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In his book, The Coleridge Companion, John

Spencer Mill has conveniently collected and condensed

themes of the many-critical interpretations of "The Rime of

the Ancient Mariner." The'interpretations are varied. "For

some, itrwas a religious or ethical poem; for others, it was
a psychoiogical, even autobiocgraphical study of guilt and
terroﬁ}aand.for'still othéré, it was concerned with |
philosophic, or aesthetic tﬁeory, 6r politics” (Hili 185).
Mo matter which end_of the spectrum we begin to interpret
the pbem;Aone thiﬁg.is pertéih: among critics Coiehidge's
work cannot bevpibnéd~t6 one clear analysis.

Perhaps, this inability to pin down a sitrict
interpretation of<%m&;31mélis a compliment to and an
accomplishment of Coleridge's genius, especially when
considering his theory of pure imagination and,his theory of
the "One Life." Perhaps no one interpretafion can explain
Ehe Rimé'since each critical interpretation is only a part
of the deeper reality of the poem. Each analysis is symbolic
to the pafts of the whoie meaning of the poem, the "One
Life." Charles Lamb, a contemporary of Coleridge;s, said
"that the poem is not about anything; it is a work of pure
imagination to be experienced but not plundered for meaning,
a poem to be 'understood’' only when understanding is
suspended and the ratilonalizing powers of the mind are
asleep” (Hill, 182}.

IT we are to look at Coleridge's "The Rime of the

Ancient Mariner" in the light of Pure Imagination and the
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“One Life," the poem is cebtainly not about anything; but
instead, it is a poem about "everything;” 1 wili,attempt to
bring to light another aspect of this "everything.“-fhere
are two aspectS of the poem, which I will diséuss. The first
concerns the role of the wedding ceremony as a juxtapostion
of the Rime; and the second éonéerns'the the theme of
covenant within the Rime. Both discgssians rely’§n:
Goleridge's conception of the "One Life. "

“"In the climaﬁe of diversity tﬁere is one cfucial poeint
of agréement; all conecur that Qhatever Coleridge touches he
transmutes; whafevér he borrows of imitates, from earlier
writers is transformed....intoc something rich and strange"
(Hil1l 147). Certainly, Coleridge's diverse intelleétuél
intefestSand diverse background giveé account fTor the many
diverse interpretations of‘%ﬂg_aimgf Among the many aspects
which influenceétﬁg Rime' is Coleridge's étudy of Scripture.
The understanding of covenant within Scripture is exempliifed
in the Psalter.

Within the Books of the 0Old Testament, there lies a
rich and deep poetic texts which enrich our understanding of
2 peoples historical and more importantly, their spiritual
journéy. These text are known as the Psalms. The Psalms
recall for us the events of the Jewish community's spiritual
progress which takes place within the ordinary or natural
course of life while being intermingled with the
supernatural. "The theme of the 0ld Testament Covenant

Festival,” found within the Psalter, "is the continually
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rene@ed encountEr of God with the peoplelwhich has as its
fihai aim the reﬁewél of the Sinai covenant and of the
salvation it promised" (Sabourin 127). Moreover, the Psalms
are a recbllecfidn of God's covenant with man. In the
context of covenant, the psalms collective}ly speak of Man's
- sinfulness, his gﬁilt and remo;se, and his even{ual
redemptinn.'ﬁhg_ﬂ;m§'resemb;é this_type_of spiritual
progfeSsion. 4 -

"The Psalter" has "bgen?balled a - 'microcosm bf the
whole OldAféstament‘ or 'the epitome §f Israel‘s‘spiritual.
experience’'" (Sabourin 25). These experiences are groupéd
into subtypes. Thesevsubtypes express_@ifferent.moods and
occasions in which the individual or community acknowledged
some aspéct‘of covenant with-God. The subtypes are
Enthronement Hymns, Songs of-Zion, Laméhts, Songs of Tfust
Thanksgiving, Hymhs of Sacred History, Royal Péalms, Wiédom
Psalms and in pénticular for fhis analysis, "Liturgiés,“
mixed types that were composed for some special cultic
occasion. These mixed types were expression ofﬁyarious !
sentiments "in fhe course of the saﬁé festiﬁa;“‘(Sébourin
37}). One presumed'cultic occasion is anfgnnuél‘Cerémény‘for,
renewing the covenant® (Oxford Ann&téfed Biblg“656).

It is the liturgical Psalm which best'idehtifies‘with

 "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner: Cultic 'psalms may
consist of parts belonging to different +orm typés;‘hymns,
7praise, and lamentations. This variety'mayicorrgSPOnd to the

liturgical setting" (Sabourin 37 . In the "orthodox
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ChriétiahiprdgreSQIOﬁ” of the'poem “from sin and the
recognitioﬁ of-sin, through repentance and punlshment to-
suchlredémptionuaé'LS.pOSSlee in the worid" (Hill 158),
there 1s a progre531§n of mixed types that correspond and
express the dlfferent aentlments of a splrltual journey
witnin the poem. |

§The Riméyresembles the Liturgical Psalm since it is
a;so expresseq‘within the context of a cultic occasion.
“Cult or ritQai ﬁay be defined as the socially established
and reguléted.holfvacts and words in which the'éﬁcounter‘and
fc§mmunion éf.the Deity with the conéregation is established"
{Sabourin 34). The cultic Sccasion withlp fhe poem, the
wedding ceremony, 1is the éd&epaﬁt made between man and
woman. But more importantly, it expresses symbolically a
fuller reality, sa éovehant with God. The wedding ceremony is
juxtapo#ed tq*the'ﬁimé{ ThoughAtﬁo different events occuring
simultaneously,§the.Rimévand’the wedding‘symboiically
represent a cévenant with qu within fhe poem. The wedding
ceremony is not mentioned ih depth. In fact, it is-oﬁly
referréd to sinéé it is the wedding gueét that the Mariner
detains from the wedding ceremony in order to tell his
story.( While the details of the wedding ceremony are not
expliéit, it is the occuranée of the ceremony which 1is
significant, “Every year perhaps Israel celebrates a feast
of the éovenant; or more simply, every important feast has
this significancef {Sabourin 132). This would not qnly be a

time of making covenant but of renewing covenant as well.
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The cultic celebration grants the Mariner the opportunity to
renew his covenant by retelling his Rime.

Lines 21-22, "The Ship was cheered, the harbour
cleared, Merrily did we drop...", corresponds with lines
33~-34, The bride hath passed into the hall/ Red as a Rose
was she.' Both events speak of movement. While, it is clear
that the Bfide is moving towards the marriage covenant; a
§ommittment of obedience and fidelity, it is unclear what
the Mariner is moving toward, until the end of the poem. In
fact, it seems that the mariner is moving away Trom
covenant. This seems to indicate that\%he Rimet although a
story about covenanit, is taken ¥Trom the perspective of
exile, where the individual makes a return to the covsnant.
“The cult festival," in this case the wedding ceremony, “is
better understood in the context of a pilgrimage to Zion"
(Sabourin 127).

Equally signifTicant in showing the juxtaposition within
ethe Rime and the Wedding ceremony, is the relationship of
the wedding party and the detained wedding guest. Both play
an important rcle within the poem. As the wedding party,
they are witnesses to the covenant which is takinglplace.
They are also part of the covenant since as witnesses they
must have an understanding of the ritual that is taking
place. They must have a mutual accéptance and agreement ofF
what the ritual symbolizes.

The witnesses must not only view and understand the

ritual. They must also incorporate what they understand into
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the values of their own lives. This makes the wedding party
as much a part of the covenant as the Bride and Groom.

Like the wedding party, the detained wedding guest is
also a representitive of the commﬁnity. The individual or
“the 'I' of the psalms rarely orAnever represent a private
individual... the ‘I' is the community"” (Sabourin 114). As
representative of the community, he musf folléw thé same
guidelines as those who witness the wedding ceremony. As a

> /1t .
witness to the Rime, the wedding guest is witnessed the

symbolism of the wedding ceremony. Furthermore, iﬁ'a very
unique way, the wedding guest is a part of the community
because he is "next of kin." This emphasizes the intimacy of
the community as one family: as one people.

Continuing from line 40 to 61, the poem refers to the
spiritu%l struggle due to a lack of trust in God's ability
to save man. The imagery takes a dramatic shift from the
merriment and zealousness of a journey which has just been
undertaken by the imégery of storm, "tyrannous and strong.”
Generally, any type of storm on the sea is connoted by the
gender "Shé;” in Coléridgé’s poem, “the Storm Blasf is
reﬁresehted‘by "He " which dbiQes the ship into a sphere of
iqe, mist and snow. éoleridge uses the term."He" to express
evil which lea¢s the community of believers into a struggle
which evéntua}ly déérives them from the warmth of God's
Love. The manifestét1on'of the storm is a metaphor for the
internal struggle”withithis evil. “Using a physical voyage

A8 structural scaffolding for spiritual
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exploration...Coleridge’'s miniature epic in which the cycle
of departure and return is a metaphor for spiritual growth
and where the setting and evénts of the story give substance
to the inner realities of the Mariner's...mind" (HI1ll 151).

The albatross can be interpreted as a salvific figure.
The crew, (community), "hail" the bird "in God's Ngme.

Since the albatross failed to work at the level of man's own
will (Much like Jesus who failed to bring about thé kingdom
in the manner that the Jews expected), the Mariner, the "I"
representing the community estranées himself from a
relationship with God. The community's severing of this
relationship, (covenant), is exemplified.by the murder of
the albaross.

In Part II of ‘the Rime, the ramifications of the
community's estrangement through the "I" is seen. The
fickleness of the human character is clear, especially in
regard toward man's dependance of his own power to overcome
evil rather than relying on a Divine Power to save him.

"For the Biblical writeﬁs, oniy God truly saves. Isolated or
collectively, humaﬁ forces could not save" (Sabourin 858).
The crew calleq the murder of the albatross aA"hellish act"
since it was the albatross that lead the crew out of the ice
and snow. The commﬁnity then hails thé the mariner for
killing the Bird because they had accused the bird of
bring;ng the mist, buf fheyvhad already forgotten that the
bird had lead ‘them out of the ice and snow.

The crew turned from the albatross by the mere fact
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that it had not completely fulfilled tﬁeir desires. The
turning away or "more genebally.sin is consider@d‘by_Old
Testament writers as a refusal of God, as a rebellion
against him, as a breaking of communién'between,vahwgh and a
member of the covenant”® (Sabourin'107); This rejection leads
the community inte the most dramatic and ironié movement of
the poem.

In man's rejection of God, "the sinber’s conduct doces
no harm to God but falls back upon*fhé sinner's own head®
(Sabourin 48) . ?5r the mariner, alienation and guilt are his
reward for rejecting the albatross. In many df the psalms
which speak of al@ination from God, the Jewish community
used the imagery of the desert, an environment with which
they were accustomed, to express the estrangement Trom their
A Creafor. Although Coleridge uses the analogy of the Sea
Voyage to represent the Christian spiritual journéy? he
creates a desert experience within the midst of a plentitude
of water. “'Water water'everywhere/ and all the boards did
shrink,{ Water, water everywhere/ andAnot a drop to drink."
Water the source of lifTe, now becomes a "dry and desclate
land” of the psalms. "The silence of the sea...Every tongue,
through utter drought was withered to the root... throats
unslaked, with black lips baked... through utter drought all
dumb we stood... Each throat was parched and glazed each
eye." Furthermore in this moment ¢f alienation, the |
finitude of man is discovered in Death. Spiritual Death is

recognized through Life-in-Death.
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By liine 232,,#9 aré'intﬁpduceq to the marinefg
recognition of his alienation and abandonment from God.
- "Alone, alone all, all alonel Alone on a wide wide seal/
And never a salnt took pity on/ My soul in agony.” _With‘the
‘recognition of ay@wnatlon comes the reality of gu1lt, “Tﬁe
>¢cok with which they looked on me! Had never passed away, "
"But Oh! more horrlble than that /1s the curse in a dead
mah‘s eye"; and remorse, "I looked to. heaven and I tried to
pray.’ But here the mariner is st111 unable to pray because
he still re3ects,the power of God. He belxeves.that the deadA
man's curse wields more’power than that of God's power. in
his boq&, The Psalms: Their GPigins'ané Méaning,‘Sabourin
expres# that:
“According to aﬁcient opinion, all words were
powerfui in proportien‘to'tha power of the
speaker: evil words, cufses;'abusa,'thheats,
sneers,.‘the evil eye”....in the eves of the
Israelites and of all other‘ancient oriéntals, all
such thinés were powerful and would do harm to the
soul and happiness of those against whom they ere
directed® (Sabourin 157).
The mariner can pray only when he realizes thg b;auty
of God's création and praises it. "The'mafiheb;é éétwof K
blessing the water snakes is both a ébrngng%pbint énd cliﬁax
of the poem" (Hill f52). With thi§ action, §e sée that the |
mariner is forqiven; this belng a8 movment tcw&rds a renewal

wlth God ‘This renewal is. actuallzed 1n the symbollc act of
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the Albatross falling from the mariners neck as soon as he
wasvable,to pray.

In part V, with the burden of guilt removed, the
mariner fTinds himself in a state of renewal and refreshment.
The paradoxical imagery of the desert experience amidst the
surroundings of water is dissolved. Water now becomes the
primary image of life-giving substance. "My lips were wet,
my throat was cold, /My garments all were dank;/sure I had
drunken in my dreams,/And still my body drank.”" What takes
piace is a throrough cleansing in which the mariner is
released from the bonds of sin; causing him to Teel light as
a "Blessed Ghost.’ |

. ATfter this renewal through water, comes the wind (the
Spirit of God) te guide the mariner. "And soon I heard a
roaring wind": "And the cowming wind did rear more loud.”

With the coming of the wind, the subjugation of the
Torces of nature and the supernatual by the Divine force' is
realized. Most importantly the subordination of the the
Torces of evil by the Angelic spiritsAis achieved. "Not only
hor primarily the hosts of Israel, but the stars and
heavenly powers toec, and indeed all the coswmic forces are
under God's command”" (Sabourin 134). It is this wind which
propeli&_the ship at an unconcievable rate. This‘symbolizes
the éagébnesskbf God t&‘dréw us unto Mimself. The wind
drives thgiship b#ékfto the place of its corigin; back to the
true communi{y; a symbol of the covenant.

The mariner rejoices in the fact that he has returned
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to his homeland, His recognition of his country garallels
the Song of Ascent, in which the Jewish community gives
praise and thanksgiving in their return to deﬁuselem from
exile (ébirituaily and physioally). "Oh! dream of joy! is
this indeed/ The light;house top I see?/ Is thi; the hill
{Jeruselm)?/ is this the kirk (temple)?/ Is this mine own
countree?”

As the mariner returns to his country, he is met by
members of the community who recieve him onto their boat.
This is a sign of'“fratebnal unity and concord® that "was
recommended in the 0ld Testament aé/a sure means of
providing tempéral\blessihgfand temporal happiness”
(OLSulilivan 225).'The hermit is dn the boat. His presence
seems to symbolize a high priest of the temple who dispenses
the laﬁ# and ritualé of the covenant. As an institutional
figure,tfhevhermit_is abltho‘absolve the mariner of his
sins. This islah act which ‘is symbolic to the action which
has already takenﬂplace_ "The existence of outward signs
does not necessérily make the religious experience less
'spirifual‘; it only serves to reinforce the experience”
{Sabourin 108). In a sense, this is the mariner presentation
before the high priest which is part of the cleansing rite
within the Jewish Law.

?he boat in which the mariner first sailed, sinks; and
he enters into the boat with the members of the community.
This is a sign of the renewal of covenant. "Salvation

history knows no return, only continuation" {(Sabourin 138).
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The sinking of the ship and the entrance onto the boat is a
break between the old and new. It is the sign of God's
forgiveness and the complete removal of sin. While there is
a return to covenant, it is not the séme relaticnship that
the mariner had . experienced beftore he had sinned. It is a
new'relationship established within the covenant.

This is the point of departure.‘*he Rime is finished
and returns to the scene in which the mariner had stopped
the wedding guest. It is at the same time that the mariner
finishes “the Hime{ the wedding pafty "burst from the door.’
Each character has renewed their covenant. The mariner
didactically speah#; expressing the importance of the
community and co%enént_in refterence to the wedding ceremony.
"0 sweeter_thén»thé.marriagé feast,/ tis sweeter Tar to me,/
to walk together to thg kirk/! With goodiy comp%ny," For the
mariner, it is the assembiing of tha community tﬁat-is
impoftant;‘the ritual is signiticant but secondary.

Knowfthe_wise marineri "whose eyevis bright, " leaves the
wedding guést with profouhd,words to live by; words that are
the essence of fhe covenant; "He prayeth best, who loveth
best/All things both great and small/ For the dear God who
loveth us/ He made and loveth all.*®

In light of this analysis of "The Rime of the Ancient

Mariner.," how does the marriage cersmony, the theme of
covenant and the concept of the "One Life" interrelate in
the poem? Within the analysis, it seems clear that the

marriage ceremony is one symbolic act among many acts which
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express a deeper reality:; a covenant besitween God and man.

The underlying theme of covenant within "The Rime of the

Ancient Marinerﬁ underscores Coleridge's conception of the

‘One Life." The covenant and the "One Life" are unitive by

nature. Both seek this unity through the use of symbols in

the poem.

J. Robert Barth notes:

Symbol fTor Coleridge, "is characterized by a
transliucence of the Special in the Individual,
{the community represented by the 'I'}. or of the
General in the Especial, (covenant within the
wedding ceremony) or of the Eternal through and in
the Temporal, (God in nature). It always partahes
of the Reality which it renders intelligible: and
winile it enunciates the whole, abides iiself as a
living part in that Unity, of which it is the
representive” (Barth 4).

It is a mark then of the symbol to illuminate what would be

S
otherwise impossible to commprehend. The functien of\the

Rime"as well as the function of the wedding ceremony within
the poem accomplishes such a task. Through symbol, {ha world
bevond the grasp of the visible eye is seen..“Through the
cult..., the power of the Holy, its life or blessing, are
bestowed upoen the partakers, ané a relationship is
established or renewed between them and the deity. The

‘fact of salvation' is actualized in the cult symbolically

re-presented by a ‘dramatic’ re-enactment of the past”
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{Sabourin 35). This re-enactment is actualized by the
retelliing of Mariner*sfaime{ While it goes beyond the
ﬁhysical, symbol, unlike allegory, is not sepebat@ Trom what
it represents. It is not one event merely refering to
another event. It is part of the deeper reality to be

perceived. In the case afﬁthe Rime, the deeper reality is

the covenant between God and man. A relationship between
symbol and the reality to which the symbol points must
exist, IT such a relationship does not exist, than the human
person is incapable of graspihg a desper awareness of
himself or anything cutside of himseif, visible or
invisible. |
Coleridge saw as well, that the symbol is the unifiying
foeree to all reality. In a 1éttgr to Southeby, Colshidga
expresses, "that each Thing has a Life of its own, and yet
they are all one life" (Swiatecka 4). What is it that allows
Coleridge to make such an assertion that given any reality,
all other realities are connected to it whether material or
spiritual? The answer lies within Coleridge's concept of
"consubstantiality.®

The concepf'of “consubstantiality” is derived from the
traditional phildﬁobhical conception of the “particiﬁation“
oF all being;’Thichoncept~allows every being to share in
"being* froﬁ'aod to ihe lowest of tinite creatures. Within
the céhtéxfxéf~¢pﬁs§bstantiaiity, we Tinally see the
importance of imaginationm for Coleridge. ‘Coleridge speaks

of the faculty of imagination as:
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'that reconciling and mediatory power, which
incorporating the Reason in Images of the Senae,
and organizing (as it were) the flux of the Senses
by the permanence and self-circling energies of
the Reason, gives birth to a system of symbol,
harmonious in themselves, and consubstantial with
the truths, of which they are the conductors”

(Barth 8).

This statement not only pertained to the reading of

Scripture

which Coleridge presented in the Statesman's

Manual but pertained te all of HNature.

For Coleridge, the imagination was the symbol-making

faculty which unifies; and what it unifies is limitless.

What is produced fbbm this symbol-making faculty is never a

“new creation entirely.” It is a power which blends and

fuses and;

"reveal§>itself in the balance or reconciliation
of opposite or discordant qualities: of sameness,
wifh difference; of the general, with the
concrete; the ideaz, with the image; the
individual, with the representative; the sense of
novelty and freshness, with old and familiar
objecté; a more ?han usual state of emotion, with
more than usual order; judgement ever awake and
steady self-possession, with enthusiasm and
feeling profound or vehement; and while it blends

and harmonizes the natural and the artificial,
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still subordinates art to nature; the manner to
the matter; and our admiration of the poet to our
sympathy with the poeiry” {BL, IT, xiv 12).

The power ot the imagination along with the
characteritics alreédy mentioned about symboliam, "the
transiucene of the Special in the Individual... the Eternsal
through and in the Temporal,' developes the Pealization'that
the symbol perméates and pengtrates through the existence of
man and his world; "diffusing a tone and spirit of unity"
which fuses all things together. But how is this unity,
this éne life percieved? Implicitiy, th§~understénainé of
symbol and its relationship with the "One Life" in
Coleridge's writings is a religous”act.‘éﬁeligi@n cccupies
the whole man, and the religioug lite is.accordingly
influenced by sense impressions called forth by‘éym5olic'
actions” (Sabourin 108). -

For Coleridge, all knowledge is Trom God; even within
the development of the concept of Consubstanéialityp
Initiaily, the word, was meant o express the highest unity
and participation of the Son and Spirit with God the Father
while still maintaining that each perscn of the Trinity is
different. This concept was developed during the Council of
Nicea, 325 A.D.;, but in Coleridges definition of
symbol-making and symbol-percieving, there is found the
poncth of unity and particlpafion of all being.rThé way in
which allnbeings participate is the Colridgean theory of

Primary and Secondary imagination.
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Coleridge's théory of:

“The %ri@ary»IMAﬁxmATIom (péréieving symbols) is

the living Power anvariﬁe Agent of all Human

Perceptién ané és a repetition in the finite mind

of tﬁé,é#erﬁélﬁact‘of creation in the infinite I

Alg. The secondary.xmagination (éymb@l—making) I

”c§qsidgf‘%s an’echo of the Tormer, co-existing

with tﬁe‘ccﬁscious will, yet still as identical

"with;thé priﬁary in the kind of its agency, and
. differiqg.only_in degree, and in the mode of itg‘

operatien* (BL, I, 202).
|\ such bafticipation with the infinite I Am is a religious
act. But more precisely, it is an act of faith which is
needed to comprehend the "true unity of being;; This act of
faifh;entails a qpmﬁitment of the whole selfr

Commitment, (covenént} is essentiai, in Coleridge’s
view, of the" uhion of a thinking and willing subjéct, {(the
matiner), with someone or something outsidé,itself, {&od}f
(Bar%h $12}. The act of faith, that commitment of thé selT
within a relatioﬁship with the infinite I A, might be
considered to be sacramental.

A sacrament is a rite which points to something besvond
itself. "It is an effacious sign; 1t actually makes present
what it representgf;the grace of God, which i= a shafe in
the 1ife of Go@’ {Barth 13}. Within the sacrament, there is
a union of subject and quect; of God and man and it is |

through this sacrament that God imparts. His Grace to man.
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It is an invitation to participate in Hié Name and in His
FPower. Covenant through "Sacraments”, then, "are ultimately
the human mode of enceunter with God" {(Barth 14}.

One critic of Coleridge's,”The Rime of the Ancient

Mariner,” Mrs Barbauld, once'“complained that the poem

‘'was impossible, and had no moral” (daép@r 5¢). As 1
percieveyit, the Rime does héVe a moral message. It is a
recapitulation cof Qeleridge‘ doncept of'érg&nic Unity or the
"One Life“ in pbetic form rather fhan philosophic rh@torig.
It is_@ ﬁessagé of living onefs iife in unity with God ahd
His breétion;.and manifesting tﬁat unity through symbolic

actions. These actions often speak of the coverant in which

, ' ‘ _ . /
we partake. In "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, the
spiritual journey within that covenant is mingled‘wifh human
weakness and sin;'but it is also within“thisfcovenant that

we tind forgiveness and redempiion.
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