
Assignment


Assess the role and importance of a sense of place in Coleridge's poetry.


Being an important poet of the Romantic Movement, it would only seem natural that a sense of place should be important to Samuel Taylor Coleridge. This is because the Romantic Movement is closely associated with the French revolution, and it was a time when the place of many established norms was being challenged. Indeed, Coleridge was for a time, deeply influenced by and was involved in, the French revolution. 

However, he was also an opium addict, spending a lot of time in a drug-induced haze. This has led some people to describe him as unstable, and this instability can even be seen in his poetry. It is as if his lack of touch with `reality' (when under the influence of opium), has somehow translated into an unreal quality in some of his poems. Of course, not all his poems are unreal, just as he is not always `high' from opium.


His poetry can be roughly divided into two types - conversational and supernatural. The conversational type poetry (so-named because they are like conversations), tend to be more concrete and `real' (mundane). In these poems, the sense of place is not so important as they are largely grounded in a reality most of us understand and can grasp. Therefore, the role of the sense of place in these poems reassures, and can be seen as decorative and in some cases, even peripheral. But such is the extent of his preoccupation with the unreal or supernatural (whether drug-induced or otherwise) that even here, there are traces of it. In The Aeolian Harp, he simply alludes to a "Fairy-Land" and "Paradise". This gives way to a poem filled with many supernatural connotations in Dejection: An Ode. However, it is in his supernatural poems that he completely detaches from known reality into the unknown.


This willingness to enter or face the unknown is a strength of Coleridge, and it is here in the supernatural poems that we see the greatest importance of the sense of place to his poetry. Because Coleridge detaches himself from what is known and moves into the unknown in these poems, there is no longer a clear sense of place. Indeed, the role that the sense of place plays in these poems is to displace. This is clearest in Kubla Khan. Coleridge describes it as "A VISION IN A DREAM. A FRAGMENT.". This statement at the beginning of the poem immediately throws everything into disarray. What does Coleridge mean? A dream is already unreal and ungraspable. It is only possible when we are unconscious or sub-conscious, never in reality. 

Yet, it is not only a dream, but a vision in a dream. This complicates matters further because a vision is just as intangible as a dream. Furthermore, this vision is in the dream. An intangible within another intangible as it were. And to make matters worse, it is only a fragment or a piece of, the vision. This means that we do not know the whole (we only know a tiny piece). This makes the vision very vague because we cannot see the whole picture, only a fragment. The poem is thus an incomplete and vague intangible within another intangible. How then can we pin it down? Therefore, at the very beginning of the poem we are already disorientated.


This disorientation continues as we read the poem. In the first five lines Coleridge wrote,




"In Xanadu did Kubla Khan




 A stately pleasure dome decree:




 Where Alph, the sacred river, ran




 Through caverns measureless to man





Down to a sunless sea."

Every line ends with an alliteration. Used here, it brings speed and fluidity to the poem, and immediately brings out the metaphor of the river. But in taking a closer look at these lines, we find that our confidence in any sense of place at all (if any remained after trying to figure out what is a fragment of a vision of a dream), is disrupted. The reference to Xanadu as a place is oblique because there is no such place. The introduction of Kubla Khan also contributes to the defamiliarisation because it is not a local name, at least not for Coleridge or his intended readers. The implied reader is definitely not those with a Khan surname! Furhermore, Kubla Khan decrees that a pleasure dome be built in a place that we cannot really place or picture accurately. It is a place where "Alph the sacred river, ran", but it is also a place where there are "caverns measureless to man" and "a sunless sea". The best that we can tell is that it is underground, and that it is some kind of a subterranean world with a river and sea but no sun. Coleridge thus alienates his reader with a description of a kind of fantastic place that is inconceivable. Moreover, "caverns" and "sunless" normally brings to mind things of a more sinister nature than a "stately pleasure dome", but in this poem, they go together. The fluidity and speed of these five lines also tends to sweep us along, and we only realise that Coleridge has written something out of the ordinary on closer inspection. The location is under the ground, but Coleridge slips an alternative reality/world beneath the ground of our consciousness, and before we know it, we are dislocated. This place that Coleridge brings us to is a site of many contradictions and conflicts. He brings together things that do not usually go together. For example, "romantic chasm"; "holy and enchanted"; "tumult" and "lifeless"; and "A sunny pleasure dome with caves of ice!". A chasm is more likely to be associated with the abyss than romantic inclinations. Enchantment is associated with magic/witchcraft and opposes holiness. Most of all, there is now a "sunny pleasure dome with caves of ice" in a sunless underground world. These conflicts and contradictions were already hinted at in the beginning when Coleridge wrote,



"OR A VISION IN A DREAM. A FRAGMENT"


The vision here can also imply a certain clarity of sight. This is opposed to the idea of a dream, which can be seen as a form of alternative reality. By putting these two together at the beginning, Coleridge seems to invite us to go into dichotomies or differences, of which he will explore in the poem in a small way (i.e. fragment). Perhaps this is the only way to say what he wants to say, to describe what cannot be described; by putting contradictions together, which invariably leads to our alienation. 


Therefore, the sense of displacement is central to an understanding of Kubla Khan, for we are never sure if this world that Coleridge created is real, or exists only within our sub-consciousness, or is even there at all (an imagining of a drugged mind). Of course, there are also other possible readings (e.g. a sexual one) of this poem, but it is not in the interest of this paper to go into them.


Another of the supernatural poems that work upon the reader's sense of displacement is The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. Generally, Holmes (1982) feels that there are three ways of looking at this poem. One is a biographical approach, where the Mariner is Coleridge. The second approach is a religious or sacramental one, with ideas of sin and redemption. Thirdly, is an aesthetic approach that focuses on the artist breaking conventions, suffers a terrible trial, and is finally "saved by the powers of a Coleridgean imagination", though he is condemned to forever tell his tale to others. I prefer not to look at this poem in any of these ways, though any of them would be easily sustained by the text. In this poem, the reader goes through the same displacement as in Kubla Khan. Instead of a fantastic place, we now have a fantastic story. The difference is that while Xanadu is supposedly a fixed place, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner is about travelling from place to place. 

This has important implications for a post-colonial reading as a traveller is seen as being able to move between cultures. The supernatural elements (i.e. death and her mate...et cetera) can also be read as a different culture, and the shooting of the Albatross as a violation of that culture. The woeful tale of the Mariner is then, in a sense, an education to others of cultural sensitivity and the need to be a strong traveller (as opposed to being rooted in one place).  Of course, given an understanding of Coleridge's history, it is unlikely that he wrote these implications into his poem intentionally, and a more psychoanalytic view may be more accurate.


If we take the idea of a sense of place further, it becomes an issue of space. In a way, it would be an individual's space versus that of another. In practical terms, it would mean an issue of occupation of territory. As we are each a physical presence in a physical world, this need for space can be understood. However, for Coleridge, space seems to take on a more psychological/sub-conscious versus the real/physical thread. Just as there is a need to share and divide space in practical life (Smith 1990), and this paradox inevitably leads to conflict, so Coleridge's supernatural world is full of conflicts. Apart from the aforementioned conflicts and contradictions in Kubla Khan, there is the conflict of logic versus the imagination. This is best exemplified in Kubla Khan when Coleridge writes, "I would build that dome in air". An impossible feat, then and perhaps even now. Maybe it is only in the realm of the sub-conscious that such dichotomies and impossible feats can exist, as in the imagination no rule of logic need ever apply. If this be so, then Coleridge's sense of place has an important role indeed. It becomes a place that all manner of beings/things...et cetera, can co-exist. 
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