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Abstrac t  

T h i s  e s s a y  i s  a d e s c r i p t i v e  s tudy  of  t h e  two v e r s i o n s  o f  

Samuel Taylor  Coler idge ' s "Deject ion:  An Ode. " Because the  ode 

w a s  formed from a l eng thy  verse  l e t t e r  t o  C o l e r i d g e t s  beloved 

Sara  Hutchinson, many c r i t i c s  argue t h a t  t h e  ode canno t  be under- 

s tood  wi thout  information from t h e  e a r l y  poem. Most o f  t h e  com- 

men ta r i e s  on "Deject ion" t r e a t  t h e  two v e r s i o n s  a s  compe t i to r s .  

C r i t i c s  who f a v o r  t h e  v e r s e  l e t t e r  argue tha-t excision obscures  

t h e  meaning of t h e  ode. Those who p r e f e r  t h e  ode c la im t h a t  t h e  

ve r se  l e t t e r  i s  disorganized  and formless .  Such readings make 

e v a l u a t i o n s  o f  one poem wi th  s tandards  taken  from t h e  o t h e r .  The 

impulse t o  judgment has  obscured an o b j e c t i v e  r e a d i n g  o f  e i t h e r  

poem. This  s tudy  argues  t h a t  "Dejection: A n  Ode" and "A L e t t e r  

t o  [ ~ s r a ] "  - a r e  two d i f f e r e n t  poems. Although "Dejec t ion"  and "A 

L e t t e r "  d e r i v e  from t h e  same i n i t i a l  experience ( d e j e c t i o n ) ,  these 

poems have d i f f e r e n t  i n t e n t i o n s ,  and t h e r e f o r e ,  p r e s e n t  d i f f e r e n t  

r e n d i t i o n s  of t h e  experience o f  d e j e c t i o n .  1 t i s  more f r u i t f u l  

t o  view them wi thout  t h e  competi t ive framework. 

Close r ead ings  of  "A L e t t e r "  and "Dejection" a r e  g i v e n  i n  

o r d e r  t o  d i scover  t h e  methods, procedures,  and systems of organi-  

z a t i o n  of each poem. This  s tudy  a l s o  d e s c r i b e s  the t r a n s i t i o n a l  

phases  of  "Deject ion:  An Ode, " observing  t h e  way i n  which *@A 

L e t t e r "  became "Deject ion."  This  s tudy  emphasizes t h e  meaning of 

the  f i n a l  ve r s ion ,  p r i m a r i l y  f o r  what it d i s p l a y s  i n  i t s e l f ,  but 

r e i n f o r c e d  by obse rva t ions  o f  t h e  v a r i a n t  v e r s i o n s .  

The r e s u l t s  of a s tudy  of t h e  procedures  i n h e r e n t  i n  both 



poems show t h a t  "Dejection" and "A Let te r"  have rad ica l ly  d i f f e r e n t  

systems of o rgan iza t ion .  The meaning of  the  poem changed when 

the context changed. "A Let te r"  i s  a personal,  confessional  

love poem; i t s  meaning res ides  i n  a context of pr iva te  r e l a t i o n -  

ships.  Its complex organization depends upon in te r - re l a t ed  images 

of exclusion, disease,  and pain;  it proceeds organically by 

imitat ing the process of the poe t ' s  mind i n  the immediate exper- 

ience of depression. "Dejection: An Ode" i s  a pub%.ic, universal 

expression of the general conditi on o f  3e jection.  The organiza- 

t i o n  of "Dejection" i s  more dependent upon odic conventions; it - 
proceeds d i a l e c t i c a l l y .  Having gained perspective on t h e  o r i g i n a l  

experience of a l iena t ion  i n  "A Let te r , "  Coleridge turned Lo a 

structured,  aes the t i c  reconci l ia t ion between himself and his 

world i n  "Dejection: An Ode" by emphasizing the mediating r o l e  

of imagination. 
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On A p r i l  4 ,  1802 Sam1 .ylor Col e r idge  s e n t  a 340-line 

verse l e t t e r  t o  h i s  beloved Sara  Hutchinson. "A L e t t e r  t o  Asra" 

underwent a s e r i e s  of r e v i s i o n s  i n  o r d e r  t o  appear  i n  t h e  Morning 

Post  on Wordsworth's wedding day, October 4, 1802, as "Deject ion:  
L__ 

A n  Ode, w r i t t e n  on Apr i l  b ,  1802."' Between "A L e t t e r  t o  Asra" 

o r  "A L e t t e r , "  and t h e  f i n a l ,  rev ised  "Deject ion:  An Ode" ( I 8 l ? ) ,  

f i v e  o t h e r  p r i n t e d  ve r s ions  e x i s t .  Much of t h e  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  

1817 revised  ve r s ion  t h a t  we have come t o  know as "Deject ion:  An 

Ode" has focused on i t s  r e l a t i o n  e i t h e r  t o  t h e  i n i t i a l  ve r se  

l e t t e r  t o  Sara ,  o r  t o  Wordsworth's "Qde: In t i rna t ions  of Immortal- 

i t y , "  which w a s  w r i t t e n  during the  same p e r i o d ,  and which i s  a l s c )  

about d e j e c t i o n .  C r i t i c s  have examined the b iograph ica l  and p h i l -  

osophical  a spec t s  of "Dejec t ion ,"  bu t  have r a r e l y  s t u d i e d  t h e  poem 

as an  i n t e g r a l  wholem2 Most readings o f  "Deject ion" s u f f e r  be- 

cause judgments a r e  made with s tandards  adopted from "A L e t t e r . "  

For example, Humphrey House argues t h a t  because of "cuts"  "De jet- 

t i o n "  i s  not a whole poem.3 Arguing t h a t  t h e  r e v i s i o n s  d i s g u i s e  

t h e  o r i g i n a l  con ten t ,  David P i r i c  p r e f e r s  "A J l e t t e r V  on t h e  

4 grounds t h a t  it i s  more " s ince re . "  I n  s h o r t ,  many c r i t i c s  o f  

"Dejection" have regarded it  as an incomplete o r  t runca ted  poem, 

f o r  t h e  s tandard method of  assessment has  been t o  read it v e r s u s  

"A L e t t e r . "  Charles Bouslog's s tance  toward t h e  i s s u e  is t y p i c a l :  

'Deject ion '  i s  one of the  l e a s t  se l f -conta ined  o f  famous 
poems and it emerges i n t o  meaning o n l y  with t h e  con tex t  
and background we now have. C o l e r i d g e ' s  las t  g r e a t  ode 
cannot be wel l  understood un less  we examine h i s  r easons  
f o r  w r i t i n g  i t  and, i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e  way i n  which he 
shaped the  f i n a l  poem out of a love l e t t e r  of s c r i b b l e d  
ve r ses .  5 

1 



I t  i s  my purpose t o  show t h a t  "Dejection" i s  se l f - con ta ined  

and an i n t e g r a l  whole. I n  add i t ion ,  " A  L e t t e r "  i s  not  a co l l ec -  

t i o n  of  " sc r ibb led  ve r ses . "  J u s t  as c r i t i c s  reading  one poem E- 

sus  the  o t h e r  have complained about the  omissions o f  "De jec t ion , "  - 
c r i t i c s  a l s o  have complained i n  the  oppos i te  v e i n  t h a t  "A L e t t e r "  

i s  d i f f u s e  and formless .  "Dejection" and "A L e t t e r "  a r e  two 

h igh ly  u n i f i e d  but  very d i f f e r e n t  poems. Although "A L e t t e r "  and 

"Dejection" der ive  from a common experience o f  d e j e c t i o n ,  they  

p resen t  two d i f f e r e n t  r e n d i t i o n s  o f  t h a t  experience,  each with i t s  

own procedures and p r i n c i p l e  s of  organiza-Lion . 
Coleridge descr ibed "A L e t t e r "  as "of a p r i v a t e  na tu re"  

( ~ r i g g s ,  11, 445) ; it explores  the  immediate, pe r sona l  experi ence 

of mental depress ion .  P a r t  one of t h e  t h e s i s  w i l l  demonstrate 

how the  procedures of "A L e t t e r "  record the  c o l l a p s e  o f  the  p o e t ' s  

r e l a t i o n s  t o  o t h e r s  and even t o  the  world i t s e l f .  The poe t  ex- 

p l o r e s  h i s  broken r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t o  o t h e r s  and t o  Nature,  and i n  

t h e  process ,  he recognizes  t h a t  the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  b r idg ing  

these  gaps must come from himsel f .  The form of  "A L e t t e r "  r e -  

f l e c t s  t h i s  long, d i f f i c u l t  and f l u c t u a t i n g  search .  

The poem's procedures i m i t a t e  the  p o e t ' s  mind moving through 

t h e  experience as it occurs .  The poem's u n i t y  i s  de r ived  from 

the  u n i t y  of f e e l i n g ;  it proceeds by a s s o c i a t i o n s .  "A L e t t e r "  

e s t a b l i s h e s  a p a t t e r n  whereby the  poet  escapes h i s  d e j e c t i o n  

through memory, e s p e c i a l l y  through memory of Sara .  However, h i s  

memory of  Sara  and o t h e r  joys from the  p a s t  concur ren t ly  r e c a l l s  

h i s  sense of i s o l a t i o n  and l o s s ,  which then  r e t u r n s  him t o  a de- 



jected s t a t e .  This  cycle  i s  repeated ( A . L .  1.1. 54-120; 218-228; 

272-295), i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  the  poet i s  enmeshed i n  t h e  immediate 

experience of l o s s .  Because the  poet  has  no d i s t ance  from o r  

pe r spec t ive  on h i s  p r e s e n t  experience,  he cannot s u s t a i n  an  i m -  

agined transcendence of h i s  dejectLon. 

P a r t  two of the  t h e s i s  w i l l  examine the r e v i s i o n s  of  "A 

L e t t e r .  " The r e v i s i o n s  no t  only e l imina te  embarrassing (because 

pe r sona l )  d e t a i l ,  bu t ,  more irnport%ntly,  they r e f l e c t  Coler idge 'a  

search  f o r  a pe r spec t ive  t h a t  could f r e e  him from t h e  conf ines  o f  

t ime and space.  He may ha,ve seen t h e  ode form as a way t o  medi- 

a t e  and reconc i l e  the  moral, s p i r i t u a l  and epis temological  prob- 

lem t h a t  f i rs t  proposed t h e  poem. 

P a r t  t h r e e  of  the  t h e s i s  p r e s e n t s  a d e t a i l e d  read ing  o f  

"Deject ion:  An Ode," t o  demonstrate how the un i fy ing  p r i n c i p l e s  

of "Dejection" a r e  d i f f e r e n t  from those of "A L e t t e r . "  Though 

"Dejection" r e l i e s  t o  some ex ten t  on a s s o c i a t i o n s  and f e e l i n g s  

t h a t  a r e  a l s o  p r e s e n t  i n  "A L e t t e r , "  t h e  ode v e r s i o n  employs a 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  arrangement, thereby e s t a b l i s h i n g  a 

d i f f e r e n t  con ten t .  The s t anzas  -themselves a r e  "shaped" i n t o  a 

d i a l e c t i c a l  examination of h i s  experience.  He c r e a t e s  a n  imag- 

i n a t i v e  u n i t y  i n  t h e  new poem by ar ranging  t h e  p a r t s  s o  t h a t  they  

b u i l d  toward a dramatic climax i n  the  storm symbol and toward 

r e s o l u t i o n  i n  the  f i n a l  b l e s s i n g .  While "A L e t t e r "  p r e s e n t s  the  

experience of a person immersed i n  the  co l l apse  and f l u c t u a t i o n s  

of h i s  world, "Dejection" i s  Lhe a t tempt  t o  o r d e r  t h e  p i e c e s  o f  

t h i s  world by bu i ld ing  a s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  demonstrates ai? aff i rm- 

a t i v e ,  imaginative v i s i o n .  " I n  the  face of a col lapsed  un ive r se ,  



t he  romantic poet  e i t h e r  c r e a t e s  another  o r d e r ,  o r  s t r u c t u r e s  

what remains to him, the poem, "7 "Deject ion:  An Ode, " a balancr? 

and u n i f i e d  poem, t ranscends the  boundaries o f  personal  exper ience  

and p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  what Coleridge c a l l e d  the  l i f e  of  t h e  univer -  

sal .  From h i s  personal  experience of d e j e c t i o n  he mou1.d~ o r  

"shapes" a ~ ~ n i v e r s a l  and publ ic  work of a r t ,  I:e " e l e v a t e s  the 

mind by makmg i t s  f e e l i n g s  t h e  o b j e c t  of i ts r e f l e c t i o n . "  
8 

The p a i n f u l  and c o s t l y  i - n t e r i o r  journey toward s a l v a t i o n  i n  

t h e  h e l  oved i s ,  i n  "Deject ion,  " t rw~srnu tcd  i n t o  a knowledge t h a t  

t h e  means of redemption l i e  i n  t h e  powers o f  love  and joy them- 

s e l v e s .  

We can imagine how Coleridge must have f e l t  t h a t  s p r i n g  n i g h t  

as he looked ou t  from h i s  s tudy i n  Greta H a l l ,  Keswick, h i s  

thoughts  t r a v e l l i n g  over t h e  l ake  and mountains t o  Grasrnere, t o  

Sa ra  Hutchinson, the  woman he loved but  could n o t  marry.  "A Let- 

t e r  t o  Asra" i s  a personal  and moving record o f  those  f e e l i n g s .  

The poem's major themes a r e  1;he 1:t-oblems Col-eri clge w a s  encounter-  

i n g  i n  h i s  l i f e :  h i s  t roubled  r e l a t i o n s  with S m a  and t h e  Words- 

worths;  h i s  p resen t  l a c k  of  joy; h i s  unhappy domestic s i t u a t i o n ;  

h i s  l o s s  of c r e a t i v e  v i s i o n ;  and a deep sense of  t h e  i s o l a t i o n  

o f  h i s  own diseased  s e l f  from o t h e r ,  h e a l t h i e r  forms of  Nature.  

Coleridge makes a d i s t i n c t i o n  i n  "A L e t t e r "  between two worlds:  

one f o r  t h e  pure and innocent ,  t h e  joyous world of Sa ra  and t h e  

Wordsworths; and one f o r  the  d iseased ,  where a l l  joy i s  "hollow." 

The poem t r a c e s  h i s  mind's journey between t h e s e  o p p o s i t i o n s ,  



between d e j e c t i o n  and joy. 

"A L e t t e r "  f i n d s  i t s  u n i t y  i n  the  t e n s i o n  of t h e  conf l ic t ixg  

elements of Coleridge ' s experience.  A .  Harris Fairbanks'  view 

t h a t  "A L e t t e r "  l a c k s  u n i t y  i s  common among c r i t i c s  who judge "A 

L e t t e r "  by s tandards  adopted from the  t i g h t e r ,  condensed v e r s i o n  

of "Dejection: An Ode." Fairbanks s t a t e s  t h a t  "A L e t t e r "  i s  "or-  

ganized so i l l o g i c a l l y  t h a t  it i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  say whether Coler- 

idge r e a l i z e d  as he was w r i t i n g  how long it w a s  going t o  be ,  what 

w a s  t o  be included,  o r  how i t  w a s  t o  be t e r ~ ~ i n a t e d . " ~  This i s  miS- 

leading;  "A L e t t e r "  i s  h igh ly  u n i f i e d .  The shape o f  t h e  poem 

does, as Stephen Fogle sugges ts ,  " ind ica te  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t y  from 

which it came. "I0 This  unce r t a in ty ,  however, should n o t  be con- 

fused with a l a c k  of  u n i t y .  Unity i n  "A L e t t e r "  i s  achieved 

through r e c u r r e n t  image c l u s t e r s  (such as b i r d s  and n a t u r e  ; maid- 

ens ,  heaven and b l e s s i n g ;  wedding, f a m i l i e s  and home; and d i s e a s e ,  

s ickness  and h e a l i n g ) ,  which l i n k  s e c t i o n s  o f  the  poem, and through 

mimesis, a s s o c i a t i o n ,  and a c c r e t i o n .  With t h e  except ion  of t h e  

t r a n s i t i o n  between t h e  first and second ve r se  paragraphs,  t h e  

l i n e s  proceed o rgan ica l ly ,  i m i t a t i n g  the  p rocess  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  

th inking ,  similar t o  t h e  method of  t h e  conversa t ion  poems. 

I n  the  first and second verse  paragraphs of  "A L e t t e r "  Col- 

e r idge  p resen t s  t h e  oppos i t ions  t h a t  r ecur  throughout t h e  poem: 

opposi t ions between a c t i v i t y  and 

Sara ,  l i f e  and death:  

to rpor ,  s t o m  and calm, poet  and 

Well: if the  Bard w a s  weatherwise, who made 
The grand o ld  Ballad of S i r  P a t r i c k  Spence, 

This  Night, so t r a n q u i l  now, w i l l  n o t  go hence 
Unrous'd by winds, t h a t  p l y  a b u s i e r  t r ade  
Than t h a t ,  which moulds yon clouds i n  l a z y  f l a k e s ,  5 



O r  t he  d u l l  sobbing Draft, t h a t  drones Rc rakes  
U p ~ n  the  S t r i n g s  of t h i s  Eol ian  Lute, 

Which b e t t e r  far  were mute . 
For,  l o  : t h e  New Moon, winter-br ight :  
And overspread with phantom Ligh t ,  
(With swimming phantom Light  o r e r s p r e a d  
But rimm'd & c i r c l e d  with a s i l v e r  ~ h r e a d )  
I see  t h e  Old Moon i n  h e r  Lap, f o r e t e l l i n g  
The coming-on of Rain & squa l ly  B l a s t - -  
0:  Sara:  t h a t  the  Gust e v q n  now were swe l l ing ,  
.And the  slanl;  Night-shower d r i v i n g  loud  Rc fast: 

The f i r s t  s t a n z a  p r e s e n t s  a s i t u a t i o n  of  u n r e s t  i n  t h e  e x t e r n a l  

world: t h i s  n i g h t  "so t r a n q u i l  now, will n o t  go hence/ Unrous'd 

b y  winds." [Jneasinrtss is also sul~f:cst.ed by thc: i r r i t a t i n g  sound 

of t h e  " d u l l  sobbing Dra f t ,  t h a t  drones & rakes" upon t h e  l u t e  

s t r i n g s ,  which " b e t t e r  f a r  were mute." Opposi t ions a l s o  appear  

i n  t h e  presence of  both the  Old a n d  Jlew Moons; t h e  new Idloon sym- 

b o l i z e s  new l i f e  throwing o f f  t h e  o l d ,  and s u g g e s t s  a promising 

outcome, bu t  t h e  o l d  moon f o r e t e l l s  a a t o m ,  and thereby sugges ts  

a t h r e a t .  The s t a n z a  begins q u i e t l y  with t h e  sugges t ion  o f  proph- 

ecy and ends with a wish f o r  v i o l e n t  wind and r a i n .  

A n  abrupt  t r a n s i t i o n  occurs  between t h e  wish f o r  v i o l e n t  

storm a c t i v i t y  and the  beginning of t h e  second v e r s e  paragraph: 

A Grief without a pang, vrj.id., da rk ,  & d r e a r ,  
A s t i f l i n g ,  drowsy, unimpxssl on 'd  Grief 
That f i n d s  no n a t u r a l  Out l e t ,  no R e l i e f  

I n  word, o r  s i g h ,  o r  t e a r - -  20 

Suddenly, we a r e  explor ing  the  p o e t ' s  i n n e r  c o n d i t i o n .  'The s h i f t  

i s  uncharac-beris t ica . l ly  abrupt  f o r  t h e  verse  l e t t e r ,  bu t  t h e r e  i s  

a u n i t y  of f e e l i n g  p resen t ;  the  e x t e r n a l  deadness o f  ve r se  I is 

echoed i n  the  poet  ' s "unimpassiorx: <j Grief ."  The p o e t ' s  i n n e r  

world i s  as "unrelieved" as -the t o r p o r  of t h e  e x t e r n a l  world.  

Also, a s s o c i a t i v e  l i n k s  a r e  made by t h e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  "Sara" i n  



l i n e s  15 and 21. 

This ,  Sara! well thou know'st, 
Is t h a t  sore E v i l ,  which I dread the  most, 
And o f t ' n e s t  s u f f e r :  I n  t h i s  h e a r t l e s s  Mood, 
To o t h e r  thoughts by yonder Thros t le  woo'd, 
That p i p e s  wi th in  the  Larch t r e e ,  n o t  unseen, 
 h he Larch, which pushes out  i n  t a s s e l s  green 
I t ' s  bundled L e a f i t s )  woo ' d  t o  mild Del ights  
By a l l  t h e  tender  Sounds & gen t l e  S i g h t s  
O f  t h i s  sweet Primrose-month--& v a i n l y  woo'd 
0 dea res t  Sara! i n  t h i s  h e a r t l e s s  Mood 
A l l  t h i s  long  Eve, so balmy & serene ,  
Have I been gazing on the  western Sky 
And i t ' s  p e c u l i a r  T i n t  of Yellow Green-- 
And s t i l l  I gaze--& with how blank an eye! 
And those t h i n  Clouds above, i n  f l a k e s  & bars ,  
That give away t h e i r  Motion t o  the  S t a r s ;  
Those S t a r s ,  t h a t  g l i d e  behind them, o r  between, 
Now spark l ing ,  now bedimrn' d,  b u t  always seen;  
Yon c rescen t  Moon, as f i x ' d  as i f  it grew 
I n  i t ' s  own c loud less ,  s t a r l e s s  Lake of  Blue-- 
A boat  becalm'd: dea r  W i 3  ? j a m f  s Sky Canoe l 
--I see them a l l ,  so e x c e l l e n t l y  f a i r !  
I see ,  n o t  f e e l ,  how b e a u t i f u l  they  a r e .  

He exp la ins  t h a t  i n  t h i s  " h e a r t l e s s  Mood" h e  i s  "va in ly  woo'd" by 

Nature, see ing  t h e  forms of na tu re  but  no t  f e e l i n g  t h e i r  beauty.  

There i s ,  however, a t e n s i o n  produced i n  ' the  r eader  because al-  

though t h e  poet  s t a t e s  t h a t  he cannot f e e l  t h e  beauty o f  Nature,  

t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  a r e  so t ender ,  g e n t l e ,  m d  sweet t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  

f e e l s  Nature ' s presence.  The images descr ibe  a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  are 

con t ra ry  t o  the  p o e t ' s  " h e a r t l e s s  lVloodW and "blank eyeJ '  ; for 

example, t h e  d e l i g h t s  of f r e s h ,  new l i f e  i n  t h e  Larch, which 

"pushes out  i n  t a s s e l s  green/ I t ' s  bundled L e a f i t s , "  and t h e  song 

of the  Thros t le  t h a t  "pipes"  i n  the  t r e e .  The stream of  assoc-  

i a t i o n s  t akes  u s  i n  and out  of  a condi t ion  o f  a l ienat ion--from 

the  "void,  dark & d r e a r ,  " t o  the  d e l i g h t s  of Spr ing ' s  genera t ive  

a c t i v i t y ,  back i n t o  the  blank gazing. The language makes u s  f e e l  

the  presence of a v i t a l  Nature as wel l  as t h e  absence. Perhaps 



. 
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Coleridge removed these  l i n e s  i n  e a r l y  r e v i s i o n  because t h e y  

make it d i f f i c u l t  t o  s u s t a i n  the  d i s t ance  and a l i e n a t i o n  sug- 

ges ted  by t h e  stars, moon and clouds imagery. 

The u n i t y  i s  c a r r i e d  by repea t ing  S a r a ' s  nane and " h e a r t l e s s  

Mood," and by cont inuing  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of h i s  empty cond i t ion :  

"And s t i l l  1 gaze--& with how blank an  eye!" The c louds  "give 

away t h e i r  Motion";' t h e  Moon is "as f ixed  as i f  it; grew/ I n  i t ' s  

own c loud less ,  s t a r l e s s  Lake of ~ l u e - - /  A b o a t  becalm'd." The 

t r a n s i t i o n  between s t anzas  i s  c a r r i e d  by "smoth ' r ing Weight," 

which recal-1s t h e  s t i f l i n g ,  unre l ieved g r i e f  of l i n e s  17-19; 

"vain Endeavor," which reminds us  o f  t h e  "va in ly  woo'dJ1; and  

by t h e  "gaze" on t h e  "Green Light" l i n g e r i n g  i n  t h e  wes t ,  which 

r e c a l l s  l i n e s  31-34. 

My g e n i a l  S p i r i t s  f a i l - -  
And what can these  a v a i l  4.5 

To l i f t  t he  smoth'ring Weight from o f f  my Breas t?  
It were a va in  Endeavor, 
Tho' I should gaze f o r  ever  

On t h a t  Green Light ,  which l i n g e r s  i n  t h e  West! 
I may n o t  hope from outward Forms t o  win 50 
The Passion & t h e  L i f e ,  whose Fountains  a r e  wi th in !  
These l i f e l e s s  Shapes, around, below, Above, 

0  what can t h e y  impart? 

The poet c laims t h a t  he has  l o s t  h i s  c r e a t i v e ,  g e n e r a t i v e  

powers--his "genia l  S p i r i t s . "  Nothing seems capable  of  l i f t i n g  

him o u t  of h i s  de jec ted  s t a t e .  He s e e s  t h a t  t h e  "outward Forms" 

of Nature,  t h e  " l i f e l e s s  Shapes, around, below, Above," t h e  s t a r s ,  

c louds ,  moon, e t c . ,  cannot give him "The Pass ion  & t h e  L i f e ,  

whose ~ o u n t a i n s  a r e  wi th in ."  

There a r e  many p a r a l l e l s  between Coler idge ' s  agony i n  

"Dejection" and "A L e t t e r "  and t h e  agony bodied f o r t h  i n  Mil ton ' s  

Samson Agonistes. Tne s p i r i t u a l  death and emptiness expressed 



9 
by t h e  image of t h e  "blank eye" and s i g h t l e s s  "gazing" i s  

a n t i c i p a t e d  i n  t h e  pl- ight  of: Mi l tongs  Samson: 

Thou ar t  become ( 0  worst imprisonment!) 
The Dungeon of thy  s e l f ;  t h y  s o u l  
(Which Men enjoying s i g h t  o f t  wi thout  cause complain) 
Imprison'd now indeed, 
I n  r e a l  darkness of they kody d w e l l s ,  
Shut up from outward :Ligh.t 
To incorpora te  with g:Loomy n i g h t ;  
For inward l i g h t  alas 
Puts  f o r t h  no vis l ral  beanlZ 

From t h e  Notebooks we know t h a t  e a r l y  i n  1802 Coleridge was 

planning t o  w r i t e  3 poem i n  "-the i n c - i  rc\s of Samson 's  choruses-- 

but with more rhymes, "I1 and ce~ta5nl -y  "A L e t t e r w a n d  "Dejection" 

echo Mil ton ' s  opin ion  t h a t  any change i n  t h e  state of mind must 

come from wi th in .  Imagery of b l indness ,  imprisonment, darkness ,  

and l o s s  of s t r e n g t h  i s  common t o  both Samson Agonistes and 

t h e  two ve r s ions  of "Dejection." Samson, t o o ,  r e f l e c t s  on t h e  

"present/  Times p a s t ,  what once T wa.s and what I am now" (SA. - 1. 

22). He a l s o  f i n d s  himself i n  a d e a t h - i n - l i f e :  "Scarce h a l f  I 

seem t o  l i v e ,  dead more than  h a l f .  / 0 dark,  dark, dark ,  amid 

t h e  b laze  of noon,/ I r r ecoverab ly  dark ,  t o t a l  ~ c l i p s e /  Without 

a l l  hope of day!" (a. 11. 79-83) .  He has g r i e f s  which "not only 
. . pain  me/ A s  a l i n g e r i n g  d i s e a s e ,  hut f i n d  "no r e d r e s s ,  fe rment  

and rage"  (z. 11. 616-619). Samson's d e s p a i r  is such t h a t  he 

f e e l s  a sense o f  "Heav'ns dese r t ion"  (&I. 632). H i s  s t r e n g t h  

and power (which come from ~ o d )  have been l o s t .  He d e c l a r e s :  

So much I f e e l  my g e n i a l  s p i r i t s  droop, 
My hopes a l l  f l a t ,  na tu re  wi th in  me seems 
I n  a l l  h e r  f l u c t u a t i o n s  weary of h e r s e l f  (sA. - 11. 593- 

5 9 6 ) .  The poet i n  "A L e t t e r "  c o m p r e s  h i s  l o s s  of i n s p i r a t i o n  from 



Nature with h i s  l o s s  of i n s p i r a t i o n  from h i s  beloved: 

Oh what can they impart? 
When even t h e  gen t l e  Thought, t h a t  thou,  my Love: 

A r t  gazing now, l i k e  me, 55- 
And s e e ' s t  t he  Heaven, I see-- 

Sweet Thought i t  i s - -ye t  feebly  stirs my Heart! 

The comparison of Nature ' s  power t o  i n s p i r e  t h e  poet  with " the 

g e n t l e  Thought" t h a t  Sara  may be sha r ing  the  same moment stimu- 

l a t e s  him. The dashes surrounding "Sweet Thought it is" i n d i c a t e  
I 

t h a t  the  i d e a  i s  disconnected o r  p a r e n t h e t i c a l .  The sweetness of  I 

t h e  Thought occurs  as an afterthoughl. .  The "ye t"  i n  " y e t  f eeb ly  

stirs my h e a r t , "  may be a c t i n g  as an adverb o f  comparison (s t i l l ,  

f u r t h e r )  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  he i s  i n  a continued s t a t e  of h e a r t l e s s -  

ness ,  o r  it may be a c t i n g  as a conjura t ion ,  i n d i c a t i n g  a change 

(but ,  never the less )  t o  a quickened condit ion--his  h e a r t  s t i r r e d ,  
i 

however f eeb ly .  The l a t t e r  i s  emphasized by t h e  next  s e c t i o n  of 

t h e  poem: 

Feebly! 0 feebly!--Yet 
(I wel l  remember i t )  

I n  my first Dawn of Youth t h a t  Fancy s t o l e  60 
With many s e c r e t  Yearnings on my Soul .  
A t  eve, sky-gazing i n  ' e c s t a t i c  f i t '  
( A l a s !  f o r  c l o i s t e r ' d  i n  a c i t y  School 
The Sky w a s  a l l ,  I knew, of ~ e a u t i f u l )  
A t  t he  b a r r ' d  window o f t e n  did I s i t ,  
And o f t  upon t h e  leaded School-roof l a y ,  

65 

And t o  myself would say-- 
There does n o t  l i v e  the  Man so s t r i p p ' d  of good a f f e c t i o n s  
A s  no t  t o  love  t o  see  a Maiden's q u i e t  Eyes 
Upra i s ' d ,  and l i n k i n g  on sweet Dreams by dim Connections 7 0  
To moon, o r  Evening star, o r  g l o r i o u s  western Skies--  
While y e t  a Boy, t h i s  Thought would s o  pursue me 
That o f t e n  i t  became a kind of Vision t o  me l 

By repea t ing  "feebly" and then  "Yet," and by adding a pa ron the t i -  

c a l  remark "(I  well  remember i t )  , ' I  t h e  poet  i n d i c a t e s  a slow but  

growing response t o  the  thought of Sara  gazing,  and h i s  h e a r t  



begins t o  s t i r .  

Ths d i s t i n c t i o n  between h i s  present  de jec ted  s t a t e  and his 

enraptured youth begins t o  break down as " t h a t  Fancy s t o l e /  With 

many s e c r e t  Yearnings on [h is ]  Soul." He i s  seduced by h i s  memory 

of p a s t  joyous "sky-gazing." The uni fy ing  elements a r e  t h e  eye 

gazing;  t h e  motif  of  imprisonmenl and r e l e a s e ;  and t h e  moon, stars 

and sky imagery. The " c l o i s t e r ' d "  boy a t  t h e  "ba r r ' d  window" 

m i r r o r s  the  p o e t ' s  p resen t  s i t u a t i o n ,  a t  "eve,  sky-gazing." The 

p o e t ' s  "bl-ank eye" gazing i n  a trance:-like fit i s  p a r a l l e l e d  by 

the  boy 's  " e c s t a t i c  f i t . "  The boy's  v i s i o n  of  the  "Maiden's 

q u i e t  ~ ~ e s /  Uprais 'd"  p a r a l l e l s  the  p o e t ' s  thought o f  S a r a  "sky- 

gazing. " 

The memory has  become a v i s i o n ,  which l i f t s  t h e  weight o f  

h i s  d e j e c t i o n  (A.L.  1 . 7 9 ) .  The power of memory b r i n g s  i n t o  p l a y  

t h e  elements which seemed hopelessly ou t s ide  h i s  experience only  

moments previously--the eyes gazing a r e  " l i n k i n g  on sweet Dreams 

by dim Connections" t o  the  moon, stars and g l o r i o u s  wes tern  s k i e s .  

Sweet Thought! and dea r  of o l d  
To Hear t s  o f  f i n e r  Mould! 

Ten thousand t imes by  friend^: & Lovers b l e s t !  
75 

I spake with r a s h  Despair ,  
And e r e  I w a s  aware, 

The weight w a s  somewhat l i f t e d  from my Breast! 

He has discovered regenera t ive  power i n  the  memory o f  t h i n g s  p a s t .  

This  s e c t i o n  of the  poem enac t s  a p a t t e r n  t h a t  i s  repea ted  

i n  "A L e t t e r :  " a p r e s e n t  a s soc ia t ion  stirnula-bes a memory t h a t  

blends elements of t h e  p r e s e n t  w i t h  knowledge from t h e  p a s t  and 

l e a d s  t h e  poet  i n  moments of t h e  repeated v i s i o n  i n t o  a v i t a l  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  with h i s  surroundings: 



0 Sara:  i n  the  weather-fended Wood, 80 
Thy l o v ' d  haunt! where the  Stock-doves coo a t  Noon, 

I guess ,  that t h o u  h a s t  s t o o d  
And watch'd yon Crescent ,  & i t ' s  ghos t - l ike  Moon. 
And y e t ,  far  r a t h e r  i n  my p resen t  mood 
I would, t h a t  thou 'ds t  been s i t t i n g  a l l  t h i s  whi le  85 
Upon the  sod-bu i l t  Sea t  of  Camomile-- 
And tho '  t h y  Robin may have ceas 'd  t o  s ing ,  
Yet needs f o r  sake must. thou love to h e a r  
The Bee-hive murmuring n e a r ,  
That ever-busy & most q u i e t  Thing 90 
Which I have heard a t  Midnight murmuring. 

I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  of "A L e t t e r "  h i s  f e e l i n g s  of r e l i e f  enable  

him t o  t r a n s p o r t  himself ( e k s t a s i s )  mentally t o  b l e s s  Sara with 

wishes t h a t  share  a d e l i g h t  i n  Nature, such as "The Bee-hive mur- 

muring nea r , /  That ever-busy & most q u i e t  Thing." The u n i f y i n g  

elements of l i n e s  74-91 a r e :  t h e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  "Sweet Thought;" 

"Hearts ;"  "mould;" "Sara ;"  the  mention of a tbea the r - fended  Wood," 

t h e  " lov 'd  haunt ,"  another  " c l o i s t e r , "  which i s  now p r o t e c t i v e  

r a t h e r  than  p r i s o n - l i k e ;  t h e  Crescent Moon; t h e  b i r d  imagery; and 

t h e  u n i t y  of the  p o e t ' s  f e e l i n g s  of shared l o v e  and d e l i g h t  i n  

Nature. 

A s  i n  "This Lime-tree Bower My Pr ison ,  " t h e  poe t  f r e e s  him- 

s e l f  from oppressive s e l f - p i t y  by imagining t h e  d e l i g h t s  o f  N a t -  

u r e  shared by loved ones. I n  "A L e t t e r , "  he moves h imsel f  i n t o  a 

b lessed  s t a t e  by invoking elements of na tu re  t h a t  he imagines Sa ra  

and he share :  

I f e e l  my s p i r i t  moved-- 
And wheresoe'er thou be,  
0 S i s t e r :  O Beloved! 
Those dear  mild Eyes, t h a t  see 
Even now the  Heaven, I sse-- 

There i s  a Prayer  i n  them: I t  i s  f o r  - me--  
And I ,  dear  Sara- - l  am b l e s s i n g  thee :  

Gathering s t r e n g t h  and s p i r i t u a l  power from h i s  communion with 



Sara ,  he f i n d s  himself ab le  t o  b l e s s  and t o  f e e l  t h a t  t h e  world 

around h i m  i s  a b less ing ,  a "Heaven." Sris a b i l i t y  t o  b l e s s  s ig -  

n i f i e s  a r e l e a s e  from h i s  previous a l i e n a t i o n .  

I n s i d e  t h e  b lessed  s t a t e  t h e  poet  remembers a j o y - f i l l e d  

evening of  q u i e t ,  peaceful  love .  He can now a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  calm 

around him and l i s t e n  t o  t h e  " s t i l l n e s s  o f  t h e  A i r . "  He now f i n d s  

calming comfort i n  t h e  qu ie tness  t h a t  so  depressed  him prev ious ly :  

It w a s  as calm as t h i s ,  t h a t  happy n i g h t  
When Mary, thou, & I toge the r  were, 100 
The low decaying F i r e  our  on ly  l i g h t ,  
And l i s t e n q d  t o  t h e  S t i l l n e s s  o f  the  A i r :  
0 t h a t  a f f e c t i o n a t e  & blameless Maid, 
Dear Mary! on h e r  Lap my head she l a y a d - -  

Her Hand w a s  on my Brow, 
Even as my own i s  now; 

And on my Cheek I f e l t  thy eye-lash play. 
Such Joy I had, t h a t  I may t r u l y  say, 
My S p i r i t  w a s  awe-stricken with t h e  Excess 
And t r a n c e - l i k e  Depth of  i t ' s  b r i e f  Happiness.  110 

The image of the  poe t  and t h e  two women a f f e c t i o n a t e l y  c l o s e  i n  

q u i e t ,  b l i s s f u l  innocence i n t e g r a t e s  t h e  p o e t ' s  p a s t  joy i n t o  a 

r e - s e n s i t i z e d  p r e s e n t :  he no tes  the  calm, h i s  hand upon h i s  brow. 

I n  t h e  language t h e  r e p e t i t i o n  of ?calm, " " s t i l l n e s s ,  " and "blame- 

l e s s  Maids," a long with t h e  head upon h i s  lap, and t h e  p l a y  of  

S a r a ' s  eyelash on h i s  cheek lov ing ly  holds  t h e  " t r ance - l ike  

Depth." H i s  presence i n  t h e  world i s  t empora r i ly  felt--"Ah f a i r  

Remembrances, t h a t  so  revive/ The Heart  & f i l l  it wi th  a l i v i n g  

Power. " A s  Alan Bewell says  of "Fros t  at Midnight,  " t h e  poe t  

seeks  "a renewed v i s i o n ,  a renewed f e e l i n g  o f  immediate truth, 

through remembrance of  th ings  p a s t .  "13 References t o  t h i s  t r ance -  

l i k e  s t a t e  a r e  f requent  i n  both Coleridge and Wordsworth, and a r e  

u s u a l l y  a s soc ia ted  with t h e  kind of knowing t h a t  i s  c a l l e d  i n -  

s i g h t .  l4 I n  "A L e t t e r "  the  i n s i g h t  comes w i t h  t h e  ensuing r e t u r n  



t o  t h e  p r e s e n t ;  t h e  con t ras t  between t h e  " l i v i n g  Power" enjoyed 

in the t rance  of memory and h i s  present  s i t u a t i o n  Sr ings  him t o  

t he  sources of h i s  problems: 

Ah f a i r  Remembrances, t h a t  so revive 
The Hear t ,  & f i l l  i t  with a l i v i n g  Power, 
Where were they ,  Sara?--or d id  I not  s t r i v e  
To win them t o  me?--on the  f r e t t i n g  Hour 
Then when I wrote thee  t h a t  complaining S c r o l l  
Which even t o  bodi ly  Sickness  b r u i s ' d  thy  Soul! 
And y e t  thou blam'st  t h y s e l f  alone! And y e t  

Forb idd ' s t  me a l l  Regret! 

Unlike "Dejecti.on: An Ode," which b u i l d s  toward a climax i n  

t h e  last  s t anza ,  "A L e t t e r "  has  a sequence o f  t h r e e  peaks  i n  the  

poet  ' s monologue. I n  th ree  passages,  occurr ing  a t  l i n e s  92-98 ; 

216-225; and 324-339, he f e e l s  l i k e  b less ing  joyful ly .  Af te r  

l i n e s  113 and 225, t h e  poet  f a l l s  out  of  t h e  b lessed  s t a t e .  Un- 

l i k e  "Dejec t ion ,"  which t r i e s  t o  resolve  the  problem of l o s s  of 

v i s i o n  and the  impermanence of joy through a h igh ly  s t r u c t u r e d  

o rde r ing  of t h e  experience (which includes sav ing  the  v i s i o n a r y  

b l e s s i n g  f o r  t h e  last  s t a n z a ) ,  "A Le t t e r "  r ecords  t h e  t r a n s i t o r y  

na ture  of joyous s t a t e s  (b lessed  condi t ions o r  v i s ionary  moments) . 
A t  l i n e  112, the  v i s ionary  moment made p o s s i b l e  by memory has l e d  

him back t o  h i s  p o i n t  of depar ture  with renewed i n s i g h t ;  i n  h i s  

double awareness of then  and now, he acknowledges i n  t h a t  s i g n i f -  

i c a n t  pause (" - -or  d id  I not s t r i v e /  To win them t o  me?") t h e  

n e c e s s i t y  of a c t i v e l y  shaping one ' s experience.  He cons ide r s  

t h a t  one rnust s t r i v e  t o  "win" these  redeeming memories t o  onese l f .  

The poem, i n  i t s  s h i f t  from the  prolonged moment of r e c o l l e c t e d  

joy t o  t h e  j a r r i n g  sense of t h e  l o s s  p r e s e n t l y  f e l t ,  i m i t a t e s  the 

" t r a n s i e n t n e s s "  ( A . L .  1. 160) of moments of joy t h a t  t h e  poe t  i s  



s t r i v i n g  t o  accept  and dea l  with i n  L e t t e r .  " H i s  mind, t roub-  

l e d  by g u i l t  a.nd " r e g r e t ,  " falls back i n t o  de j s c t i o n ,  becausa he 

recognizes he should have c rea ted  joy and n o t  pa in :  

And must I no t  r e g r e t ,  t h a t  I d i s t r e s s ' d  
Thee, b e s t  belov 'd:  who l o v e s t  me t h e  b e s t ?  120 
My b e t t e r  mind had f l e d ,  I know n o t  whi ther ,  
For 0 :  w a s  t h i s  an Absent F r i e n d ' s  Employ 
To send from f a r  both Pain  & Sorrow t h i t h e r  

Where s t i l l  h i s  Blessings should have c a l l ' d  down Joy! 
I read  t h y  g u i l e l e s s  L e t t e r  o ' e r  again-- 125 
I hea r  thee  of thy  blameless S e l f  complain-- 
And only t h i s  I learn--& t h i s ,  alas! I know-- 
That thou a r t  weak & pa le  with Sickness ,  Grief  & Pain-- 

And &--L made thee  so : 

Coleridge had apparent ly  s e n t  Sara  a l e t t e r  t h a t  made h e r  

ill. There were, however, o t h e r  causes o f  his d e j e c t i o n  bes ides  

Sara .  David P i r i e ,  i n  h i s  a r t i c l e  " A  L e t t e r  t o  [~sra];' s t a t e s  

t h a t  "Wordsworth's presence i n  ' A  L e t t e r '  i s  as complex as S a r a ' s ,  

with which it i s  a l s o  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d "  ( P i r i e ,  p .  299).  P i r i e  

notes  t h a t  between t h e  two p o e t s  " the  balanced r e l a t i o n s h i p  of 

1798 w a s  over" ( P i r i e ,  p .  Z98), and t h a t  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  sur -  

rounding t h e  second volume of Lyr ica l  Bal lads  (publ i shed  i n  1801) 

probably caused Coleridge much s t r e s s .  For example, Wordsworth 

composed "Michael" i n  e i g h t  weeks as a s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  Co le r idge ' s  

uncompleted "Chr i s t abe l . "  

Apart from t h e  u n s e t t l i n g  c o n t r a s t  between Wordsworth's pro- 

l i f i c  c r e a t i v i t y  i n  t h e  1801-1802 pe r iod  and Cole r idge ' s  doubts 

about h i s  own p o e t i c  t a l e n t s ,  Wordsworth w a s  about t o  marry Sara 

Hutchinson's s i s t e r ,  Mary. P i r i e  comments t h a t  Coler idge "saw 

the  Wordsworths and t h e  Hutchinsons becoming a s i n g l e  fami ly ,  from 

which h i s  own discordant  unhappiness would have t o  be excluded" 

( P i r i e ,  p .  298). I n  "A L e t t e r "  t h i s  sent iment  appears  i n  the  



s e l f  - p i t y i n g  passage : 

0 f o r  my own sake I regret perforce  130 
Whatever t u r n s  t h e e ,  Sara:  from the  Course 
O f  calm Well-being & a Heart  at r e s t :  
When thou,  & with thee  those ,  whom thou l o v ' s t  b e s t ,  
S h a l l  dwell  toge the r  i n  one happy Home, 
One House, t h e  dear  ab id ing  Home of A l l ,  
I too w i l l  crown me with a  Coronal-- 
Nor s h a l l  t h i s  Heart  i n  i d l e  Wishes roam 

Morbidly s o f t  : 

The e a r l i e r  v i s i o n  o f  Coleridge and t h e  two maidens 

t h e  image of  Wordsworth's impending p o s i t i o n  at  the  

i s  usurped by 

c e n t e r  of  

Coleridge ' s beloved women: Sara would probably r e s i d e  with 

Mary, Dorothy and W i l l i a m  Wordsworth, The re fe rence  t o  Words- 

wor th ' s  "Immortali ty Oden--"I too w i l l  crown me wi th  a Coronal--" 

r e v e a l s  Coleridge ' s comparison of h i s  own l o t  with Wordsworth's. 

Wordsworth is ,  i n  f a c t ,  e s s e n t i a l  t o  "A L e t t e r ; "  he i s  t h e  pres-  

ence, t h e  c r e a t o r ,  t h e  loved--the mi r ro r  oppos i te  t o  Coleridge-- 

a cons tant  reminder of Coler idge ' s  sense of l o s s ,  absence,  and 

n e g l e c t .  

The passage exposes a number of Coler idge ' s  worst  p e r s o n a l i t y  

traits,  such as h i s  "co l l aps ing  r e s o l u t i o n s ,  " s e l f - p i t y ,  and f e a r  

of exc lus ion  from t h e  a t t e n t i o n  of those he l o v e s .  He reso lves  t o  

crown himself with a Coronal because he can imagine Sara  we l l  and 

happy i n  h e r  f u t u r e  home : 

No: l e t  me  t r u s t ,  t h a t  I s h a l l  wear away 
I n  no i n g l o r i o u s  T o i l s  the  manly Day, 
And only now & t hen ,  & n o t  too o f t ,  
Some dear  & memorable Eve will b l e s s  
Dreaming of a l l  your Loves & Q u i e t n e s s .  

Be happy, & I need thee n o t  i n  s i g h t .  
Peace i n  thy  Hear t ,  & Q u i e t  i n  thy  Dwelling, 
Healthy i n  thy  Limbs, & i n  th ine  Eyes the  Light  
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O f  Love, & Hope, & honorable Feeling-- 
Where e  ' e r  I am, I s h a l l  be wel l  content :  
Not nea r  t h e e ,  haply s h a l l  be more corltent! 



To a l l  t h i n g s  I p r e f e r  the  Permanent. 

However, h i s  a b s t r a c t  wishes f o r  "Love, & Hope, h honorzble Feel- 

ing" a r e  unconvincing. He cannot remain a p a r t  from those he 

loves ;  h i s  mind i s  obsessed with h i s  exc lus ion  from t h a t  "One 

House, t h e  dea r ,  ab id ing  home of A l l w  (A.L. 1. 135) .  H e  i s  troub- 

l e d  by t h e  exclus ion ,  and by the  p ressu res  of t ime, change, and 

u n c e r t a i n t y  t o  t h e  p o i n t  of f e e l i n g  diseased:  

And b e t t e r  seems it f o r  a h e a r t ,  l i k e  mine, 
Always t o  know, than  sometimes t o  behold,  

Thei r  Happiness & thine--  -- 
For Change doth t rouble  me with pangs untold! 
To see  thee ,  hear  thee ,  f e e l  thee-- then t o  p a r t  155 

Oh! it weighs down t h e  Heart! 
To v i s i t  those ,  I love ,  as I love t h e e ,  
Mary, & W i l l i a m ,  & dear  Dorothy, 
It  i s  but  a temptat ion t o  repine-- 
The t r a n s i e n t n e s s  i s  Poison i n  t h e  Wine, 160 
E a t s  o u t  t h e  p i t h  of Joy,  makes a l l  J o y  hollow, 
A l l  p l easures  a dim Dream of Pa in  t o  follow! 
My own p e c u l i a r  Lot ,  my house-hold L i f e  
It i s ,  & w i l l  remain, Ind i f fe rence  o r  S t r i f e - -  
While ye a r e  wel l  & happy, 'twould b u t  wrong you 165 
If I should fondly yearn t o  be among you-- 
Wherefore, 0 wherefore! should I wish t o  be 
A wi the r 'd  branch upon a blossoming Tree? 

The "temptation t o  repine"  i s  b a r e l y  contained by t h e  s e l f - r e p r i -  

manding " ' twould but  wrong YOU/ If I should f o n d l y  yearn t o  be 

among you." The poem's branch-l ike growth, t h e  d i s e a s e ,  p a i n  and 

poison imagery, t h e  hidden jealousy, and the  s e l f - p i t y i n g  r h e t o r i c  

a l l  come toge the r  i n  t h e  l i n e s :  

Wherefore, 0 wherefore! should I w i s h  t o  be 
A wi the r 'd  branch upon a blossoming Tree? 

Unity i s  achieved i n  l i n e s  110-168 of "A L e t t e r "  by t h e  images 

of s ickness  and h e a l t h ,  t h e  "calm Well-being" (A.L. 1. 132) ,  which 

r e c a l l s  the  " f a i r  Remembrances t h a t  so  revive t h e  Heart"  (A.L. 

11. 99-112), and by the  r e p e t i t i o n  of "Heart" (A.L. 11. 112, 



132, 137, 145, 151, and 156) and "Dwelling" (A .L .  11. 134, 135, 

and 145). The "Sickness ,  Grief & Pain" (A.L. 1. 128)  extends in- 

t o  l i n e s  160-183: "Poison" (A.L. 1. 1 6 0 ) ~  d i s e a s e ,  p a i n  and s t r i f e  

(A.L. 11. 162, 164, and 168) ,  " p i n ' d W , s u f f e r i n g  (A.L. 11. 170, 

176-182). The poem enac t s  the process  of h i s  mind's obsess ion ,  

"But ( l e t  me say i t! f o r  I va in ly  s t r i v e /  To b e a t  away t h e  

Thought) " (A.L. 11. 169-170) . 
Though he has promised n o t  -LO r ep ine ,  t h e  temptat ion h a s  

been too g r e a t .  The r e s o l u t i o n  -LC) keep himself  happy s e p a r a t e  

from Sara  soon co l l apses ,  "morbidly s o f t "  (A.L. 1. 139) i n t o  t h e  

s o l i p s i s t i c  and sado-masochistic f an tasy  of S a r a  p i n i n g  i n  pa in :  

But ( l e t  me say it! f o r  I vaS n ly  s t r i v e  
To bea t  away t h e  Thought) but  i f  thou p i n ' d ,  170 
Whate ' e r  the  Cause, i n  body o r  i n  mind, 
I were t h e  mise rab les t  Man a l i v e  
To know it & be absent! Thy Del ights  
Far  o f f ,  o r  nea r ,  a l i k e  I may partake--  
But O! t o  mourn f o r  t h e e ,  & t o  fo r sake  175 . 
A l l  power, a l l  hope of g iv ing  comfort t o  thee-- 
To know t h a t  thou ar t  weak & worn wi th  pa in ,  
And n o t  t o  h e a r  thee ,  Sara! n o t  t o  view thee-- 

Not t o  s i t  beside thy  Bed, 
Not p r e s s  thy aching Head, 180 
Not b r i n g  thee  Health again-- 
A t  l e a s t  t o  hope, t o  t r y - -  

Ry t h i s  Voice, which thou l o v ' s t ,  & by t h i s  e a r n e s t  Eye-- 

This  morbid fan tasy  i s  important,  n o t  only because it c o n t a i n s  

s e v e r a l  repeated un i fy ing  devices  (presence/absence ; comf ~ r t / ~ a i n ,  

s ickness /hea l th) ,  but  a l s o  because it l e a d s  i n t o  t h e  storm pas- 

sage,  i n  which t h e  peaking p a t t e r n  i n  t h e  poem i s  repea ted .  The 

t r a n s i t i o n  between the  s tanzas :  "Nay wherefore d id  I l e t  it haunt 

my mind/ The dark d i s t r e s s f u l  Dream!" is  made i n  t h e  same conver- 

s a t i o n a l  tone,  with the  mind j u s t  as se l f -consc ious  of  i t s  work- 

i n g s  as i n  l i n e s  169-170--"~ut  ( l e t  me say it! f o r  I v a i n l y  s t r i v e /  



To bea t  away t h e  'Thought) ." He t r i e s  aga in  t o  banish t h e  morbid 

sounds and voices  t h a t  he hea r s  i n  the  storm wind. 

The storm sequence a c t s  as an  ampl i f i ca t ion  of t h e  emotions 

expressed i n  the  previous s e c t i o n s  of "A L e t t e r . "  The p o e t ' s  at-- 

tempt t o  t u r n  from the concerns t h a t  have ensnared him does not. 

work. The storm symbol p icks  up and prolongs t h e  same images of 

pa in ,  g u i l t ,  d i sease  and d e s t r u c t i o n  p resen t  5.n the  l i n e s  which 

precede it: 

I t u r n  from it,  & l i s t e n  t o  t h e  Wind 
Which long has  r a v ' d  unno t i c 'd?  What a Scream 
O f  agony by Torture lengthen 'd  out  
That Lute s e n t  f o r t h !  0  thou wi ld  Storm without! 
Jagg 'd Rock, o r  mountain Pond, o r  blasted Tree,  190 
O r  Pine-Grove, whither  Woodman never  clomb, 
O r  l o n e l y  House, long he ld  t h e  Witches' Home, 
Methinks were f i t t e r  Instruments  f o r  Thee, 
Mad Lu tan i s t !  t h a t  i n  t h i s  month of Showers, 
O f  dark brown Gardens, & o f  peeping Flowers, 
Mak'st D e v i l ' s  Yule, with worse than  wint ry  Song 
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The Blossoms, Buds, arid timorous Leaves among! 

The "Wind" and "Lute" r e c a l l  t h e  beginning of "A L e t t e r , "  but  in-  

s t e a d  of low moans t h e r e  i s  a "scream/ O f  agony by Tor tu re  length-  

en 'd  o u t ,  " emphasizing t h e  familiar g a i n  and g r i e f  s u f f e r e d  by 

the  p o e t .  Ins tead  of t h e  " tender  sounds & g e n t l e  s i g h t s /  Of t h i s  

sweet Primrose-month, " we see i n s t e a d  "Jagged Rock" and "b las ted  

Tree ,"  r e c a l l i n g  the  budding Larch of s t anza  two and t h e  "blos- 

soming t r e e "  of the  Wordsworth group But t h e  "Blossoms, Buds, 

and timorous Leaves" (A.L. 1. 197), and the  " l e a f i t s "  (A.L .  1. 27) 

a r e  b l a s t e d  with "worse than  wint ry  song." The "Pine-Grove" re -  

c a l l s  t h e  "weather fended wood." B u t  i n s t e a d  of a p l a c e  of pro- 

t e c t i o n ,  a " lov 'd  h a u n t , "  t h i s  i s  a grove so b l a s t e d  t h a t  i t  i s  

uninhabi ted.  The " lone ly  House, long h e l d  t h e  Witches' Home" 



r e c a l l s  and c o n t r a s t s  with the  "dear abiding" Wordsworth home; 

i n s t e a d  o f  a home f i l l e d  with "a f fec t iona te  & b l a i e l e s s "  maids 

(A.L.  1. l03 ) ,  i t  i s  f i t  f o r  witches.  The d e s t r u c t i v e  p e r v e r s i o n  

of na tu re  i n  these  l i n e s ,  making a "Devi l ' s  Yule," r e f l e c t s  the  

morbid, dark,  d i s t r e s s f u l  f an tasy  which precedes i t .  A s  he ad- 

d r e s s e s  t h i s  e x t e r n a l  t o r t u r e r ,  the  masks t u r n  out  t o  be a s e r i e s  

of masks f o r  h i s  own s e l f - t o r t u r e .  

Thou Actor,  p e r f e c t  i n  a l l  t r a g i c  Sounds! 
Thou mighty Poet ,  even t o  f renzy  bold! 
What t e l l ' s t  thou now about? 200 

' T i s  o f  t h e  Rushing of an Host i n  Rout-- 
And many Groans from men with smart ing Wounds-- 
A t  once they  groan with smart ,  and shudder with t h e  Cold! 

For  t h e  las t  f i f t y  l i n e s  he has  been an a c t o r ,  " p e r f e c t  i n  a11 

t r a g i c  Sounds!" He has been the  "mighty Poet ,  even t o  f r e n z y  

bold."  He i n t e r p r e t s  the  sounds of t h e  wind and hea r s  not t h e  

p l e a s a n t  sounds of  the  "beehive murmuring" ( A .  L ,  1. 90) ,  but i n -  

s t e a d ,  screams of agony, "Groans from men wi th  smarting Wounds" 

--the sounds of h i s  own s u f f e r i n g .  

The sounds of  p a i n  and s u f f e r i n g  a r e  followed by " o t h e r  

sounds,"  a "Tale of l e s s  Af f r igh t : "  

' T i s  hush'd! there  i s  a Trance of deepest  S i l e n c e ,  
Again! b u t  a l l  t h a t  Sound, as of a rushing  Crowd, 
And Groans & tremulous Shudderings, a l l  a r e  over-- 
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And i t  has  o t h e r  Sounds, and a l l  l e s s  deep, l e s s  loud! 
A Tale of l e s s  A f f r i g h t ,  
And temper'd with Del ight ,  

A s  Will iam's Se l f  had made the  t ender  Lay-- 21 0  
' T i s  of a l i t t l e  Child 
Upon a heathy Wild, 

Not f a r  from home--but i t  has  l o s t  i t ' s  way-- 
And now moans low i n  u t t e r  g r i e f  & f ea r - -  
And now screams loud,  & hopes t o  make i t ' s  Mother hear! 215 

The hushed pause,  t h e  "Trance of deepest  S i l e n c e ,  " r e c a l l s  t h e  

"awe-stricken Trance" i n  l i n e s  109-110. By a s s o c i a t i o n  t h e  



happiness of t h a t  b lessed  brarice i.s suggested and w e  begin t o  r e -  

ce ive  some r e l i e f  Prom the t ens ions  that have been produced by 

t h e  r av ing  of t h e  poe t  and storm. The s i l e n c e  is  reminiscent  of 

t h e  "calm and qu ie tness"  of l i n e s  88-110 and o f  S a r a ' s  home, l i n e s  

142-147. " A  Tale of l e s s  Affr ight /  A n d  temper'd with Del ight"  

b r i n g s  t o  mind -the f e a r  of t h e  poei, i n  h i s  ima.gined absence during 

S a r a ' s  i l l n e s s  (A.L. 11. 169-183). I n  h i s  f a n t a s y  he had f e a r e d  

t h a t  he could no-t be p resen t  t o  make h e r  we l l ,  t o  hope t o  h r i n g  

h e r  t o  h e a l t h  ( A . L .  11. l74-l8 ' j ) .  Now he h e a r s  a t a l e  "ternper'd 

with Del ights"  and a s s o c i a t e s  it with Wordsworth, "As W i l l i a m ' s  

S e l f  had made t h e  t ender  l a y "  - - - refer r ing  t o  Wordsworth's i n f u s i o n  

of hope i n  "Lucy Gray." I n  the  last: Lvm s t a n z a s  of  "Lucy Gray" 

Wordsworth has  t h e  t r a v e l e r  hea r  h e r  voice,  i n s t e a d  of t h e  more 

melancholy sound of t h e  wind: 

Yet some mainta in  t h a t  t o  t h i s  day 
She i s  a l i v i n g  c h i l d  
That you may see sweet Lucy Gray 
Upon t h e  lonesome wild.  

O'er rough and smooth she t r i p s  along 
And never  looks  behind; 
And s i n g s  a s o l i t a r y  song 
That w h i s t l e s  i n  t h e  wind. lo 

I n s t e a d  of  hear ing  only t h e  t e r r o r s  of h i s  cond i t ion ,  t h e  poe t  i n  

"A L e t t e r "  now can hear  sounds which comfort him: " ' T i s  of a l i t t l e  

Child/ Upon a heathy wild/ Not fa r  from home." The c h i l d  i s  moan- 

i n g  low i n  " u t t e r  g r i e f  & f e a r , "  bu t  it is a l s o  screaming loud i n  

o r d e r  " t o  make i t s  Mother hear! " The mention o f  home and mother, 

and the  suggest ion of comfort and p ro tec t ion  r e c a l l s  e a r l i e r  r e f -  

e rences  (which brought some r e l i e f )  and looks forward t o  l i n e s  

223-230, where the  poet  b l e s s e s  Sara with wishes f o r  h e r  hea l ing .  
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A t  l i n e  225 he a l s o  th inks  of h i s  own need f o r  hea l ing  comfort ,  

and he remembers t h e  "child" he once w a s .  Associa t ions  l i n k  the 

s i ckness  and des i red  hea l ing  of  Sara t o  the  s i c k n e s s  and d e s i r e d  

hea l ing  of the p o e t .  

Ambiguity l i n g e r s  i n  the  storm s e c t i o n  o f  "A L e t t e r "  because 

it i s  p o s s i b l e  that; he i s  f a n t a s i z i n g  ano the r  t o r t u o u s  i l l n e s s  

f o r  Sara  i n  t h e  storm sequence, where she i s  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  c h i l d ,  

"weak & worn with pa in"  tha-t he "hopes" t o  "comfort" ( A  .L. 1 . 
176) .I7 Since the  next s t anza  i:: a prayer f o r  h e r  h e a l i n g ,  it 

seems reasonable.  However, he a l s o  s e e s  himself  as t h e  l o s t  and 

t o r t u r e d ;  Coleridge has a dual  conception of himself both  as t h e  

jaded a d u l t ,  t he  "wi the r 'd  brancl-, , " and a s  t he  1.osL child. The 

storm symbol dramatizes  both h i s  f e a r  o f  h i s  l o s s  of  c r e a t i v e  

genius and h i s  f e e l i n g s  of i n s e c u r i t y .  

The p o e t ' s  encounter with h i s  Tear,  v u l n e r a b i l i t y ,  and suf-  

f e r i n g  during t h e  storm sequence b r i n g s  him back t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  

( "  ' T i s  Midnight! " )  with  b l e s s i n g s  f o r  S a r a ' s  peace,  p r o t e c t i o n ,  

and heal ing:  

' T i s  Midnigh-t! and small .!?ho'ugMs have 1 of Sleep-- 
F u l l  seldom may my Friend such V i g i l s  keep-- 
0 brea the  She s o f t l y  i n  her  g e n t l e  Sleep! 
Cover h e r ,  gen t l e  Sleep! with wings o f  Healing. 
And be t h i s  Tempest b u t  a Mountain Bir th!  220 
May a l l  t h e  S t a r s  hang b r i g h t  about h e r  Dwelling, 
S i l e n t ,  as t h o '  they  watch'd t h e  s l e e p i n g  Earth!  
Heal thfu l  & l i g h t ,  my Darling! may'st thou r i s e  

With c l e a r  & chear fu l  Eyes-- 
And of t h e  same good Tidings t o  me send! 22-5 

A s  David P i r i e  p o i n t s  ou t ,  t he  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  immediate s e t t i n g  i n  

the  conversat ion poems and i n  "Dejection" sugges ts  an a i r  of home- 

coming, peace, and permanence ( P i r i e ,  p .  314) . However, i n  "A 

L e t t e r "  the  r e t u r n  t o  a peaceful  cond i t ion  i s  s h o r t  l i v e d .  T h i s  



s t age  of "A Le t t e ru  i s  one of th ree  such peaks.  He b l e s s e s  while 

keeping v i g i l ,  p r o t e c t i n g  h i s  beloved. These p r o t e c t i v e  f e e l i n g s  

r a d i a t e  from him; he envis ions  the  stars watching over  h e r  dwell- 

i n g .  The image of a dwelling p lace ,  t h e  b i r d ' s  "wings of h e a l i n g , "  

and t h e  stars g a t h e r  from o t h e r  a s s o c i a t i o n s  i n  the  poem a sense 

of  completeness. However, a f t e r  only t e n  l i n e s  t h e  poet  aga in  

laments h i s  s e p a r a t i o n  and l o s s :  

For ,  oh! beloved Friend! 
I a m  n o t  t h e  buoyant Thing, I w a s  o f  yore-- 
When, l i k e  an  own Child,  I t o  JOY belong 'd ;  
For o t h e r s  mourning o f t ,  myself o f t  s o r e l y  wrong'd, 
Yet bear ing  a l l  th ings  then ,  as i f  I noth ing  bore! 2 30 

The heavenly v i s i o n  i s  d isso lved  by the  i n t r u s i o n  o f  s e l f i s h  

needs.  Ins tead  of permanence, change and i n s t a b i l i t y  a r e  empha- 

s i z e d .  

I n  "A L e t t e r ,  " time i s  one of t h e  most p r e s s i n g  problems. 

Transience t r o u b l e s  him. The poem e n a c t s  t h e  problem: it shows 

h i s  mind wandering i n  and out  of d e j e c t i o n  and joy- f i l l ed  moments. 

He cannot hold himself i n  the  b lessed  and b l e s s i n g  s t a t e ;  he i s  

always l e d  out  of i t  by t h e  mind th ink ing  (A.L. 1. 111, 226) .  

Memory and imagination can l ead  him i n t o  b l i s s  but they cannot 

keep him t h e r e .  

P i r i e  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  a f t e r  t h e  storm o b j e c t i f i e s  t h e  p o e t ' s  

emotions, the  poet  can look back on h i s  l o s s  without  n o s t a l g i a ;  

however, t h i s  i s  not  t r u e ;  t h e  pa in ,  s e l f  p i t y ,  and self-decep-  

t i o n  a r e  s t i l l  p resen t  i n  "A L e t t e r "  ( P i r i e ,  p .  316) . I n  f a c t ,  

t h e  b l e s s i n g  i s  s e l f i s h l y  connected with h i s  own needs and l i n k e d  

by a s s o c i a t i o n  t o  h i s  n o s t a l g i c  f a n t a s i e s :  t h e  b l e s s i n g  seems t o  

be a wish f o r  the  mother 's  hea l ing  i n  o rde r  t h a t  she might he lp  



h e r  son! The poem l e a d s  d i r e c t l y  back i n t o  h i s  s u f f e r i n g  and 

cont inues the  d i s j u n c t i o n  between h i s  o:,;n se l f -consc ious  misery 

and the  peace of S a r a ' s  world. The r e s o l u t i o n  of t h e  s torm-bless-  

i n g  i s  d i r e c t l y  l i n k e d  t o  h i s  sense of pe r sona l  i s o l a t i o n  and de- 

j e c t i o n  because it leads  i n t o  h i s  explanat ion  o f  why t h e r e  a r e  

two worlds, one f o r  the  innocent ,  and one f o r  t h e  experienced:  

Yes, d e a r e s t  Sara! Yes! 
There was a time when tho '  my pa th  w a s  rough, 
The Joy w i t h i n  me d a l l i e d  with D i s t r e s s ;  
And a l l  Misfortunes were but  as the S tu f f  
Whence Fancy made me Oreams o f  Happiness: 235 
For Hope grew round me, l i k e  t he  climbing Vine, 
And Leaves & Frui tage ,  no t  my own, seern'd mine! 
But now I11 Tidings bow me down t o  ea r th - -  
Nor care  I ,  t h a t  they  rob me o f  my Mirth-- 

But oh! each V i s i t a t i o n  240 
Suspends what Nature gave ~ I K :  a t  my B i r t h ,  

My shaping S p i r i t  of Imagination! 

The d i f fe rence  between "then" and now w a s  t h e  presence o f  Joy and 

Hope, conveyed by the, imagery of na tu re - - t r ees  and growth. "But 

now I11 Tidings" from Sara bow these  l i f e - b e a r i n g  branches down 

and suspend h i s  inhe r i t ance  from Na-ture--his "shaping s p i r i t  of  

Imagination." Now he i s  without hope; h i s  "House" i s  n o t  a peace- 

f u l ,  b lessed  dwelling: 

I speak n o t  now of those h a b i t u a l  Ills 
That wear ou t  L i f e ,  when t w o  urrequal Minds 
Meet i n  one House, & two d iscordant  W i l l s - -  

This  l eaves  me, where it f i n d s ,  
245 

P a s t  cure,  & p a s t  Complaint--a f a t e  a u s t e r e  
Too f i x ' d  & hopeless  t o  par take  of  Fear! 

Being hopeless ly  i n  love with Sara  Hutchinson, he w a s  t h e  more 

i n t e n s e l y  aware of the  shortcomings of h i s  marriage t o  Sarah 

F r i c k e r  Coleridge . Coleridge w a s  convinced o f  the ' ' ind isso luble-  

ness"  of marriage (Griggs, 11, 417) ; he complains i n  h i s  l e t t e r s  

of h i s  and h i s  w i f e ' s  "mutual unsu i t ab leness , "  she be ing  h i s  



" i n f e r i o r "  (Griggs,  11, 417) . 
The next  s t a n z a  cont inues,  desc r ib ing  h i s  domestic g r i e f s  

with such un i fy ing  elements as the r e p e t i t i o n  of  "Heart" f o u r  

t imes (a t  l i n e s  250, 259 and 263) ; t h e  mention of Sa ra  as comfort- 

e r ;  another  f an tasy  of Sa ra  ill and , i n  pa in ;  t h e  repeti-Lion of 

"Hope" (a t  1-ines 253 and 263);  a n d  t h e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  "Grief" and 

"Pain".  

But thou,  dea r  Sara! (dear  indeed thou a r t ,  
My Comforter! A Heart wi-l.hjn my Heart!  ) 
Thou, & t he  Few, we Love, Lho ' few ye be,  
Make up a world of Hopes 8, Fears f o r  me. 
And i f  A f f l i c t i o n ,  o r  d is temp ' r ing  Pa in ,  
O r  wayward Chance b e f a l l  you, I complain 
Not t h a t  I mourn--0 Friends,  most dear !  most t rue !  

Methinks t o  weep with you 
Were b e t t e r  far t h a n  t o  r e j o i c e  a l o n e - -  
But t h a t  my coarse domestic L i f e  has  known 
No Habi ts  of hear t -nurs ing  Sympathy, 
No Gr ie f s ,  but  such as d u l l  and deaden me, 
No mutual mild Enjoyments of i t ' s  own, 
No Hopes of i t s  own Vintage. None, O! none-- 
Whence when I mourn'd f o r  you, my Hear t  might borrow 
F a i r  forms & l i v i n g  Motions f o r  i t ' s  Sorrow. 

This catalogue of h i s  domestic unhappiness l e a d s  t o  the  conclusion 

t h a t  because he has  had no nourishment from h i s  marr iage,  he has  

had t o  t u r n  inward: 

For not t o  th ink  of  what 1 needs must f e e l ,  
But t o  be s t i l l  & p a t i e n t  a l l  I can; 
And haply by abs t ruse  Research t o  steal  
From m y  own Nature a l l  t h e  Natural  Man-- 
This w a s  my s o l e  Resource, my w i s e s t  plan! 
And t h a t ,  which s u i t s  a p a r t ,  i n f e c t s  t h e  whole, 
And now i s  almost grown the  Temper o f  my Soul .  

I n  "A L e t t e r , "  then ,  the  r e t r e a t  i n t o  abs t ruse  research  i s  h i s  

only escape from h i s  "coarse domestic l i f e . "  Unfortunately,  though 

it s u i t e d  the  problem, it has i t s e l f  become a problem--it h a s  i n -  

f e c t e d  him, a r e p e t i t i o n  of the  d isease  imagery. 

The next s t anza  i s  a l s o  l inked  by a con t inua t ion  of t h e  



p o e t ' s  domestic woes, and by r e p e t i t i o n  of t h e  b i r d  imagery i n  

the "Wing-feathers" o f  h i s  mind, and i n  the mention o f  "Th i lona l . "  

My L i t t l e  Children a r e  a Joy, a Love, 
A good G i f t  from above! 

But what i s  B l i s s ,  t h a t  s t i l l  c a l l s  up a Woe, 
And makes i t  doubly keen 275 

Compelling me t o  f e e l ,  as wel l  as KNOW, 
What a most b lessed  Lot mine might have been. 
Those l i t t l e  Angel Children (woe i s  me!) 
There have been hours,  when f e e l i n g  how they  b ind  
And pluck out  the  Wing-feathers of my Mind, 280 
Turning my E r r o r  t o  Necessi ty ,  
I have half-wish 'd ,  they  never had been born! 
That seldom! But sad  Thoughts they always b r i n g ,  
And l i k e  the  P o e t ' s  Philomel, 3 s i n g  
My Love-song, with my b r e a s t  a g a i n s t  a Thorn. 285 

H i s  t o r n  and shaken condi t ion  i s  ind ica ted  by h i s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  

wi th  Philomel--which a l s o  sugges ts  t h e  v io lence  of h i s  f e e l i n g s ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  he i s  an innocent  v ic t im.  Confessing 

h i s  g r i e f  awakens h i s  f ee l ings - -a  r e v e r s a l  o f  t h e  opening l ines - -  

bu t  he i s  caught aga in  by memory. J u s t  as t h e  memory-vision of  

h i s  p a s t  b l i s s  with Sara makes him r e c a l l  h i s  p r e s e n t  l o s s  more 

keenly,  so  here  too h i s  mind moves from joy back i n t o  d e j e c t i o n :  

"But what i s  B l i s s ,  t h a t  s t i l l  c a l l s  up a Woe." These a r e  mixed 

b l e s s i n g s  : 

With no unthankful S p i r i t  1 confess ,  
This c l i n g i n g  Grief too ,  i n  i t ' s  t u r n ,  awakes 
That Love, and F a t h e r ' s  Joy; but  O! it makes 
The Love t h e  g r e a t e r ,  & t he  Joy f a r  l e s s .  
These Mountains t o o ,  these  Vales, t h e s e  Woods, t h e s e  Lakes, 
Scenes f u l l  of Beauty & of L o f t i n e s s  291 
Where a l l  my L i fe  I fondly hop'd t o  l i v e - -  
I were sunk low indeed, d id  they  no so lace  g ive  ; 

The s h i f t  from the  i n t e n s e l y  personal  " love song" t o  the  

genera l  "scenes f u l l  of beauty ,"  and the  fo rmal i ty  of t h e  d i c t i o n  

( A . L .  11. 290-291),b i n d i c a t e  t h a t  the  poet  i s  s t i l l  a l i e n a t e d  

from the  world, d e s p i t e  momentarily revived f e e l i n g s ;  Though he 



acknowledges t h a t  some solace is  given by n a t u r e ,  he r e p e a t s  the  

themes of then  and now, and h i s  l o s s  of r e l a t i o n  t o  n a t u r e :  

But o f t  I seem t o  f e e l ,  & evermore I f e a r ,  
They a r e  no t  t o  me now the  Things, which once t h e y  were. 

P i r i e  i s  misguided i n  b e l i e v i n g  these l i n e s  show a r e l e a s e  from 

t h e  p o e t ' s  "confused apathy" ( P i r i e ,  p .  321) ; on t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  

t h e  poe t  i s  s t i l l  p a t h e t i c a l l y  a l i e n a t e d ,  d is tanced and a g a i n  fa3.- 

l e n  i n t o  the  unfeel. ing.  The next s e c t i o n  of  t h e  poem, i.n f a c t ,  

concerns i t s e l f  w i t h  expla in ing  t h i s  f a l l  i n  phi.losophical. terms. 

I n  both "A L e t t e r "  and "Deject ion,"  the  two s t a n z a s  on joy 

fol low s ta tements  by t h e  poet  t h a t  his r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  Nature has  

changed. I n  "A L e t t e r ,  " however, the  s t a n z a s  a r e  a l s o  introduced 

by a s t r o n g  d i s t i n c t i o n  between the  p a s t  and t h e  p r e s e n t .  Fur- 

thermore, t h e  poet  has  j u s t  f i n i s h e d  d e t a i l i n g  h i s  domestic woes, 

which a l s o  began with "There was a time when t h o '  my p a t h  w a s  

rough,/ The Joy wi th in  me d a l l i e d  with D i s t r e s s "  (A.L. 11. 232- 

233).  The philosophy of Joy  i n  l i n e s  296-323 grows o u t  o f  the  

p a r t i c u l a r s  of "A L e t t e r . "  The passages on J o y  f u r t h e r  e x p l a i n  

t h e  separa t ion  between Coleridge and  Sara .  JOY i s  a cond i t ion  of 

t h e  pure and innocent ;  the  poet  belongs i n  t h e  realm of  t h e  f a l l e n .  

0  Sara! we rece ive  but  what we g ive ,  
And i n  our L i f e  alone does Nature l i v e .  
Our 's  i s  h e r  Wedding Garment, o u r ' s  h e r  Shroud-- 
And would we aught behold of h igher  Worth 
Than t h a t  inanimate cold  World al low'd 
To the  poor l o v e l e s s  ever-anxious Crowd, 
Ah! from the  Soul i t s e l f  must i s s u e  f o r t h  
A Light ,  a Glory, and a luminous Cloud 

Enveloping the  Earth! 
And from the  Soul i t s e l f  must t h e r e  be s e n t  
A sweet & po ten t  Voice, of i t ' s  own B i r t h ,  
Of a l l  sweet Sounds the  L i f e  & Element. 

The philosophy t h a t  "we rece ive  bu t  what we give/ And i n  our 



l i f e  alone does na ture  l i v e "  i s  a departure  from Cole r idge ' s  ear -  

lier, p a n t h e i s t i c  views. By 1801 Coleridge had r e  j s c t e d  the v i z w  

t h a t  t h e  mind i s  pass ive .  But though he e n t e r t a i n e d  t h e  n o t i o n  

t h a t  the  mind p r o j e c t s  everything,  he w a s  n o t  s a t i s f i e d  wi th  t h i s  

view e i t h e r  ( P i r i e ,  p .  303) . P i r i e  records  t h a t  C o l e r i d g e ' s  

reading  of Kant and Fichte  r a i sed  the  yossibi l . i . ty  of  a r a t i o n a l -  

i z e d  fus ion  of t h e  two epis temological  viewpoints  ( P i r i e ,  p .  303).  

This  p o s i t i o n  depends on " the  absolu te  i d e n t i t y  o f  s u b j e c t  and 

o b j e c t "  (I&, I ,  187). In  the  Bio.m-aphj-g Literaria Coler idge 

desc r ibes  t h e  necessary intermediary f a c u l t y  as imaginat ion:  

i n  t h e  a c t  of th ink ing  t h e r e  a r e  two powers a t  work 
which r e l a t i v e l y  t o  each o t h e r  a r e  a c t i v e  and p a s s i v e ;  
and t h i s  i s  no t  poss ib le  without an in te rmedia te  f a c u l t y  
which i s  a t  once both a c t i v e  & p a s s i v e  . . . t h e  IMAGINA-  
T I O N .  (BL, I ,  86).  

Imagination endows humans with the  power t o  balance t h e  s u b j e c t -  

i v e  and t h e  o b j e c t i v e ,  the  a b i l i t y  t o  "humanize na tu re ,  i n f u s i n g  

the  thoughts & pass ions  o f  man i n t o  eve ry th ing  which i s  t h e  o b i  

j e c t  of h i s  contemplation" (E, 11, 253) . To give n a t u r e  an 

" a e s t h e t i c  transformation"'* a d i a l e c t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  r e -  

qu i red  between being pass ive ly  open -lo n a t u r e  as something sepa- 

r a t e  from ourse lves ,  and a c t i v e l y  responding t o  it. Like r e l i g -  

i o u s  f a i t h ,  it i s  a commitment which r e t u r n s  s t r e n g t h  depending 

upon t h e  s t rength.  of f a i t h  given. The meaning r e s i d e s  i n  t h e  

relationship. Hence t h e  appropr ia teness  of t h e  marriage metaphor. 

The r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  perce iv ing  "aught .  . . o f  h i g h e r  

worth/ Than t h a t  inanimate cold World" l i e s  wi th in  t h e  s e l f ,  

"Behold" (A.L. 1. 299) i s  an  important word, because Coler idge  

i s  t a l k i n g  about percept ion ,  a way of see ing .  The Soul ,  o n e ' s  



i n n e r  L i f e ,  must send f o r t h  a "Light ,  a "Glory,  " and "luminous 

Cloud" which will "envelop t h e  ear-l;h and it must a l s o  "send f o r t h "  

a voice speaking the  joyous power, naming i ts  presence i n t o  being,  

t h i s  " b e a u t i f u l  & beauty-making Power." The a c t i v i t y  of sending 

f o r t h  t h i s  power crc.ates beauty nrlci i s  i n  i t s e l f  b e a u t i f u l .  Joy 

r e s u l t s  from the  i d e a l  Wedding of s u b j e c t  wi th  o b j e c t  i n  the  a c t  

of  percept ion .  The joyous condi t ion  depends on a double power i n  

t h e  mind: the  a b i l i t y  a c t i v e l y  t o  c r e a t e  and p a s s i v e l y  t o  rece ive  

i n  the  ac t  o t percei.ving t h e  natura'l world. 

The wedding metaphor r e c a l l s  the  p o e t ' s  e a r l i e r  p e r c e p t i o n  

o f  the  v a i n  a t t empts  of Nature t o  "woo" him ( h i s  l a c k  of recep- 

t i v i t y ) ,  and it r e c a l l s  t h e  ac tua l  wedding from which t h e  poet  i s  

excluded. These two s t anzas  accentuate  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t o  Nature maintained by the  pure and innocent  and 

by h i s  f a l l e n  s e l f .  

0 pure of Heart! thou n e e d ' s t  no t  ask  o f  me 
What t h i s  s t r o n g  music i n  the  Soul may be, 

What, & wherein it doth e x i s t ,  
This  L igh t ,  t h i s  Glory, t h i s  f a i r  luminous M i s t ,  
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This  b e a u t i f u l  & beauty-making Power! 
J O Y ,  innocent  Sara! Joy, t h a t  ne ' e r  w a s  given 
Save t o  the  Pure,  & i n  t h e i r  p u r e s t  Hour, 

Only those who a r e  pure and innocent f i n d  themselves n a t u r a l l y  

wedded t o  Nature; Joy w a s  never given,  except  t o  t h e  Pure .  Those 

no longer  i n  a pure s t a t e  of innocence must f i n d  i n  themselves 

t h e  power t o  r e j o i c e  with "sweet and potent  Voice." If we give 

l i g h t  i n  the  world, we rece ive  t h e  power t o  pe rce ive  " a  new Ear th  

& new Heaven" (A.L.  1. 318) . J u s t  as the  a c t u a l  "wedding" of a 

b r i d e  and groom i s  performed by t h e  t ransformat ional  power of love  

(which i s  a l s o  the  reward) ,  so too  i s  Joy t h e  s p i r i t  and power 



t h a t  performs t h e  un.ion between the s e l f  and Nature: 

J O Y ,  Sara! i s  the S p i r i t  & the Power, 
That wedding Nature t o  u s  g ives  i n  Dower 

A new Ear th  & new Heaven 
Undreamt of  by the Sensual & t h e  Proud! 
Joy i s  t h a t  s t rong  Voice, Joy t h a t  luminous Cloud-- 

We, we ourse lves  r e  joice! 
And thence flows a l l  t h a t  charms o r  e a r  o r  s i g h t ,  

320 

A l l  melodies the  Echoes of t h a t  Voice, 
A l l  Colors a Suffusion of t h a t  Light .  

Joy i s  the  " s p i r i t  and the  power,/ That [while] wedding 

Nature t o  u s  g ives  i n  ~ o w e r /  A new Ear th  & new Heaven. " The dow- 

e r  can r e f e r  t o  e i t h e r  the g i f t  brought t o  t he  wedding by t h e  

b r i d e ' s  lov ing  a c t ,  o r  t o  t h e  g i f t  given t o  t h e  b r i d e  by t h e  

groom's lov ing  a c t .  The dowry (Joy) can o r i g i n a t e  from e i t h e r  

s u b j e c t  i n  the  wedding. Because the  innocents  who engage i n  t h i s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  a r e  pure ,  they  i n  themselves r e j o i c e .  The key here  

i s  t h a t  t h e  power t o  generate  and t o  rece ive  Joy  r e s i d e s  with t h e  

"Pure & i n  t h e i r  p u r e s t  Hour," a c i r c l e  from which the poet  ex- 

c ludes  h imsel f .  The many re fe rences  t o  Sara '  s p u r i t y  and inno- 

cence widen the  gul f  between t h e  p o e t ' s  dark,  diseased world and 

h e r  l i g h t  and hea l thy  world. The poet  r e s i g n s  himself t o  a v ica r -  

i o u s  experience of  h e r  Joy. 

The l a s t  s t a n z a  of "A L e t t e r "  emphasizes t h i s  joyous s t a t e  

of  the  beloved: 

S i s t e r  & Friend of my devoutest  Choice! 
Thou being innocent & f u l l  of love ,  
And nes ted  with t h e  Darl ings of thy  Love, 
And f e e l i n g  i n  thy Soul,  Heart ,  L i p s ,  & A r m s  
Even what t h e  conjugal & mother Dove 
That borrows g e n i a l  Warmth from t h o s e ,  she w a r m s ,  
Fee l s  i n  h e r  t h r i l l ' d  wings, b l e s s e d l y  outspread-- 
Thou f r e e ' d  awhile from Cares & human Dread 
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By the  Immenseness of t h e  Good & F a i r  
Which thou s e e ' s t  every where-- 

Thus, thus  s h o u l d l s t  thou r e j o i c e !  
To thee would a l l  Things l i v e  from Po le  t o  Pole ,  335 



Their  L i fe  the  Eddying of t h y  l i v i n g  Soul.-- 
0 dear!  0 Innocent! 0 f u l l  of Love! 
A very  Friend! A S i s t e r  of my Choice-- 
0 d e a r ,  as Light & Impulse from above, 
Thus may's t  thou ever ,  evermore r e j o i c e !  34.0 

The language i n s i s t s  on t h e  "I-thou" d i s t i n c t i o n s :  "Thou f r e e ' d  

awhile from Cares & human Dread," and "Thou being innocent & f u l l  

of love/ And nes ted  with t h e  Darl ings of t h y  Love." Every word 

i n  "A L e t t e r "  prec ludes  h i s  inc lus ion .  The image of t h e  mother 

dove t h a t  "borrows g e n i a l  warmth from those ,  she w a r m s "  i s  a mark- 

ed c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  b i r d  imagery e a r l i e r  i n  t h e  poem. It reminds 

us  t h a t  t h e  "wing f e a t h e r s "  of t h e  poe t ' s  mind have been plucked, 

t h a t  he i d e n t i f i e s  with the  mut i l a t ed  Philomel, s ing ing  h i s  love  

song with h i s  "b reas t  a g a i n s t  a Thorn" (A.L. 1. 285). Sa ra ,  on 

the  o t h e r  hand, is  imaged as a n u r t u r i n g  "mother dove." 

The dove image p resen t s  an u p l i f t i n g  v i s i o n  of peace,  love ,  

and warmth; the  p r o t e c t i v e  love of t h e  mother, who is r e c e i v i n g  

what she g ives  (warmth), covers  and warms h e r  young. The poe t  

has  c rea ted  a  v i s i o n  of a harmonious, joyous r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

Sara and na tu re .  It i s  no t  a v i s i o n  t h a t  inc ludes  h imsel f .  He 

remains t h e  o u t c a s t  Philomel, s ing ing  bu t  i n  pain.  

The dove image r e c a l l s  t h e  major concerns of "A Let ter . ' '  On 

t h i s  i s s u e  P i r i e ' s  cons idera t ion  of t h e  las t  s e c t i o n  of "A L e t t e r "  

i s  d isappoin t ing .  While p ress ing  the  view t h a t  Sara and t h e  dove 

image reso lve  ' ' a l l  t h a t  t h e  poem s t r u g g l e s  t o  o r d e r , "  he s t a t e s  

t h a t  t h e  " f i n a l  image of a f f i r m a t i o n  i s  one t h a t  con ta ins  and 

c o n t r o l s  r eve rbe ra t ions  of a l l  Coler idge 's  a n x i e t i e s "  and t h a t  

Coler idge 's  complaints a r e  "mitigated by t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  b l e s s "  

+ 



( P i r i e ,  p .  323-324).  However, P i r i e  p laces  t o o  much emphasis on 

t h e  i d e a l i z a t i o n  of t h e  Dove image. P r e c i s e l y  because t h e  dovz 

image r e c a l l s  so many of the  e a r l i e r  anxiety-ridden a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  

t h e  joyousness i s  undercut .  Even P i r i e  admits  t h a t  "Coleridge 'S  

complaints sound beneath the  f i n a l  b le s s ing"  ( P i r i e ,  p. 324) . 
More emphasis needs t o  be placed on the a s s o c i a t i o n s  t h a t  t h e  

imagery b r ings  i n t o  p lay .  

The language of t h e  last  t h r c e  s t anzas  o f  "A L e t t e r "  r e c a l l s  

t h e  whole complex of i n t e r r e l a t e a  images and themes i n  t h e  poem. 

Joy, first mentioned i n  the  memory-vision of t h e  two maidens (A.L. 

11. 108), i s  a s s o c i a t e d  with a n  i ~ l a c c e s s i b l c  s t a t e  throughout the  

poem. He has  shown how h i s  experiences have made "al-1 J o y  hollow" 

--he i s  a "wi ther 'd  branch." Joy  i s  a cond i t ion  of  the  pas t - -  

"When l i k e  an  own Child I t o  Joy belong'd" (A.L. 1. 228), o r  a 

cond i t ion  of ch i ld ren ,  who can "awaken a F a t h e r ' s  Joy: bu t  0 !  i t  

makes/ The love the  g r e a t e r  & t h e  Joy  f a r  lessW(A.L.  1.1.. 288-298). 

By desc r ib ing  Joy as a "Light,  a Glory, and a luminous Cloud," a 

"sweet & po ten t  Voice," he b r ings  t o  mind e a r l i e r  d e s c r i p t i o n s  

o f  h i s  a l i e n a t i o n  from Nature . - -h i s  va in  a t tempts  t o  feel. a r e l a -  

t i o n s h i p  between himself and " t h a t  Green L igh t  which l i n g e r s  i n  

t h e  West!" o r  wi th  t h e  " t h i n  clouds" (A.L. 11. 49, 3 )  Refer- 

ences t o  the  " s p i r i t  & t he  Power" (A.L. 1. 315) move o u t  of  ear -  

l i e r  complaints of h i s  l o s s  of  c r e a t i v e  power, while the  p o e t ' s  

p a i n f u l  "Love-song" p a r a l l e l s  r e fe rences  t o  Joy as " s t r o n g  music 

i n  t h e  Soul ."  The wedding metaphor reminds u s  of "marriages t o  

be r e g r e t t e d ,  o r  envied, o r  hopeless ly  des i red"  ( P i r i e ,  p .  324).  

I n  t h e  dove image these  a ~ ~ ~ c i a t i ~ n ~  c o n t i m e  w i t h  a r e s u l t -  
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i n g  convergence of thematic concerns.  I n  " S i s t e r  & Friend" w e  

remember t h e  Wordsworth grouping, strengthened by "nes ted  with 

t h e  Darl ings of thy  Love." The s h e l t e r i n g  love  of  Mother and 

c h i l d  p a r a l l e l s  t h e  l o s t  c h i l d  of the  storm as we l l  as C o l e r i d g e ' s  

r e a l  ch i ld ren ,  who exclude him from the  Wordsworth group, and St 

emphasizes aga in  the  i n a c c e s s i  b i l i  L y  of the des i red  world,  The 

b i r d ' s  wings, " t h r i l l ' d "  and "b lessed ly  outspread" sugges t  t h e  

"wings of hea l ing"  wished f o r  the  Lady, but a l s o  summon t h e  

plucked "wing f e a t h e r s "  of h i s  mind. 'l'hougk t h e  f i n a l  s t a n z a  

p r e s e n t s  a l i v i n g ,  joyous and r e c i p r o c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

Sara  and h e r  world, t h e  imagery con tex tua l ly  sugges ts  t h e  p o e t ' s  

continued exclus ion .  

"A L e t t e r "  proceeds through a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  and once p r e s e n t  

and a c t i v e ,  these  a s s o c i a t i o n s  do not d isappear .  Because a l l  t h e  

former a s s o c i a t i o n s  with a l i e n a t i o n  r e t u r n ,  t h e  joyousness i s  

d i f f u s e d ,  and i s  n o t ,  as P i r i e  argues,  re inforc* ( P i r i e ,  p .  324). 

Since t h e  e a r l i e r  r e l a t i o n s  t o  t h e  Mother, family, " g e n i a l  s p i r i t s , "  

Sara ,  l i g h t ,  Nature, b i r d  imagery, hea l th ,  t h e  Wordsworth group, 

and innocence were p a i n f u l  and assoc ia ted  by c o n t r a s t  with t h e  

p o e t ' s  d e j e c t i o n ,  l o s s ,  absence, and a l i e n a t i o n ,  these  themes, as 

they  converge i n  t h e  image of Sara  as mother dove, r e i n f o r c e  t h e  

p o e t ' s  a l i e n a t i o n .  The envy l a t e n t  i n  the  poem l i n g e r s  as a 

s t r o n g  force  i n  the  dove image, and cont inues t o  be p r e s e n t  be- 

cause of t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  pa- t te rns  of a s s o c i a t i o n .  

"A Letter" s u s t a i n s  a u n i t y  of f e e l i n g .  The poem i s  s t r u c -  

t u r e d  by networks of images and themes, which accrue znd a r e  

l inked  by the  a s s o c i a t i v e  process  of  t h e  p o e t ' s  mind .  Many of 



i t s  un i fy ing  elements a r e  personal ;  re ferences  t o  pe r sona l  memor- 

i e s  and wrishzs repeatedly  enter  the  poenl. "A L e t t e r "  conveys the 

immediate experience of t h e  p o e t ' s  de jec t ion  by i t s  se l f -consc ious  

procedures and by the  cons tant  s h i f t s  i n  time t h a t  move t h e  poet  

back and f o r t h  between h i s  memories of pas t  joy and h i s  p r e s e n t  

experience of d e j e c t i o n .  The t roubled  a c t i v i t y  of h i s  mind can- 

no t  f i n d  a l a s t i n g  refuge from t h e  p a i n  t h a t  he f e e l s .  The 

" h e a r t l e s s "  g r i e f  t h a t  e x i s t s  i n  the  poem's beginning i s  t r a n s -  

formed, through the  process  o f  thought,  i n t o  an unceasing f l u c t u -  

a t i o n  of pa in .  The complex a n x i e t i e s  t h a t  provoked "A L e t t e r "  

a r e  not  "contained and con t ro l l ed"  i n  it ( P i r i e ,  p .  324); they  

r e c u r  unres t ra ined .  The poem i s  about the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  d e j e c t -  

i o n  t o  t r ans ience ,  f l u c t u a t i o n  and i n f e c t i o u s  u n c e r t a i n t y .  Under- 

l y i n g  t h e  d i v i s i o n  between t h e  p o e t ' s  inne r  cond i t ion  and S a r a ' s  

innocence and p u r i t y  i s  the  suggest ion t h a t  g u i l t  and moral s e l f -  

condemnation prevent  him from p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  t h e  l i g h t  and 

h e a l t h  of  S a r a ' s  world. While Sara i s  seen as " f r e e ' d  awhile  

from Cares & human d read , "  t h e  poet  remains immersed i n  t h e  col -  

l apse  of h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  world. 

I n  t h e  Biographia L i t e r a r i a ,  Coleridge considered c r i t e r i a  

f o r  "Genius" i n  a r t .  It i s  important ,  he says ,  t o  reduce t h e  

"multi tude i n t o  u n i t y  of e f f e c t , "  and t o  modify a " s e r i e s  of 

thoughts  by some one predominant thought o r  f e e l i n g ,  " t o  adapt  

the  v e r s i f i c a t i o n  t o  the s u b j e c t , "  and t o  "focus on s u b j e c t s  very 

remote from the  w r i t e r  h i n s e l f "  (a, 11, 14) .  Though n o t  y e t  
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formulated as such in 1802, this is the effect achieved in the 

revision of "A Letter" into "Dejection: An Ode." Coleridge na.y 

have seen that the subject of "A Letter" was not - remote from his 
private interests. The revisions modify and control the series 

of thoughts pursued in "A Letter" by concentrating on a predomin- 

ant thought--the general problem of dejection caused by the loss 

of creative vision. Confronted in "A Letter" with a complexity 

of feelings about his fragmented universe, Coleridge responded 

with reflection, analysis, and rizv i.:;ioi, - His 1 etters and Notebook 

entries of the period following the composition of "A Letter" 

show Coleridge's obsession with his dejection, and he often in- 

cludes excerpts from "A Letter "I9 which he began to revise. There 

are now seven known versions of "DejectionJ' in printed form. 

These are: a newly discovered version of "A Letter to - , ,I 

written in Mary Wordsworth's hand, forthcoming in Stephen Par- 

rish's book on "Dejection" (1978);~' the April 4, 1802 "A Letter 

to [ ~ s r a  " (Griggs, 11, 438); the July 19, 1802 "Letter to Sothe- 

by" (Griggs, 11, 445); the Morning Post "Dejection: An Ode Written 

April 4, 1802, " published, however, on October I + ,  1802; the Pj er- 

pont Morgan Library copy circa 1804-5 (very similar to the Morniz -- - 

Post version); a single manuscript of excerpts from "A Letter" 

and Wordsworth's "Resolution and Independence," sent to the 

Beaumonts on August 13, 1803 (Griggs, 11, 511); and the Sibylline 

Leaves "Dejection: An Ode," published in 1817. Of these revisions 

the most significant changes occur in the "Letter to Sotheby," the 

Morning - - Post poem, and the 1817 "Dejection: An Ode." 

On October 4, 1802 Coleridge first published "Dejection: An 



Ode Wri t ten  Apr i l  4, 1802," i n  the  Morning - P o s t .  S ince ,  as P i r l e  

says ,  i t  i s  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  it i s  a coincidence t h a t  t h e  ode ap- 

peared on Wordsworth's wedding day ( e s p e c i a l l y  cons ide r ing  how 

l a r g e l y  Wordsworth f i g u r e s  i n  "A L e t t e r " ) ,  it seems reasonable  t o  

cons ide r  t h e  Morning Pos t  poem as some s o r t  of  acknowledgement on 

Cole r idge ' s  p a r t  of t h e  exchanges between himself and h i s  f r i e n d s  

a t  Grasmere ( P i r i e ,  p . 305) . These exchanges about Coler idge  's 

d e j e c t i o n  predate  t h e  composition of "A L e t t e r . "  

Coleridge o f t e n  shared h i s  fc=clings ahout h i s  d e j e c t i o n  and 

d e s p a i r  with t h e  Wordsworth c i r c l e .  On March 18, 1802, Coler idge 

v i s i t e d  t h e  Wordsworths i n  Grasmere. Dorothy Wordsworth recorded 

i n  h e r  Journa l  t h a t  they  discussed Ben Jonson's  odes, Neoplaton- 

i s m ,  and Coler idge ' s  de jec t ion .  On March 27, Wordsworth wrote 

t h e  f irst  f o u r  s t a n z a s  of h i s  "Immortali ty Ode," a poem t h a t  a l s o  

poses epis temologica l  ques t ions  t h a t  r e l a t e  t o  psychic h e a l t h .  22 

The f o u r t h  s t anza  concludes : 

Whither has  f l e d  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  gleam 
Where i s  it gone t h e  g lo ry  and the  dream? 23 

Wordsworth read  t h e s e  s t anzas  t o  Coleridge on a v i s i t  o f  t h e  

Wordsworths t o  Keswick on Apr i l  4. 2L' Late r  t h a t  evening Coler- 

idge wrote "A L e t t e r . "  Because Coleridge be l ieved t h a t  a f f l i c t -  

i o n s  prevented him from s u s t a i n i n g  h i s  "v is ionary  gleam," he may 

have responded t o  Wordsworth's ques t ion  by answering "we rece ive  

but what we g ive . "  Coleridge v i s i t e d  Grasmere on May 1 2  and again 

between June 10-12, and he s e n t  a l e t t e r  on June 17. Dorothy r e -  

corded i n  h e r  Journal  t h a t  W i l l i a m  began adding t h e  neop la ton ic  

m a t e r i a l  t o  h i s  ode,  25 On July 19 Coleridge s e n t  a l e t t e r  t o  

W i l l i a m  Sotheby, which quotes  l i n e s  1-16, 21-72, and 94-125 of 



"A L e t t e r "  (Griggs,  11, 445) .  Concurrent with h i s  d i s c u s s i o n s  

w i t h  f r i e n d s  about d e j e c t i o n ,  Coleridge had begun to cast "A 

L e t t e r "  i n t o  a new form. 

The J u l y  19 " L e t t e r  t o  Sotheby" begins w i t h  an  account  of 

Co le r idge ' s  a t tempt  t o  dea l  with d e j e c t i o n  caused by h i s  l o s s  of 

c r e a t i v e  power, h i s  s i ckness ,  and "o the r  & worse a f f l i c t i o n s ,  " by 

t u r n i n g  t o  "downright metaphysics." He l i e s  t o  Sotheby, t e l l i n g  

him t h a t  he had w r i t t e n  a poem t o  Wordsworth (and n o t  t o  S a r a ) ,  

" the  g r e a t e r  part; o f  [which is of? a p r i v a t e  na tu re"  (Griggs,  11, 

445).  . . Coleridge t h e n  quotes  l i n e s  231-242 of "A L e t t e r ,  " "Yes, 

d e a r e s t  Poet ,  There w a s  a time when tho  ' my Pa th  w a s  rough, 

. . My shaping S p i r i t  of  Imagination!" He l e a v e s  two rows of  

dashes,  i n d i c a t i n g  a n  omission of m a t e r i a l  he p o s s i b l y  f e l t  w a s  

t oo  " p r i v a t e "  t o  be of i n t e r e s t ,  and  t h e n  c i t e s  l i n e s  265-271 of  

"A L e t t e r , "  "For n o t  t o  t h i n k  of  what I needs must f e e l ,  . . . 
And now i s  almost grown t h e  Temper of my Soul ."  The j u x t a p o s i t i o n  

of t h e s e  passages sugges ts  t h a t  Coleridge w a s  t h i n k i n g  about  t h e  

connections between the  " a f f l i c t i o n s "  and t h e  a b s t r u s e  r e s e a r c h .  

S u b s t i t u t i n g  "aff1ici ; ions" f o r  the  "111 t i d i n g s "  o f  "A L e t t e r "  

s h i f t s  t h e  emphasis of the  causes of h i s  d e j e c t i o n  and unsuccess- 

f u l  remedy (abs t ruse  research)  onto more g e n e r a l  reasons and away 

from anything s p e c i f i c a l l y  r e l a t e d  t o  Sara Hutchinson. Moreover, 

by p u t t i n g  t h e s e  l i n e s  t o g e t h e r  he suggests  t h a t  t h e  l o s s  of  

imaginat ion has d r iven  him i n t o  abs t ruse  r e sea rch  and n o t  h i s  

"coarse domestic l i f e "  as c i t e d  i n  "A L e t t e r . "  

Coleridge then  t r a n s c r i b e s  t h e  in t roduc to ry  l i n e s  from "A 

L e t t e r "  (A.L. 11. 1-51), s u b s t i t u t i n g  "William" f o r  "Sara" and 



concluding with "I may not hope from outward forms t o  win/ The 

pass ion  and the life, whose founta ins  a re  within." This nsw sup-  

posed context  e s t a b l i s h e s  a t r end  i n  t h e  r e v i s i o n s  toward rep lac -  

i n g  t h e  p r i v a t e  content  of "A L e t t e r "  with a more genera l  con ten t .  

The change of addressee from Sara t o  Wordsworth i s  one of t h e  

most s i g n i f i c a n t  changes. It is  no longer  e n t i t l e d  "A L e t t e r  t o  

Asra,"  bu t  i n s t e a d ,  " L e t t e r  Wri t ten Sunday Evening, A p r i l  4, 1802." 

I n  keeping with h i s  exc is ion  of re ferences  t o  Sara ,  he omits  a l -  

most two hundred and f i f t y  l i n e s  because they  r e f e r  t o  " p r i v a t e "  

concerns.  The problem of d e j e c t i o n  posed by t h e  first t h r e e  

s t a n z a s  i s  juxtaposed with t h e  s t anzas  on Joy.  The l o s s  o f  c rea t - -  

i v e  power "My genial. S p i r i t s  f a i l ,  " i s  exyl-ained p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  

by l i n e s  296-323 of "A L e t t e r : "  " 0  Wordsworth! we r e c e i v e  bu t  

what we g ive ,  . . . A l l  co lours  a suf fus ion  from t h a t  Light!"  

The e n t i r e  focus  of t h e  poem i s  a l t e r e d  from t h e  p e r s o n a l  t o  

t h e  genera l  by providing a phi losophica l  explanat ion  o f  t h e  need 

f o r  "Joy" as a response t o  t h e  problem of l o s i n g  o n e ' s  c r e a t i v e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  world. The " b e a u t i f u l  and beautymaking power" 

comes of  a pure s t a t e  of mind wherein i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  r e j o i c e  

and c r e a t i v e l y  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  world. This c o n t r a s t s  wi th  t h e  em- 

p h a s i s  of "A L e t t e r "  i n  t h e  l i n e s  t h a t  follow from t h e  "My g e n i a l  

s p i r i t s  f a i l "  passage (and i n  the  r e s t  of t h e  poem), which focus- 

e s  on t h e  p o e t ' s  dependence upon thoughts of Sa ra  t o  r e l i e v e  h i s  

i s o l a t e d  and uncrea t ive  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with the  world. The " L e t t e r  

t o  Sotheby" conta ins  two s t anzas  t h a t  s e t  up t h e  problem of de- 

j e c t i o n ;  followed by one s h o r t  s t anza  p inpoin t ing  t h e  s p e c i f i c  

reason ("My g e n i a l  s p i r i t s  f a i l ; "  another  s t anza  t h a t  o u t l i n e s  



t h e  genera l  explanat ion:  "we recc ive  b u t  what we g ive . " )  and a  

concluding stanza that reworks t h a t  last s ta r .za  of "A Letter" but 

now claiming t h a t  Wordsworth possesses  Joy and can r e j o i c e ,  and 

t h a t  t h e r e f o r e ,  f o r  Wordsworth " a l l  t h i n g s  l i v e  from pole t o  pole:"  

C a l m  s t e d f a s t  S p i r i t ,  guided f rom above, 
0 Wordsworth! f r i e n d  o f  my devoutest  choice ,  
Great Son of Genius! fu.11. of Eight  & Love! 

Thus, thus  dos t  thou r e j o i c e .  
To thee  do a l l  th ings  l i v e  from pole t o  po le ,  
Thei r  l i f e  t h e  Eddying of thy  l i v i n g  Soul! 
Brother & Friend of  my devoutest  choice,  
Thus may 'st; thou eve r ,  e v e r  more re joi-ce! 

The arrangement of i d e a s  i n  khe " L e t t e r  t o  Sotheby" ve r s ion  

sugges ts  t h a t  Coleridge w a s  experimenting with t h e  i d e a  of con- 

c e n t r a t i n g  on t h e  general. and phi.losophical problems of de jec t ion .  

The s e l e c t i o n  of l i n e s  1-51, 296-323, and 334-340 shows Coleridge 

i s o l a t i n g  t h e  passages t h a t  d e a l  with t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of dejec- 

t i o n i n  genera l  t o  joy i n  genera l .  Though h e  exp la ins  some of the  

causes of h i s  d e j e c t i o n  ( l i n e s  231-242 and 265-271), he does n o t  

a r range  t h e  s e l e c t i o n s  so t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a c l e a r  cause and e f f e c t  

r e l a t i o n s h i p .  Nor does he incorpora te  the  s torm passage. He 

annexes it as "a fragment" a t  t h e  end of  h i s  l e t t e r  (Griggs, 11, 

445) . 
I n  t h e  context  of  the  " L e t t e r  t o  Sotheby," t h e  storm passage 

must be considered as a "fragment" because it does n o t  seem t o  

have any connection with t h e  content  of  the poem, even though, as 

Coleridge p o i n t s  out  t o  Sotheby, the  Lute image i s  introduced i n  

t h e  first s t anza  (Griggs,  11, 445). Except i n  the  progress ion  i n  

t h e  s t anza  on Joy, t h e r e  i s  no ( : l h a x  o r  r e s o l u t i o n  i n  t h e  Sotheby 

ve r s ion .  The conclusion i s  n o t  a p rayer  o r  b l e s s i n g ,  but  i n s t e a d  

i s  an  observat ion of an a l ready achieved condit ion--"thus dos t  



thou r e j o i c e ,  " " t o  thee  do a l l  th ings  l i v e .  . . . " Wordsviorth's - 
joyous condi t ion  app2ars t o  be the  r e s u l t  o f  h i s  "Genius" and 

guidance from above, without any evidence t h a t  t h e  poe t  persona  

has rece ived  t h e  same, and without a s p e c i f i c  explanat ion  i n  the  

dynamic of  t h e  poem of why he h a s n ' t  been a b l e  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  

Joy. The Sotheby l e t t e r  t h u s  commences t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  from a 

p r i v a t e  " renuncia tory  l e t t e r  t o  a pub l i c  poem. " 26 Though he had 

no t  found a s u i t a b l e  arrangement of t h e  p a r t s ,  it is c l e a r  Coler- 

idge wished Lo a l t e r  t h e  content  o f  Lhe poem t o  keep t h a t  "of a 

s u f f i c i e n t l y  genera l  na ture"  ( ~ r i g g s ,  11, 445).  

Coleridge p o s s i b l y  s a w  t h a t  one of t h e  problems with t h e  

Sotheby poem w a s  t h e  omission of  an adequate explanat ion  of t h e  

causes of h i s  d e j e c t i o n .  He wrote t o  Robert Southey only t e n  

days l a t e r  ( J u l y  29) ,  cont inuing h i s  exp lo ra t ion  of t h e  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  between h i s  claimed l o s s  of v i s i o n  and h i s  "Metaphysical 

I n v e s t i g a t i o n s : "  

A s  t o  myself ,  a l l  my p o e t i c  Genius, i f  ever  I r e a l l y  
possessed any Genius, & it w a s  n o t  r a t h e r  a mere genera l  
a p t i t u d e  of Talent  & quickness i n  I m i t a t i o n  / i s  gone-- 
and I have been f o o l  enough t o  s u f f e r  deeply i n  my mind, 
r e g r e t t i n g  t h e  loss--which 1 a t t r i b u t e  t o  my long & 
exceedingly severe Metaphysical Invest igat ions--& t h e s e  
p a r t l y  due t o  I l l - h e a l t h ,  and p a r t l y  t o  p r i v a t e  a f f l i c -  
t i o n s  which rendered any s u b j e c t ,  immediately connected 
with Feel ing ,  a source of pa in  & d i s q u i e t  t o  me (Griggs,  
11, 449).  

Coleridge then  c i t e s  "There w a s  a Time when, t h o '  my pa th  w a s  

rough , . . My Shaping S p i r i t  of Imagination; " he acknowledges 

an omission, and cont inues "For no t  t o  t h i n k  of what I needs must 

f e e l  . . . And now i s  a l m o s t  grown the  Temper of my Soul" (Griggs,  

11, 449) ,  thereby connecting h i s  r e t r e a t  i n t o  aSs t ruse  r e s e a r c h  



with  h i s  l o s s  of imaginat ive power. Coleridge a l s o  reworked some 

of the  d e t a i l s  such as changing "This joy w i t h i n  me d a l l i e d  w i t h  

d i s t r e s s "  t o  "I had a h e a r t  t h a t  d a l l i e d  wi th  d i s t r e s s , "  and h i s  

experiments show he w a s  eager  t o  f i n d  a new form t o  express  t h e  

more genera l  concern. 

The Morning Pos t  "Dejection: An Ode Wri t ten  Apr i l  4, 1802," 

publ ished  i n  October, i s  t h e  f i r s t  v e r s i o n  t h a t  c laims an odic  

form and it incorpora tes  a number of s i g n i f i c a n t  changes. The 

s u b s t i t u t i o n  of an  a b s t r a c t  noun f o r  a pe r sona l  address  in t h e  

t i t l e  r e f l e c t s  t h e  change i n  pe r spec t ive .  I t  begins wi th  a motto 

from t h e  "Bal lad of S i r  P a t r i c k  Spence," and it is  d iv ided  i n t o  

number s t anzas  t I - V I ,  V I I I  and I X .  A s e t  of a s t e r i s k s  i n d i c a t e  

an  omission of " the  S ix th  and seventh Stanzas."  Although appar- 

e n t l y  intended as a wedding g i f t  t o  Wordsworth, t h e  addressee i s  

now t h e  impersonal "Edrnund." 

Stanza one i s  t h e  same as i n  " A  L e t t e r "  b u t  with a n  impor- 

t a n t  except ion.  One of t h e  most important r e v i s i o n s  o f  t h e  

Morning Pos t  poem i s  t h e  a d d i t i o n  of  f o u r  l i n e s  a t  t h e  end of t h e  

f i r s t  s tanza :  

Those sounds which o f t  have r a i s ' d  me while t h e y  aw'd 
And s e n t  my soul  abroad, 

Might now perhaps t h e i r  wonted Impulse g ive ,  
Might s t a r t l e  t h i s  d u l l  Pa in  and make it move and l i v e .  

I n  these  l i n e s  Coleridge e s t a b l i s h e s  a c o r r e l a t i o n  between t h e  

storm, h i s  p o t e n t i a l  response t o  the  storm, and h i s  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  

f e e l i n g  and a c t i v i t y .  They e s t a b l i s h  a "p resen t  and f u t u r e n - -  

cause and e f f e c t  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  and f a n  expec ta t ions  i n  t h e  reader  

a l r e a d y  sparked by t h e  ba l l ad  motto. More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h e  cor- 

r e l a t i o n  of t h e  coming of a storm wi th  the  r e t u r n  of  l i f e  and 



a c t i v i t y  a n t i c i p a t e s  r e l i e f - - a  des i red  r e s o l u t i o n ,  which, it i s  

hoped, w i l l  come i n  the  form o f  a c t i v i t y ,  the soul "aw'd, " " s t a r t -  

l e d ,  " and " sen t  abroad. " 

The storm becomes a l o g i c a l  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  t h e  b a r d ' s  proph- 

ecy.  27 These a r e  t h e  only l i n e s  of t h e  f i n a l  1817 v e r s i o n  t h a t  

h a v e n ' t  any counterpar t  i n  "A Let- tcr ."  We a r e  i n v i t e d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  

t o  assume t h e i r  importance. These l i n e s  r e f e r  t o  a purpose i n  

t h e  pe r sona ' s  mind, a hope t h a t  the  s - tom w i l l  " r a i s e "  him, and 

t h e y  a l s o  arouse the  r e a d e r ' s  expecta%jons: cc~nnect ions  a r e  t o  be 

made between t h e  storm and s t a r t l i n g  a c t i v i t y .  The persona i s  

a s k i n g  t h a t  h i s  p a i n  be a n  a c t i v e ,  l i v i n g  and product ive  exper- 

i e n c e .  A d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  made betvvccn i n e r t ,  d u l l ,  death-  d e a l i n g  

p a i n  and p a i n  t h a t  "moves and l i v e s .  " The L a t i n  r o o t  o f  de jec- 

t i o n  means t h a t  which i s  c a s t  down- I t  i s  extremely important  t o  

no te  t h a t  he no longer  hopes t o  be de l ive red  miraculous ly  i n t o  

Joy ,  bu t  t o  be " r a i s e d "  from i n e r t i a  i n t o  a c t i v i t y .  The persona  

hopes t h a t  t h e  v io lence  of the storm-wind w i l l  rouse h i s  d u l l  

p a i n .  A s  he desc r ibes  t h e  p a r a l y s i s  of  h i s  psyche, we r e a l i z e  

t h a t  he needs something v i o l e n t  t o  r e l e a s e  him. These l i n e s  pre-  

pa re  u s  f o r  the  f r enzy  of a c t i v i t y  t h a t  -the s torm w i l l  b r i n g  i n  

s t a n z a  V I I  of t h e  1817 ode. The a d d i t i o n  o f  t h e s e  l i n e s  i s  a 

s t r u c t u r a l  f e a t  because they  allow enactment of the  f a m i l i a r  Col- 

e r idgean device whereby " the  p a r t s  of  a poem mutual ly  suppor t  and 

e x p l a i n  each o t h e r .  If 28 

Stanza two omits in t imate  reference e i t h e r  t o  Sa ra  o r  t o  

Wordsworth as we l l  as the  l i n e s  desc r ib ing  t h e  t h r o s t l e  and the  

Larch t r e e  (which "pushes out  i n  t a s s e l s  green/  Its bundled 



L e a f i t s " ) ;  and the  reference  t o  being "woo'd" by Nature. Coler- 

idge probably o a i t s  t h e s e  r e f e r e n c e s  because he now r e c o g n i z e s  

t h a t  t h e s e  l i n e s  c o n t r a d i c t  the  claims t h a t  t h e  poet  has  l o s t  h i s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  na tu re  and t h a t  he has  l o s t  h i s  c r e a t i v e  power. 

I n  "A L e t t e r "  t h e s e  l i n e s  show h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  be "woo'd" by Nature 

s t i l l  e x i s t s .  

I n  the  Morning Pos t  poem Coleridge a l s o  removes pe r sona l  r e f -  

e rences  t o  Wordsworth, changing, f o r  example, "dear  W i l l i a m ' s  Sky 

Canoe! " t o  "a l o v e l y  sky-canoe . " A s  i n  t h e  " L e t t e r  t o  Sotheby, " 

s t anza  I11 ends with "I may n o t  hope t o  w i n /  The pass ion  & t h e  

l i f e ,  whose foun ta ins  a r e  wi th in ,  " and s t a n z a  I V  moves d i r e c t l y  

i n t o  t h e  long, unbroken philosophj.ca1. explanat ion  commencing "We 

rece ive  but  what we g ive .  . . ." The p o e t ' s  initial  d e j e c t i o n  

( M . P .  11. 1-47) i s  counterposed with the animated l i n e s  on Joy  

(M.P. 11. 48-75). I n  s tanza  V t h e  poem s h i f t s  aga in  t o  t h e  oppo- 

s i t e  pose,  from t h e  joy of o t h e r s ,  namely t h e  pure and innocent ,  

back i n t o  h i s  p r e s e n t  de jec t ion :  "There w a s  a time t h a t ,  t h o '  my 

pa th  w a s  rough . . . My shaping s p i r i t  of Imagination" (M.P. 11. 

76-87) * 

The poem now has  a d i a l e c t i c a l  p a t t e r n :  s tanza  I d e t a i l s  t h e  

e x t e r i o r  condi t ion ,  s t anza  I1 d e t a i l s  t h e  oppos i te ,  t h e  i n t e r i o r  

cond i t ion ,  and s t anza  I11 synthes izes  both  elements by s e t t i n g  out  

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between t h e  i n t e r n a l  and t h e  e x t e r n a l  cond i t ions :  

It were a va in  endeavour 
Though I should gaze f o r  ever  

On t h a t  green l i g h t  t h a t  l i n g e r s  i n  t h e  west: 
I may not  hope from outward forms t o  win 
The pass ion  and the  l i f e ,  whose founta ins  a r e  w i t h i n .  

(M.P. 11. 43-47) 

Stanza I V  proposes t h e  t h e s i s  t h a t  the  s o l u t i o n  t o  d e j e c t i o n  is 



Joy--"we, we ourse lves  r e j o i c e . "  Joy " i s  t h e  s p i r i t  & pow1r1/  

Which wedding Nature t o  u s  gives i n  dow'r" (M.P. 11. 67-63) . " A  

new Ear th  and new Heaven" i s  appos i t ive  t o  the  dower ( Joy) .  

The a n t i t h e s i s  of t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  joyous, s e l f - w i l l e d  

cond i t ion  i s  presented  i n  s t anza  V I ,  which moves again  t o  t h e  

oppos i te  pole-- to  t h e  reasons why t he  poet cannot sha re  i n  t h e  

r e jo ic ing- - the re  w a s  a time when he could,  "But now a f f l i c t i o n s  

bow me down to e a r t h ; "  a f f l i c t i o n s  suspend h i s  "shaping s p i r i t  of 

imaginat ion.  " 

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  the  Morning Pos t  poem (1. 87) ,  t h e  dynamic 

l i t e r a l l y  breaks  o f f .  As te r i sks  mark an omission, and t h e  poem 

awkwardly s h i f t s  back t o  t h e  p resen t  : " 0  wherefore d i d  I l e t  5 t 

haunt my mind/ This  dark d i s t r e s s f u l  dream?/ I t u r n  from i t ,  and 

l i s t e n  t o  t h e  wind" (M.P. 11. 88-90). There i s  no s p e c i f i c  r e f -  

erence f o r  the  "dark d i s t r e s s f u l  dream," and p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  the 

storm passage (M.P. 11 88-119) has t o  r e l y  on re fe rences  t o  t h e  

l u t e ,  t o  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a storm i n  t h e  f i rs t  s t a n z a ,  and t o  

g e n e r a l  a l i e n a t i o n .  Since t h e r e  i s  no evidence t h a t  t h e r e  a c t u a l -  

l y  were s i x t h  and seventh s t anzas ,  we can assume Colerkdge recog- 

nized t h e  awkwardness of t h e  - t r ans i t ion  between l i n e s  87 and 88 .  

Stanza I X  of t h e  Morning Pos t  poem d i f f e r s  from b o t h  "A Let-  

t e r "  and t h e  " L e t t e r  t o  Sotheby." I n  "A L e t t e r , "  l i n e s  216-224 

fo l low t h e  storm passage and r e t u r n  t o  t h e  immediate s e t t i n g  i n  

t h e  middle of the  poem. Now these  l i n e s  conclude t h e  Morning 

Pos t  poem: 

' T i s  midnight, and s m a l l  thoughts have I of s l e e p ;  
F u l l  seldom may my f r i e n d  such v i g i l s  keep! 
V i s i t  him gen t l e  Sleep,  with wings of hea l ing ,  



And may t h i s  storm be but  a mountain-birth,  
May all the  s t a r s  hang b r i g h t  above h i s  d v ~ e l l i n g ,  
S i l e n t ,  as though they watch'd the  s l eep ing  Earth! 

With l i g h t  hea r t  may he r i s e ,  
Gay fancy,  cheerfu l  Eyes 

And s i n g  h i s  l o f t y  song, and teach  me t o  r e  jbice! 
0 Edmund, f r i e n d  of my devoutest  choice ,  
0 r a i s ' d  from anxious dread and busy care  
By t h e  immenseness of the  good and f a i r  
Which thou s e e ' s t  everywhere, 

Joy l i f t s  thy  s p i r i t ,  joy a t t u n e s  thy voice ,  
To thee  do a l l  t h i n g s  l i v e  from pole t o  po le ,  
Thei r  l i f e  t h e  eddying of thy  l i v i n g  soul! 
0 Simple S p i r i t ,  guided from above, 
0 l o f t y  Poet ,  f u l l  of l i f e  and love ,  
BroLher and f r i e n d  of my devoutest  choice,  
Thus may'sl  thou ever ,  evermore r e j o i c e !  

Many elements of t h e  poem a r e  gathered t o g e t h e r  i n  t h i s  peace fu l  

b l e s s i n g .  The uneasiness  and d is turbance  of t h e  storm are q u i e t e d  

i n  t h e  wish f o r  s l e e p ,  h e a l t h  and p r o t e c t i o n  as the  poet  imagines 

t r a n q u i l i t y ,  happiness and joy f o r  h i s  f r i e n d .  Some of t h e  e l e -  

ments, however, do no t  work i n  t h i s  context :  t h e  tenderness  seems 

t o  be exaggerated because it i s  d i r e c t e d  t o  t h e  impersonal Edrnund; 

f o r  example, "With l i g h t  h e a r t  may he r i s e , /  Gay fancy, chee r fu l  

~ ~ e s /  And s i n g  h i s  l o f t y  song, " borders  on t h e  r i d i c u l o u s .  

The reverence displayed f o r  Edmund, though s l i g h t l y  over- 

done, c a s t s  Edmund as a r o l e  model: t h e  poet can approach joy with 

h i s  f r i e n d  as an  example. This changes the s i t u a t i o n  a t  t h e  end 

of "A L e t t e r ,  " where t h e  poet  r e l i e s  more heav i ly  on S a r a ,  as t h e  

means f o r  h i s  s a l v a t i o n  because h i s  sense of h i s  own i s o l a t i o n  i s  

so complete. Here he in t roduces  t h e  not ion t h a t  it i s  p o s s i b l e  

t o  l e a r n  t o  r e j o i c e  and thereby t o  e n t e r  the  joyous cond i t ion :  

"With l i g h t  h e a r t  may he r i s e  . . . and teach  me t o  r e j o i c e ! "  

(M.P.  11. 126-128). These l i n e s  a l s o  Suggest t h a t  Coleridge may 

have intended t h e  Morning Pos t  Poem as a s i g n  t o  t h e  Wordsworths 



of h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  resolve  h i s  de jec t ion .  

G .  M. Meycr specu la tes  that Coleridge took some offence st 

Wordsworth's advice i n  "The Leech Gatherer , "  but  formed the  

Morning Pos t  poem t o  show t h a t  Wordsworth "was r i g h t .  " 2 9  Words- 

worth had begun w r i t i n g  "The Leech Gatherer , "  a poem t h a t  sugges ts  

t h a t  so lace  can be found i n  r e s i g n a t i o n ,  on May 3,  1802. Milton 

Teichman argues t h a t  Wordsworth's poem i s  a n  answer t o  the  dejec-  

t i o n  of "A L e t t e r .  This  argument i s  s u b s t a n t i a t e d  by t h e  

Coleorton Manuscript of exce rp t s  from the  two poems, which w a s  

presented  t o  the  Beaumonts i n  August, 1803 (Griggs, 11, 511).  

Since the  Morning Pos t  poem d i d  appear on Wordsworth's wedding 

day, we have good reason t o  view t h e  poem as an epi tha lamic  ges- 

t u r e ,  which demonstrated Coleridge 's at tempt  t o  c l e a r  away t h e  

so l ips i sm and t o  recover  i n  a r t  what he had claimed as l o s t  i n  

"A L e t t e r . "  

The Morning Pos t  poem f a i l s  as a poem, however, because it 

l a c k s  a n  adequate t r a n s i t i o n  i n t o  the storm passage. Coleridge 

w a s  no t  happy with t h i s  a spec t  of the  Morning Pos t  poem; he 

wrote t o  Thomas Wedgwood only s i x - k e n  days l a t e r  and suggested 

t h a t  t h e  seven l i n e s  on "abs t ruse  research"  (A.L. 11. 265-271) 

belonged immediately a f t e r  t h e  l i n e  "My shaping s p i r i t  of imag- 

i n a t i o n "  (Griggs,  11, 464).  By adding these  l i n e s  h e r e ,  Coler- 

idge could p resen t  a more s u b s t a n t i a l  and concrete  example of  

" the  dark,  d i s t r e s s f u l  dream." These l i n e s  would demonstrate i n  

the  context  of the Morning Pos t  poem h i s  response t o  t h e  l o s s  of 

h i s  "shaping s p i r i t  of imagination" and they  would a l s o  se rve  t o  

introduce the  unnatura l  and d iseased  images t h a t  appear  i n  t h e  



storm passage.  I n  "A L e t t e r "  these  l i n e s  on "abs t ruse  r e sea rch"  

perform a d i f f e r e n t  func t ion ;  they  argue t h a t  a b s t r u s e  r e sea rch  

w a s  h i s  only escape from a "coarse domestic l i f e , "  from h i s  l a c k  

of f e e l i n g  f o r  h i s  wi fe ,  and from t h e  pa in fu l  f e e l i n g s  aroused by 

h i s  c h i l d r e n  (A.L. 11. 258-285). The o t h e r  s e r i o u s  f a i l i n g  of 

t h e  Morning Post  poem l i e s  i n  Coler idge ' s  excessive a t tempt  t o  

d i s t ance  the  sub jec t  ma t t e r .  The poem's exaggerated f o r m a l i t y  

may have d i s t r e s s e d  him, f o r  he changed t h e  addressee back t o  t h e  

more personal  "William" i n  t h e  version he sen t  t o  t h e  Beaumonts. 

I n  t h e  August 13 ,  1803 poem, t h e  Coleorton manuscript ,  

g r e a t e r  in fo rmal i ty  i s  accomplished by s h i f t s  i n  emphasis--under- 

l i n i n g ,  punctua t ion ,  and c a p i t a l s .  For example, "0 Edrnund: we 

rece ive  but  what we give" (M.P. 1. 48) becomes "0 W i l l i a m !  we 

rece ive  but  what we give!" The Coleorton manuscript ,  t i t l e d  

"Dejection: An Ode" ( Imperfec t ) ,  i s  roughly similar t o  t h e  Morn- 

i n g  Pos t  poem, but  i t  ends with t h e  l i n e s  on t h e  suspension of  

t h e  shaping s p i r i t  of imaginat ion,  without proceeding t o  t h e  

storm passage o r  t o  any r e s o l u t i o n .  The poem l i e s  t r u l y  suspend- 

ed i n  jus t  t h e  p lace  where Coleridge sensed "imperfect ion" i n  the  

Morning Pos t  ve r s ion .  I t  has ,  then ,  only 86 l i n e s  i n  s i x  unnum- 

bered s t anzas :  I ,  I1 and I11 a r e  b a s i c a l l y  the  same as t h e  

Morning Pos t  poem, but  the  s t anza  on Joy i s  divided i n t o  two s tan-  

z a s .  Stanza I V  ends with " O f  a l l  sweet Sounds the  L i f e  and Ele- 

ment!" and s tanza  V begins " 0  pure of Heart! thou n e e d ' s t  not  a s k  

of me," which tends  t o  emphasize t h e  d i f ference  between t h e  speak- 

e r  and t h e  addressee,  perhaps even suggest ing t h e  i rony  o f  i t .  

There a r e  a number of o t h e r  s m a l l  changes i n  t h e  wording of 



t h e  l i n e s  on Joy i n  the  Coleorton vers ion .  Ins tead  o f  

Joy, v i r t u o u s  Edmund! joy t h a t  n e ' e r  w a s  given, 
Save t o  t h e  pure ,  and i n  t h e i r  pures t  hour (M.P. 11. 6 5 - 6 ) ,  

we have i n  t h e  Coleorton poem: 

Joy,  dea res t  Bard! but  such as n e ' e r  w a s  given 
Save t o  t h e  Pure,  and i n  t h e i r  pures t  Hour ( C .  11. 64-65) . 

The a d d i t i o n  of "such as n e ' e r  w a s  given/ Save t o  t h e  Pure"  i n -  

t e n s i f i e s  t h e  innocence of t h e  Joyous condi t ion  and r e i t e r a t e s  

t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between the  spea.ker, who we f i n d  out  i s  excluded 

("But now a f f l i c t i o n s  bow me down t o  Earth" C .  1. 82), and t h e  

pure hearted "William." The next  few l i n e s  i n  t h e  Coleorton ver-  

s i o n  p resen t  a d e s c r i p t i o n  of Joy t h a t  d i f f e r s  from o t h e r  ver -  

s i o n s .  Having e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t  Joy i s  a condi t ion  g iven  on ly  t o  

t h e  pure ,  he s t a t e s :  

Joy, e f f l u e n t  and myster ious,  i s  the  Power 
Which wedding Nature t o  u s  g ives  i n  Dower 
A new Ear th  and new Heaven 
Undreamt of by t h e  Sensual and the  Proud. 

Joy,  e f f l u e n t  ( t h a t  which flows ou t )  and mysterious,  i s  t h e  power 

t h a t  [while] wedding Nature t o  u s  [also]  "gives i n  ~ o w e r /  A new 

Ear th  and new Heaven," The poem continues "This i s  t h e  sweet 

Voice. This the  luminous cloud,/  Our hidden Selves r e j o i c e ! "  (C. 

11. 70-71). The mysterious wedding of our s e l v e s  t o  Nature by 

Joy t a k e s  p lace  "wi th inw-- in  o t h e r  vers ions  t h e  l i n e s  r ead :  "Joy 

i s  t h e  sweet voice ,  Joy t h e  luminous cloud,/  We, we ourse lves  re-  

joice!"  Perhaps t h e  wording i n  t h i s  ve r s ion  suggests  t h a t  t h e  

wedding of t h e  s e l f  t o  Nature by Joy occurs unconsciously o r  

u n - s e l f - c o n s c i o ~ s l y .  

The Coleorton manuscript i s  most s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  i t s  context  



i n  t h e  Wordsworth-Coleridge exchanges of 1802. 31 1t i s  a l s o  

important because i t  ends suspended e x a c t l y  where Coler idge saw 

t h e  need f o r  a t r a n s i t i o n  i n  t h e  Morning Pos t  poem. 

I11 

We have, then ,  followed t h e  gradual  changes "A L e t t e r "  un- 

derwent t o  become "Dejection: An Ode." We have seen t h e  movement 

i n  r e v i s i o n  from a very personal  poem with a complex p a t t e r n  of 

a s s o c i a t i v e  imagery l i n k i n g  t h e  causes of t h e  d e j e c t i o n  t o  sever-  

a l  s p e c i f i c  in f luences  i n  Co le r idge ' s  p r i v a t e  l i f e ,  t o  a more 

s t reaml ined ,  p u b l i c  poem that l i n k s  t h e  causes  of d e j e c t i o n  ( i n  

genera l )  t o  a s i n g l e  u n i v e r s a l  reason. The 1817 "Deject ion:  An 

Ode" poem i s  d i f f e r e n t  i n  content  from "A L e t t e r "  because t h e  

poem has  been a l t e r e d  t o  concentrate  on express ing  i d e a s  about 

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of t h e  l o s s  of c r e a t i v e  imaginat ive powers t o  

t h e  l o s s  of an  innocent ,  joyous r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  n a t u r e .  I n  "De- 

j ec t ion :  An Ode" l o s s  of imagination causes d e j e c t i o n .  "A L e t t e r "  

i n s t e a d  explores  t h e  pe r sona ' s  immediate experience of t h e  f e e l i n g  

of d e j e c t i o n  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a myriad of causes:  disappointments 

i n  l o v e ,  marriage,  work, family and f r i e n d s .  

"Dejection: An Ode" i s  a l s o  d i f f e r e n t  i n  form as w e l l  as i n  

con ten t .  P a r t  t h r e e  of t h e  paper  w i l l  examine the  p r i n c i p l e s  of 

o rgan izz t ion  of "Dejection: An Ode" t o  show how the  rear range-  

ment of l i n e s  produces a poem very  d i f f e r e n t  from "A L e t t e r , "  as 

t h e  d i c t i o n ,  i n  new con tex t s ,  e s t a b l i s h e s  new meanings. I a m  

assuming t h a t  meaning can change i n  context  and t h a t  t h e  poem/ 

work of ar t  proposes a context/world by t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n s  and 



images it c a l l s  up i n  the  reader .  The ways i n  which  ejection" 

d i f f e r s  from "A L e t t e r "  suggest t h a t  ways o f  t h ink ing  about t h e  

problem a l s o  d i f f e r .  The emotions and opposing f o r c e s  t h a t  keep 

t h e  pe r sona ' s  mind immersed i n  a v a c i l l a t i o n  between momentary 

transcendence of h i s  i s o l a t i o n  and regress ions  back i n t o  s e l f - t o r -  

t u r i n g  awareness of h i s  i s o l a t i o n  i n  "A L e t t e r "  a r e ,  i n  "Dejec t ion ,"  

transformed i n t o  a product ive a n a l y s i s  of t h e  problem. For exam- 

p l e ,  i n  "Dejection" joy a c t s  t o  c o u n t e r b a l ~ c e  deject&-on and t o  
4 ,--/-'-\--, _ /----- ' 

\/ 

p u t  it i n t o  pe r spec t ive .  Tho memory o f  p a s t  joy does n o t  f u n c t i o n  
-.-- --......... /'--%-. -, . 

<*. _I'---- 

t o  make t h e  persona more miserable  - o r  t o  a l low the  persona t o  

escape p r e s e n t  r e a l i t y  as happens i n  "A L e t t e r , "  b u t  i n s t e a d ,  joy 

i s  presented  ph i losoph ica l ly  t o  show t h e  oppos i te  o f  d e j e c t i o n  - 
- *--_1_.._ -_ 

and t o  focu-8 .C 
I-- 

- - - --- - - - - 
. ~ n a t i o ~ ~ - ~ p u l d  t r ans f  o m  percep t ion  of t h e  "a 

s t a n z a s  on Joy descr ibe  t h e  joyous condi t ion  as an  innocent ,  I 
i 
I 

c r e a t i v e  engagement wi th  na tu re ,  we a r e  made aware both of  t h e  

- -* __ 

we a r e  prepared f o r  p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  event  t o  occur  i n  t h e  storm 

sequence. The new arrangement and emphasis of  "Dejection: An 

Ode" demonstrates a change of h e a r t ,  and even though it does no t  

demonstrate t h a t  t h e  persona has  reached t h e  c o n e i t i o n  of joy, it 

shows how t h e  process  begins:  by t h e  r e a c t i v a t e d  imaginat ion r e s -  

ponding t o  t h e  storm (nature)--"sounds which o f t  [had] r a i s e d "  

t h e  poet  i n  t h e  p a s t .  

The main d i f f e r e n c e s  between "A L e t t e r "  and t h e  finzl 



r ev i sed  ode a r e :  1) the  omission of a l l  pe r sona l ,  p r i v a t e  g r i e f s ;  

2 )  t h e  concent ra t ion  upon a s i n g l e  cause of d e j e c t i o n ;  3) t h e  

emphasis on an expos i tory  pa th  t o  explore t h e  reason f o r  d e j e c t -  

i o n  and an arrangement of the  poem so as t o  examine t h e  problem 

d i a l e c t i c a l l y ;  and 4)  the  switch from t h e  u n i t y  of f e e l i n g  i n  "A 

L e t t e r ,  " t o  imaginat ive u n i t y  i n  "Deject ion,  " r e l y i n g  on t h e  storm 

symbol and t h e  d i a l e c t i c a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  between s t anzas  t o  augment 

a s s o c i a t i v e  u n i t y .  

'J'he phys ica l  di.-fferences between "A Lettei-"  and "De jectj-on: 

An Ode" a r e  obvious.  "Dejection" has only 139 l i n e s  compared t o  

"A L e t t e r ' s "  340 l i n e s .  "Dejection: An Ode" is divided i n t o  

e i g h t  numbered s t a n z a s  roughly even i n  l e n g t h  (18 l i n e s  average)  

wi th  t h e  except ion  of one s h o r t  s t anza  (111--8 l i n e s )  and one 

long  s t a n z a  (VII--32 l i n e s ) ,  both o f  which are f o c a l  p o i n t s  of  

t h e  poem. Personal  r e fe rences  and p r i v a t e  g r i e f s  a r e  removed 

from "Dejection: An Ode." Lines 52-183, 243-264, 272-295 and 

324-333 of "A L e t t e r "  a r e  omitted i n  t h e  f i n a l  vers ion ,  l e a v i n g  L---- 

t h e  l o s s  of imaginat ion as the  s o l e  cause of t h e  p e r s o n a ' s  

d e j e c t i o n - I D .  11. 39-40 and 83-86). By concek t ra t ing  on one 

theme ( 3 , - - 3 e r s o n a 1  s l o s s  of a creat ive- imaginat ive response t o  

na tu re )  and by e l imina t ing  t h e  a s s o c i a t i v e  t r a i n s  of thought  

which l e a d  the  persona of "A L e t t e r "  i n  and o u t  of d e j e c t i o n ,  32 

"Deject ion" t a k e s  on a more c l e a r l y  expos i to ry  p a t h ,  examining 

t h e  causes and e f f e c t s  of d e j e c t i o n .  The e x p ~ s i t o r y  p a t t e r n  of 

"Deject ion" (as opposed t o  t h e  associat ive-spontaneous p a t t e r n  

of "A ~ e t t e r " )  i s  revealed i n  the  i n t e r a c t i o n  between t h e  s t anzas  

of "Deject ion."  A s l i g h t  change ol' emphasis i n  starza I, coupied 



with  t h e  concent ra t ion  of the -tht,~ne, prepares  f o r  t h e  storm SF- 

b o l  t o  perform a d i f f e r e n t  func t ion  in "Dejeckion." The first 

s i x  s t a n z a s  o f  "Dejection" descr ibe  t h e  d e j e c t i o n  and e x p l a i n  what 

could r e l i e v e  it. The storm provides  the s t imulus  f o r  change. 

The f i r s t  s t anza  of "Dejection: An Ode," as i n  "A L e t t e r , "  

s e t s  up oppos i t ions  t h a t  a r e  su~i~xineci .  -throughout t h e  poem; 

However, the  no t ion  of impending change--"This Night, s o  t r a n q u i l  

now, w i l l  n o t  go hencew--is  augmented i n  "Dejection" by t h e  in-  

c l u s i o n  both o f  the epigraph, wh-i ch prophes ies  a s t o m ,  and t h e  

a d d i t i o n a l  l i n e s  ( D .  17-20), which l i n k  the  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  t h e  

p o e t ' s  a r o u s a l  t o  t h e  a r r i v a l  of v i o l e n t  s torm a c t i v i t y :  

Those sounds which o f t  have r a i s e d  m e ,  w h i l s t  they  awed, 
And s e n t  my s o u l  abroad, 

Might now perhaps t h e i r  wonted impulse g ive ,  
Might s t a r t l e  t h i s  d u l l  p a i n ,  and make it move and l i v e !  

By emphasizing t h e  connection between p o s i t i v e  r e a c t i o n s  t o  t u r -  

bulence i n  t h e  p a s t  and h i s  hope of a rousa l  i n  t h e  n e a r  f u t u r e ,  

t h i s  passage e s t a b l i s h e s  a pas t /present / fu ture  context  wi th  a 

sugges t ion  of hope f o r  the  f u t u r e .  The poe t  hopes t o  change h i s  

dead pain i n t o  a l i v i n g ,  moving p a i n .  

The hope f o r  change works aga ins t  the  nega t ive ,  fo rebod ing  

a s s o c i a t i o n s  a t t ached  t o  the  deadly,  s t a t i c  atmosphere ( " t h e  

d u l l ,  sobbing d r a f t  t h a t  moans and rakes/ Upon t h e  s t r i n g s  of 

t h i s  Aeolian l u t e , /  Which b e t t e r  far were mute") ,  and a t t a c h e d  

t o  -the o ld  Moon f o r e t e l l i n g  a storm. Most of u s  might f e e l  ten- 

s i o n  becaxse of t h e  prophecy o f  storm and because of  t h e  uneasy 

calm and e e r i l y  lit atmosphere, but these  t e n s i o n s  a r e  countered 

i f  we a s s o c i a t e  the  storm a c t i v i t y  with rescue--with awing and 



sending t h e  p o e t ' s  s o u l  "abroad." I n  "A L e t t e r ,  " p o s i t i v e  assoc- 

iati~ns in s t anza  I are limited to the beauty o f  t h e  l i g h t  o f  th? 

New Moon and i t s  a s s o c i a t i o n s  with the  throwing off  of o l d  l i f e  

and t h e  triumph of new l i f e .  Negative a s s o c i a t i o n s  suggested by 

t h e  Old Moon's presence f o r e t e l l i n g  a storm, mingle uneas i ly  with 

a n  undi rec ted  d e s i r e  f o r  a storm. 

Hope ( f o r  change and r e l i e f )  i s  an  important i s s u e  i n  "De- 

j e c t i o n ; "  i n  t h e  r e v i s i o n s  most of t h e  r e fe rences  t o  hopelessness  

a r e  removed, as a r e  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  reasons why the  persona i s  

h e a r t l e s s  and has  no hope (A.L. 11. 52-55, 156-183, 227, 243- 

248, 258-262). Coleridge commented i n  t h e  Ph i losoph ica l  Lectures  

t h a t  t h e  t r u e  cond i t ion  of s l a v e r y  w a s  hopelessness:  

What makes a s l ave  a s lave?  I f  I mistake n o t  it is  op- 
p r e s s i o n s - - i t  i s  t h e  be ing  i n  a s t a t e  out  of  which he 
cannot hope t o  r i s e ;  and he who i s  p laced  where t h e r e  i s  
no motive f o r  a c t i o n  but  where t h e  miserable  t h i n g  he i s  
must eve r  remain, i n  t h e  same sphere,  i s  a s l a v e ,  and a 
p i t i a b l e  one. 33 

By in t roduc ing  hope i n  s t anza  I and aga in  i n  VII, Coleridge sug- 

g e s t s  t h a t  it is p o s s i b l e  f o r  t h e  persona t o  r e l i e v e  h i s  d e j e c t -  

ion .  

The abrupt s h i f t  between s t anzas  I and I1 i s  i d e n t i c a l  i n  

both  "Dejection" and "A L e t t e r , "  bu t  while i n  "A L e t t e r "  t h i s  

t r a n s i t i o n  i s  unusual,  i t  a n t i c i p a t e s  s e v e r a l  such s h i f t s  i n  

l lDejection" (i .e .  between s t a n z a s  I and 11 ,  I1 and 111, v and 

V I ) .  The revised  poem r e l i e s  much more heav i ly  on the  P indar i c  

un i fy ing  device o f  " t h a t  impetuosi ty  of T r a n s i t i o n .  "34 we can 

assume t h a t  Coleridge w a s  aware of the  way P i n d a r i c  odes worked 

dur ing  the  time t h a t  he revised  "A l k t t e r . "  I n  t h e  " L e t t e r  t o  



Sotheby" on September 10 ,  1802, he no tes :  

Young somewhere i n  one of h i s  prose works remarks that 
t h e r e  i s  as profound a Logic i n  the  most da r ing  & d i thy-  
rambic p a r t s  of P indar ,  as i n  t h e  "opys -u" of A r i s t o t l e  
--the remark i s  a valuable  one (Griggs,  11, 459) .35 

Coleridge made no tes  from Edward Young's essay  "On Lyr ic  Poet ry"  

i n  17916, copying: 

To sum t h e  whole : t he  Ode should be p e c u l i a r ,  b u t  no t  
s t r a i n e d ;  moral, b u t  no t  f l a t ;  n a t u r a l ,  b u t  n o t  obvious;  
d e l i c a t e ,  but  n o t  a f f e c t e d ;  noble,  b u t  not  ambi t ious ;  
f u l l ,  b u t  not obscure;  f i e r y ,  but  n o t  mad; t h i c k ,  bu t  no t  
loaded i n  i t s  numbers, which should be most harmonious, 
without; t h e  l e a s t  s a c r i f i c e  of express ion  o r  o f  sense.  36 

Young a l s o  no tes  t h a t  the  ode should be i n  conduct " rap tu rous ,  

somewhat ab rup t ,  and immethodical t o  a vu lga r  eye .  That apparent  

o rde r ,  and connexion, which g ives  form and l i f e  t o  some composi-- 

t i o n s ,  t a k e s  away t h e  very s o u l  of t h i s .  "37 Though a P i n d a r i c  

ode may appear t o  be d isordered ,  because of t h e  sudden s h i f t s , '  it 

has  been shown t h a t  it i s  a c t u a l l y  h ighly  organized.  I n  "De- 

j e c t i o n , "  t h e  f i r s t  sudden s h i f t  i s  from the  d e s c r i p t i o n  of ex- 

t e r n a l  condi t ions  i n  s t anza  I t o  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  p e r s o n a ' s  

i n t e r n a l  cond i t ion  i n  s t anza  11: 

A g r i e f  without a pang, v o i d ,  dark, and d r e a r ,  
A s t i f l e d ,  drowsy, unimpassioned g r i e f ,  
Which f i n d s  no n a t u r a l  o u t l e t ,  no r e l i e f ,  

I n  word, o r  s igh  o r  tear - -  (D. 11. 21-24). 

A s  i n  "A L e t t e r , "  we make t h e  connection between i n t e r n a l  and t h e  

e x t e r n a l ,  between t h e  t r a n q u i l ,  d u l l  evening and t h e  p e r s o n a ' s  

s t i f l e d ,  unimpassioned condi t ion ,  unable t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  

world around him. Lines 25-29 of "A L e t t e r "  ( t h e  T h r o s t l e  i n  

t h e  Larch t r e e  image) were removed i n  r e v i s i o n  probably because 

they  undermined the a l i e n a t i o n  portrayed i n  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  



s t a n z a .  Without them, t h e  s tanza  c o n s i s t e n t l y  expresses  d isen-  

gagement with nature. 

The i n t e r a c t i o n  of s t anzas  I and I1 a n t i c i p a t e s  a p a t t e r n  

t h a t  r e c u r s  i n  "Deject ion."  They a r t i c u l a t e  a s t rophe/ant i s t rophe  

a c t i o n ,  P indar i c  i n  na tu re .  S t r u c t u r a l l y ,  P i n d a r ' s  odes c o n s i s t  

of a l t e r n a t i n g  systems o f  s t rophe ,  ant5 s t r o p h e ,  and epode . The 

s t rophe  and a n t i s t r o p h e  work d i a l e c t i c a l l y .  The epode is a syn- 

t h e s i s  o r  o v e r a l l  a n a l y s i s .  "Dejection" fo l lows  a s i m i l a r  p a t -  

t e r n  of  opera t ion  - The e d i t i n g  and arrangement of "Deject ion" 

produced s t r u c t u r a l  changes t h a t  made a u n i t y  t h a t  depends not  

only  on t h e  a s s o c i a t i v e  p lay  of mind ( t h e  spon-taneity and immer- 

s i o n  of t h e  pe r sona ' s  mind i n  t h e  immediate experience o f  "A 

L e t t e r " ) ,  but  a l s o  on a d i a l e c t i c a l  examination of t h e  problem of 

d e j e c t i o n .  These a r e  the  most fundamental and important changes 

i n  t h e  r ev i sed  poem. The u n i t y  o f  t h e  f i n a l  v e r s i o n  i s  more de- 

pendent upon r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between t h e  s t a n z a s  themselves.  

The odic  arrangement s e t s  up a d i a l e c t i c :  the  e x t e r n a l  con- 

d i t i o n  descr ibed i n  s t r o p e  I is  countered by t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of 

-the pe r sona ' s  i n t e r n a l  condi t ion  i n  strophe 11; we can view t h e  

prophecy of t h e  storm as a t h e s i s  0%' change, t h e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  

which appears i n  t h e  s t a t i c  condi t ion  por t r ayed  i n  s t a n z a  11. A 

syn thes iz ing  a n a l y s i s  i s  provided by s t rophe 111. A s  an epode, 

s t a n z a  I11 co-ordinates  information from both  I and I1 and r e v e a l s  

t h e  important r e l a t i o n s h i p  contained between them: t h e  p o e t  f e e l s  

de jec ted  and a l i e n a t e d  because he has  l o s t  his c r e a t i v e  povrers 

of imagination, and he i s  looking t o  t h e  storm t o  rouse h i m ,  t o  

P 
" r a i s e "  him out  of t h i s  de jec ted  s t a t e .  



I11 
My g e n i a l  s p i r i t s  f a i l ;  
And what can these  a v a i l  

To l i f t  t h e  smothering weight from off my breast? 
It were a va in  endeavour, 
Though I should gaze f o r  e v e r  

On t h a t  green  l i g h t  t h a t  l i n g e r s  i n  t h e  west:  
I may n o t  hope from outward forms t o  win 
The pass ion  and t h e  l i f e ,  whose foun ta ins  a r e  w i t h i n .  

(D. 11. 39-46) 

By juxtaposing opposi.tions such as stasis and change, d e s p a i r  and 

hope, t h e  e x t e r n a l  and t h e  i n t e r n a l ,  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between 

s t a n z a s  I ,  11 and 111 shows how t h e  pe r sona ' s  pe rcep t ion  of the  

~ u t e r  world i s  a func t ion  of h i s  inner  condi t i -an.  

The d i c t i o n  of s tanza  I11 a l s o  r e v e a l s  s y n t h e t i c  a c t i v i t y .  

Both t h e  problem and t h e  s o l u t i o n  a r e  conta ined  i n  111. The first 

"genia l"  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  genera t ive  and t h e  product ive as well  

as t o  t h e  c r e a t i v e  powers. The las t  two l i n e s  propose t h a t  the  

weight can only be l i f t e d  by se l f -genera ted  a c t i v i t y .  Weight i s  

countered by t h e  image of t h e  foun ta in .  The pass ion  and t h e  l i f e  

(what i s  absent  i n  I and 11) a r e  t o  be found as f o u n t a i n s  w i t h i n  

t h e  s e l f .  This  f o r e c a s t s  t h e  s o l u t i o n s  proposed by t h e  r e s t  of  

t h e  poem and appropr ia t e ly  l e a d s  :An i n t o  t h e  l i n e s  on Joy .  The 

b r e v i t y  of s t anza  111, without t h e  r e i t e r a t i o n s  of "A L e t t e r "  

(A.L. 11. 25-30), draws a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  major s ta tement:  t h e  

answer t o  t h e  problem of d e j e c t i o n  l i e s  w i t h i n .  

Whereas i n  "A L e t t e r "  t h e s e  s ta tements  about t h e  f a i l u r e  of 

h i s  imaginative powers t o  rouse him a r e  followed by thoughts  about 

S a r a ' s  power t o  rouse him from h i s  unfee l ing  s t a t e ,  "Dejection" 

i n s t e a d  moves immediately i n t o  a n  explanat ion  f o r  h i s  d e j e c t i o n :  

" 0  Lady! we rece ive  b u t  what we give/ And i n  our  l i f e  alone does 



Nature l i v e "  ( D .  11. 47-48). Besides t h e  o v e r a l l  e f f e c t  i n  

keeping with the  s h i f t  from a p r i v a t e  t o  a p u b l i c  subject, a s ig-  

n i f i c a n t  s h i f t  i n  emphasis a l s o  occurs .  The p o e t ' s  r e l i a n c e  on 

memories of h i s  beloved t o  r e l i e v e  h i s  d e j e c t i o n  i n  "A L e t t e r "  i s  

replaced  i n  "Deject ion" by h i s  acceptance and emphasis on t h e  

s e l f ' s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  for r e v i v i n g  t h e  "passion and t h e  life." 

I n  "Dejection" t h e  s y n t h e s i s  of the  problems presented  i n  I and I1 

a r e  summarized i n  I11 by "I may no% hope from outward forms t o  

win/ The Pass ion  and t h e  l i f e ,  whose f o u n t a i n s  a r e  wit2ii.n" ( D .  11. 

45-46) a r e  answered by an a n a l y s i s  of t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of joy,  

d e j e c t i o n  and percept ion .  

A t  t h i s  juncture t h e  t r i a d i c  p a t t e r n  of s t rophe/ant is t rophe/  

epode v a r i e s ,  b u t  s t i l l  s u s t a i n s  a d i a l e c t i c a l  opera t ion .  S tanzas  

I V  and V counter  t h e  l i f e l e s s  d e j e c t i o n  of I and I1 w i t h  a p h i l -  

osophy t h a t  r e v e a l s  t h e  d i a l e c t i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  of d e j e c t i o n  with 

joy: 

IV 
0 Lady! we rece ive  but  what we g ive ,  
And i n  our  l i f e  alone does Nature l i v e :  
Ours i s  h e r  wedding-garment, o u r s  h e r  shroud! 

And would we aught behold,  o f  h igher  wor th ,  
Than t h a t  inanimate cold world allowed 
To the  poor l o v e l e s s  ever-anxious crowd, 

Ah! from t h e  sou l  i t s e l f  must i s s u e  f o r t h  
A l i g h t ,  a g lo ry ,  a f a i r  luminous cloud 

Enveloping the  Earth-- 
And from t h e  s o u l  i t s e l f  must t h e r e  be  s e n t  

A sweet and po ten t  vo ice ,  of i t s  own b i r t h ,  
Of a l l  sweet sounds t h e  l i f e  and element! 

v 
0 pure of hea r t !  thou n e e d ' s t  n o t  ask of me 
What t h i s  s t r o n g  music i n  t h e  s o u l  may be! 
What, and wherein it doth e x i s t ,  
This  l i g h t ,  t h i s  g lory ,  t h i s  f a i r  luminous m i s t ,  
This  b e a u t i f u l  and beauty-making power. 



Save t o  t h e  pure,  and i n  t h e i r  pures t  hour,  
L i f e ,  and L i f e ' s  e f f luence ,  cloud a t  once and shower, 
Joy ,  Lady! i s  the  s p i r i t  and the power, 
Which wedding Nature t o  u s  g i v e s  i n  dower 

A new Ear th  and new Heaven, 
Undreamt of by the  sensual  and t h e  proud-- 
Joy i s  t h e  sweet voice ,  Joy t h e  luminous cloud-- 

We i n  ourse lves  r e j o i c e !  
And thence flows a l l  t h a t  charms o r  e a r  o r  s i g h t ,  

A l l  melodies t h e  echoes of t h a t  vo ice ,  
A l l  co lours  a su f fus ion  from t h a t  l i g h t  ( D .  11. 47-75). 

Recognizing t h a t  t h e  persona may n o t  "hope from outward forms 

t o  w i n /  The pass ion  and the  l i f e ,  whose f o u n t a i n s  a r e  w i t h i n , "  

" i s sue  f o r t h "  a sweet and po ten t  voice of its own b i r t h .  Recovery 

from d e j e c t i o n  i s  seen as a process  of  s e l f - c r e a t i o n ,  which it- 

s e l f  depends on a d i a l e c t i c .  Trnagcs o f  both absence and presence 

a r e  now generated.  The poet  can now s e e  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  how 

one can win " the  pass ion  and t h e  l i f e "  (something he could  n o t  

imagine i n  I and 11). The l i g h t  and " f a i r  luminous cloud/ Envel- 

oping t h e  Earth" remind u s  of t h e  "phantom l i g h t  o ' e r sp read"  and 

t h e  clouds being moulded by t h e  wind o r  g i v i n g  away t h e i r  motion 

t o  t h e  stars, and t h u s  r e c a l l  t h e  a l i e n a t i o n  t h e  p o e t  experienced 

because of h i s  " h e a r t l e s s  mood" i n  I and IT. The absence of joy 

f e l t  by t h e  poet  i s  juxtaposed with t h e  sweet vo ice  and luminous 

cloud of  joy imaged f o r  t h e  Lady. What is important  is  tha t  be- 

tween these  two po les  of experience a n  a c t i v i t y  has  been genera ted ,  

which proposes t h e  s o l u t i o n  t o  the  persona's problem. I d e a l  

'Being' i s  i t s e l f  d i a l e c t i c a l ;  joy and d e j e c t i o n  a r e  seen as tile 

two p o l e s  of experience,  which can only be reconc i l ed  i n  t h e  a c t  

of percept ion .  

Joy ,  T~ady! i s  the  s p i r i t  and -the power, 



Which wedding Nature t o  u s  g ives  i n  dower 
A new Ear th  and new Heaven ( D .  11. 67-70) . 

E i t h e r  we perce ive  Nature as l i v i n g  and put  on h e r  a wedding gar- 

ment and marry h e r ,  o r  we see h e r  as dead, s e p a r a t e  and o t h e r .  

L a t e r  i n  t h e  poem we see  t h a t  the  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  of t h e s e  oppos i t e s  
b 

occurs  through t h e  a c t i v i t y  of the  imagination ( V I  and V I J )  . 
I 
I' I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  eddying of images of g j v i n g  and rece iv ing ,  

presence and absence,  wedding and a l i e n a t i o n  i n s i d e  t h e  s t a n z a s ,  

t h e  s t a n z a s  a l s o  i n t e r a c t  with each o t h e r .  S tanza  IV e x p l o r e s  

t h e  i n n e r  source of joy; s t anza  V desc r ibes  t h e  o u t e r  presence  o f  

joy. These two s t a n z a s  propose t h a t  the  s o l u t i o n  t o  d e j e c t i o n  is 

a se l f -genera ted  joyous r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  world.  E s s e n t i a l l y ,  

the  t h e s i s  is  t h a t  joy is an innocent  cond i t ion  of r e j o i c i n g ,  

which produces a t r a n s f o r n a t i o n a l  power of percept ion .  Joy i s  t h i s  

" b e a u t i f u l  and beauty-making power. " 

Coleridge i s  not  saying t h a t  beauty i s  on ly  a product  o f  t h e  

t' mind, b u t  t h a t  pe rcep t ion  of  beauty i s  dependent upon a c t i v i t y  of 

1 t h e  mind. The mind must be engaged i n  a r e c i p r o c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

wi th  na tu re .  By c e l e b r a t i n g  o r  r e j o i c i n g  i n  ourse lves  we a r e  

both joyous and producers of joy. That we p o t e n t i a l l y  have the  

power t o  transform our  v i s i o n ,  t o  "envelope" t h e  e a r t h ,  i s  reason 

enough t o  c e l e b r a t e .  

And thence flows a l l  t h a t  charms o r  e a r  o r  s i g h t ,  
A l l  melodies t h e  echoes o f  t h a t  voice,  
A l l  co lours  a su f fus ion  of t h a t  l i g h t  ( D .  11. 73-75) . 

The ques t ion  of being a b l e  t o  generate joy works i t s e l f  ou t  by a 

p r i n c i p l e  inhe ren t  i n  t h e  p o e t i c  s t r u c t u r e .  From t h e  s o u l  t h e r e  
k must be s e n t  a "sweet and po ten t  voice ."  The voice  of "Dejection" 



has  enacted the  inver se  of t h i s  by recording  the  song of g r i e f .  

Having given form t o  de jec t ion ,  the POST accomplishes a "negat ive 

engagement" which, once a c t i v e ,  has only  t o  be turned around. 

The language i n  I V  and V prepares  u s  f o r  wha t  could happen (and 

does happen i n  V I I  and VII I )  to r eve r se  the  p o e t ' s  i n i t i a l  s t a t e  

of mind. Words such as " su f fus ion , "  "e f f luence , "  " i s s u e , "  and 

"luminous" echo t h e  outward movement i n  the  poem a t  t h i s  p o i n t .  

A joyous r e l a t i o n s h i p  with na ture  b r i n g s  one out  of t h e  s e l f ,  ou t  

of a l i e n a t i o n .  I n  joy we e n t e r  :< "wedded" cond i t ion .  Notice how 

blending  i s  suggested by t h e  f l u i d  a s s o c i a t i o n s  a t t ached  t o  " f lows,"  

"mis t , "  "shower," "potent  b i r t h . "  The f e r t i l i t y  of t h i s  c o n d i t i o n  

i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  words l i k e  " b i r t h "  and "potent . "  

Whereas s t a n z a s  I V  and V include a d e s e r i p t i o n  of t h e  i d e a l  

cond i t ion  of joyful  Being, s tanza  V:l p r e s e n t s  t h e  a n t i t h e s i s ,  t h e  

p e r s o n a ' s  r e a l  cond i t ion .  I n s t e a d  of a c r e a t i v e ,  spontaneous and 

joyous r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  the  world, he h a s  a p a i n f u l ,  a b s t r a c t  and 

ph i losoph ica l  one, which keeps him from a joyous pe rcep t ion  of 

t h e  world : 

V 7. 
There w a s  a time when, though m y  p a t h  w a s  rough, 

This joy wi th in  me d a l l i e d  wi th  d i s t r e s s ,  
And a l l  misfortunes were bu t  as the  s t u f f  

Whence Fancy made me dreams o f  happiness:  
For hope grew round me, l i k e  t h e  twining v ine ,  
And f r u i t s ,  and f o l i a g e ,  not  my own, seemed mine. 
But now a f f l i c t i o n s  bow me down t o  e a r t h :  
Nor care  I t h a t  they  rob me o f  m y  m i r t h ,  

But oh! each v i s i t a t i o n  
Suspends what na tu re  gave me a t  my b i r t h ,  

My shaping s p i r i t  of Imagination. 
For not  t o  t h i n k  of what I needs must f e e l ,  

But t o  be s t i l l  and p a t i e n t ,  a l l  I can; 
And haply by abs t ruse  research  t o  s t e a l  

From m y  own na tu re  all t h e  na.tural  man-- 
This w a s  my s o l e  resou-rce, my only plan:  



T i l l  t h a t  which s u i t s  a p a r t  i n f e c t s  t h e  whole, 
And now i s  almost grown the  h a b i t  of my s o u l .  

Having descr ibed joy i n  I V  and V ,  the  d i a l e c t i c  moves u s  

back i n t o  d e j e c t i o n  i n  VI where t h e  c o n t r a s t s  between p a s t  and 

p r e s e n t ,  joy and d e j e c t i o n ,  and imagination and a b s t r u s e  r e sea rch  

show t h a t  while the  poet  had joy, hope, and imaginat ion i n  t h e  

p a s t ,  now a f f l i c t i o n s  have suspended h i s  "shaping s p i r i t  of 

Imaginat ion,  " and he has ,  as a r e s u l t ,  taken t o  "abs t ruse  r e -  

sea rch . "  By p l a c i n g  t h e  abs t ruse  research  passage a f t e r  t h e  l i n e s  

c la iming a boss of imaginat ion,  Coleridge sugges t s  t h a t  a b s t r u s e  

r e sea rch  i s  s u b s t i t u t e d  f o r  t h e  l o s s  of imaginat ion,  and a s  

i n  "A L e t t e r , "  s u b s t i t u t e d  f o r  r e a l  p l e a s u r e s  o f  fami ly  l i f e  

(A.L. 265-271) . This  keeps t h e  reason f o r  d e j e c t i o n  concent ra ted  

on t h e  l o s s  of imaginat ion,  thus  echoing s t a n z a  111. 
- - - -_ -------- * 

The p o e t 1  s argument i s ,  however, a c i r c u l a r  one,  H e  i s  

c la iming t h a t  " a f f l i c t i o n s "  have suspended h i s  imaginat ion and 

t h a t  l o s s  of imaginat ion i s  t h e  cause of h i s  d e j e c t i o n .  It  h a s  

become a se l f -pe rpe tua t ing ,  v i c i o u s  c i r c l e .  He n o t e s  t h a t  i n  t h e  

p a s t  t h e  joy wi th in  him " d a l l i e d "  with d i s t r e s s .  When he had 

hope he could cope wi th  t h e  p o l e s  of h i s  exper ience .  (He is n o t  

c laiming t o  have e x i s t e d  s o l e l y  i n s i d e  joy i n  t h e  p a s t . )  Now, 

however, without  hope, h i s  t r o u b l e s  a f f l i c t  him and suspend h i s  

imaginat ion.  

Many c r i t i c s  a r e  d i s s a t i s f i e d  with the s u b s t i t u t i o n  of 

" a f f l i c t i o n s "  f o r  t h e  s p e c i f i c  reasons named i n  "A L e t t e r . "  These 

r e a d e r s  a r e  disappointed only because they i n s i s t  on reading  t h i s  

passage a g a i n s t  t h e  verse  l e t t e r .  I n  t h e  v e r s e  l e t t e r  we a r e  t o l d  

what t h e  a f f l i c t i o n s  a r e  e x p l i c i t l y .  We d o n ' t  need the  d e t a i l s  



of Coleridge ' s  biography t o  experience t h e  "Ode. " For example, 

w e  do no t  n e e d  t o  know that t he  t h r e a t  of being excluded f rom t h e  

b l i s s f u l  Grasmere c i r c l e  "gave r i s e "  t o  a s e r i e s  of " s e l f - p i t y i n g  

f a n t a s i e s ;  "39 we a r e  ab le  t o  recognize t h a t  t h e  poem p r e s e n t s  

t h e s e  f a n t a s i e s  i n  i t s  own language. The work of s c h o l a r s  such 

as Cornwell i s  ind i spens ib le  f o r  e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  from 

which t h e  poem grew, b u t  t h e i r  d i s c o v e r i e s  do n o t  determine t h e  

meaning of t h e  poem. By t h e  time w e  g e t  t o  t h i s  s t a n z a  i n  t h e  

"Ode" ve r s ion  of the  poem, we a r e  prepared by t h e  p o e t i c  s t r u c -  

t u r e  of  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  "Ode" t o  accept  the  l o s s  of Imaginat ion 

as more than  enough cause f o r  d e j e c t i o n ;  we a r e  given t h e  de jec-  

t i o n  so v i v i d l y  and with such passion (pa radox ica l ly )  t h a t  we do 

no t  doubt i ts  a u t h e n t i c i t y .  The g r i e f ,  as it i s  sung i n  t h e  

p u b l i c  form of t h e  ode, t ranscends any pe r sona l  domestic problems. 

Moreover, because Coleridge p laces  t h e  d e j e c t i o n  i n  d i r e c t  

r e l a t i o n  t o  i t s  oppos i te ,  joy, we a r e  a b l e  t o  f e e l  t h e  absence of 

joy more poignant ly.  In  "Dejection" he has equated t h e  l o s s  o f  

imaginat ion with t h e  l o s s  of  l i f e  i t se l f - - suppor ted  by t h e  dea th ly  

landscapes of s t a n z a s  I and 11, artd by  t h e  f r u i - t l e s s n e s s  o f  a l t e r -  

n a t i v e s  t o  a l i f e  of  imagination: t h e  poor  l i f e  allowed t o  t h e  

"sensual  and t h e  proud" and t h e  s u b s t i t u t e d  l i f e  of theory  both  

involve  a s p i r i t u a l  death t h a t  a b s t r a c t s  a p a r t  and s u b s t i t u t e s  

it f o r  the whole. The r e s u l t  i s  poisonous, v i p e r  thought .  

Stanza VII of "Dejection" i s  composed of t h e  storm passage 

(A.L.  11. 184-215). A s  i n  "A L e t t e r ,  " t h e  storm sequence p r e s e n t s  

t h e  p o e t ' s  sub jec t ive  response t o  sounds of t h e  storm. Imagery 

of d i sease  and d e s t r u c t i o n  ("Devil ' s Yvle, " "b las ted  Tree,  " " t h e  
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w i l d ,  r av ing  and mad wind") ,  r evea l s  t h e  p o e t ' s  "unnatural"  and 

pained cond i t ion .  40 The wildness of t h e  storm ou t s ide  symbolically 

provides images of the  wildness i n s i d e  of t h e  poet .  H i s  respon- 

s e s  t o  t h e  storm r e v e a l  h i s  s u f f e r i n g  and f e a r ,  and h i s  v a c i l l a -  

t i o n  between t h e  poles  of despa i r  ( t h e  first t a l e )  and hope f o r  

rescue  ( t h e  second t a l e ) .  I n  both "A L e t t e r "  and "Deject ion" 

t h e  persona i n t e r p r e t s  the  sounds of t h e  wind and imaginat ive ly  

c o n s t r u c t s  t a l e s ,  one of f e a r  and s u f f e r i n g ,  t h e  o t h e r  of  a smal l  

c h i l d  l o s t  bu t  "not  f a r  from home*" In  b ~ t h  v e r s i o n s  of  t h e  poem 

t h e  persona ' s  imagination shapes what he h e a r s  and c r e a t e s  meaning. 

Moreover, he c r e a t e s  a  p o s i t i v e  and a c t i v e  response t o  n a t u r e .  

(The second t a l e ,  i s  "tempered w i t h  d e l i g h t " ;  t h e  c h i l d  is a c t i v e -  

l y  seeking i t s  mother; t h e  " u t t e r  g r i e f  & f e a r "  a l t e r n a t e s  with 

41 "hopes t o  make i t s  Mother hea r ! " )  However, "Dejection" focuses  

more c l e a r l y  on t h i s  r e t u r n  of the imaginative power because of 

changes i n  t h e  o v e r a l l  p o e t i c  s t r u c t u r e .  

How then does a new arrangement and concen t ra t ion  of theme 

a f f e c t  s t r o n g e r  emphasis on the  r e v i v a l  of t h e  imaginat ion i n  

"Dejection?" Recal l ing  t h a t  "Dejection" does n o t  employ t h e  mul- 

t i t u d e  of personal  -themes t h a t  "A L e t t e r "  does,  t h e  imagery i n  

t h e  storm sequence no longer  evokes those pe r sona l  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  42 

b u t  i n s t e a d  p o r t r a y s  genera l  a l i e n a t i o n ,  s u f f e r i n g ,  f e a r  and vul-  

n e r a b i l i t y .  For example, t h e  "Pine-Grove, whi ther  Woodman never  

clomb" (A.L. 11. 191, D. 1. 101), no longer  h a s  connect ions with 

S a r a ' s  "lov'd haunt"  or. o t h e r  c lois ter-bower images i n  "A Le t t e r ,  " 

but  ins t ead  g e n e r a l l y  p resen t s  an image of n a t u r e  d e s o l a t e  and 



uninhabi table  by human-kind. The absence of t h e  group of assoc- 

i a t i o n s  w i t h  the  Wordsvrorths, Sara and the p o e t ' s  own fa?--ily i s  

a l s o  i n  keeping with the  o v e r a l l  s h i f t  t o  a d i a l e c t i c a l  system 

of organiza t ion .  

I n  "A L e t t e r "  t h e  storm passage follows t h e  p e r s o n a ' s  "temp- 

t a t i o n  t o  r ep ine ,  " and h i s  morbid fan tasy  of S a r a  ill (A.L. 11. 

169-183). And al though f o r  a second time he t r i e s  t o  "bea t  away 

t h e  thought" (A.L. 1. 170, 11. 184-185), the  p a i n ,  p i n i n g ,  and 

d i sease  r e su r face  i n  t h e  storm images. D i r e c t ,  a s s o c i a t i v e  and 

s y n t a c t i c  l i n k s  occur between t h e  preceeding s t a n z a  and r e f e r e n c e s  

t o  t h e  a c t u a l  storm. "Nay, wherefore d id  I l e t  i t  haunt my ~ i n d /  

The dark d i s t r e s s f u l  dream!/ I t u r n  from it & l i s t e n  t o  t h e  Wind" 

(A.L. 11. 184-186) r e f e r s  t o  t h e  morbid fantasy. The storm i s  a 

climax t o  t h e  domestic themes t r aced  i n  l i n e s  119-183 of "A 

L e t t e r . "  

I n  "Dejection" t h e  storm passage i s  preceded by s t a n z a  V I ,  

which s t a t e s  the  cause of t h e  pe r sona ' s  d e j e c t i o n :  t h e  l o s s ,  t h e  

"suspension" of h i s  "shaping s p i r i t  of Imagination." I n  s t a n z a  

V I  Coleridge shaped a u n i t  devoted t o  s e t t i n g  o u t  t h e  cause and 

t h e  e f f e c t  of d e j e c t i o n .  The first eleven l i n e s  descr ibe  t h e  

d e j e c t i o n  (cause) and the  newly placed l i n e s  87-93 d e s c r i b e  the  

r e s u l t i n g  l o s s  o f  imaginative power and t e l l  of h i s  despera te  and 

' unna tu ra l '  s u b s t i t u t i o n  of "abs t ruse  research" ( e f f e c t )  . T h i s  

i s  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from "A L e t t e r ,  " where a b s t r u s e  r e s e a r c h  i s  

undertaken because of an  unhappy family l i f e  and not  as a subs t i -  

t u t e  f o r  imagination (A .L .  11. 265-271) Also, by p l a c i n g  l i n e s  

87-93 i n  "Dejection" before t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  i n t o  the  s toim,  t h e  



l i n e s  "Hence, v i p e r  thoughts ,  t h a t  c o i l  around my mind,/ R e a l i t y ' s  

dsrk  dream!" a r e  given an antecedent i n  keeping with t h n  changed 

poem ( i n  "A L e t t e r  they  r e f e r  t o  the  f a n t a s y  of  Sa ra  i l l ) .  I n  

"Dejec t ion ,"  s t anza  V I I  i s  l i n k e d  t o  s t anza  V I  by "hence;" t h e  

"v ipe r  thoughts" r e  c a l l  and reverse  t h e  p r o d u c t i v i t y  of  s t a n z a  

V I ' s  " twining v i n e ,  " and r e f e r  t o  the  unna tu ra l  i n f e c t i o n  o f  

a b s t r u s e  r e sea rch .  

The o v e r a l l  organiza t ion  of "Dejection" a l s o  p repares  u s  f o r  

what -takes p lace  i n  s tanza  V I P .  To b r i e f l y  r e c a l l  t h e  d i a l e c t i c  

descr ibed  previous ly ,  s t anza  I p r e s e n t s  a d e s c r i p t i o n  of  t h e  

q u i e t  e x t e r n a l  s i t u a t i o n  ( n a t u r e ) ,  which sugges t s  t h a t  a p o s i t i v e  

change w i l l  occur;  s t anza  11 desc r ibes  t h e  de jec ted  ( i n t e r n a l  ) 

cond i t ion  of t h e  persona--a t e n s i o n  i s  r a i s e d  between o p p o s i t e s  

o f  i n t e r n a l  and e x t e r n a l ,  calm and storm, d e s p a i r  and hope, mind 

and n a t u r e ,  and stasis and a c t i v i t y .  Stanza 111 p r e s e n t s  a syn- 

t h e s i s  l i n k i n g  t h e  e f f e c t s  descr ibed i n  I and I1 with a cause 

g iven  i n  111: "My g e n i a l  S p i r i t s  f a i l . "  The i n n e r  and o u t e r  con- 

d i t i o n s ,  juxtaposed i n  I and 11, a r e  d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  i n  111: "I 

may n o t  hope from outward forms t o  win/ The pass ion  and t h e  l i f e ,  

whose foun ta ins  a r e  wi th in . "  

The d i a l e c t i c a l  s h i f t  between oppos i tes  cont inues  i n  s t a n z a s  

I V  and V ,  where t h e  opposi te  of t h e  s t a t e d  problem ( d e j e c t i o n )  is 

descr ibed  i n  i t s  i d e a l  form ( j o y ) .  The t h e s i s  of I V  and V i s  t h a t  

joy has a n  i n n e r  source (a response t o  111) .  Stanzas I V  and V 

p r e s e n t  images of presence and absence, g i v i n g  and r e c e i v i n g ,  t h e  

i s o l a t e d  s e l f  and t h e  wedded s e l f ,  t h e  innocent  and t h e  f a l l e n ,  

t h u s  r evea l ing  t h e  p o l a r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of d e j e c t i o n  t o  joy i n  the  
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dynamic of Being. Ideal joy, given to the Pure in the innocent 

or "natural" condition, is juxtaposed with the antithetical, un- 

natural dejection of the poet's present fallen condition. Stanza 

VI returns us to the poet's fallen condition with an analysis of 

its cause: the loss of imagination, and with the knowledge tha.t 

the source for its revival must "issueJ' forth from the poet. The 

move back into thoughts on the shaping spirit of imagination echoes 

the synthesis of stanza 111: the revival of genial spirits must 

come from within! We should also keep in mind that Coleridge saw 

the imagination as the reconciling agent between opposites. The 

imagination is the mediatress between mind and nature--the agency 

of perception. 

Stanza VII presents a synthesis by dramatizing the interaction 

of the poet's mind with the change in nature. As the persona's 

mind begins to construct meaning from the sounds of the storm, we 

witness a return of his "shaping Spirit. " The storm tales he 

makes dramatize his confrontation with the agony of his dejection- 

-he feels the pain, and he feels it released! 

hax Shulz misleads us by suggesting that the storm is not a 

symbol of rejuvenation because Coleridge doesn't want it to travel 

across to Grasmere. 43 Schul z feels that the storm symbol in 

"DejectionJ' is confused because it remains a discarded theme from 
\ 

the verse letter of the poet's "coarse domestic life" and of his 

unrequited love for Sara Hutchinson. An analogy from the Letters 

helps clarify the problem. In a letter to George Coleridge in 

October 1803, Coleridge writes of his despondency and quotes "Dej- 

ection." He complains that his heart has been "shut up within 



e n t s  t h e  i n f e c t i o n  of abs t ruse  research .  He adds "I have sone- 

t imes derived a comfort from t h e  not ion ,  t h a t  poss ib ly  these  

h o r r i d  Dreams, with a l l  t h e i r  mockery of Crimes, & Remorse, & 

Shame, & Ter ro r ,  might have been s e n t  upon me t o  arouse me o u t  of 

t h a t  proud & s t o i c a l  Apathy i n t o  which I had f a l l e n . "  In "Dejec- 

t i o n "  it is the  nightmarish v i s i o n s  of t h e  seventh s t a n z a  t h a t  

arouse him and send h i s  sou l  abroad t o  Sa ra .  She i s  not  i n  t h e  

same p l i g h t  o r i g i n a l l y .  She does not  need t h e  nightmare/storm t o  

arouse he r ;  she i s  a l ready seen by t h e  poe t  as being i n  a s t a t e  

of joyous a r o u s a l .  The storm symbol. i n  "Deject ion" occupies  a 

more s i g n i f i c a n t  s t r u c t u r a l  r o l e  than  i n  "A L e t t e r . "  It i s  made 

t h e  un i fy ing  focus by the  a d d i t i o n  of  t h e  l i n e s  a t  t h e  end of  

s t anza  one of "Deject ion"-- l inking the  storm t o  the prophecy/an- 

t i c i p a t i o n  of f u l f i l l m e n t .  The s t o ~ m  sounds have " r a i s e d  him" 

and have s t a r t l e d  t h e  d u l l  p a i n  of s t anza  I and made it "move and 

l i v e "  ( D .  11. 17-20).  The sounds of the storm r a i s e  t h e  poe t  

from h i s  s t a t e  of unproductive (because i n e r t  and un l iv ing)  pa in ,  

and make h i s  pa in  a l i v e .  The addi-tj onal l i n e s  i n  s t a n z a  I t h a t  

s e t  t h i s  up ( D .  11. 17-20) d o n ' t  say t h a t  he wishes t o  be s t a r t l e d  

o u t  of t h e  pain--they express  h i s  wish t o  have t h e  p a i n  become a 

moving and v i t a l  pa th  f o r  knowledge. The r e v i s i o n  o f  t h e  poem 

shows t h a t  the  poet has  used t h e  pa in ,  the  energy of t h e  p a i n ,  t o  

make something. The a c t i v i t y  of t h e  thought fu l  "shaping" of h i s  

pain br ings  r e l i e f  from t h e  dea th- l ike  s t a s i s  of t h e  opening l i n e s .  

This  r e l i e f  a l s o  occurs  i n  "a L e t t e r , "  b u t  i n  "A L e t t e r "  t h e  

s ign i f i cance  of the  r e t u r n  of imagination i s  lessened because it 



i s  in te r twined  i n  the  web of r e c u r r i n g  images and a s s o c i a t i o n s  

t h a t  t i 2  t h e  poet  i n t o  cycles  o f  d e j e c t i o n  and relief. I n  "A 

L e t t e r "  the  poet  is immersed i n  t h e  p a i n  and i s  unable t o  d i s t ance  

himself enough t o  break the cyc le .  H e  is  r e l i e v e d  t h r e e  t imes and 

p u l l e d  immediately back i n t o  d e j e c t i o n  twice .  Af ter  t h e  storm 

climax i n  "A L e t t e r "  t h e  poem moves i n t o  a s t anza  t h a t  inc ludes  a 

b l e s s i n g  - and t h e  t u r n  back i n t o  d e j e c t i o n  ( " F o r ,  oh! beloved 

~ r i e n d ! /  I a m  no t  t h e  buoyant Thing, I w a s  of yore . . ." A.L. 11. 

226-227) and in to  the  passage begiiming "There was a time when 

t h o '  my pa th  w a s  rough . . ." (A.L. 11. 232-248). I n  "Dejection" 

t h e r e  i s  only one climax, and with t h e  conclusion of s t anza  V I I - -  

a f a n t a s y  of r e l i e f  f o r  the  chi ld-- the poem moves d i r e c t l y  i n t o  a 

concluding b l e s s i n g :  

' T i s  midnight,  bu t  s m a l l  thoughts have I of s leep:  
F u l l  seldom may my f r i e n d  such v i g i l s  keep! 
V i s i t  h e r ,  g e n t l e  Sleep! with wings of  hea l ing ,  

And may t h i s  storm be but  a mountain-birth,  
May a l l  t h e  stars hang b r i g h t  above h e r  dwell ing,  

S i l e n t  as though they  watched t h e  s l e e p i n g  Earth! 
With l i g h t  h e a r t  may she r i s e ,  
Gay fancy,  chee r fu l  eyes,  

Joy l i f t  h e r  s p i r i t ,  joy a t tune  h e r  voice ;  
To h e r  may a l l  th ings  l i v e ,  f m m  go1.e t o  p o l e ,  ' 

Their  l i f e  t h e  eddying of  h e r  l i v i n g  soul !  
0 simple s p i r i t ,  guided from above, 

Dear Lady! f r i e n d  devoutest  of my choice ,  
Thus mayest thou ever ,  evermore r e j o i c e  (D.  11. 126-139). 

Stanza V I I I  of "Dejection" i s  composed of l i n e s  216-223 and 

334-340 of "A L e t t e r . "  Ins tead  of having the  poem l e a d  back i n t o  

h i s  d e j e c t i o n ,  Coleridge added the  final u p l i f t i n g  benedic t ion  t o  

h i s  good wishes f o r  the  Lady. A s  i n  o the r  poems of Coleridge such 

as "Fros t  a t  Midnight" o r  "This Lime Tree Bower My P r i s o n , "  the  

persona adopts  t h e  r o l z  of watching and p r o t e c t i n g ;  he keeps a 

" v i g i l ,  " while another  r ace ives  the  blessing.44 The r e t u r n  t o  the 
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opening s e t t i n g  ( " ' T i s  midnight") ,  another  f a m i l i a r  Coleridgean 

device, sugi jes ts  a homecoming, with t h e  persona hav ing  gained a 

r e l e a s e  frbm h i s  " g r i e f  without a pang, " from h i s  u n f e e l i n g  con- 

d i t i o n  of d e j e c t i o n .  Whereas he s t i l l  s e e s  himself as a n  o u t s i d e r  

- - " s m a l l  thoughts have I of s leep/  F u l l  seldom may my f r i e n d  such 

v i g i l s  keep" ( D .  11. 126-127)--he simultaneously is r e l e a s e d  from 

h i s  conception of a s t a t i c ,  dead world and from the  prison-house 

of s e l f  because he u n s e l f i s h l y  imagines a l i v i n g  world. H i s  

b l e s s i n g  inc ludes  images of s l e e p ,  hea l ing ,  comfort ,  p r o t e c t i o n  

and peacefulness .  Ins tead  of t h e  vacant ,  r e s t l e s s  and oppressive 

q u i e t  of s t anza  I ,  he envis ions  t h e  s i l e n t  stars p r o t e c t i n g  t h e  

s l e e p i n g  Ear th .  H i s  percept ion  o f  the  stars i n  s t anza  VlII i s  a 

r e v e r s a l  of h i s  percept ion  of the  stars i n  s t a n z a  11, where they 

a r e  p a r t  of a " f ixed"  heaven t h a t  he could see  but  n o t  f e e l :  

May a l l  t h e  stars hang b r i g h t  above h e r  dwell ing,  
S i l e n t  as though they  watched the  s l e e p i n g  Earth!  

With l i g h t  h e a r t  may she r i s e ,  
Gay fancy,  chee r fu l  eyes,  

Joy l ift  h e r  s p i r i t ,  joy a t t u n e  h e r  voice ;  
To h e r  may a l l  th ings  l i v e ,  from pole t o  po le ,  
The i r  l i f e  t h e  eddying of h e r  l i v i n g  soul! 

0 simple s p i r i t ,  guided from above, 
Dear TJady! f r i e n d  devoutest  o f  my choice,  
Thus mayest thou ever ,  evermore r e j o i c e  ( D .  11-, 130-Ilk 

The enduring peacefulness  of  t h i s  image communicates a l o v i n g  

r e c i p r o c i t y  between t h e  human and t h e  d iv ine .  The mention of 

guidance from above i s  a r e v e r s a l  of t h e  a l i e n a t e d  i s o l a t i o n  of 

t h e  f r a p e n t e d  universe i n  the  poem's beginning. Here, i n  a 

lov ing  p rayer ,  t h e  poet  has ceased t o  be one of those f i x e d  and 

i s o l a t e  p a r t s .  The blank eye gazing i s  replaced by t h e  "gay" Eyes. 

I n s t e a d  of the  p o e t ' s  d e j e c t i o n  he sees  h e r  joy, h e r  a c t i v e ,  par- 

t i c i p a t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with na ture :  "To h e r  may a l l  t h i i ~ s  l i v e  



from pole  t o  po le , /  Their  l i f e  t h e  eddying of  h e r  l i v i n g  sou l"  

(Dm 11. 135-136) 

I n  "Dejection" Coleridge emphasizes the  pe r sona ' s  r e l e a s e  

from himself by concluding with t h i s  r e j o i c i n g .  Since it i s  a n  

a c t  of r e j o i c i n g ,  he i s  r e c r e a t i n g  joy i n  t h e  Lady's joy. Where- 

as i n  "A L e t t e r "  t h e  persona immediately remembers himself  and h i s  

d e j e c t i o n ,  i n  "Dejection" we f i n i s h  with the  pe r sona ' s  thoughts  

f o r  another .  H i s  a b i l i t y  t o  f o r g e t  himself and h i s  d e j e c t i o n  

does not  au iamat ica l ly  t r a n s p o r t  h:ih i n t o  "Joy,"  bu t  i t  does 

demonstrate a change of h e a r t .  He i s  approaching a state of mind 

descr ibed  i n  a l e t t e r  of 1819: 

i n  Joy i n d i v i d u a l i t y  i s  1.0s-i and it t h e r e f o r e  i s  l i v e 1  i e s t  
i n  youth, n o t  from any p r i n c i p l e  i n  o rgan iza t ion ,  but  
simply from t h i s ,  t h a t  t h e  hardships o f  l i f e ,  t h a t  t h e  
circumstances have forced  a man i n  upon h i s  l i t t l e  un- 
th ink ing  contemptible s e l f ,  have lessened h i s  power of 
e x i s t i n g  u n i v e r s a l l y ;  it  i s  t h a t  only which b r i n g s  about 
these  pass ions .  To have genius i s  t o  l i v e  i n  t h e  univer- 
sal ,  t o  know no s e l f  but  t h a t  which i s  r e f l e c t e d  n o t  o n l y  
from t h e  f a c e s  a l l  around u s ,  our  f e l l o w  c r e a t u r e s ,  b u t  
r e f l e c t e d  from the  f lowers ,  the  t r e e s ,  the  b e a s t s ,  yea 
from the  very  sur face  [of t h e  waters] & t he  sands  of t h e  
d e s e r t .  43 

By concluding "Dejection" with t h e  b l e s s i n g  f o r  t h e  Lady t h e  poe t  

h a s  at  l e a s t  reached a s t age  where he has been ab le  t o  come ou t  o f  

h i s  " l i t t l e  unthinking and contemptible s e l f "  and t o  g i v e  of him- 

s e l f  spontaneously.  H i s  d u l l  p a i n  has  been s t a r t l e d  and moved, 

and t h e  cause of h i s  d e j e c t i o n  ( t h e  suspension of h i s  media t ing  

imagination) has been r e l i e v e d  by the  r e t u r n  of h i s  "shaping s p i r -  

i t "  i n  h i s  c r e a t i o n  of the  storm t a l e s .  

Because of the  d i a l e c t i c a l  movement of "Dejection" through 

a t e n s i o n  and juxtapos i t ion  of oppos i tes  t o  a climax i n  hl 1s res -  

ponse t o  the  storm (where mind and na ture  i n t e r a c t )  we c z n  regarc! 



s t anza  V I I I  a s  a r e s o l u t i o n  of the  poem's dilemma ( a l i e n a t i o n ) ,  

The i s o l a t i o n ,  s u f f e r i n g ,  pa in  and f e a r  vented i n  'JII g ive  way to 

images of "dwelling" (belonging) ,  "heal ing" (comfort) and peace 

i n  V I I I .  Though he i s  not  pure l i k e  t h e  Lady and is only  inc luded 

i n  t h e  b l e s s i n g  v i c a r i o u s l y ,  he i s ,  nevertheless, capable of 

producing t h e  v i s i  or;, something Le previous ly  believed jmpossible . 
Readers have argued t h a t  t h e  ex i s t ence  of t h e  poem i s  i t s e l f  ev i -  

dence t h a t  t h e  poet  has  overcome de jec t ion .  46 T h i s  ques t ion  

l e a d s  u s  t o  an important di.s-l;incl,.i on between ''A Let ter ' '  and 

"Deject ion.  " "A L e t t e r "  i s  an  amazing poem of g r e a t  i n t e n s i t y ;  

i n  it t h e  poet i s  involved i n  the  experience of d e j e c t i o n  & i n t r a .  

"A L e t t e r "  silows the  experience o i  de jec t ion  t o  be % i c d  t o  myriad 

causes,  many of them ou t s ide  t h e  p o e t ' s  c o n t r o l .  Therefore,  i n  

h i s  personal  experience of de jec t ion  t h e  p o e t  f e e l s  t h a t  r e l i e f  

i s  t i e d  t o  o t h e r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t o  h i s  beloved. (Rel ief  occurs  

through h i s  thoughts of Sara a t  l i n e s  74-98; 216-225; 324-340 of  i 
"A L e t t e r .  " )  "Deject ion,  " however, t akes  t h e  experience of de- 

j e c t i o n  and makes a genera l  case of i t ,  viewing l o s s  of imagina- ~ 
t i v e  power as i t s  simple cause,  '[ 'he poet  i s  involved e x t r a ,  

and s i n c e  t h e  problem i s  seen t o  be l o s s  of imagination, i t s  

oppos i t e ,  the  r e v i v a l  of imagination i s  proposed as t h e  r e s o l u t i o n .  

Ins tead  of looking t o  o t h e r s  f o r  r e l i e f ,  "Dejection" p l a c e s  

emphasis on t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of t h e  s e l f .  Instead o f  r e l y i n g  

on t h e  beloved t o  supply r e l e a s e ,  the  poet  i n  "Dejection" discov- 4 
e 

e r s  t h e  t ransformat ional  powers of love and joy themselves ( s t a n -  'i 

zas  I V  and V)  . By surrounding t h e  storm passage with t h e  p r i n -  

c i p l e s  of g iv ing  and rece iv ing ,  and with t h e  c r i s i s  o f  imaginat ion  
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( t h e  p o e t ' s  d i s e a s e ) ,  Coleridge shapes a sequence t h a t  prepares 

T o r  the  de jec t ion  t o  be r e l i e v e d  by the  h e a l i n g  e f f e c t s  o: g iv ing,  

lov ing ,  and imaginat ive ly  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  n a t u r e .  By c o n t r a s t ,  

t h e  storm passage and fol lowing b l e s s i n g  i n  "A L e t t e r "  a r e  s u r -  

rounded by t o r t u r e d  thoughts of Sara .  The d i s e a s e ,  p a i n ,  and 

s u f f e r i n g  imagery is sus ta ined  throughout l i n e s  119-243, l i n k i n g  

t h e  storm passage wi th  the  p o e t ' s  dependency upon Sara  and t h e  

Wordsworths f o r  love and f o r  r e l i e f  from h i s  d e j e c t i o n .  The 

storm passage and b less ing  a r e  ex-ixnsions of  h i s  obsession wi th  

h i s  exc lus ion  from S a r a ' s  world. The d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  kept  e x p l i -  

c i t l y  i n  the  b l e s s i n g   or or, oh! beloved ~ r i e n d ! /  I am n o t  t h e  

buoyant Thing, I w a s  of yore--" 1L.L. 11. 226-227). I have argued 

t h a t  t h e  s t rong  d i s t i n c t i o n s  b u i l t  up between the  p o e t ' s  d i s e a s e d  

self-image and S a r a ' s  p u r i t y  ( r e in fo rced  by t h e  web of  d i s e a s e  

imagery) exclude the  poet  from shar ing  an  innocent ,  joyous con- 

d i t i o n .  These d i s t i n c t i o n s  a r e  sus ta ined  t o  t h e  end o f  "A Let-  

t e r .  1'47 I n  "A L e t t e r "  the  poet  has  moments o f  r e l i e f  where he 

passes  i n t o  t r a n c e - l i k e  c e l e b r a t i o n s  of h i s  r e l e a s e ,  b u t  t h e s e  

a r e  momentary transcendences and :he;y do no t  resolve t h e  problem-- 

which recurs  again  and again .  (Poss ib ly  some readers  p r e f e r  "A 

L e t t e r "  because of  i t s  r e n d i t i o n  of the  t r a n s i e n t  na ture  of our  

experience of joy and d e j e c t i o n . )  "Pure Joy" only e x i s t s  f o r  

o t h e r s  and no t  f o r  t h e  poet  i n  "A L e t t e r . "  

The r e v i s i o n  of "A L e t t e r "  suggests  t h a t  Coleridge wished t o  

connunicate p u b l i c a l l y  a recovery from the  e f f e c t s  o f  d e j e c t i o n .  

The p lace  of "Deject ionn i n s i d e  the  context  o f  the Wordsworth- 

Coleridge exchanges of 1802 a l s o  suggests  t h a t  Coleridge w a s  



t r y i n g  t o  recover  h i s  p a s t  sense of joy. What i s  meant by a 

recovery o r  "overcoming" d e j e c t i o n ?  It is often debated whether  

t h e  poet  reaches a s t a t e  of joy i n  "Deject ion.  "48 I do n o t  be- 

l i e v e  we can claim t h a t  he a t t a i n s  the  cond i t ion  of Joy  descr ibed  

i n  s t a n z a s  I V  and V of "Deject ion."  Though he has  minimized t h e  

d i s t i n c t i o n s  i n  "Dejection" between t h e  persona and t h e  Lady, 

n e v e r t h e l e s s  these  d i f fe rences  a r e  ev ident .  He says  i n  V t h a t  

Joy (given only t o  t h e  Pure) i s  a s t a t e  of spontaneous r e j o i c i n g  

and i n  V I  t h a t  aff1.i.c-Lions preven-! h i m  from r e j o i c i n g .  Fur ther -  

more, while imagining h e r  peaceful  slumber he r e p o r t s  t h a t  he has  

"small  thoughts  of s l e e p . "  The b l e s s i n g  r e f e r s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  t o  

wishes f o r  h e r  ("Thus mayst thou e v e r ,  evermare r e  joiceW--my 

emphasis) . Overt ly  " ~ e  jectiori" keeps t h e  poet  ' s experience of  Joy 

v i c a r i o u s .  

However, t h e  a c t i v i t y  of t h e  poem r e v e a l s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

descr ibed  as belonging t o  a s t a t e  of joy. (The poem says  one t h i n g  

but  does another . )  The poem as song i s  a Voice, an  e f f u s i o n  o f  

" s t rong  music" from the  sou l .  Though it i s  n o t  a "sweet v o i c e , "  

once t h e  energy i s  c rea ted  it has o n l y  t o  be turned around. The 

re-arrangement demonstrates p o e t i c  th inking ,  a c t s  of a "shaping 

s p i r i t  of  imaginat ion."  The imaginative t a l e s  t h a t  t h e  persona 

h e a r s  i n  t h e  storm presen t  symbolical ly  the  s u f f e r i n g  and f e a r  

t h a t  he i s  experiencing.  He had wished t o  t ransform h i s  i n e r t  

and deadening p a i n  i n t o  l i v i n g  experience;  he had wished t o  r e t u r n  

t o  l i f e  ( D .  11. 17-20);  h i s  imaginative response t o  t h e  storm re -  

v e a l s  t h i s  process  i n  a c t i o n .  With h i s  imaginat ion t h u s  r e a c t i v a -  

t e d ,  hope re -en te r s  the  poem; the  small c h i l d  l o s t  (an image of 



t h e  p o e t )  hopes t o  make i t s  mother hear .  He says  i n  V I  t h a t  

when he had hope t h s  joy  within him " d a l l i e d  with d i s t r e s s . "  I n  

t h e  f i n a l  images of a joyous, l i v i n g ,  r e c i p r o c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

with na tu re ,  joy r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  poet  as he evokes it f o r  the  

Lady. The t h i n g s  he wishes f o r  h e r  have, i n  p a r t ,  happened t o  

him--the weight has  been l i f t e d  from h i s  c h e s t  ( h i s  h e a r t  is  

l i g h t e r ) ;  i n  h e r  l i f e  he has  f e l t  t h e  eddying of h i s  l i v i n g  soul .  

Thus, i n  praying f o r  he r ,  and i n  loving  h e r ,  he has c rea ted  a 

" b e a u t i f u l  and beauty-making power." He has found pass ion  and 

l i f e  from foun ta ins  wi th in  himself .  

Whether o r  not t h e  poe t  i n  "Dejection" reaches  a s t a t e  of 

joy depends upon how we descr ibe  t h e  boundaries  of the  condi t ion .  

I doubt t h a t  any of u s  f i n d  ourse lves  e x c l u s i v e l y  i n  one camp o r  

t h e  o t h e r .  We con t inua l ly  journey between p o l e s  of experience.  

The poet  does n o t  r e t u r n  t o  a pure s t a t e  of innocent  mi r th ,  nor 

t o  an  i n t u i t i v e ,  myst ica l  reunion with n a t u r e .  (Nor d i d  he claim 

t o  have previous ly  enjoyed one .) He does, howevsr, become involved 

i n  a process  which, I would argue,  recognizes  t h a t  d e j e c t i o n  and 

joy a r e  p o l a r  condi t ions  of Being. Of more s i g n i f i c a n c e  t o  a n  

apprec ia t ion  of t h e  poet ry  of "Dejection" i s  t h e  r ecogn i t ion  t h a t  

t h e  problems proposed by t h e  poem have been reso lved  by a d ia lec -  

t i c a l  explora t ion .  The poet  has ,  i n  a sense,  re turned  himself t o  

l i f e  by h i s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  an a c t i v e ,  dynamic exp lo ra t ion  o f  

h i s  experience.  The "shaping s p i r i t  of imagination" is r e a c t i v a t e d  

and the  weight of h i s  unfee l ing ,  s o l i p s i s t i c  d e j e c t i o n  i s  re l i eved  

by f e e l i n g s  of love f o r  someone ou t s ide  of h imsel f .  



I n  view of t h e i r  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  procedures  and systems 

of o rgan iza t ion ,  it i s  most f r u i t f u l  t o  regard  "A L e t t e r "  and 

"Deject ion" as two d i f f e r e n t  r e n d i t i o n s  of t h e  experience of de- 

j e c t i o n .  "A L e t t e r "  records  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of a mind immersed i n  

t h e  experience of d e j e c t i o n .  The poem's procedures i m i t a t e  f luc-  

t u a t i n g  responses t o  a complex s e t  of i n t e r - r e l a t e d  problems, 

e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  p o e t ' s  sense of fragmented and broken r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

t o  n a t u r e ,  t o  f r i e n d s  and t o  h i s  beloved. The u n i t y  of "A L e t t e r "  

depends on  a s s o c i a t i v e  imagery and on organic  t ens ion  of  oppos i tes .  

Though memory of h i s  beloved seduces t h e  poe t  i n t o  moments of 

b l i s s ,  he cannot resolve  h i s  problems and t h e  poem repea ted ly  

fol lows h i s  mind's co l l apse  back i n t o  de j e c t i u n .  The network of 

imagery i n  "A L e t t e r "  ( b i r d s ,  d isease /hea l th ,  pa in ,  mother/child) 

e s t a b l i s h e s  and s u s t a i n s  the  p o e t ' s  i s o l a t i o n .  The weight of 

" h e a r t l e s s "  g r i e f  i s  not l i f t e d ,  but  it i s  transformed i n t o  a 

keenly f e l t  anguish.  H i s  a n x i e t i e s  r eve rbe ra te  through t o  t h e  

end of t h e  poem. Whereas "Dejection" emphasizes t h e  p o l a r  r e l a -  

t i o n s h i p  of d e j e c t i o n  and i d e a l  joy, "A L e t t e r "  emphasizes t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  of d e j e c t i o n  t o  t ransc ience  and u n c e r t a i n t y .  "A 

L e t t e r "  explores  t h e  causes of a personal  experience of d e j e c t i o n ,  

whereas "Dejection" explores  t h e  genera l  causes of d e j e c t i o n  

s e  . - 
The r e v i s i o n s  of "A L e t t e r "  e l iminate  t h e  personal  context  

of d e j e c t i o n  and show a movement toward viewing the  problem ab - 
e x t r a .  Coleridge seemed t o  be searching f o r  a way t o  explore  the  

problem from a u n i v e r s a l  perspect ive  and, a t  t h e  same t ime,  t o  

f r e e  himself from the  confines  of time and space through the 



p r a c t i c e  of art  r a t h e r  than  through memory of h i s  beloved. Con- 

s i s t e n t l y  the  r e v i s i o n s  s h i f t  t he  emphasis from p r i v a t e  t o  pub l i c  

concerns and t o  a focus on the  importance of imaginat ion.  He has 

t aken  the  revived f e e l i n g s  of h i s  p a i n  i n  "A L e t t e r "  and shaped 

them i n t o  a form t h a t  demonstrates knowledge of  the  modifying 

power of imaginat ion.  It i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  during t h i s  per iod ,  

i n  a l e t t e r  t o  Sotheby ( ~ e p t e m b e r  10 ,  1802), Coleridge f i r s t  de- 

f i n e s  t h e  imaginat ion as "the modifying, and co-adunating Facul- 

t y . "  The example Coleridge g ives  i % l u s t r a t e s  t h e  v i t a l  mediat ion 

t h a t  t a k e s  p lace  between i n d i v i d u a l s  and n a t u r e  through imagina- 

t i o n .  Speaking of t h e  "modifying, and co-adunating F a c u l t y , "  

Coleridge says : 

This  t h e  Hebrew Poe t s  appear  t o  me t o  have possessed  be- 
yond a l l  others--& next  t o  them t h e  Engl ish .  I n  t h e  
Hebrew Poe t s  each Thing has a L i fe  of  i t ' s  own, & ye t  
they  a r e  a l l  one L i f e .  I n  God they move & l i v e  & have 
t h e i r  Being--not had, as t h e  cold  System of Newtonian 
Theology r e p r e s e n w  but  have (Griggs,  11, 459) . 

Notice the  important echo of "move & l i v e , "  and the  r o l e  of  t h e  

imaginat ion i n  t h e  percept ion  o f  t h i s  l i v i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n .  

I n  the  process  of r e v i s i o n  Coleridge g radua l ly  worked out  a 

new arrangement of the  m a t e r i a l  t h a t  a l t e r s  t h e  dynamic o f  how 

t h i s  same m a t e r i a l  operated i n  "A L e t t e r .  " F o r  example, removing 

t h e  personal  m a t e r i a l  and even tua l ly  p l a c i n g  t h e  storm passage 

a f t e r  mourning t h e  suspension of imagination a l t e r s  how t h e  storm 

passage func t ions .  I n  "A L e t t e r "  the  storm passage i s  a symbolic 

climax t o  personal  and domestic problems; i n  "Dejection" t h e  storm 

i s  - t h e  symbolic climax of the  c r i s i s  of imaginat ion.  By adding 

l i n e s  ( D .  11. 17-20) t o .  s t anza  I Coleridge manages t o  t i e  t h i s  

symbolic event t o  the  r e s o l u t i o n  of h i s  problem. Furthe-omre,  



t e r n a t i n g  movements between d e j e c t i o n  and r e l i e f )  suggest  t h a t  

joy i n  "Dejection" does no t  b r ing  momentary r e l e a s e s ,  which once 

gone, drag the p o e t  deeper inta de jec t ion  as i t  does in "A Let- 

t e r . "  I n  "Dejection" joy i s  presented ph i losoph ica l ly  (and not  

as anecdotal  memories) t o  put  d e j e c t i o n  i n t o  pe r spec t ive .  The 

s t anzas  on joy occur  i n  t h e  middle of t h e  poem a s  p a r t  of an ex- 

p o s i t o r y  and d i a l e c t i c a l  exp lo ra t ion  of d e j e c t i o n  and i t s  causes.  

Focus i s  placed on t h e  absence of the  shaping s p i r i t  of imagina- 

t i o n  and on the  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  r e a c t i v a t e  i t .  

Even though "Dejection" does no t  demonstrate t h a t  t h e  persona 

l e a p s  i n t o  joy at  the  conclusion,  it does demonstrate t h a t  t h e  

persona has undergone a change of h e a r t  because he can now f e e l  

( love)  f o r  p a r t  of the  world ( t h e  Lady) o u t s i d e  h imsel f .  "Dejec- 
rl 

t i o n  ends with t h e  p o e t ' s  a r o u s a l  and outward soa r ing  thoughts ,  

t h u s  i n d i c a t i n g  a r e s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  opening dilemma. Although 

"A L e t t e r "  a l s o  ends with outward soa r ing  thoughts ,  t h e  oppos i t ions  

embedded i n  t h e  imagery and t h e  previous p a t t e r n  of t h e  poem (al- 

r e s o l u t i o n  i s  only  temporary. Because "Deject ion" has  only one 

climax and r e s o l u t i o n ,  we a r e  l e f t  with a more enduring sense of 

s t a b i l i t y  and r e l e a s e .  

Reeve Parker  c i t e s  an  important passage from a l e t t e r  pub- 

l i s h e d  i n  Blackwoods Magazine i n  1821 i n  which Coleridge,  with 

h i s  usual  keen psychological  i n s i g h t ,  d e s c r i b e s  a process  t h a t  can 

be appl ied  t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n s  of both "A L e t t e r "  and "Deject ion."  

Coleridge exp la ins  : 

We imagine t h e  presence of what we d e s i r e  i n  t h e  very a c t  
of r e g r e t t i n g  i t s  absence, nay, i n  o r d e r  t o  r e g r e t  i t  
more l i v e l i l y ;  b u t ,  whi le ,  with a s t r a n g e  w i l f u l n e s s ,  we 



a r e  t h u s  engendering g r i e f  on g r i e f ,  na tu re  makes use of 
the  product t o  cheat us  i n t o  comfort and e x e r t i o n .  The 
p o s i t i v e  shapings,  though bu t  of the fancy,  w i l l  sooner 
o r  l a t e r  d i sp lace  the  mere knowledge of t h e  negat ive .  
A l l  a c t i v i t y  i s  i n  i t s e l f  p leasure  and according t o  t h e  
na tu re ,  powers, and previous h a b i t s  o f  the  s u f f e r e r ,  t he  
a c t i v i t y  of t h e  fancy w i l l  c a l l  t he  o t h e r  f a c u l t i e s  of  
t h e  s o u l  i n t o  a c t i o n .  The self-contemplat ive power be- 
comes med i t a t ive ,  and the mind begins t o  p l a y  t h e  geo- 
me t r i c i an  w i t h  i t s  own thoughts- -abs t rac t ing  from them 
the  a c c i d e n t a l  and t h e  ind iv idua l ,  till a new and u n f a i l -  
i n g  source of employment, t h e  b e s t  and s u r e s t  nepenthe of  
s o l i t a r y  pa in ,  i s  opened out  i n  t h e  h a b i t  o f  seeking t h e  
p r i n c i p l e  and u l t ima te  a i m  i n  the  most imperfect  produc- 
t i o n s  of a r t ,  i n  t h e  l e a s t  a t t r a c t i v e  products  of  
na tu re  '49 

I n  "A L e t t e r "  t h e  poet  w a s  engaged i n  t h i s  p rocess  of engendering 

g r i e f  on g r i e f ,  c a l l i n g  t h e  "o ther  f a c u l t i e s  o f  t h e  s o u l  i n t o  

a c t i o n . "  The process  of r e v i s i o n  seems t o  have drawn e s p e c i a l l y  

on t h e  medi ta t ive  power, t h e  mind beginning " t o  p l a y  t h e  geomet- 

r i c i a n  with i t s  own thoughts ,"  a b s t r a c t i n g  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  f i n d i n g  

t h e  p r i n c i p l e  and u l t ima te  a i m .  

Though we may p r e f e r  t h e  emotional i n t e n s i t y  o f  "A L e t t e r ,  " 

with  i t s  i n t r i c a t e  web of imagery and i t s  pe r sona l  r e v e l a t i o n s ,  

o r  "Dejection" f o r  i t s  c a r e f u l  balancing of  d e j e c t i o n  with joy, 

f o r  i ts  t i g h t  s t r u c t u r e  and u n i v e r s a l i t y ,  we should not ,  however, 

use  one of these  poems t o  p o i n t  out the  shortcomings of t h e  o t h e r .  

Careful  readings r evea l  t h a t  both poems, though d i f f e r e n t ,  a r e  

h igh ly  organized, i n t e g r a l  wholes. "A L e t t e r "  explores  t h e  imme- 

d i a t e  and overwhelming experience of depress ion  i n  a manner s u i t e d  

t o  t h e  mesh of impressions t h a t  deluge one i n  a depression.  The 

poet  i n  "A L e t t e r "  s t r u g g l e s  t o  f i n d  a perspect ive  i n  t h e  f a c e  of 

a c o l l a p s i n g  s e t  of r e l a t i o n s h i p s  with t h e  world. Having eloigned 

himself from t h e  immediate sensa t ions ,  Coleridge ga ins  a more 

genera l  perspect ive  on the  d e j e c t i o n  and d e a l s  with the  c o l l a p s e  



-- 

of h i s  world by t u r n i n g  t o  a s t r u c t u r e d ,  a e s t h e t i c  answer in 

"De j?~"Lon.~ Deject ion could be countered by t h e  r econc i l inq  

powers of t h e  imaginat ion.  Resolut ion of t h e  problem is Contained 

i n  t h e  poem. A r t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  medi ta t ive  o r  r e f l e c t i v e  a r t ,  has  

become a mediator between the  p o e t ' s  mind and n a t u r e .  The poe t  

has  r e -es tab l i shed  a v i t a l  connection t o  t h e  world through a 

mental  process  of  explora t ion ,  encounter ( i n  t h e  symbol), and 

r e l e a s e .  Rel ie f  i s  not  n e c e s s a r i l y  Joy,  but  Joy does n o t  come 

without  r e l e a s e .  Ht? has  prepared t h e  ground f o r  r e v e r s i n g  h i  s 

d e j e c t i o n ,  first by rece iv ing  t h e  sounds o f  t h e  storm; secondly,  

i 

by c r e a t i n g  meaning from those sounds (and having  t h u s  g iven  form 

t o  h i s  f e e l i n g s ) ;  and t h i r d l y ,  by c e l e b r a t i n g  h i s  release by  

g i v i n g  love t o  another .  A r t  has  provided an abridgment between 

mind and na ture  f o r  t h e  poe t  i n  "Dejection." 



' ~ e c a u s e  t h e r e  a r e  numerous ve r s ions  of "Dejections An Ode, - 
I w i l l  use the  fol lowing t i t l e s  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between them: "A 

L e t t e r "  w i l l  denote the  verse l e t t e r  s e n t  t o  Sara Hutchinson on 

A p r i l  4, 1802, i n  Collected L e t t e r s  of Samuel Taylor Coler idge ,  

ed.  E a r l  L e s l i e  Griggs, I1 (oxford: The Claredon Press ,  1956) ,  

438. Fur ther  r e fe rences  t o  o t h e r  l e t t e r s  from Griggs w i l l  appear  

i n  parentheses  i n  t h e  body of the essay .  The r ev i sed  ode puh- 

l i s h e d  i n  the  Morning Pos t  October 4, 1802, "Dejection: A n  Ode 

Wri t ten  Apr i l  4, 1802, " w i l l  be r e f e r r e d  t o  as the  Morning P o s t  
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(Griggs,  11, 511), is  known as t h e  Coleorton manuscript .  "De jec- 

t i o n :  An Ode," o r  "Dejection" w i l l  r e f e r  t o  t h e  r e v i s e d  1817 poem 
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Works, ed.  Earnest  Har t l ey  Coleridge (London, Oxford, N .Y. : 
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'%lax Schulz, The Poe t i c  Voices o f  Coleridge ( D e t r o i t :  Wayne 

State Univers i ty  P r e s s ,  1.963)~ pp . 203-206. 

4 4 ~ a l t e r  Jackson Bate c a l l s  t h i s  Co le r idge ' s  "usher" r o l e  i n  

Coleridge ( N a y -  : C o l l i e r ,  1968),  p .  50. 

4 5 ~ o l e r i d g e ,  Phi losophica l  Lectures ,  c i t e d  by George Gi lp in ,  

The S t r a t e m  of Joy: An Esszy on t h e  Poetry of  Samuel Taylor  



Coleridye (Salzburg, Aust r ia :  1nst i tu- t  fur Englische 
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Ili t s r a t u r ,  U n i v e r s i t a t  Sa l zbu rg ,  1972) , p.  74. 

4 6 ~ e e  Panthea Reid Broughton, "The Modifying Metaphor i n  

'Deject ion:  An Ode, "' and Richard H a r t e r  Fog le ' s  "The Dejec t ion  

u f  Coleridge ' s Ode, " Studies  i n  Philo1og.v LXVIII (1951) . 
4 7 ~ e e  above, p .  33. 

4 8 ~ o n g  those who f e e l  t h e  d e j e c t i o n  i s  unresolved, t h e  

fol.l.owing a r e  ty-pical: Fred M .  Smith b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  " g r i e f  

f i n d s  no r e l i e f  and ends i n  d e j e c t i o n , "  i n  "The Re la t ion  o f  Col- 

e r i .dge l s  Ode on Deject ion t o  Wordsworthh's Ode, " p e 224; Char les  

Bouslog argues t h a t  -the s u f f e r i n g  is unre l i eved  and p a i n f u l ,  bu t  

n o t  t r a g i c ;  Fairbanks th inks  it i s  "implausible"  f o r  t h e  r e a d e r  

t o  expect  the  speaker  t o  reach a f i n a l  r e s o l u t i o n  i n  such a s h o r t  

span of  medi ta t ion  i n  "The Design of  Co le r idge ' s  Ode; " Max Schulz 

c a l l s  it an  "unresolved c r y  of  despai r"  i n  The Poe t i c  Voices o f  

Coler idge,  p .  28; Marshall  Su the r  concludes t h a t  by 1802 Coler- 

i d g e ' s  p o e t i c  power was ext inguished and on b iograph ica l  grounds 
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The Dark Night of Samuel Taylor Coleridge ( N  .Y. : Columbia Univer- 
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knowledge" a product of "Fancy only,  " i n  "The Growth o f  a Poem, " 

p.  56. I r ene  Chayes t akes  a middle p o s i t i o n  i n  "Rhetoric  as Drama: 

An Approach t o  the  Romantic Ode, " PMLA LXXX1X:I (1960), a rgu ing  
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reserved  f o r  the  f u t u r e ,  .p .  719. Of  those who argue t h a t  t h e  de- 
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Metaphor in 'De j ec t i on :  An Ode, "' and Richard H a r t e r  Foglea 

"The De jec t i on  of C o l e r i d g e ' s  Ode" a r e  most convinc ing .  

4 9 ~ o l e r i d g e ,  " L e t t e r s  t o  a J u n i o r  Soph," p u b l i s h e d  i n  1821 

i n  Blackwoods Magazine, c i t e d  i n  Reeve Pa rke r ,  Co le r idge '  s 

Med i t a t i ve  A r t  ( I t h a c a :  Corne l l  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 5 ) ~  p .  183. 
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