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The Rime of the Ancient Mariner

By Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Study Guide Notes

By Mark Clark

Background to Performance (for teachers)

My name is Mark Clark. I am currently a Drama and English teacher at Windsor High School. I taught Advanced English to Year 12 last year and am familiar with the requirements of the current HSC Standard and Advanced English courses.

I studied ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ when I was at school in the 1970’s. It really captured my imagination and I vowed, one day, to put it to music. In finally doing so, I have tried to capture the essence of each section as the ‘feel’ of the poem changes. I ended up with nineteen sections, including three repeated melodies. I wrote this as a musical adaptation for stage, surrounding the poem with stage directions, but when I heard that the poem was coming back onto the HSC, I determined also to take it into the schools. 

In live performance what you will hear is a slightly abridged version of the CD I have produced. All of the instrumentation and some sections of female voice are used to back me up as I sing and play acoustic guitar.

 My visual accompaniment is a Power Point show of 128 slides. 

In between the Seven Parts of the poem I will explain and discuss each upcoming Part with the students. My focus will be the HSC course prescription for: ‘Imaginative Journeys’ which I have listed on the next page.

From this point on in the handout I have addressed the students directly. In my thoughts on the poem and in my suggestions for activities I have tried to maintain relevance to the course prescriptions and to the sort of composing and responding they will be required to perform. My intention is (a) to provide you with a decent stimulus (by performing the songs) (b) to provide a useful class resource (if you wish to purchase the CD of the songs) and (c) to provide you with a good unit of ideas for the poem related to the HSC course prescriptions.

Focus

Here is the HSC course prescription for the Focus: Imaginative Journeys under which this poem is listed along with ‘This Lime Tree Bower My Prison’, ‘Frost at Midnight’ & ‘Kubla Khan’. Please note my italics.

Through this focus, students explore the ways in which texts depict imaginative journeys. These journeys take us into worlds of imagination, speculation and inspiration. Students explore a range of imaginative journeys, from journeys of intellectual discovery, to those of pure imagination. Students examine the underlying assumptions about these imaginative journeys and consider the power of the imagination to challenge their thinking. In their responding and composing, students reflect on the ways imaginative journeys broaden their understanding of themselves and the world.

As your teachers have no doubt told you, you must fulfil the requirements listed above. It is not enough to know every intimate detail of the text if you do not understand HOW the author has made the text achieve its objectives. You should also have some idea of the historical context within which the text was written. Knowing the context will help make clear the reasons for the underlying assumptions of the text. You must also have opinions on the effectiveness of the text in achieving its objective. Did it challenge your thinking? Did it broaden your understanding? If so, how? If not, be intelligent in your criticism. If you use quotes (and you must) keep them short and to the point and only quote to answer the question. Make sure that you are not quoting merely to retell the tale.

Let us concentrate on ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’. Since it is broken into seven parts we shall consider each separately. I’ll try to tie all my comments into the course prescription to make them useful for you.

But first… the overall structure of the poem

The poem is divided into seven parts. The poem is made up of four, five and six-line stanzas with the exception of one nine-line stanza in Part III.

There is some variation in the rhythm and rhyme schemes but in general-

The four-line stanzas are:
line 1

4 beats

A





line 2

3 beats

B






line 3

4 beats

C






line 4

3 beats

B

The five-line stanzas are:
line 1

4 beats

A





line 2

3 beats

B





line 3

3 beats

C





line 4

3 beats

C





line 5

3 beats

B

The six-line stanzas are:
line 1

4 beats

A

 



line 2

3 beats

B





line 3

4 beats

C





line 4

3 beats

B





line 5

4 beats

D





line 6

3 beats

B

This regularity gives the poem a mesmerising quality and this regularity was one of the reasons it works so well as a song lyric.

In terms of the length of each Part-

Part 1

20 stanzas

Part II

14 stanzas

Part III

17 stanzas

Part IV

15 stanzas

142 stanzas in all

Part V

26 stanzas

Part VI

25 stanzas

Part VII
25 stanzas

· Find out what you can about iambic pentameter.

Part I

Note the use of a narrator. This device allows an overview of the meeting between the wedding guest and the mariner. The narrator speaks at various times throughout the poem and can describe events that the ancient mariner cannot himself describe. So the scene is set by the narrator and ultimately, it is the narrator who concludes the poem and gives a final commentary.

In the opening five stanzas the use of tense is interesting because it shifts seamlessly from present tense into past tense. Opening with the present tense gives a sense of immediacy: ‘It is an ancient mariner’ but very quickly by stanza three the shift to past tense begins: ‘He holds him…’ but ‘…his hand dropped he’.) The transition is complete by stanza five and we are in the past tense for the beginning of the mariner’s tale.

The use of present tense gives the reader or listener the sense that the action is occurring now- at this moment. Coleridge opens the poem in the present tense at the moment of greatest interest- there is no preamble. We, as an audience, are arrested as suddenly as the wedding guest. By the sixth stanza the mariner has launched into his tale and we are taken from the terrestrial stone upon which the wedding guest sits, into the aquatic world within which almost the entire poem will take place.

· Can we make any judgement about the possible character of the wedding guest from the few words that he speaks? Why is he the one to whom the mariner must tell his ‘ghastly tale’?

The world of the mariner’s story grows rapidly. Coleridge takes us from the harbour, out to sea and beneath the sun within two and a half stanzas. Note the brilliant description of the ship’s departure. The land does appear to dip below the horizon when on a boat or ship as one leaves the land. Note also that we are given the ship’s direction, south, because the sun rises upon the left- so our orientation is clear. It is clever writing to understate such an important detail, although he does state directly that the ship is heading south several stanzas later (for those who missed it). Note also that the sun rises higher and higher until it is ‘…over the mast at noon’, at which point the ship has reached the equator.

So, the tale begins, only to be briefly interrupted two and half stanzas later, as we are transported back to the wedding and the poor old wedding guest, once again by the device of the narrator. It is as if the audience is momentarily jerked out of the story and back to reality. As if we, like the wedding guest, are mesmerised by the tale, only to be brought back to reality and then, just as quickly, thrown back into the world of the mariner’s imagination. The spell is on the reader too.

Beautiful personification as the storm blast chases the ship and then the only variation on the four line stanzas of Part I where Coleridge uses the six-line stanza to liken the storm to a pursuing foe. The extra use of rhyme and additional two lines heightens the sense of urgency and movement. 

The poet engages our senses to create the world of imagination from the visual beauty of:
‘And ice, mast-high, came floating by,


As green as emerald’ 

with its lovely internal rhyme, to the aural, dangerous beauty of:


‘It cracked and growled and roared and howled


Like noises in a swound’

with its onomatopoeic resonance and myriad use of the conjunction ‘and’ to highlight the extent of the danger.

· Note that the albatross is hailed as a ‘Christian soul’. This poem is a tale, which extols the virtues of Christian morality. This theme is evident from the beginning in the initial setting by the kirk (the church) and the joyous celebration of Christian love, which is formalised in the Christian wedding ceremony.

In real terms, the albatross is only ‘alive’ in the poem for the last five stanzas of Part I. There is no description offered of its appearance. As a character in the story, it is not developed. Its sole function is to serve as a prime mover for the mariner’s woes and for the tale we are hearing. We are not even told what drives the mariner to kill the bird. He offers no reason to the wedding guest. It is enough that the deed is committed. We realise that this action is the reason why the mariner is imparting his tale, although as yet, we do not know of the consequences that this action will bring.

If we look at the last five stanzas of Part I, we notice that while the albatross was around, although the ship was in some peril from the ice, the helmsman steered them through, well enough, which suggests good fortune is attached to the bird’s presence. Notice how Coleridge builds up the positive aspects of the situation in this section. He builds up the notion that the mariners fed and cared for the albatross but ends the second last stanza with the ominous:

‘Glimmered the white moon-shine’.

At the end of Part I the wedding guest brings us back to reality. His lack of understanding as to why the mariner is haunted mimics our own. The wedding guest asks the question that the audience wants answered:

‘Why look’st thou so?’

In other words ‘What is the matter?’ The wedding guest has seen the anguished expression on the mariner’s face as he recollects the action that changed this life. The mariner replies:

‘With my crossbow

I shot the albatross.’

So, Part I has swiftly moved us from the scene of a wedding, out of the harbour, through a storm, through ice-fields near the South Pole, to an act of malice at sea, only to be momentarily returned to the opening setting, back outside the wedding. Using the narrator as the God-like overseer and the wedding guest as the mesmerised recipient of the tale (much like the audience), Coleridge has transported us a long way within twenty stanzas to a point where the action which will determine the course of the tale has occurred, but the consequences of which as yet are as unforseen to us, as they are to the bewildered wedding guest.

Part II

The first two stanzas reorientate the audience. The ship is now sailing north. We know this because the sun is rising on the right and setting on the left and because the south wind is at the mariners’ backs. The master storyteller, Coleridge, does not merely state that they were heading north. This is all part of the way in which Coleridge creates the world of imagination that he does. Such touches of subtlety are partly the reason a poem like this is still being studied two hundred years after it was written. 

There are now two six line stanzas back-to-back and very similar in structure. In those twelve lines, the awful fate that befalls the crew is sealed. We have some indication of their impending doom in the first of the two stanzas even while they are still chastising the mariner for killing the bird:

‘And I had done a hellish thing

And it would work ‘em woe’

If the mariner had done a hellish thing, why should it work his fellow mariners woe? The next stanza makes the reason clear when through typical sailors’ superstition they attribute the sun’s appearance after days of fog and mist as good fortune sent to them because of the death of the albatross. Thus, by condoning the killing of the albatross, the other mariners seal their fate.

‘Twas right’, said they, ‘such birds to slay

That bring the fog and mist.’

· Incidentally, since this poem gained popular currency, it has generally been reckoned bad luck to kill an albatross at sea- so Coleridge has done his bit for the protection of albatrosses ever since.

The next stanza is one of the best examples of alliteration you will find:

‘The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew,

The furrow followed free;

We were the first that ever burst

Into that silent sea.’

The alliteration on the ‘f's’ is blustery and windy followed by internal rhyme in the third line in a ‘burst’ of onomatopoeia and finally the alliteration on the soft, silent, whispering  ‘s’ sound which then carries on into the next stanza.

In the course of eight lines of poetry we are taken from the image of a wind blown vessel with its weight driving deep furrows into the sea, into a motionless, silent, watery world where the ship is becalmed, where the sky is ‘hot and copper’, the sun is bloody and the ship is:

‘As idle as a painted ship

Upon a painted ocean’.

This series of stanzas has always been my favourite part of the poem. It contains the poem’s most familiar quote:

‘Water, water, everywhere

And all the boards did shrink’

If you really start to imagine the plight of the sailors, dying of thirst in a desert of water, the reality of it is sheer horror.

Coleridge now starts to give us descriptions of the terrible environment to build up a picture in our minds. The slimy things on slimy legs and the water burning multi-coloured like a witch’s oils.

· How much of the sea-creatures’ ‘sliminess’ do you think is real and how much could be attributed to the state of the mariner’s mind at this time? After all, later he says: ‘Oh happy living things’. What has changed? The environment? Or something within him?

With the mention of the witch’s oils we have our first supernatural reference. This is the first unearthly reference and our minds might waft back to the supernatural hypnotic effect that the mariner is having on the wedding guest as the story unfolds. So the sailors are dreaming of a spirit, which is plaguing them, and this is a theme, as yet unexplained, to which Coleridge will later return. Once again he tantalises us. He gives us snatches of what is to come without giving too much away. This is one of the means by which he draws us on this wild journey of imagination. One way he draws us, like a good novelist, onto the beginning of the next chapter (just one more page or two, and then I’ll go to sleep).

Part II Ends with the dead albatross being hung around the mariner’s neck. 

‘Instead of the cross, the albatross

About my neck was hung.’

The dead body of the ‘harmless albatross’ replaces the Christian symbol of the cross.

When men show lack of love and compassion for their fellow creatures, they damage life and therefore themselves. This is a theme to which the poem will often allude and upon which the moral of the poem is based.

Coleridge has tied up Part II with a reference to the albatross, as he did to end Part I. At this point, the mariner’s penance begins. From this point on in his life, he will not be free of the ‘metaphorical’ albatross around his neck.

· It is common today to speak of a long lasting problem in a person’s life as an albatross around their neck thanks, once again, to this poem.

Part III

The consequences of the mariner’s sin are realised in this section. Within these seventeen stanzas desperation turns to hope, to fear, and finally, because of his actions, two hundred men die an awful death.

The repetition of the ‘weary time’ in stanza one perfectly captures the stillness of the becalmed ship and its crew. This slow, toiling stanza is then followed by two stanzas, which rapidly gather pace and set the speed for much of the rest of Part III. In stanzas two and three Coleridge uses repetition again, but this time as a tool for speeding the pace.

‘A speck, a mist, a shape I wist!

And still it neared and neared’.

Coleridge’s varied stanza lengths are evident here. The variation keeps the speed of this ‘supernatural’ section moving.

There are some wonderful images. The details Coleridge uses to describe the unbearable thirst of the mariners help to compound our sense of the horror they are undergoing. To do this he evokes our sense of feeling. In Part II he describes the mariners’ tongues as being withered at the root and follows this with the even more graphic:

‘We could not speak, no more than if 

We had been choked with soot.’

Now he describes the men as ‘agape’ unable even to close their mouths because they are so swollen with thirst. He brings attention to their ‘black lips baked’ twice and adds the perceptive, believable detail that the mariner had to suck his own blood to gain enough fluid to speak at all. Contrast this to just a dozen stanzas earlier in Part II where Coleridge writes:

‘And we did speak only to break

The silence of the sea’

and the rapid deterioration of the mariners’ circumstances becomes obvious.

For this brief section of three or four stanzas the mariners have hope but it is dashed as quickly as it appears. Even as the mariner watches the approaching vessel he notes that:

‘Without a breeze, without a tide

She steadies with upright keel!’

There is almost a note of hesitation in the mariner’s voice here, as if a sense of foreboding suddenly catches him. This is then reinforced over the next few stanzas where the approaching ghost ship is described as having ribs rather than being comprised of solid matter and of having sails so thin that they glance in the sun like restless gossameres. The wonderful image of sails as thin as spider web waving in puffs of wind is an enduring one.

The personification of the sun here is clever because the ‘living’ sun peering through the ghost ship like a dungeon grate, serves to contrast even more so the death-like nature of the approaching vessel. This supernatural ‘feel’ is maintained throughout the rest of Part III.

We sense in this section that evil is approaching. All of the above clues draw us to this conclusion. This is compounded when we hear the description of the woman Life-in-Death who ultimately wins the mariner’s soul. The image given is one of a wanton woman- almost of an overly made up prostitute, or perhaps her pallor merely reflects all of the awfulness that is potential in life:

‘Her lips were red, her looks were free

Her locks were yellow as gold’ 
(presumably the word ‘her’ appears in italics to distinguish Life-in-Death from ‘her’ the ship.)

And then the wonderfully graphic simile:

‘Her skin was as white as leprosy’ to complete the description.

But although Coleridge sparks our imagination with his description of Life-in-Death, he none the less refrains from describing Death as a character. 

· This version of the poem is the one that is well known but the original draft published in 1798 was quite different in some parts and the character ‘Death’ is actually described in that version. You can find these first draft stanzas at the following web site: http://etext.lib.virginia/edu/stc/Coleridge/stc.html or just go to Google and type in ‘Coleridge’ it’s usually the first web site listed.

Instead, in the blink of a stanza the supernatural vessel has gone, leaving only a whisper lingering over the sea. Suddenly, the ‘living’ sun has dropped below the horizon, the stars have rushed out and in the frightening darkness, filled with a sense of impending doom, the mariners play out the final scene of Part III.

The moon is rising with attendant stars. The star-dogged moon was seen as sailors of the time to be a portent of bad luck. All the harbingers of doom are present as the horned moon ascends and one by one, two hundred men drop dead at the mariner’s feet and curse him with their eye as they die. In the Christian tradition, their souls fly to Heaven or Hell (bliss or woe) presumably depending upon their own actions during their lifetimes, but no judgement is made as to the character of these fellow mariners he has condemned to death.

The conclusion of Part III sees the culmination of the mariner’s earlier act of slaying the innocent albatross. Death has claimed the lives of his mates but Life-in-Death has claimed the mariner. He cannot die.  Very cleverly, Coleridge brings us back to the reason for the tragedy of these lost lives with an apt simile and piece of onomatopoeia:

‘And every soul it passed me by

Like the whiz of my crossbow!’

Part IV

To begin this Part we are taken back to the wedding guest who is scared that, if the mariner also died, a ghost is now speaking to him. His interjection not only brings us back to reality but also asks the question we would like answered- what happened next? The mariner tells him that he did not die and then proceeds to tell him of his horrible penance.

The next seven stanzas outline the awful situation within which the mariner finds himself. 

The repetition of: ‘Alone, alone, all, all alone’ reinforces the utter loneliness of the young mariner as he sits in the middle of the ocean surrounded by two hundred corpses. The corpses stare at him and curse him for causing their death. 

The mariner can’t pray. He hears a wicked whisper when he tries to do so and we are reminded of the ‘far heard whisper o’er the sea’ that the mariners heard when the ghost ship departed. Coleridge reminds us of the supernatural nature of this experience.

We are given a sense of the almost slow motion panic of the young mariner as he looks from sea, to sky, to deck and every sight is hellish. And after he has finished describing this horrid scenario, we learn that he endured this for seven days and seven nights. 

At this point, a subtle shift occurs. Coleridge describes the moon as going up ‘softly… with a star or two beside’ which seems a much gentler description than the earlier ‘star-dogged moon’. At this point, although the water still burns ‘a still and awful red’, the mariner seems to become more positive for the first time. He watches the water snakes and finds them beautiful. Are these the same ‘slimy creatures’ that he describes earlier? Is it only his perception that has altered?

In fact, up until now, we are not really given too many clues about the young mariner’s character, except for the fact that he needlessly slaughtered the albatross. The tale has chiefly been descriptive. But here, he confides his thoughts:

‘A spring of love gushed from my heart

And I blessed them unaware.’

and suddenly his kind saint takes pity on him and things begin to improve. Given his present circumstances, of course, it seems incongruous that any love should be present anywhere but it is almost as though he is unaccustomed to have love flowing from him in such a manner at any time. What sort of man was he prior to this experience? 

The notion of deprivation leading to enlightenment is a common theme in religious literature and Coleridge uses it to good effect here at the end of Part IV. The mariner has learned a lesson from his pain and suffering but his penance is not yet complete.

The albatross falls from his neck as a physical symbol of his release. Cleverly, Coleridge once again reminds us of the reason for the mariners torment by mentioning the albatross.

· Note that Parts I-VI all end with some sort of reference to the albatross. Coleridge will not let us forget the root cause of the mariner’s woes. So while we feel sorry for him, we are never allowed to forget the callous deed which perpetrated his punishment.

Part V

This section begins with the relief of gentle rain, which gives the mariner, and us, a brief respite from the recent torture. However, this does not last long.

This Part of the poem is a long one in terms of stanzas and it has quite a few changes of mood. After only four stanzas where Coleridge describes the rain, the wind picks up and enormous activity begins. This is captured well by the short jagged way in which he captures the movement of the fire-flags:

‘To and fro they were hurried about

To and fro and in and out’

And then, in a typically romantic way he personifies the ‘wan stars’ dancing between the flags as if the stars and the flags could almost touch one another. Once again Coleridge juxtaposes life with death and sickliness- the stars are wan which contrasts with the liveliness of the rapidly moving flags of the ship.

But we already sense that this wind is not a normal wind because we have been warned:

‘And soon I heard a roaring wind

It did not come anear

But with its sound it shook the sails

That were so thin and seer.’

It is the sound of the wind, not the wind itself that shakes the sails. Coleridge gives us a hint that something supernatural may be at work here- and it is. Notice how the thick black cloud has the moon beside it in one stanza and then, by the next, it is ‘cleft’, split into two halves, yet still the moon is beside it. So the moon has moved (or has been moved) sideways and a river of lightning pours from the centre of the ominous black cloud. Presumably it is this force that gives life to the dead mariners for now they become animated.

Compare the mood here to the preceding Part of the poem. Coleridge has moved us from a dry world of bright, withering sunlight, of lifeless corpses and rotting sea, into one of night-time thunder, rain and supernatural lightning. This is a section of the poem filled with movement. 

Compare the lazy, ponderous movement of the words in the stanzas of Part IV:

‘For the sky and sea, and the sea and the sky

Lay like a load on my weary eye’

To the rapid movement of the words in this section of Part V:

‘The waters shot from some high crag

The lightning fell with never a jag

A river steep and wide.’

The ghastly image of the dead men walking and working the ropes without speaking or moving their eyes is bad enough but Coleridge compounds the horror here by making it more personal.

‘The body of my brother’s son

Stood by me, knee to knee:’

He has been responsible for two hundred deaths including the death of his own flesh and blood. In this stanza, by personalising the drama, Coleridge seeks to make us feel the tension and horror of the moment more keenly. 

Now there is a break as the wedding guest interjects. He only says one thing, the same words in fact that begin Part IV:

‘I fear thee, ancient Mariner…’

The repetition of these words give us some sense of just how petrified the wedding guest is by this stage but more importantly, in stopping him, the mariner tells us some important information. The men did not come back to life. Their corpses were temporarily enlivened by a troop of spirits, which leave the corpses at dawn. But the spirits have done their job. The ship now sails on. 

The sweet sounds of the spirits leaving the bodies leads into a series of gentler stanzas. The sweet sounds lead the mariner to hear the beauty of the skylark and of other little birds singing. This is the second time he has mentioned a sense of awe at the simple beauty of God’s creation.

At this point Coleridge uses what we might refer to as a ‘terrestrial’ simile when he writes that the sails made a pleasant noise:

‘A noise like of a hidden brook

In the leafy month of June,

That to the sleeping woods all night

Singeth a quiet tune.’

Subtly, Coleridge is preparing us for the mariner’s return to land that is soon to come. (Compare this stanza with those of Part VII and the romantic notion of the hermit in the woods.)

For the first time Coleridge states outright that it is a spirit that drives the ship. We were given a hint earlier in Part II but at that time it may well have just been the superstition of the mariners’:

‘And some in dreams assured were

Of the spirit that plagued us so

Nine fathom deep he had followed us

From the land of mist and snow.

Now he confirms this:

‘Under the keel nine fathom deep

From the land of mist and snow

The spirit slid: and it was he

That made the ship to go.’

Like all master storytellers, Coleridge has planted an idea early in the tale, to which he returns and develops later. 

At this point, another change of mood occurs. The ship is tugged ‘Backwards and forwards half her length’ by the spirit and bounds away ‘Like a pawing horse let go’. This leaves the mariner unconscious and finally, in a semi-conscious state to hear the spirits speaking to one another. 

· This motion reminds me a little of the manner in which a child might rev up a toy car a few times before letting it go. Obviously there were no toy cars in Coleridge’s day but perhaps there were similar little mechanical contraptions. If you accept the possibility of the spirit winding up the ship and then letting it go to skid across the sea, it makes sense when the spirit says, in a little while:

‘For slow and slow that ship will go

When the mariner’s trance is abated.’

Whatever the case, I love the image of the spirit, in one final act of malice, propelling the ship like a toy across a pond- an angry spirit child, petulantly and maybe somewhat reluctantly discarding his used up plaything.

Coleridge could have begun Part VI here, with the conversation between the two spirits but he chooses to fully confirm the existence of the spirit by the end of this Part:

‘The spirit who biddeth by himself

In the land of mist and snow

He loved the bird that loved the man

Who shot him with his bow.’

Here is confirmation of the cause of the mariner’s woes. As it had been earlier suspected by his fellow mariners- the punishment is retribution by a spirit for the killing of the harmless and beautiful sea bird.

There are two spirits. Voice one asks the questions we want answered and Voice Two has the answers. Voice Two may be a more refined spirit because he has a voice: ‘as soft as honey dew’ and seems to know a lot more about the nature of things than Voice One.

Part V ends with the ominous words:

‘The man hath penance done

And penance more will do.’

Maybe that is why Coleridge cuts the conversation between the two voices at this point- to leave a dramatic tone ringing in our ears as we move into the penultimate part of the poem.

Part VI

The conversation between the two spirits continue and we learn that the moon is the master of the sea at this time and that supernatural forces are being used to drive the ship onward without ‘wave or wind’. The conversation between the two spirits was probably not for human ears and the spirits may not realise that the mariner is semi-conscious. In any case they must withdraw now the mariner is awake.

Although the weather is calm, the moon is high and still glittering in the eyes of the dead men, so the mariner’s penance continues, as the spirit suggested. By constantly referring to the attendant moon and to the stony eyes of the dead men, Coleridge never lets us forget the spell under which the mariner toils. Even at this seemingly calm time, the mariner cannot break his eyes free of the dead men’s gaze. They are now standing around:

‘For a charnel-dungeon fitter:’

That is, they would be better suited to be the inmates of a torture chamber.

The mood here is more relaxed than in Part V when dead men were moving and the ship was being thrown around, but there is a more quiet intensity at this point- a silent fear that is brilliantly captured in the extended simile:

‘Like one, that on a lonesome road

Doth walk in fear and dread,

And having once turned round walks on,
And turns no more his head

Because he knows a frightful fiend

Doth close behind him tread.’

The mariner’s spirits rise with a new breeze. Although it is still of supernatural nature (it makes no sound, nor ruffles the sails) and although he still has a mingling of fears, in general we sense real hope for the first time. Notice the terrestrial nature of the simile:

‘It raised my hair, it fanned my cheek

Like a meadow gale of spring’

This, coupled with the sound of the birds, suggests that he is nearing land.

The alliteration on the ‘s’ sounds (swiftly and sweetly) to describe the ship’s forward motion gives us a sense of positive, smooth momentum.

To round off the journey, Coleridge reminds us of the hill, the kirk, the lighthouse top and the steady weathercock. These are all images with which he has familiarised us at the beginning of the tale. The kirk, or church, is of course a key symbol in the tale since it represents the Christian tradition, which is the underlying moral code upon which the moral of this tale rests.

Notice how even now the moon is present, (although now it seems to have become more an assistant than a malice bearer to the mariner). Its light and its shadow are upon the bay. The crimson colours that approach the ship do so through the white moonlight plastered across the bay. The crimson shadows are spirits which give animation to the corpses of the mariners one final time. When the mariner turns around, he sees the ‘seraph-band’ acting as a series of small signal lights to the land.  Coleridge combines simile and oxymoron beautifully when he writes:

‘This seraph-band each waved his hand

No voice did they impart

No voice; but oh! The silence sank

Like music on my heart.’

And so the identity of the three occupants of the oncoming boat is quickly established in the final three stanzas of Part VI. However, although the mariner can hear their approach, he cannot communicate with them at this time, as though he is still in another world. The supernatural images still prevail here. Consider this:

‘My head was turned perforce away

And I saw a boat appear.’

How could the mariner see the approaching vessel if his head was turned perforce (by force) away? He hears the dash of oars; he hears the Pilot’s cheer; he sees the boat approach and then he hears them coming fast. He even seems to correct himself in the next stanza:

‘I saw a third- I heard his voice’

Is this a suggestion by Coleridge of some confusion of the senses? Possibly the final throes of some supernatural force? Or is the mariner confused because of the terrible ordeal he has just been through? Whatever the case, Coleridge doesn’t usually spend words cheaply, so this point is worth considering.

To end the penultimate part of the tale, we are once again reminded of the cause of the mariner’s woes when the mariner says of the hermit:

‘He’ll shrieve my soul, he’ll wash away

The albatross’s blood.’

To shrieve is to wash away the sins of. In the mariner’s opinion, the hermit is capable of doing so because he is a holy man who:

‘…singeth loud his godly hymns

That he makes in the wood.’

A good Christian, such as the hermit, is one qualified to cleanse the mariner’s soul.

Part VII

For the first section of the last Part we are given a romantic image of the hermit with his ‘sweet voice’ who prays in the forest on a plump cushion of moss and wood. Here is the romantic notion of the rustic holy man. No mention is made of the harsh reality of living such a lifestyle. Coleridge, the romantic, seizes only on the notion of the good independent soul living in concert with nature.

There follows a few stanzas in the world of the hermit, the pilot and the pilot’s boy as they row towards the mariner’s ship. The mariner reports their conversation. We hear of the pilot’s fear and of the hermit’s cheeriness as they approach. There is a lovely simile where the hermit likens the ‘thin and seer’ sails to:

‘Brown skeletons of leaves that lag

My forest-brook along’

And then the gentle mood that has characterised the half a dozen stanzas beginning Part VII is challenged by a rumbling sound beneath the water.

In the next three stanzas a cataclysmic event occurs. The rumbling sound increases, the bay is split and:

‘The ship went down like lead.’

This is a supernatural climax to a supernatural event. The bay has split and consumed the ship. The vessel has disappeared from the world in an instant. This is not at all the natural way any vessel would sink.

Everything happens so quickly here. The mariner is face down in the water but only for a moment before he is in the pilot’s boat (note the number seven again in ‘seven day’s drowned’), the pilot’s boat spins in the wake of the sunken ship and the echo is all that tells the tale of the massive occurrence:

‘And all was still, save that the hill

 Was telling of the sound.’  

To finish this section of the final part, the mariner takes the oars and the almost humorous but entirely understandable reactions of the three other occupants of the boat reveal something of their character and life experience. The pilot shrieks and falls, the hermit prays and the pilot’s boy loses his senses completely.

Once upon land the mariner is compelled by some supernatural force to begin his tale to the hermit who somewhat ironically refers to him as a ‘holy man’. This is the first time the mariner has told his tale. His life penance is that he will relate the same tale over and over throughout the course of his lifetime.

At this point we are returned to the present and to the moment at which the ancient mariner is finishing his tale to the wedding guest. Presumably the wedding guest is beyond fear- certainly he says nothing more. The ancient mariner explains to the wedding guest (and to us) that every so often he must impart his tale to a man who needs to hear it. When that occurs he is seized with strange power of speech, which is of course, the poem we have just heard.

Coleridge could have given us this information at the beginning of the poem but by doing so only at the end, he has kept us in a sort of suspense (after all why is the old mariner telling this tale to this particular man?) and simultaneously he has captured our attention right at the beginning of the poem and not cluttered up its initial impact.

Note here the return of the narrator’s voice to begin the completion of the story. The narrator describes the wedding party:

‘What loud uproar bursts from that door!’

Which brings us well and truly back to the present. The frivolous revelry and joy of the wedding guests contrasts sharply with the intense hold the mariner still has on his captive audience- the wedding guest.

The next five stanzas embody the moral of the story, which is that love of God and nature is the key to a happy life. The mariner says that he likes nothing better than to walk with friends and to join the community in worship of God. 

Farewell, farewell! But this I tell

To thee, thou Wedding Guest!

He prayeth well, who loveth well

Both man and bird and beast

He prayeth best, who loveth best

All things both great and small;

For the dear God who loveth us

He made and loveth all’

The ordeal has taught the mariner humility and has changed his attitude to life. He now sees a bigger picture and has learned the value and beauty of all life no matter how great or how small (a moral I still have trouble remembering when confronted by a large spider).

Coleridge doesn’t actually spell out what sort of man needs to hear this tale, but we can surmise from the moral that the wedding guest may be an arrogant type of man, who possibly reveres himself and his own life, more than life itself and all of the other creatures in God’s creation. In all probability, the wedding guest and the other men to whom the mariner must tell his tale are men of the same mould as he used to be. To alter the potentially disastrous path they now tread, he is driven by some supernatural force to mesmerise them, thus giving them the lesson through imagination that he had to learn through harsh reality.

· As far as the moral of the poem goes, it was suggested to Coleridge that he make it more obvious but he replied that he felt it was perhaps already too overstated.

The final two stanzas are given to the narrator for a wrap up and final comment on the effect of the tale on the wedding guest.

‘He went like one that hath been stunned

And is of sense forlorn:

A sadder and a wiser man,

He rose the morrow morn.’

Though deprived of the wedding festivity, the wedding guest has learned a lesson and is better off for the experience.

Notice too, that the ancient mariner’s eye is still bright, even though he is old and his beard is hoar (silvery white). He is still possessed by a supernatural force driven into his soul by his actions so long ago. In fact he says earlier in Part VII:

‘Since then at an uncertain hour

That agony returns

And till my ghastly tale is told

This heart within me burns.’ 

He must then ‘pass like night from land to land’ to seek out the man who must hear his tale. It is no wonder that the spirit says earlier on to conclude Part V:

‘The man hath penance done

And penance more will do.’

All in all, the Christian ethos of this poem should not be understated. Punishment for sin and the notion of redemption and enlightenment through ordeal is the key to its moral. This great journey of imagination should be understood in terms of this ethos. A sound knowledge of the historical context within which it was written and in the context of Coleridge’s life should also not be overlooked.

In the late 1700’s and the early 1800’s within which period this poem was written and refined, the days when men really ‘sailed’ around the world was ending. The advent of steam was transforming the world and naval travel. So, even as it was created, this world of Coleridge’s imagination was becoming an anachronism and the modern technological age beginning. Not so its message though which was as true then as it was at the beginning of human consciousness and still is today: Malicious destruction is the act of the ignorant and will only serve, ultimately, in damaging self. 

A few ideas for student activities (in no particular order)

· Make a collage of images from the poem.

· Write a children’s storybook version of the poem. Summarise and simplify the story and moral in12-20 pages: one pic per page; one or two sentences per page; maybe give it another title.

· Write a parody of the poem maybe set in another time and place or, using the children’s storybook idea above, write a storybook comical version of the poem.

· Make a timeline or illustrated time line of the mariner’s journey.

· Draw a map illustrating where you imagine the mariner’s voyage took him.

· Write the transcript of an interview with the ancient mariner or maybe a humorous interview with the albatross, one of the albatross’s friends or family, or the wedding guest.

· Write a letter to a friend from the point of view of the wedding guest’s wife noting the transition in the wedding guest since his encounter with the ancient mariner.

· Write a series of logbook entries made by the young mariner whilst undergoing his ordeal.

· Describe the encounter between the ancient mariner and the wedding guest from the point of view of one of the other wedding guests.

· Make up a box cartoon that effectively tells the story of the poem in the least number of boxes.

· Write your own poem about an event in your life that has taught you a lesson.

· Review the poem. Outline the story and give your opinion on it as a piece of poetry. Be positive or negative but be reasonable and critical.

· Write a description of the wedding guest- how you imagine his appearance and personality. Imagine that you have just begun a novel of which he is the protagonist- what is his name? What is he like? Carefully describe him.

· You are the wedding guest. Write the transcript of a speech which you are to give to rich London factory owners. You must convince them to treat their children workers with respect. Allude to the poem.

· As the ancient mariner write to the editor of the London Times explaining your views on life. Allude to your ordeal.

· Describe in detail why the young mariner killed the albatross. Write the account either from the young mariner’s point of view or from the point of view of one of the other mariners.

· Write the epitaph to be written on the gravestone of the ancient mariner. Who writes it?

· Try writing a poem on a topic of your choice in which you use the three rhythm and rhyme schemes used by Coleridge in the poem.

· As a Drama exercise, use a piece of music as the background to a mimed presentation which captures the essence of the poem. You don’t have to retell the story. Think about the moral. Be abstract.

· See if you can learn one part of the poem off by heart. Recite it to the class.

· Make up your own Power point presentation for one part of the poem. Present it to the class with a read accompaniment from the poem.

· Ask your teacher for the requirements for ‘Set Design’ in the HSC Drama course. Using these, create your own set for the poem. You might like to simply draw the set or go the whole way and also create a scale model. Remember, it has to be functional but don’t be scared to think in the abstract. After all, Juliet can shoot herself with a gun in a Hollywood movie.

· Following the above idea. Use the HSC Drama syllabus for other projects: Costume design; Publicity; Video etcetera

· Make a list of every word in the poem that has fallen out of common usage. Next to each, write down what it means in modern English.

· Find examples of each of the following from the poem: Similes; Metaphors; Personification; Alliteration. For each quote, list the Part, Stanza and Line numbers.

· If you have the facilities, grab a video camera and make a short film parodying the poem.

· Make a note of where and when the narrator’s voice is heard throughout the poem. Consider the effect it has on the development of the tale as a whole imaginative journey.

· The opening scene of the poem drops us right amongst the action. List five action movies you have seen (the first five of which you can think) and briefly describe the first scene, either during, or right after the credits. How many open amongst action?

· Make a list of every quote that involves the sun in the poem. Do the same for the moon. Note where they occur (Part and Stanza). How do these references add to the meaning of the poem? Are these celestial bodies viewed or described differently by the mariner at different times in the poem? Is there some special significance to each as a symbol in the poem?

· The number seven is both the number of days the young mariner endures this hell and is also the number of parts to the poem. This number also has some religious significance. Research the significance of the number 7 in religious thinking and see if you can relate it to the meaning of the poem.

· Under the heading ‘The Five Senses’ break up your page into five columns: Sight; Smell; Touch; Hearing; Taste. Under each column list quotes from the poem that relate to each. Some may appear in more than one column.

· Find out what you can about Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s life and works.

· Coleridge was alive between 1772 and 1834. Find out about the times within which he lived: technology; political environment; military situation; social circumstances. Use your own sub-headings if you wish but try to gain a perspective of the context within which Coleridge was writing.

· Find out what you can about albatrosses.

· Find out what you can about the Napoleonic Wars that were occurring during Coleridge’s time.

· Find out what you can about the nature of sea travel in the late 1700’s and early 1800’s. Types of vessels; time taken to travel from A to B; consider too the rise of steam at this time as an aid to naval transportation.

