross  perhaps is intended rhetorically – to add momentarily to the sense of the mariner’s transgression and capture  the seafarer’s typical  religiosity and superstition.  Rather than providing a complete framework for interpretation, religious references generally work in the poem alongside the rest of the supernatural  “apparatus” to create tone and atmosphere, to add specific meaning to incidents , to assist in characterising the mariner himself, and to emphasise a sense of crime, punishment  and redemption,  which is not exactly reducible to Christian terms.   
As a piece of narrative the hanging of the albatross is superb – an economical and very dramatic reminder of the mariner’s crime; this structuring of the narrative  adds to our sense of the bird’s significance as well as reminding us of it.  

PART THREE

Here we cross the boundary into the world of fantasy and imagination – what could be described as the explicitly Gothic elements of the poem.   Up until now the imaginative and fantastic element has been suggested, rather than stated – through the language and imagery, and the dislocated and accelerated narrative, and our memory of the bizarre appearance and manner of the mariner himself.   But the nightmare vision created here, in the spectacle of the ghost ship and its crew, and the fate of the fellow mariners, is an example of an appeal to a type of sensibility still well known to modern audiences of horror films, and certainly well known  and immensely popular in Coleridge’s time.  You should read these parts of the poem in the light of Coleridge’s own comments, in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads (see the commentary on the poem in Representative Poetry Online –class notes and available from my webpage).  How credible, psychologically, are the responses of the characters (including the wedding guest), to the events as narrated – however fantastic and bizarre those events may be?    And do you think the parts of the poem where the poet relies on a specifically supernatural or religious superstructure are as effective as the direct narrative?    

One point that could be made is that the mariner’s true suffering comes from situations which can be easily understood and are psychologically totally credible – his utter solitude would be quite enough to bring about a state of despair as is described, whatever caused the death of his shipmates, (and there would have been plenty of occasions in real seafaring life of similar disasters from natural causes e.g. disease).  There is also the well-known phenomenon of “survivor guilt” – examples of holocaust survivors who have been unable to go on living because they blame themselves for having survived when so many others died. To the mariner’s guilt at killing the albatross is added his guilt at having brought catastrophe to his shipmates.  Whether he really did cause their deaths or not is irrelevant – in his own mind it is real.  

The final stanza of Part Three is another brilliant  recapitulation – the cross-bow is now not just a casual detail in the text but an index of human cruelty – a reminder that in our ghastly ingenuity we create deadly weapons to murder other creatures.  
Comparatively  evaluate  the composer’s use of language and imagery in the descriptions of the spectre ship, the conclusion to Part Three, and the beginning of Part Four.  What feelings/senses are being appealed to in these sections and choose and comment on some examples of  language use  which you feel have particularly strong impact.  

PART FOUR

Looking back on the poem so far we could say that the imaginative journey represented is largely one into states of mind – terror, guilt.  Part Four takes that journey further into a state of complete solitude, isolation and despair, before the mariner’s miraculous and spontaneous recovery.    Coleridge’s readers would understand these states of mind in religious terms and the poem reflects this in the mariner’s inability to pray – the sin of despair being the one sin that cannot be forgiven, the so called “sin against the Holy Ghost”.    But the spiritual and psychological space the mariner finds himself is understandable in secular terms as well – the sense of isolation and worthlessness is common in severe depression, as well as a sense of what philosophers and psychologists term solipsism – the sceptical belief that the only reality is what exists in your own sensations and thoughts, and that the rest of the world does not exist independently of your thoughts.   If you are “a prisoner in your own solitary dream of a world” that world can become a nightmare, and you have no counter to it.  The clue to the mariner’s redemption, then, is that brief moment when he loses this appalling self-consciousness – or consciousness of nothing but self, and becomes aware once more of the world of nature beyond and separate from his own suffering.  The use of the word “unawares” is crucial in describing this psychological shift which goes at least part way towards healing – it emphasises that like the natural beauties which the mariner suddenly re-awakens to, that mental process is itself natural – not something that can be consciously willed.  So the journeys we go on are not only conscious journeys – key turning points can be determined by factors in ourselves we are not even aware of.  But these unconscious processes are not necessarily only negative.  Perhaps modern psychology since Freud has placed too much emphasis on dysfunction – on the things in our unconscious which can cause us deep unhappiness.  There are comparatively few studies of the way human beings naturally and spontaneously cope with and adjust to circumstances, recover from setbacks etc.  
Describe the change in tone and mood in the poem from Page 20 beg.: “The moving moon went up the sky…” to the end of Part Four.  Include reference to the marginal glosses in your comments.  

How effectively does the composer employ the resources of language and imagery to convey the mariner’s changing mental state?

What is the impact of the description of the water snakes?  How is this typical of the nature imagery in the poem, and how do this and other descriptions of the natural (as against the supernatural) world represent an imaginative journey in the text?  

We could regard descriptions of the natural world in the poem as “indexical” – that is, they always unite the elements of the natural and imaginative, and symbolise the living power of nature as it is merged with our conscious awareness and unconscious responses – whether these be fear (even terror), wonder, joy, awe, fascination, love.  
How would you contrast the descriptions of the natural and supernatural worlds in the text? What is the supernatural world of the poem indexical of?

PARTS FIVE & SIX
The crisis and denouement of the narrative is now achieved – the ship is  freed to move on and the journey home resumes.  The movement symbolises the inner journey of repentance which can only begin once the mariner has shifted from his state of despair.  The images of the dead crew (in both 5 and 6), in particular that of the crew and the mariner working the ship together remind us of the Gothic horrors of Part Three, and are sufficiently scary and creepy, but the effect is more one of frisson than genuine horror, and  the poem from now on is complicated by a rather cumbersome supernatural “apparatus” – including a tedious and unnecessary debate on the motion of the ship, and a discussion of the state of the mariner’s soul which adds nothing to what we have already learned.  Both of these “learned digressions” have the added disadvantage of robbing the narrative of its most powerful voice (that of the mariner himself).  The description of the bodies of the mariners being visited by angelic spirits is beautiful, but not really organically related to the narrative. The one thing of significance is perhaps the foretelling of the mariner’s continued penance, which will be revealed to us at the end as the compulsion he feels to tell and re-tell his tale. 
PART SEVEN

The mariner’s re-appearance in his “own countree” is once again accompanied by supernatural events – these are much more convincing than the “Spirit machinery” of Parts 5 & 6,  because they are presented dramatically, so that the  involvement, actions and point of view of others (The Hermit, the Pilot Boy) lend credibility.  There is also the irony of the fact  that the mariner is himself as yet unaware of how his experience has changed him, and of the effect he may have on others; this foreshadows his future life as outcast and wanderer.
Evaluate the effectiveness of Part Seven’s descriptions of the mariner’s homecoming. (Discuss the language and imagery, tone, point of view, use of dialogue etc.) Compare the different sections of the poem where Coleridge makes use of the conventions of Gothic to evoke the supernatural.  

The figure of the Hermit in the poem is interesting – the mariner first seeks absolution not in the Kirk on the hill, but through the more dubious channel of the solitary mystic – usually a figure somewhat mistrusted by the established Church and certainly seeming not to be a member of the good Protestant community of the village.  Perhaps the mariner feels that he will be too much of an outcast to receive forgiveness in any kind of communal ritual.  

Perhaps the desire expressed by the mariner to “walk together to the kirk,/With a goodly company” is an index of his exclusion – i.e. it is something he wishes he could do, but cannot.  His compulsion to retell his tale can be seen as part of his punishment but is also akin to the psychological concept of repetition – the idea that  in order to master an overwhelming experience or trauma we repeat the experience – either in dreams, behaviour, or therapy, until the psychic energy of the original experience is dissipated and we can return to balance.  In this as in many other aspects of the poem Coleridge is representing an inner journey – one that goes in the direction of healing and recovery even though for the mariner that journey is far from complete.  For the wedding guest, the poem indicates, this is the start of such an inner journey – just as the experience of hearing the poem has been for him an imaginative one
Describe the journey undertaken by the wedding guest, both in the course of hearing the narrative, and afterwards.  How might be  this both an imaginative and an inner journey?

“Never trust the teller: trust the tale”  D. H. Lawrence
And the final, vexed question of the moral of the poem?  Critics do not seem to have noticed – as far as I’m aware – that throughout the poem Coleridge maintains a fairly consistent register and code and manner of speech for the mariner – in other words that as well as the poem’s achievements with language and imagery it works very well as a characterisation.  The mariner’s simple diction is maintained throughout: his direct and naïve narrative style is sustained; the poem achieves its powerful effects of imagery within a fairly restricted vocabulary.  For the mariner to rise now to a full explanation and understanding of the nature of his experience would indeed be for him to speak out of character.  A full interpretation must be left to each responder to the text.  Given that, however, what the mariner does say is a perfectly valid starting point for an understanding of the deeper issues of the poem, and his statement, if we understand it dramatically rather than literally, quite sufficiently does justice to the movement from isolation and despair to a re-awakened sense of the world, its beauty and life-force.  
How do you understand the mariner’s own “reading” of his text?  Does he do justice to his own journey?
Finally, the text we are studying is that of 1837, and includes the marginal glosses Coleridge composed after the completion of the original poem for Lyrical Ballads.  They vary from bald summaries of the narrative to evocative prose poems which extend and enhance the meaning of the text.  

Choose two or three of these glosses and comment on their effectiveness.  What is their impact in terms of the layout of the poem?  What do they add to your understanding of the various journeys represented in the poem?

