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CHAPTER 3
Kubla Khan 
If a man could pass thro' Paradise in a Dream, & have a flower presented 
to him as a pledge that his Soul had really been there, & found that flower 
in his hand when he awoke -- Aye! and what then?     (CN, iii 4287) 

[61]   Kubla Khan is a fascinating and exasperating poem.   Almost everyone has read it, almost everyone has been charmed by its magic, almost everyone thinks he knows what it is about -- and almost everyone, it seems, has felt impelled to write about it.   It must surely be true that no poem of comparable length in English or any other language has been the subject of so much critical commentary.   Its fifty-four lines have spawned thousands of pages of discussion and analysis.   Kubla Khan is the sole or a major subject in five book-length studies;1 close to 150 articles and book-chapters (doubtless I have missed some others) have been devoted exclusively to it; and brief notes and incidental comments on it are without number.   Despite this deluge, however, there is no critical unanimity and very little agreement on a number of important issues connected with the poem:   its date of composition, its "meaning", its sources in Coleridge's reading and observation of nature, its structural integrity (i.e. fragment versus complete poem), and its relationship to the Preface by which Coleridge introduced it on its first publication in 1816.
      In a moment of rash optimism a notable scholar once began an essay by declaring that "We now know almost everything about Coleridge's Kubla Khan except what the poem is about".2   The truth of the matter, however, is that we know almost nothing conclusive about Kubla Khan, including what it is about.   This flower plucked in Paradise (or on Parnassus) and handed down to us by Coleridge is, indeed, a miracle of rare device; but like all miracles it is largely elusive.
  [62]     Perhaps the strangest fact connected with this strange poem is the dearth of early references to it.   Coleridge mentions Kubla Khan on only three occasions:   (1) in the endnote of the Crewe Manuscript (1810?) he gives a brief account of the poem's origin; (2) in the long Preface added to the poem in 1816 he provides a much fuller story of the composition of Kubla Khan, but the account in the 1816 Preface differs significantly from that in the Crewe endnote; and (3) in September 1830 he told Henry Nelson Coleridge that "I wrote Kubla Khan in Brimstone Farm between Porlock and Ilfracombe -- near Culbone".3   The rest is silence.   Neither in his published works nor in his voluminous correspondence and notebooks (where he often quotes from his own poetry to illustrate some point) is there any reference to or quotation from Kubla Khan.   This frustrating silence, moreover, extends from Coleridge himself to his friends and acquaintances.   Prior to its publication in 1816, there are (to my knowledge) only six references to Kubla Khan4 -- and this is surely surprising when we remember that the poem was written at least sixteen years before it was eventually published.

      Scholarship and historical criticism, then, have little evidence (solid or otherwise) on which to deploy their talents.   Aye! and what then? 
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1. John Livingston Lowes, The Road to Xanadu:   A Study in the Ways of the Imagination (Boston, Mass., 1927; rev. edn, 1930; repr. 1964); Elisabeth Schneider, Coleridge, Opium and "Kubla Khan" (Chicago, 1953; London, 1954; repr. New York, 1970); John Beer, Coleridge the Visionary (London, 1959; repr. 1970); Marshall Suther, Visions of Xanadu (New York and London, 1965); E.S. Shaffer, "Kubla Khan" and the Fall of Jerusalem:   The Mythological School in Biblical Criticism and Secular Literature 1770-1880 (London, 1975). * 

2. George Watson, "The Meaning of Kubla Khan", REL, 2 (1961) 21-9.   In fairness, I hasten to add that, in the revised version of this paper which appears as chapter 8 in Mr Watson's Coleridge the Poet (London, 1966), he begins by saying that "this chapter is bound to be speculative" and by confessing that "some aspects of Kubla Khan remain inexplicable" (p. 117). * 

3. Quoted in Morchard Bishop, "The Farmhouse of Kubla Khan", TLS, 10 May 1957, p. 293. * 

4. Although these references will be discussed individually later in the present chapter, it may be useful to have them listed briefly here:   (a) a cryptic [249] reference in Dorothy Wordsworth's Hamburgh Journal (October 1798); (b) allusions to Kubla Khan in a poem by "Perdita" Robinson (Oct 1800); (c) an account (c. 1811-12) of Coleridge reciting his poem, reported by John Payne Collier in his diary; (d) Leigh Hunt's record in his Autobiography of Coleridge reciting Kubla Khan to Lord Byron in 1816; (e) Charles Lamb's comments on the poem in a letter to Wordsworth (26 Apr 1816); and (f) Mrs Coleridge's terse remark about the poem's forthcoming publication, in one of her letters to Thomas Poole (24 May 1816):   "He has been so unwise as to publish his fragments of 'Christabel' & 'Koula-Khan' [sic] . . . we were all sadly vexed when we read the advertisement of these things." * 
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Composition, Publication History and the Crewe Manuscript 

[62]   The date of Kubla Khan has been much debated and, barring the unlikely discovery of definitive evidence, will doubtless always be a matter of conjecture.   A number of dates -- ranging from the summer of 1797 to the spring of 1800 -- have been proposed.   Coleridge himself stated on one occasion that he wrote the poem "in the fall of the year, 1797" (Crewe MS) and on another that it was composed "In the summer of the year 1797" (1816 Preface).   Authorial statements of this sort are usually conclusive; however, the discrepancy (however slight) between "summer" and "fall" 1797, coupled with Coleridge's unreliability over dates and with some other factors, has led certain scholars to propose a later date.   Nevertheless, while dating arguments for 1798 and 1799-1800 must be taken seriously, most Coleridge scholars in recent years [63] have come to accept the fall of 1797 as the probable date of composition.

      Before looking in detail at the various dating-arguments, we need to pause briefly over two early pieces of evidence that have an important bearing on the question of when Kubla Khan was composed.   The first of these is straightforward.   In a poem entitled Mrs Robinson to the Poet Coleridge, Mary "Perdita" Robinson praised Coleridge's genius in the following couplet: 

	I'll mark thy "sunny dome," and view
Thy "caves of ice," thy fields of dew!1


These lines were written in October 1800; and, as the two phrases in quotation marks make plain, Mrs Robinson was alluding to Kubla Khan.   We can say with certainty, then, that Kubla Khan was in existence by October 1800 and that "Perdita" Robinson had seen it by then.

      The second piece of evidence is earlier, but its significance is not so easily determined.   At the end of her Hamburgh Journal (1798) Dorothy Wordsworth inserts a tantalising reference: 

[William] brought me his pockets full of apples . . . and some excellent bread.   Upon these I breakfasted and carried Kubla to a fountain in the neighbouring market-place, where I drank some excellent water.   It was on Saturday the 6th of October [1798] when we arrived at Goslar at between 5 and 6 in the evening.2
The most plausible explanation of this enigmatic allusion is that the Wordsworths in Germany had playfully named their drinking-can "Kubla" in honour of Coleridge's poem.3   If this is so, then it argues strongly that Kubla Khan was written sometime before the Wordsworths and Coleridge set off for Germany in September 1798 -- unless (as Elisabeth Schneider argues) Dorothy wrote up this section of her Hamburgh Journal between 1799 and 1802 after returning to England, in which case the reference to "Kubla" might involve a retrospective nicknaming of their German drinking-can.4   On balance, however, although Dorothy's journal entry is vague, it offers a serious obstacle to a post-1798 dating of Kubla Khan and provides (to speak positively) strong circumstantial evidence that the poem was written before September 1798.   And at this point we may turn to examine the various dating-arguments.
  [64]     One suggestion, proposed initially by E.H. Coleridge and J.D. Campbell, places the composition of the poem in May-June 1798.   The argument for this date was prompted by Coleridge's Notebook entry of 3 November 1810: 

If ever there was a time and circumstance in my life in which I behaved perfectly well, it was in that of C. Lloyd's mad quarrel & frantic ingratitude to me -- He even wrote a letter to D[orothy] W[ordsworth], in which he not only called me a villain, but appealed to a conversation which had passed between him & her, as the grounds of it . . . .   After this there succeeded on his side a series of wicked calumnies & irritations -- infamous Lies to Southey & to poor dear Lamb -- in short, a conduct which was not that of a friend, only because it was that of a madman / On my side, patience, gentleness, and good for evil -- yet this supernatural effort injured me -- what I did not suffer to act on my mind, preyed on my body -- it prevented my finishing the Christabel -- & at the retirement between Linton & Porlock was the first occasion of my having recourse to Opium . . . .       (CN, iii 4006) 

In the 1816 Preface to Kubla Khan Coleridge had written:   "In the summer of the year 1797, the Author, then in ill health, had retired to a lonely farm-house between Porlock and Linton, on the Exmoor confines of Somerset and Devonshire."   Taken together, these two statements led E.H. Coleridge to believe that Kubla Khan was written during this retirement prompted by the mental and physical strain of the quarrel with Charles Lloyd and that, since the "quarrel was at its height in May 1798", Coleridge "should have written 'the summer of 1798'" in the 1816 Preface (CPW, i 295).   J.D. Campbell accepted this argument and extended it: 

Coleridge is generally unreliable in the matter of dates assigned to particular single events, but I think we may trust him when he synchronises.   Besides, it seems far more probable that Kubla Khan was composed after Christabel ([Part] I.) and The Ancient Mariner, than that it was the first breathing on his magic flute.5
A 1798 dating for Kubla Khan is supported by Malcolm Elwin,6 and also by Lawrence Hanson, who explores four possible periods in March-June 1798 when the "retirement" might have taken place.7
  [65]     Although a date in 1798 -- specifically, May 1798 -- is certainly possible, there are a number of difficulties with the arguments in its favour.   First, while Coleridge connects opium with a "retirement between Linton & Porlock" in his note of 3 November 1810, he says nothing about composing a poem then; he mentions the abandonment of Christabel but not the composition of Kubla Khan (or of anything else).   Besides, the note is inaccurate in at least one respect, since May 1798 is demonstrably not "the first occasion of [Coleridge's] having recourse to Opium".   One such lapse of memory might well lead one to suppose that there are others.   Second, there is some doubt that Coleridge had sufficient opportunity in April or May 1798 for even a brief "retirement" at Porlock.   Both E.K. Chambers and Elisabeth Schneider, who have studied Coleridge's movements carefully during these months, conclude that he was probably at or close to Nether Stowey during this time.8   Third, as Schneider points out, since the quarrel with Charles Lloyd was a matter which preyed on Coleridge for some years, "E.H. Coleridge appears to have telescoped into a month or two events that had actually been spread over several years".9   And, finally, one must surely distrust the logic of arguing (as both J.D. Campbell and Lawrence Hanson do) that "the perfection of the poem [Kubla Khan], and particularly . . . its metrical beauty, would suggest that it was the last and not the first of the three great poems".10   By analogy, we should find ourselves having to argue that Shakespeare must have written Timon of Athens before King Lear or that Coleridge must have composed The Nightingale before Frost at Midnight because the latter are more perfect and beautiful works.

      Another solution to the dating-riddle is proposed by Elisabeth Schneider, who devotes a ninety-page chapter to the problem in her book Coleridge, Opium and "Kubla Khan".   She offers two possible dates -- October 1799 or May-June 1800 -- and concludes that "The date of October, 1799, seems to me slightly more likely than that of the following May or June, but either would appear possible".11   Why 1799 or 1800?   The argument is too elaborate to permit any easy summary; however, it may be said that, in broad outline, it involves five major observations.   (1) The major influence on Kubla Khan is Milton, especially Paradise Lost, and "I know of no other such Miltonic months in Coleridge's life as those running, roughly, from August, 1799, to the spring of 1800".12   (2) There are in Kubla Khan numerous echoes of and [66] tonal parallels with two other poems, Landor's Gebir and Southey's Thalaba, which Coleridge read in 1799-1800.   (3) The imagery of Kubla Khan seems to have been influenced by the scenery which Coleridge saw in Germany (especially in the Harz Mountains) in late 1798 and in 1799 -- and these impressions were reinforced by the rugged scenery of the West and North of England which he explored with Southey and Wordsworth in August-November 1799 after returning from Germany.   (4) Having explored the connections between Kubla Khan and Southey's Thalaba, Miss Schneider quotes at length a letter of December 1799 (LW: EY, pp. 279-80) from Wordsworth to Coleridge, which recalls some of the imagery of Coleridge's poem, and concludes that between May and December 1799 "there was a concentration of interest among Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Southey upon many of the images, ideas, and words that we find in Kubla Khan".13   Internal poetic evidence also supports a 1799-1800 date: 

No verse . . . distinctly resembling that of the "dream"-fragment appears among the poems known to have been written in 1797 or 1798.   In 1799 and 1800, the Ode to Georgiana and the several others of a like sort were a conscious departure from Coleridge's recent metrical forms, and Kubla Khan most closely resembles these.14
      Miss Schneider's arguments, however, have not met with much success among other scholars.15   This is due, in part, to the awkward necessity of having to explain away a damaging piece of (apparently) solid evidence for a pre-1799 dating -- namely, the reference to "Kubla" in Dorothy Wordsworth's Hamburgh Journal for October 1798.   As Miss Schneider herself says, "Uncertainty must remain about any date after 1798 because of Dorothy Wordsworth's word 'Kubla'".16   In part, too, there is the problem of the strained and inferential nature of the case.   For example, Coleridge knew Milton's poetry well long before 1799 and Milton is arguably the most important poetic influence on Coleridge from the beginning of his career.   Similarly, the impact of German scenery and the scattered echoes of Landor and Southey can be easily paralleled, usually much more persuasively, in the Somerset scenery and the literary works in which Coleridge was immersed while living at Nether Stowey in 1797-8.   Finally, the appeal to internal poetic evidence is a double-edged sword:   there is nothing [67] in Coleridge's 1799-1800 verse that comes as close in imagery and tone to the spirit of Kubla Khan as the "o'erwooded, narrow, deep" and "roaring dell" of This Lime-Tree Bower (July 1797) or certain wild and "romantic" passages in his drama Osorio (March-October 1797).
      The third, and most widely accepted, date for Kubla Khan is October or November 1797.   Until the discovery of the Crewe Manuscript in 1934, the only evidence from Coleridge himself about the poem's composition was to be found in the 1816 Preface, where the date given is "the summer of the year 1797".   But that date has never seemed reasonable because Coleridge was too busy and his movements in July-August 1797 are too well documented to make a "retirement" near Porlock possible in the summer of that year.   In the Crewe Manuscript endnote, however, Coleridge says of Kubla Khan, 

This fragment with a good deal more, not recoverable, composed in a sort of Reverie brought on by two grains of Opium, taken to check a dysentery, at a Farm House between Porlock and Linton, a quarter of a mile from Culbone Church, in the fall of the year, 1797.
I shall return later to the Crewe Manuscript and the discrepancies between its account of the poem and that given in the 1816 Preface; for the moment it is enough to notice that the date given for the composition of Kubla Khan in the Crewe endnote is, not the summer, but "the fall of the year, 1797".   On the basis of this change of season Alice Snyder, who first reported the discovery of the Crewe Manuscript, suggested that the dating question -- which had been resolved in favour of May 1798 -- should be reopened with this new evidence in mind.17
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      The question was reopened.   E.K. Chambers, who had been a vigorous supporter of a May 1798 date, undertook to re-examine the evidence in his biography (1938) of Coleridge.   His conclusion was that Kubla Khan was, in all probability, composed in the fall of 1797 -- and he thought it possible to date it even more precisely.   On 14 October 1797 Coleridge had written a letter to John Thelwall, in which he excused his delay in replying to Thelwall by saying that he had "been absent a day or two" from Stowey; and in this same letter he went on to say:   "My mind feels as if it ached to behold & know something great -- something one & indivisible -- and it is [68] only in the faith of this that rocks or waterfalls, mountains or caverns give me the sense of sublimity or majesty!" (CL, i 349).   Coleridge's absence from Stowey, coupled with the reference to "rocks or waterfalls, mountains or caverns" (which recalls the imagery of Kubla Khan), led Chambers to believe that the poem was written in October 1797, a few days before the letter to Thelwall.18   A number of later scholars have been led to the same conclusion.19
      But even more attractive than Chambers's October 1797 dating is the possibility that Kubla Khan was written in the following month, November 1797, while Coleridge was on a walking-tour with the Wordsworths -- a tour which took the trio to Porlock and then on (as Dorothy records20) to Lynmouth and the Valley of the Rocks (or Valley of Stones) near Lynton.   Initially suggested (almost as an aside) by H.M. Margoliouth in 1953, the case for supposing Kubla Khan to have been written on this walking-trip with the Wordsworths in early November 1797 has been argued convincingly by Mark Reed: 

it makes sense to suppose that STC should have retired to a farm "between Porlock and Linton" on this trip, for he was certainly (which cannot be said of the early Oct date) in that neighbourhood.  If his illness involved dysentery from the onset, an immediate retirement would have been necessary.   Nothing whatever is known of STC's movements during his absence of "a day or two" in early Oct, and it is hard to perceive why he would have traveled so far -- well over twenty miles -- merely to sequestrate himself for such a brief time if sickness was the cause of his leaving Stowey -- least of all if his sickness was actually dysentery.21
This is a persuasive argument, and it agrees perfectly with Coleridge's own account in the Crewe endnote.   John Beer, who has also been persuaded by Reed's case, offers a hypothetical reconstruction (adding a conjecture about the man from Porlock) of the "retirement" during which Kubla Khan was composed:   "while returning from the Valley [of the Rocks], Coleridge was taken ill and forced to retire to the lonely farmhouse, while William and Dorothy Wordsworth continued on their way back (on their way possibly, despatching the 'person on business from Porlock' to bring supplies of some sort to Coleridge)".22   All in all, while other dates remain possible, a November 1797 dating of Kubla Khan is [69] the most attractive possibility and makes the best use of the scanty evidence.
      As a kind of footnote to the dating-discussion, it may be added that there have been attempts to identify the very farmhouse to which Coleridge retired and wrote Kubla Khan.   There have been two suggestions.   Wylie Sypher, noting that there are only ten houses in the whole parish of Culbone and that only three farmhouses have ever been built within a mile of Culbone Church, settled on Ash Farm, "a squat, tidy cottage of gray stone" which still stands today.23   Morchard Bishop, on the other hand, basing his argument on Coleridge's statement (1830) that "I wrote Kubla Khan in Brimstone Farm between Porlock and Ilfracombe -- near Culbone", identified the house as Broomstreet Farm, "since there is no record . . . of any farm in the neighbourhood that goes by the name of Brimstone".24   Since Ash Farm is much closer to being "a quarter of a mile from Culbone Church" (Crewe endnote) than is Broomstreet Farm, most scholars have preferred the former and have argued that "Coleridge, if he did confuse the real name of the farm long after the event, could have turned Ash into Brimstone as easily [as] Broomstreet into Brimstone".25   However, J. H. Goodland (who agrees with Bishop) points out that "the local dialect could account for a mishearing; 'Broomstreet' is still pronounced 'Brimson' in the locality" (CN, iii 4006n).   Once again, then, there is no consensus -- nor does a definitive conclusion seem possible.


The history of Kubla Khan from its composition to its publication in May 1816 is almost a complete enigma.   Although Coleridge alludes briefly to the Tartar emperor Kublai Khan in two Notebook entries of 1802 and 1804 (CN, i 1281 and 1840), he never mentions Kubla Khan; and the Notebook entries seem unrelated to the poem.   A Notebook entry of October 1806 (CN, ii 2882) concerned with Pindar may, Miss Coburn suggests, be linked with an attempt to continue Kubla Khan, but the poem is not mentioned and the connection between the two is a mere guess.   Potentially more interesting is another Notebook entry, belonging to May-August 1811, which echoes the imagery of lines 25-7 of Kubla Khan:   "Channels riverless -- 5 mile deep" (CN, iii 4094); but, again, it is difficult to see how these cryptic phrases might be linked meaningfully with the poem.   And these [70] dark hints (if, indeed, they have any relevance at all) are all that Coleridge's Notebooks yield on the poem's history between the time of its composition and the time of its publication.   Coleridge's letters (apart from one of March 1798 to which I shall return) are no more enlightening.   It is not known where he kept the poem, or whether he revised it much between 1797 and 1816, or why he delayed so long in publishing it.   It is known that he recited it occasionally:   John Payne Collier records that in a conversation (c. 1811-12) Coleridge recited "some lines he had written many years ago upon the building of a Dream-palace by Kubla-Khan"; and Leigh Hunt, probably in early April 1816, was almost present at another recital:   "He recited his Kubla Khan one morning to Lord Byron, in his lordship's house in Piccadilly, when I happened to be in another room.   I remember the other's coming away from him, highly struck with his poem, and saying how wonderfully he talked".26 
      It was this recital of Kubla Khan just missed by Leigh Hunt that resulted, in fact, in the poem's publication.   At Byron's instigation, the publisher John Murray visited Coleridge in April 1816 and offered to publish both the incomplete Christabel and Kubla Khan.   In the final bargain Coleridge received 80 pounds for the former and 20 pounds for the latter.   On 25 May 1816 Murray published an octavo pamphlet of sixty-four pages entitled Christabel; Kubla Khan, a Vision; The Pains of Sleep, which ran through three editions in the course of the year.   In the Preface by which Coleridge introduced Kubla Khan, he acknowledged his debt to Lord Byron:   "The following fragment", the Preface begins, "is here published at the request of a poet of great and deserved celebrity . . . ."

      The remainder of the 1816 Preface is given over to an explanation of how Kubla Khan came to be written.   It is a story that everyone now knows.   The poet, in ill health, had retired to a lonely farmhouse; as the result of a "slight indisposition", he had taken an "anodyne" and fallen asleep while reading about Kubla Khan's palace in Purchas's Pilgrimage.   Continuing "for about three hours in a profound sleep", his dreaming mind (triggered by what he had been reading in Purchas) was swept up into a poetic vision of some 300 lines -- a vision so powerful and immediate that "all the images rose up before him as things".   Upon awaking he eagerly set about transcribing his dream-vision, when, unfortunately, he was "called out by a person on business from Porlock, and detained by him [71] above an hour".   Returning to his room, he discovered to his great dismay that, "though he still retained some vague and dim recollection of the general purport of the vision, yet, with the exception of some eight or ten scattered lines and images, all the rest had passed away like the images on the surface of a stream into which a stone has been cast, but, alas! without the after restoration of the latter!"   Nevertheless, "from the still surviving recollections in his mind", he has often proposed to finish for himself "what had been originally, as it were, given to him".   And he closed the account with a motto from Theocritus:   "Tomorrow I'll sing a sweeter song."
      For more than one hundred years this account of the poem's composition, together with the text of the poem published in 1816 (and subsequently reprinted in Coleridge's collected poems of 1828, 1829 and 1834), were all that scholars had of Kubla Khan. No transcriptions of the poem (assuming there ever were any) had survived, and no manuscript of the poem was known to exist.   But in 1934, in the Lamb and Coleridge Centenary Exhibition held in the National Portrait Gallery, there suddenly appeared an autograph manuscript of Kubla Khan, loaned to the exhibition by the Marquess of Crewe.   The significance of the Crewe Manuscript is that it contains a number of variants, most but not all of them fairly minor, from the text of the poem as published in 1816; and, more important, it provides an alternative and much shorter account of the poem's birth -- an account which differs in significant respects from that given in the 1816 Preface.

      The Crewe Manuscript (Plates 8 and 9) is a holograph in Coleridge's handwriting on both sides of a single sheet.   Attempts to date the manuscript have been unsuccessful, although it is universally believed that, while not the original version of the poem, it pre-dates the text published of 1816, probably by some years.   T.C. Skeat has managed, with some guesswork, to trace the history of the Crewe Manuscript: 

The only possible clue to its origin is a faint pencilled note at the end of the manuscript:   "Sent by Mrs Southey,27 as an Autograph of Coleridge."  From this we may conjecture that the manuscript was originally sent by Coleridge to Southey, passed into Mrs Southey's possession after the latter's death in 1843, and was subsequently given by her to some private autograph collector.   It subsequently appeared in the sale-room of Messrs Puttick & Simpson on 28 April 1859, when, as lot 109, it was knocked [72] down to Monckton Milnes, owner of a noted collection of autographs, for the modest sum of l pound 15 shillings.   From him it descended to his son, afterwards Marquess of Crewe, so the history of the manuscript from 1859 onwards is established.28  

It need only be added that in 1962 the manuscript was acquired from the Marchioness of Crewe by the British Museum, where it now resides as Additional MS 50847.

      Since the Crewe Manuscript is an earlier text than the version of Kubla Khan published in 1816, the variants give us a glimpse, as it were, into the poet's workshop.   Sometimes a variant shows how a passable line is improved by slight revision, as, for example, in line 17 when "From forth this Chasm with hideous Turmoil seething" (Crewe MS) is changed to "And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething" (1816 text).   Sometimes, however, seemingly minor alterations are more important and revealing.   There are two such instances.   First, lines 6-7 in the two versions are as follows: 

	So twice six miles of fertile ground
With Walls and Towers were compass'd round.
                                        (Crewe MS)

So twice five miles of fertile ground
With walls and towers were girdled round.
                                        (1816 text)


The changes from "six" to "five" and from "compass'd" to "girdled" show how Coleridge gradually refined on what he found in Purchas his Pilgrimage, where he read that Kubla built his palace by "encompassing sixteene miles of plaine ground with a wall" (emphasis added).   Many suggestions, including a number of Freudian ones, have been made to account for these changes.   The second important alteration occurs in line 41, where the Abyssinian maid is "Singing of Mount Abora" (1816 text). John Livingston Lowes had sifted through countless volumes looking for Mount Abora and had come up empty-handed.   The reason for his failure to locate it became apparent when the Crewe Manuscript came to light, for Coleridge had there written "Mount Amora" and then changed that (with a stroke of the pen) to "Mount Amara".   Now, whatever may be said of "Mount Amora" (a slip of the pen? a Freudian slip?), "Mount Amara" leads us straight to Coleridge's [73] source in Milton's Paradise Lost: "Nor where Abassin Kings thir issue Guard, /Mount Amara, though this by some suppos'd / True Paradise . . .' (iv 280-2).   Why Coleridge subsequently changed "Amara" to "Abora" in the 1816 text has been a matter of heated scholarly debate and need not detain us here; all we need notice for the moment is that Crewe Manuscript variants lead directly to the two major influences on Kubla Khan, namely, Purchas his Pilgrimage and Milton's Paradise Lost.   All of the other variants in Kubla Khan are minor and have been listed and described by a number of scholars.29
      The issue of the 1816 Preface is, however, another matter.   In the Crewe Manuscript there is no preface; there is only a brief endnote (quoted above, p. 67) in which Coleridge describes, tersely and succinctly, how Kubla Khan came to be written.   At times, the account of the poem's composition in the Crewe endnote throws useful light on the 1816 Preface and makes precise things which are there left vague:   thus, the "slight indisposition" and the unnamed "anodyne" of the 1816 Preface are identified specifically in the Crewe endnote as "dysentery" and "two grains of Opium".   At times, the two accounts flatly disagree, as we have already seen on the question of when the poem was written:   "in the fall of the year, 1797" (Crewe MS) or "In the summer of the year 1797" (1816 Preface).   Scholarship has shown that the information in the Crewe endnote is reliable and that, where the two accounts overlap (as on the question of the date of the poem's composition), the Crewe version is to be preferred.   But the Crewe endnote is short and omits much that is included -- indeed, much that is most memorable -- in the 1816 Preface.   How much of the elaborate account in the 1816 Preface should we believe?   Is it substantially true? or an embellishment of the truth?   Or is it, as has often been suggested, a fabrication and a Coleridgean excuse for another incompleted work, which we should dismiss out-of-hand?   The reliability and general worth of the 1816 Preface to Kubla Khan has been, since the discovery of the Crewe Manuscript, perhaps the most hotly debated issue in Coleridge studies -- and for this reason I have set aside a later section of this chapter to discuss the matter. 
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Opium and the "Dream" of Kubla Khan

[73]   Coleridge's use of opium has long been a topic of fascination, and the grouping of Coleridge, opium and Kubla Khan formed an [74] inevitable triad long before Elisabeth Schneider combined them in the title of her book.   It is tempting on a subject of such instrinsic interest to say more than is necessary for the purpose in hand, and I shall do my best to resist temptation by exploring only four of the most obvious and essential aspects of it:   (1) the contemporary view of opium in the late eighteenth century; (2) the extent of Coleridge's use and reliance on opiates in the late 1790s; (3) myths and medical evidence about the relationship between opium and the poetic imagination; and (4) Kubla Khan as an "opium dream".
      The most striking features about opium in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are the contradictory facts that, while it was widely used and easily available, almost nothing was known about it.   Medical knowledge of the drug's properties was scanty and unreliable:   few people realised, for example, that opium was addictive, and no one understood that withdrawal symptoms were the result of discontinuation or diminished dosages.   Indeed, everything that was known about it seemed positive and beneficial.   Laudanum (i.e. the simple alcoholic tincture of opium) was freely dispensed to relieve pain in cases as different as toothache and cholera; similarly, opium was used as a "cure" for a host of emotional and psychological disorders; and, in such seemingly innocent patent-medicines as Godfrey's Cordial, it served as a soothing syrup to quieten restless babies, often permanently.   In Coleridge's day, as Alethea Hayter has pointed out, "most doctors and patients still thought of opium not as a dangerous addictive drug but mainly as a useful analgesic and tranquillizer of which every household should have a supply, for minor ailments and nervous crises of all kinds, much as aspirin is used today".1
      Since the medicinal use of opium was so common and wide-spread, it is not surprising to learn that its use involved neither legal penalties nor public stigma.   All of the Romantic poets (except Wordsworth) are known to have used it, as did many other prominent contemporaries.   Supplies were readily available:   in 1830, for instance, Britain imported 22,000 pounds of raw opium.   Many Englishmen, like the eminently respectable poet-parson George Crabbe, who took opium in regular but moderate quantity for nearly forty years, were addicts in ignorance, and led stable and productive lives despite their habit.   By and large, opium was taken for granted; and it was only the terrible experiences of such articulate addicts as Coleridge and DeQuincey that eventually began to bring the horrors of the drug to public attention.
  [75]     Coleridge's case is a particularly sad and instructive one.   He had used opium as early as 1791 (see CL, i 18) and continued to use it occasionally, on medical advice, to alleviate pain from a series of physical and nervous ailments.   "I am seriously ill", he wrote to Joseph Cottle in November 1796; "The complaint, my medical attendant says, is nervous -- and originating in mental causes.   I have a Blister under my right-ear -- & I take Laudanum every four hours, 25 drops each dose" (CL, i 248-9).   The evidence of Coleridge's letters argues that during the period 1791-1800 he used opium only occasionally and almost always for medical reasons.   The turning-point, as E. L. Griggs has shown,2 may be traced to the winter and spring of Coleridge's first year at Greta Hall, Keswick, in 1800-1.   During this period a prolonged and debilitating succession of illnesses, which Coleridge blamed on the raw, wet climate of the Lake District, caused him to use regular and increasingly larger doses of laudanum in an effort to assuage the torments of what he described as an "irregular Gout combined with frequent nephritic attacks".   But the opium cure proved ultimately to be more devastating in its effects than the troubles it was intended to treat, for such large quantities taken over so many months seduced him unwittingly into slavery to the drug.   And his life between 1801 and 1806 (when he returned from Malta) is a sombre illustration of a growing and, finally, a hopeless bondage to opium.

      By the time he realised he was addicted, however, it was too late.   He consulted a variety of physicians; he attempted more than once (with nearly fatal results) to break off his use of opium all at once; and, at last, in 1816, when he submitted his case to James Gillman (in whose house he was to spend the rest of his life), he was able to control his habit and reduce his doses, although he was never able to emancipate himself entirely.   Contemporary medical science, it must be remembered, concerned itself largely with opium as a panacea and was almost powerless (owing to ignorance) to provide meaningful assistance to those who became victims of its prescriptions.   In this light, Coleridge's struggle with his addiction must be seen as heroic and experimental; and it should be added that his experience of addiction led not only (as is sometimes asserted) to sloth and self-pity, but more characteristically to a dearly purchased and altruistic desire to keep others out of the black pit into which he had fallen.   "If I entirely recover", he wrote to T.G. Street in 1808, 

[76] I shall deem it a sacred Duty to publish my Case, tho' without my name -- for the practice of taking Opium is dreadfully spread. -- Throughout Lancashire & Yorkshire it is the common Dram of the lower orders of People -- in the small Town of Thorpe the Druggist informed me, that he commonly sold on market days two or three Pound of Opium, & a Gallon of Laudanum -- all among the labouring Classes.   Surely, this demands legislative Interference . . . . (CL, iii 125-6)

      But to return to the 1790s:   what can we say about Coleridge's experience of opium at the time of composing Kubla Khan?   Despite some dissent,3 the majority of recent scholars agree with E.L. Griggs that, until 1800-1, Coleridge was an occasional user of opium (usually for medicinable purposes, but sometimes for the pleasurable sensations which the drug induced) and that he was not, in any proper sense of the term, an opium-addict before this time.   It is not surprising to find, then, that in the late 1790s Coleridge's opium experiences were essentially pleasurable; it was only in later years, when his slavery was firmly rooted, that the evil of opium manifested itself in the corrosive nightmares described in The Pains of Sleep (1803) and when the sunny pleasure-domes of early addiction darkened into gloomy and constricting vaults like those depicted by Piranesi in his Carceri d'Invenzione (Plate 15).4   The effects produced by opium in the early stages were soothing and seductive:   "Laudanum", he wrote his brother George in March 1798 (in terms which recall the imagery of Kubla Khan), "gave me repose, not sleep: but YOU, I believe, know how divine that repose is -- what a spot of enchantment, a green spot of fountains, & flowers & trees, in the very heart of a waste of Sands!" (CL, i 394).5   Opium, it seems (to cite an earlier letter, of October 1797, which may well be describing a drug experience), tended to "raise & spiritualize" his intellect, so that he could, like the Indian Vishnu, "float about along an infinite ocean cradled in the flower of the Lotos" (CL, i 350).   Such an experience and such a mood are reflected in Kubla Khan.

      As we know from the Crewe endnote, Coleridge took "two grains of Opium" before he wrote Kubla Khan; and this fact naturally raises the issue of the drug's effect on the poet's creative imagination.   Early critics, guided by Coleridge's statements in the 1816 Preface, assumed that there was a direct and immediate correlation between opium and imagination.   In 1897 J.M. Robertson [77] could not bring himself to doubt that "the special quality of this felicitous work [Kubla Khan] is to be attributed to its being all conceived and composed under the influence of opium"; and in 1934 M.H. Abrams declared that the "great gift of opium" to men like Coleridge and DeQuincey "was access to a new world as different from this as Mars may be; and one which ordinary mortals, hindered by terrestrial conceptions, can never, from mere description, quite comprehend".6   More recent criticism, however, grounded on modern medical studies, controverts such conclusions decisively.   According to Elisabeth Schneider, "it is widely agreed now that persons of unstable psychological makeup are much more likely to become addicted to opiates than are normal ones" and that, among such neurotic users of opium, "the intensity of the pleasure" produced by the drug seems (on the evidence of medical case-studies) "to be in direct proportion to the degree of instability".   The explanation (she continues) of the supposed creative powers of opium lies in the euphoria that it produces: 

The relaxation of tension and conflict, accompanied by a sense of pleasant ease, occasionally helps to release for a time the neurotic person's natural powers of thought or imagination or (rarely) of action, though it does not give him powers that he did not have or change the character of his normal powers . . . .   With some unstable temperaments the euphoria may be intense.   Its effect is usually to increase the person's satisfaction with his inner state of well-being, to turn his attention inward upon himself while diminishing his attention to external stimuli.   Thus it sometimes encourages the mood in which daydreaming occurs.   The narcosis of opium has been popularly described as having the effect of heightening and intensifying the acuteness of the senses.   This it quite definitely does not do.   If anything, the effect is the reverse.7
Alethea Hayter, although she wishes to avoid the "extremes" of the positions of Abrams and Schneider, nevertheless comes much closer in her conclusions to the latter than to the former.   Opium, she argues, can only work "On what is already there in a man's mind and memory", and, "if he already has a creative imagination and a tendency to rêverie, dreams and hypnagogic visions", then opium may intensify and focus his perceptions.   Her final verdict -- which "can be no more than a hypothesis" -- is that "the action of [78] opium, though it can never be a substitute for innate imagination, can uncover that imagination while it is at work in a way which might enable an exceptionally gifted and self-aware writer to observe and learn from his own mental processes".8   The most reasonable conclusion to be drawn from these various explorations of the relationship between opium and the operation of the creative imagination is that, while Kubla Khan might well not have been produced without opium, it most assuredly would never have been born except for the powerfully and innately imaginative mind of Samuel Taylor Coleridge.
      And, that established, we come to a more difficult problem:   the "dream" of Kubla Khan.   The poem, according to Coleridge's account in his 1816 Preface, resulted from a vision in which the poet "continued for about three hours in a profound sleep, at least of the external senses", during which time the images of the poem "rose up before him as things, with a parallel production of the correspondent expressions".   On the strength of this statement generations of readers accepted without question that Kubla Khan is, in Lawrence Hanson's words, "the supreme example in English literature of the workings of the creative subconscious, unhelped -- or unhindered -- by conscious composition".9   The most vigorous exponent of this view is John Livingston Lowes in The Road to Xanadu: 

The dream, it is evident, was the unchecked subliminal flow of blending images, and the dreamer merely the detached and unsolicitous spectator.   And so the sole factor that determined the form and sequence which the dissolving phantasmagoria assumed, was the subtle potency of the associative links.   There was this time [in contrast to The Ancient Mariner] no intervention of a waking intelligence intent upon a plan, to obliterate or blur them.

"Nobody in his waking senses", Lowes exclaims of the last section of Kubla Khan, "could have fabricated those amazing eighteen lines".10   Many critics -- even quite recent ones -- would agree.   F.W. Bateson, for example, asserts that in Kubla Khan "the process of creative composition [is] almost wholly unconscious or subconscious" -- and he hastens to support the contention by quoting Wordsworth's comment of 19 December 1830 that Kubla Khan "was actually composed in a dream, certainly Coleridge believes so".11
  [79]     Not everyone, however, would agree.   Scepticism concerning the poem's dream composition began as early as 1818:   "It is extremely probable", said Thomas Love Peacock with witty understatement, "that Mr Coleridge, being a very visionary gentleman, has somewhat deceived himself respecting the origin of 'Kubla Khan'; and . . . the story of its having been composed in his sleep must necessarily, by all who are acquainted with his manner of narrating matter of fact, be received with a certain degree of scepticism".12   Elisabeth Schneider is much less oblique:   she argues that the weight of medical and psychological evidence "is against the notion of 'Kubla Khan' as any kind of special 'opium dream'", and she concludes bluntly that, while the "poem is no doubt 'inspired', . . . the breath that entered it is of neither sleep nor opium".13   And George Watson, "taking heart from the medical evidence", is quick to concur:  "we may surely dismiss one troublesome possibility at once:   Kubla Khan is not a dream-poem".14
      Nevertheless, despite the apparently clear-cut alternatives of Lowes and Hanson versus Schneider and Watson -- alternatives, it seems, which insist either on faith in the mysterious ways of the creative imagination (with or without help from opium) or on solid empirical and medical evidence -- the case of the "dream" of Kubla Khan is not so easily to be resolved.   To begin with, Coleridge's own accounts are contradictory:   in the 1816 Preface he declares the poem to have originated during "a profound sleep", but in the Crewe endnote it is said to have been "composed in a sort of Reverie".   Now, a rêverie of any sort is not the same as a profound sleep, as many critics have pointed out; and we must surely distinguish between daydreaming (if that is what "a sort of Reverie" means) where some measure of conscious control and direction is implied, and dreams occurring in sleep where the conscious mind is in abeyance.   In general, as we have seen on the question of dating Kubla Khan, the Crewe endnote is more reliable than the 1816 Preface; and, if that is true also in the present case, then the poem is hardly the record of "A Vision in a Dream" (as Coleridge's subtitle claims) in which the words and images rose up, unhindered and unbidden, as things.   In short, if we accept the Crewe endnote's state of "Reverie" as the mood in which the poem was written, then we must reject the notion that Kubla Khan is an instance of "automatic" or unconscious composition.   Moreover, as Norman Fruman and others have pointed out, the variants between the Crewe and 1816 texts of the poem 

[80] prove beyond question that Coleridge was "romancing" when he said that "the words here preserved" [1816 Preface] were the words he had written in the farmhouse . . . .   It was also untrue to say that Kubla Khan, at least as he published it, had been composed "without any sensation or consciousness of effort", since many changes were made after he wrote the document now known as the Crewe MS.   And may not this text be a reworked draft of perhaps many early attempts?" 15
      Most readers are reluctant to accept Coleridge's account of the miraculous conception of Kubla Khan provided in the 1816 Preface; yet, most accept, too, that the poem did originate in a dream or, more probably, a daydream16 -- and that Kubla Khan is an inspired but consciously wrought artifact reproducing (at least in part) an actual semi-conscious experience in which day-dreaming, Coleridge's reading, and opium all had a part to play.   "What we may feel inclined to accept", according to Molly Lefebure, "is that certain glimpses, or snatches, of Kubla Khan possibly derive from that dream . . . and [that the remembered fragments of that dream], at some unspecified date, he welded together, using all his incredible skill to produce a magical song, a miracle of vision-like verse".17   The most sophisticated and (I think) the most satisfying explanation of the "dream" composition of Kubla Khan is provided by John Beer in Coleridge the Visionary.   There is substantial evidence, as Beer points out, to support the "idea that very intricate mental processes can take place in states of imperfect consciousness", and hence to support Coleridge's claim in the Crewe endnote that Kubla Khan was "composed in a sort of Reverie".   After citing instances of similar phenomena recorded in modern psychological studies, Beer explores a parallel case in Coleridge's own writings -- namely, his attempt in The Friend (no. 8, 5 Oct 1809) to offer a psychological explanation of Luther's celebrated vision of the Devil.   Baffled in his attempts to understand a passage in the Hebrew Bible, and unhelped by either the Vulgate or Septuagint translations, Luther, 

ceasing to think, yet continuing his brain on the stretch, in solicitation of a Thought, . . . sinks, without perceiving it, into a Trance of Slumber:   during which his brain retains its' waking energies, excepting that what would have been mere Thoughts before, now . . . shape and condense themselves into Things, [81] into Realities!   Repeatedly half-wakening, and his eyelids as often re-closing, the objects which really surround him form the place and scenery of his Dream.   All at once he sees the Arch-fiend coming forth on the Wall of the Room . . . [and] he imagines that he hurls [his ink-stand] at the Intruder, or not improbably in the first instant of awakening, while yet both his imagination and his eyes are possessed by the Dream, he actually hurls it!   Some weeks after . . . he discovers the dark spot on his Wall, and receives it as a sign and pledge vouchsafed to him of the Event having actually taken place. (CC, II ii 120)

As Beer shows, the circumstances in which Coleridge places Luther correspond in significant ways with Coleridge's own situation and state of mind at the time of composing Kubla Khan.   And such evidence, he concludes, tends to confirm Coleridge's statements about the poem's dream composition and to suggest that Kubla Khan may well be the concrete resolution of "a series of images which had been up till then the subject of intense thought on Coleridge's part":   "If so, it might be possible to trace a coherent and logical shape there, instead of merely the "unchecked subliminal flow of images" which Lowes found".18 
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The 1816 Preface and Kubla Khan as a "Fragment"

	. . . for any understanding knoweth the skill of each artificer standeth in that IDEA or fore-conceit of the work, and not in the work itself.                       (Sir Philip Sidney, Apologie for Poetrie, 1595)


[81]   The Preface by which Coleridge introduced Kubla Khan to the public in 1816 is a vexing document, and no aspect of it has proved to be more nettlesome than its reiterated insistence that Kubla Khan is but a fragment of a much longer poem.   While the 1816 Preface raises a number of important critical issues, there are two matters that require special attention:   (1) the general worth and reliability of the Preface, and (2) the question of whether or not Kubla Khan is a fragment.
      Since the discovery of the Crewe Manuscript, the issue of the [82] reliability of the 1816 Preface has been much debated.   One school of thought maintains that it is untrustworthy and should be dismissed as a fabrication intended only to apologise for the publication of a fragment. "As a whole", argues Elisabeth Schneider, "the preface of 1816 sounds a good deal like the self-justifying memory of Coleridge on other occasions" -- and, in this particular case, "a marvellous origin and the man from Porlock could bear the blame and serve as a natural shield against criticism, while Lord Byron's admiration and the description of the fragment as a 'psychological curiosity' might justify its publication".1   Warren Ober tartly dismisses it as "a Coleridgean hoax, albeit a harmless one",2 and Norman Fruman points out that the prefatory "claim made for Kubla Khan was but one of a long series made by Coleridge concerning spontaneous composition".3   Walter Jackson Bate, more generously, sees Coleridge as trying to excuse the tardy publication of a difficult poem by escorting it, "as he was to escort so much by [1816], with a cloud of apology".4   With the exception of Bate, it may be noted, all the critics who read the Preface as an elaborate fiction also assume that Kubla Khan is not a finished piece but a fragment of a longer work.   The relationship between the poem and its preface, on this view, is succinctly stated by Edward Bostetter: 

Why then did he write so extravagant a preface for Kubla Khan? . . .   It is one of his apologies for uncompleted work:   an attempt to forestall harsh criticism or ridicule by emphasizing that the poem is being published "rather as a psychological curiosity than on the grounds of any supposed poetic merits" . . . .   Opium is presented as a benign anodyne, responsible for the dream; and the man from Porlock rather than sloth or procrastination interrupts the composition.5
      A second group of critics, instead of dismissing the 1816 Preface as a hoax or an instance of Coleridge's "self-justifying memory", prefers to regard it as a prose parallel or analogue of Kubla Khan itself -- on the theory that "to ignore the Preface may be to ignore Coleridge's abilities as a literary critic".6   The critics of this group all agree that Kubla Khan is a poem about poetry and the poetic process, and they maintain that the Preface (whether or not its facts are actually true) confronts the same issues.   Bernard Breyer interprets Kubla Khan as "a kind of allegory of the poem, an essay [83] on the product of the creative imagination" and argues that, similarly, the Preface of 1816 should be seen as "an allegory of the creative process and the perennial difficulties that beset it:   the place of retirement between two towns, the ecstasy, the vision, the attempt to reproduce the vision, the interruption from the outside world, the dissipation of the dream".7   Indeed, many recent critics have adopted the view that the 1816 Preface must be seen as the prose counterpart of the poem it introduces.8   The most vigorous and convincing exponent of this approach is Irene Chayes, who attempts to show that, "If . . . the 1816 headnote to Kubla Khan is understood as largely a prose imitation of the poem it introduces, also serving in part as argument and gloss, the long-standing problems of unity, completeness, overall structure, and ultimate 'meaning' are set in a new perspective".9   On this reading, the 1816 Preface is neither an elaborate excuse nor an excrescence; it is rather, at least potentially, an invaluable key into the enchanted hortus conclusus of Coleridge's Xanadu.

      Until the discovery of the Crewe Manuscript (1934) and Elisabeth Schneider's subsequent attack (1945)10 on the veracity of the 1816 Preface, scholars accepted Coleridge's account of the poem's mysterious origin without serious reservation.   Since Miss Schneider's "exposure" of the 1816 Preface, however, it has been fashionable to dismiss Coleridge's preface almost out-of-hand.   Nevertheless, there has always been a small group of critics (whose voice, in recent years, has grown in strength and confidence) who have argued for the essential truth of what Coleridge says about Kubla Khan in the 1816 Preface.   After all, as John Beer has said, "the accumulation of various pieces of evidence has tended to confirm many features of it".11   E.S. Shaffer in her study of Coleridge's place in the "mythological school" of Biblical criticism argues at length that experiences of "secular inspiration" (as she terms it) "were in one form or another so persistent with Coleridge, and figure so largely in his theory of the imagination, that his account of the writing of Kubla should not be dismissed as a figment", for 

it is perfectly possible that he should have dreamed the whole in this vivid compressed form in which all the major images are concentrated and blent, and the action concentrated at the point most pregnant with its own significance:   the creation of the holy city threatened with destruction and promised its recreation.   The prefatory "Vision in a Dream" becomes a kind of [84] authentication of the poet's right to present [such a] prophetic lay.12
What both Beer and Shaffer are claiming, though their aims and ends are quite different, is that the 1816 Preface is essentially factual -- although the facts are dressed up in a peculiarly Coleridgean manner.   The same may be said of psychological critics such as James Hoyle, who, arguing for the "essential truth" of the 1816 Preface, believes that Coleridge was driven by the lack of scientific testimony and established psychological terminology to express his experience in what (to modern eyes) appear to be fantastic and purely fictional terms.13
      It may be said, then, in conclusion, that recent studies make it more difficult to dismiss the 1816 Preface as pure fiction or as a cloud of Coleridgean apology or as a disingenuous document intended to deflect adverse criticism.   If we are to be fair to Coleridge, then we must be prepared to entertain seriously the possibility (perhaps, indeed, the probability) that the 1816 Preface contains a largely factual account of how Kubla Khan came to be written.

      The question of whether or not Kubla Khan is a fragment is closely related to the issue of the reliability of the 1816 Preface, for it is in that preface that Coleridge declares with "the most vivid confidence" that the poem as originally envisioned "could not have been composed [in] less than from two to three hundred lines" but that when he started to write it down he was interrupted by the man from Porlock.   It is important to note that Coleridge always referred to Kubla Khan as a fragment.   In the editions of 1816, 1828 and 1829 the poem bears the title "Of the Fragment of Kubla Khan", and in the 1834 edition the title reads, Kubla Khan:   Or, A Vision in a Dream.   A Fragment.   Even the Crewe endnote corroborates the story:   "This fragment with a good deal more, not recoverable . . .", it begins.   Moreover, the Coleridge circle accepted that the poem was incomplete; thus, Mrs Coleridge, for example, speaks of "his fragments of 'Christabel' & 'Koula-Khan'".14
      Despite these repeated asseverations, however, many readers have flatly refused to believe that Kubla Khan is merely the fragment of a longer poem.   "My contention", announced E.H.W. Meyerstein (in words later echoed by Humphry House), "is that there is nothing in the least fragmentary about Kubla Khan and, [85] were it not for Coleridge's preface . . . nobody would ever have dreamt of thinking that there was".15   Similarly, Walter Jackson Bate argues that, "without Coleridge's note, written so long afterwards, few readers would think Kubla Khan a fragment.   In its self-sufficiency it differs from all of Coleridge's other poems that we actually know to be fragments".16   For Meyerstein, House, Bate and many other readers as well,17 Coleridge's 1816 Preface is the main culprit -- a red herring that leads us away from the organic unity and wholeness of the poem.  It has also been argued that Coleridge called Kubla Khan a "fragment", not because it is incomplete, but because the "fragment" is a legitimate artistic device and a peculiarly Romantic sub-genre.18   And this view would support the sophisticated argument of R.H. Fogle that "Kubla Khan is in the most essential sense a completed work, in that it symbolizes and comprehends the basic Romantic dilemma, a crucial problem of art" -- for (Fogle contends) "in good Romantic poetry there is a continuous tension, compacted of the sense of the immense potentialities of his theme set off against the knowledge that they can only partially be realized".   Thus, in "the truest sense" Kubla Khan is a completed work:   "In a more obvious sense it is clearly unfinished:   as a narrative it barely commences, and it shifts abruptly with the Abyssinian maid from objective to subjective.   Considered as lyric, however, it is self-contained and whole".19   Finally, still another critical approach to Kubla Khan has involved exploring in detail its formal structure and metrical pattern:   Alan Purves has done so and concludes confidently that "We can be sure . . . that the Kubla Khan we have is a complete and carefully wrought poem:   any expansion or continuation would have to have been different in theme and form".20
      It will perhaps have been noticed that, among the critical positions outlined in the preceding paragraph, there are two quite distinct attitudes concerning Coleridge's description of Kubla Khan as a fragment.   For critics such as Meyerstein and House (and most of those listed in n. 17), Coleridge was either wrong or lying in calling the poem a "fragment".   For readers such as Fogle and Purves, however, Coleridge's probity is not in question:  their position is that, while the poet may have called his work a fragment (for whatever reason), the poem nevertheless has a total meaning that is not fragmentary.21
      But many critics would argue that Kubla Khan is a fragment [86] plain and simple. Some are only too happy to take Coleridge at his word and to assert, as T. S. Eliot does, that 

The imagery of that fragment, certainly, whatever its origins in Coleridge's reading, sank to the depths of Coleridge's feeling, was saturated, transformed there -- "those are pearls that were his eyes" -- and brought up into daylight again.   But it is not used:   the poem has not been written.   A single verse is not poetry unless it is a one-verse poem; and even the finest line draws its life from its context.   Organisation is necessary as well as "inspiration".22
Most readers, however, are not so severe or so sceptical of the "inspiration" which, according to Eliot, is responsible for the poem's "exaggerated repute".   Rather, the majority of those who accept that Kubla Khan is a fragment also agree that it is a miniature masterpiece.23   Foremost among the supporters of this view are Elisabeth Schneider and John Beer, both of whom (despite their opposing views of the worth of the 1816 Preface) argue that Coleridge's assertion that Kubla Khan is unfinished is sincere and that the poem "must surely be thought of as a fragment that has been brought to a close of sorts but not wrought into a poetic whole -- perhaps, more exactly, as a fragment with a poetic postscript": 

Coleridge himself called the poem a "fragment"; and, haunted as he was by the ghosts of his many unfinished works, I should think it unlikely that he would have added by a deliberate falsehood to the number of that congregation in limbo . . . .   The most likely explanation of the actual form of the poem would seem to be also the most natural.   As it stands, it clearly consists of two parts, the description of Kubla's Paradise gardens and an explanation of why the poet could not after all finish what he had begun, or, to speak within the framework of the dream, why he could not re-create the vision he had seen.   The whole reads like a fragment with a postscript added at some later time when it has become obvious to the poet that he cannot finish the piece.   The postscript is skilfully linked with the rest by the recurrence of the dome and caves of ice; but these and other devices do not conceal, and I imagine were not meant to conceal, the actually disparate parts.   If a man begins a poem, gets [87] stuck, and then adds the comment, "I cannot finish this", even though he versify his comment to match his fragment, he is not likely to produce a whole in the poetic or aesthetic sense, though he does bring his piece to an end beyond which it could not be continued.24
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Sources and Influences

87]   Although source-hunting has fallen into disrepute in recent years, the figure of the scholar-sleuth thumbing old folios in search of Coleridge's "sources" has long bedevilled the critical history of Kubla Khan.   The major origin of this approach to the poem may be traced to a single, extremely influential book:   John Livingston Lowes's The Road to Xanadu. Dedicated to the proposition that the images of Kubla Khan represent a pastiche of subconscious recollection drawn from Coleridge's extensive reading, Lowes set out to track down the exact sources of particular images; and he concentrated his efforts on a painstaking survey of the travel-literature about Tartary, North America, and expeditions to discover the source of the Nile in Africa -- literature with which Coleridge was familiar and which he certainly used in composing The Ancient Mariner.   The reader of Lowes's book is taken on a fascinating trip through William Bartram's Travels through North and South Carolina, Thomas Maurice's History of Hindostan, and a hundred other travel-books from Pausanius and Strabo to Athanasius Kircher and Major James Rennell.   In each case Professor Lowes -- affable, garrulous and excited -- points out scenes and topographical features, domes and rivers and caves and mountains that remind one of this or that line in Kubla Khan and lead inevitably (in Lowes's mind) to the conclusion that the "hooked atoms" of images stored in the poet's memory, once set in motion, "streamed up spontaneously, combining as they came".1   Some of Lowes's parallels are compelling, some are strained with ingenuity, and some are products of intoxicated special pleading.   There are discoveries and insights, certainly; but the enterprise as a whole is doomed by its guiding assumptions -- namely, that precise sources for particular images may be located if only one knows where to look in Coleridge's reading and that Kubla Khan illustrates how the "streaming continuum of passive association" [88] bubbles up from the deep well of the poet's subconscious mind.   It is not difficult to conceive how Coleridge, even in 1797, would have responded to the notion that the imaginative process is essentially associative and aggregative.

      Following the road first charted by Lowes, subsequent scholars have toiled through two millennia of European literature in pursuit of Coleridge, clambering over obstacles and plunging into tangled thickets in order to map unnoticed byways to Xanadu.   Sources for Kubla Khan have been discovered in the Bible,2 in Greek and Roman literature (Plato, Pausanias, Horace), in continental literature (Dante, Wieland), in English poetry (Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Akenside, Collins, Goldsmith, Erasmus Darwin, etc.), and in a host of more arcane and recondite volumes both in prose and verse.   Despite this proliferation, however, the gains have been small and little of significance has been added to the list of sources proposed by Lowes.   Moreover, there is a lamentable tendency among the post-Lowesian source-hunters to indulge in uncontrolled conjecture and to ignore even the most basic rules of evidence.   Since Coleridge "read everything", declares one critic, "who can doubt that [he] knew Hesiod's Theogony?"; or, consider the shameless logic of a recent article on the influence of Beowulf on Kubla Khan:   "since Beowulf is a noted achievement in the history of the race it could have filtered down into Coleridge's mind via some inspirational afflatus from on high.   At any rate, if dreamers are not always the authors of their own dreams, does it matter whether Coleridge had read Beowulf".3   De rebus non apparentibus et non existentibus eadem est ratio, the rule is the same both for things which do not appear and those which do not exist.
      Not all source-studies, of course, involve the specious reasoning and special pleading of those just cited.   Indeed, some of the arguments for influence are substantive, plausible and carefully argued.   And yet, while this is true, there are two perennial problems associated with even the best of such analyses.   In the first place, source-studies (including that of Lowes) generally do little to enhance our understanding or appreciation of Kubla Khan.   They treat the poem as a means rather than an end and devote their energies, not to interpretation, but to an often mechanical inventory of verbal parallels and apparent echoes from earlier literature.  Kubla Khan itself serves as a starting-place, almost a pretext, and the roads lead out from Xanadu, never to return. [89] In the second place, it is both fruitless and impractical to attempt to pinpoint exact sources for the imagery of Kubla Khan.   An example will make the reasons for this assertion clear.

      One of the most widely accepted arguments for influence is Robert F. Fleissner's suggestion that the "source" for the general topography of Coleridge's Xanadu may be traced to the picturesque description of Squire Allworthy's estate in Fielding's Tom Jones: 4 

In the midst of the grove was a fine lawn, sloping down towards the house, near the summit of which rose a plentiful spring, gushing out of a rock covered with firs, and forming a constant cascade of about thirty feet, not carried down a regular flight of steps, but tumbling in a natural fall over the broken and mossy stones, till it came to the bottom of the rock; then running off in a pebbly channel, that with many lesser falls winded along, till it fell into a lake . . . .   Out of this lake, which filled the centre of a beautiful plain, embellished with groups of beeches and elms, and fed with sheep, issued a river, that for several miles was seen to meander through an amazing variety of meadows and woods, till it emptied itself into the sea, with a large arm of which, and an island beyond it, the prospect was closed.
At first glance, when the reader's eye is alive only to the correspondences, the similarities between the two works are striking.   Fielding's description offers, it seems, a close parallel to Coleridge's green hill with its transverse cedarn cover, his mighty fountain, his sacred river meandering for five miles through wood and dale before sinking into the ocean.   On reflection, however, a number of dissimilarities emerge more and more prominently:   Fielding's cultured Gothic and neo-pastoral landscape, complete with sloping lawns and grazing sheep, is, for example, a long way from the primitive energy of Coleridge's savage chasm, seething fountain, and sacred river that tumbles through measureless caverns and sinks in tumult to a lifeless ocean.   While Claude Lorrain or John Constable might have given visual expression to the Allworthy estate, the scenery of Kubla Khan belongs to the more troubled and brooding worlds of such painters as John Turner and Caspar David Friedrich -- an observation that may be [90] tested on the pulses by comparing Friedrich's Höhle mit Grabmal (Plate 7) with Coleridge's lines 

	But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!
A savage place! as holy and enchanted
As e'er beneath a waning moon was haunted
By woman wailing for her demon-lover!


Moreover, even the closest parallels (verbal and visual alike) between the Tom Jones passage and Kubla Khan cannot be said to constitute a case for direct influence, for they are by no means unique.   Susan M. Passler, for instance, has discovered a sentence in Arthur Murphy's "Essay on the Life and Genius of Henry Fielding, Esq" (1762) that provides as close an analogue to the imagery of Kubla Khan as anything in Tom Jones:   Fielding's creative genius, says Murphy, may be likened to "a river, which, in its progress, foams amongst fragments of rocks, and for a while seems pent up by unsurmountable oppositions; then angrily dashes for a while, then plunges under ground into caverns, and runs a subterraneous course, till at length it breaks out again, meanders round the country, and with a clear placid stream flows gently into the ocean".5   It may be, then, that Arthur Murphy rather than Fielding himself lurks in Xanadu; it may be that they are both there -- or that neither is.   After all, as a number of critics have pointed out,6 poets have eyes for more than books and do not compose only from reading.   The rugged natural scenery of northern Somerset, with its cliffs and chasms, gushing springs and underground rivers, would have served, as well and perhaps better than bookish description, to inspire the imagery of Kubla Khan.   Indeed, Culbone Combe, a steep and wooded ravine within a mile or so of where Coleridge composed his poem, and the area immediately around it, supply more than a few Xanaduvian spectacles: 

The back of the cove is a noble amphitheatre of steep hills and rocks, which rise near six hundred feet above the church, and are covered with coppice woods to the tops.   The trees . . . are oaks, beech, mountain ash, poplars, pines, and firs, mingled together in the most wanton variety. At the back ground of this cove, through a steep narrow winding glen, a fine rivulet rushes [91] down a narrow rocky channel overhung with wood, and passing by the church, forms a succession of cascades in its descent down the rocks into the sea.   The spot is as truly romantick as any perhaps which the kingdom can exhibit.7
      The conclusion to be drawn from these examples is, of course, that Kubla Khan was shaped from a variety of influences both in Coleridge's reading and in his observation of nature, but that it is impossible to isolate unique "sources" for individual images in the poem.   Only in two cases can we speak with any assurance about direct influence:   Purchas's Pilgrimage and Milton's Paradise Lost.   The opening section of Kubla Khan (lines 1-11) is clearly indebted to Samuel Purchas's description of Kubla Khan's pleasure-house and palace-grounds in Book IV, chapter 13, of Purchas his Pilgrimage (1613); and we have Coleridge's acknowledgement of this influence, along with the relevant passage quoted from Purchas, in the 1816 Preface to Kubla Khan.   Although there is no authorial admission of indebtedness to Paradise Lost, there is ample evidence (as numerous commentators have demonstrated8) to show that Milton's epic, whether consciously or subconsciously, influenced the topography and imagery of Coleridge's poem -- the most relevant section of Paradise Lost being the description of Eden in Book iv (lines 131-287), which contains the reference to Mount Amara9 and other verbal echoes and reminiscences.
      Instead of searching for specific sources for Kubla Khan, however, a more profitable approach is to identify those traditions or conventions which may be supposed to have influenced Coleridge.   Thus, one might show, for example, by citing Tom Jones as an illustration rather than insisting on it as a source, that eighteenth-century literary landscapes and the picturesque tradition in general contributed to the landscape of Xanadu, or, similarly (without pressing the specific claims of Culbone Combe or Wookey Hole), that the ruggedly romantic scenery of northern Somerset was likewise an important influence on the poet of Kubla Khan.   A particularly instructive instance of the case for general influence (rather than for specific sources) is found in the concluding lines of the poem: 

	And all should cry, Beware! Beware!
His flashing eyes, his floating hair!
Weave a circle round him thrice,
[92] And close your eyes with holy dread,
For he on honey-dew hath fed,
And drunk the milk of Paradise.


Now, John Livingston Lowes would have us believe that a source for these lines turns up in James Bruce's Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile (1790), in a passage describing the ruthless behaviour of Tecla Haimanout, king of Abyssinia, who capriciously ordered the execution of two of his civic officials.10   This suggestion, however, which depends on the location in Abyssinia and one verbal parallel ("his long hair floating all around his face"), is neither probable nor necessary; and it offers, in any case, no insight into Kubla Khan.   Much more obvious and illuminating, although Lowes (in search of rarer game) does not mention it, is the traditional image of the inspired poet -- a well-documented convention stretching from the Orphic cults of ancient Greece to the poet with his "eye in a fine frenzy rolling" of A Midsummer Night's Dream, and beyond.   The locus classic is Plato's description of lyric poets who "are not in their senses" when they are composing their poems and who "are seized with the Bacchic transport and are possessed -- as the bacchants, when possessed, draw milk and honey from the rivers, but not when in their senses" (Ion, 534a).   This conception of poetic afflatus, as Elisabeth Schneider points out, was "old even in Plato's day, and practically every detail used by Coleridge was a commonplace in it".11   Even apparent verbal echoes may easily be paralleled:   the Platonic and Coleridgean conjunction of milk and honey, for example, turns up again in familiar analogues in Exodus 3: 8 and in Ovid's Metamorphoses (I, 111-12).   With respect to influence and sources, then, the most that we can (or should) say is that the closing lines of Kubla Khan provide a fine reformulation of the conventional description of the inspired poet, as found, inter alia, in Plato's account in the Ion.   And what is true about the generalised nature of the sources for the concluding lines is also true (only Purchas and Milton excepted) for the earlier sections of the poem.
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Kubla   composition  opium  fragment sources  interpretative      altroarticolo
Interpretative Approaches to Kubla Khan

There is an observation Never tell thy dreams, and I am almost afraid that Kubla Khan is an owl that wont bear [93] day light, I fear lest it should be discovered by the lantern of typography & clear reducting to letters, no better than nonsense or no sense.                               (Charles Lamb1)


[92]   By far the most intriguing question about this most intriguing of poems is "What does it mean?" -- if, indeed, it has or was ever intended to have any particular meaning.   For the overwhelming majority of Coleridge's contemporaries, Kubla Khan seemed (as Lamb foresaw) to be no better than nonsense, and they dismissed it contemptuously.   "The poem itself is below criticism", declared the anonymous reviewer in the Monthly Review (Jan 1817); and Thomas Moore, writing in the Edinburgh Review (Sep 1816), tartly asserted that "the thing now before us, is utterly destitute of value" and he defied "any man to point out a passage of poetical merit" in it.2   While derisive asperity of this sort is the common fare of most of the early reviews, there are, nevertheless, contemporary readers whose response is both sympathetic and positive -- even though they value the poem for its rich and bewitching suggestiveness rather than for any discernible "meaning" that it might possess.   Charles Lamb, for example, speaks fondly of hearing Coleridge recite Kubla Khan "so enchantingly that it irradiates & brings heaven & Elysian bowers into my parlour while he sings or says it"; and Leigh Hunt turns hopefully to analogies in music and painting in an effort to describe the poem's haunting but indefinable effect: 

Kubla Khan is a voice and a vision, an everlasting tune in our mouths, a dream fit for Cambuscan and all his poets, a dance of pictures such as Giotto or Cimabue, revived and re-inspired, would have made for a Storie of Old Tartarie, a piece of the invisible world made visible by a sun at midnight and sliding before our eyes.3
      Throughout the nineteenth century and during the first quarter of the twentieth century Kubla Khan was considered, almost universally, to be a poem in which sound overwhelms sense.   With a few exceptions (such as Lamb and Leigh Hunt), Romantic critics -- accustomed to poetry of statement and antipathetic to any notion of ars gratia artis -- summarily dismissed Kubla Khan as a meaningless farrago of sonorous phrases beneath the notice of serious criticism.   It only demonstrated, according to William Hazlitt, that "Mr Coleridge can write better nonsense verses than [94] any man in England" -- and then he added, proleptically, "It is not a poem, but a musical composition".4   For Victorian and Early Modern readers, on the other hand, Kubla Khan was a poem not below but beyond the reach of criticism, and they adopted (without the irony) Hazlitt's perception that it must properly be appreciated as verbalised music.   "When it has been said", wrote Swinburne of Kubla Khan, "that such melodies were never heard, such dreams never dreamed, such speech never spoken, the chief thing remains unsaid, and unspeakable.   There is a charm upon [this poem] which can only be felt in silent submission of wonder".5   Even John Livingston Lowes -- culpable, if ever anyone has been, of murdering to dissect -- insisted on the elusive magic of Coleridge's dream vision:   "For Kubla Khan is as near enchantment, I suppose, as we are like to come in this dull world."   While one may track or attempt to track individual images to their sources, Kubla Khan as a whole remains utterly inexplicable -- a "dissolving phantasmagoria" of highly charged images whose streaming pagent is, in the final analysis, "as aimless as it is magnificent".6   The earth has bubbles as the water has, and this is of them.
      During the past fifty years, however, criticism has been less and less willing to accept the view that Kubla Khan defies rational analysis:   the poem, it is widely assumed, must have a meaning, and the purpose of criticism is to discover what that meaning is, or might be.   Yet despite this decisive shift in the critical temper, there remain some influential voices to argue for the mystery of Kubla Khan.   William Walsh, for example, maintains that it is "an ecstatic spasm, a pure spurt of romantic inspiration"; and Lawrence Hanson treats it as an instance of "pure lyricism -- sound, picture, sensation -- clothed in the sensuous beauty of imagery that none knew so well as its author how to evoke".7   Elisabeth Schneider, too, suggests that a good part of the poem's charm and power derives from the fact that it is invested with "an air of meaning rather than meaning itself".8   Such opinions, while they are hardly fashionable in the current critical climate, ought not to be dismissed too lightly or seen to be no more than evasions of critical responsibility.   On the contrary, they remind us that not everything about poetry is wholly explicable -- especially in such poems as Kubla Khan, where "meaning" is not a formulated idea and is, at best, only adumbrated through oblique and suggestive imagery.   It may well be that more is meant in Kubla Khan than meets the ear, but it is by no means easy to determine precisely what that meaning might be.   And the impulse of literary critical professionalism to demystify, to reduce imaginative to merely rational statements, results too often in a kind of inversion of the alchemist's dream:   it debases gold into lead by transforming complex symbols into simple allegories.
      The first and, for over a hundred years, almost the only reader to insist on the intelligibility and coherence of Kubla Khan was Shelley's novel-writing friend, Thomas Love Peacock:   "there are", he declared in 1818, "very few specimens of lyrical poetry so plain, so consistent, so completely simplex et unum from first to last".9  Perhaps wisely, Peacock concluded his fragmentary essay with these words, thereby sparing himself the onerous task of explaining the consistency and meaning of so plain a poem as Kubla Khan.   More recent commentators, however, have been much bolder.   In the criticism of the last fifty years one may distinguish, broadly, four major approaches to Kubla Khan:   (1) interpretations of it as a poem about the poetic process; (2) readings of it as an exemplification of aspects of Coleridgean aesthetic theory; (3) Freudian analyses; and (4) Jungian interpretations.   While recent critics concur in finding a symbolic substructure in Kubla Khan, there is little agreement among them as to how that symbolism should be interpreted.   Critical approaches usually overlap, and individual critics often draw upon two, three or even all four of the above methods in formulating their particular explication of the poem's symbolic infrastructure.   There are, in short, as many different interpretations of Kubla Khan as there are critics who have written about it.
      Generally speaking, however, the most popular view by far is that Kubla Khan is concerned with the poetic process itself.   "What is Kubla Khan about?   This is, or ought to be, an established fact of criticism:   Kubla Khan is a poem about poetry".10   On this reading, the Tartar prince Kubla Khan, who causes a pleasure-dome and elaborate gardens to be constructed in Xanadu, is a type of the artist, whose glorious creation, as the ancestral voices from the deep caverns warn, is a precariously balanced reconciliation of the natural and the artificial.   The dream of Xanadu itself is an inspired vision which expresses dramatically the very nature of vision:  the fountain that throws up its waters from an underground ocean and so gives birth to the sacred river that meanders five miles through Kubla's hortus conclusus before [96] sinking again into the subterraneous depths images the sudden eruption of the subconscious into the realm of the conscious mind and its eventual inevitable recession back into the deep well of the unconscious.   The artist's purpose is to capture such visions in words, but in attempting to do so he encounters two serious difficulties:   first, language is an inadequate medium that permits only an approximation of the visions it is used to record, and, second, the visions themselves, by the time the poet comes to set them down, have faded into the light of common day and must be reconstructed from memory.   Between the conception and the execution falls the shadow.   Coleridge confronts these problems directly in lines 37-54 (the section beginning with the Abyssinian maid), where he enters the poem as lyric poet in propria persona.   The vision of Kubla's Xanadu is replaced by that of a damsel singing of Mount Abora -- an experience more auditory than visual and therefore less susceptible of description by mere words.   Moreover, it involves in an equivocal way a vision within a vision, since the remembered dream of the Abyssinian maid is the cortex of the lost vision of the content of her song.   (Did Wordsworth, perhaps, later recall these lines when he composed The Solitary Reaper?)   If only, Coleridge laments, he could revive within him the damsel's lost symphony and song, if only he could recapture the whole of the original vision instead of just a portion of it, then he would build "in air" (i.e. find verbal music to express) the vision he had experienced -- and he would do so in such a way that witnesses would declare him to be divinely inspired and form a circle of worship around him.

      Such a reading of Kubla Khan, however, raises at least as many problems as it solves.   What, for example, ought we to make of Kubla Khan and his enclosed garden?   According to some accounts, Xanadu is Paradise Regained and Kubla symbolises the creative artist who gives concrete expression to the ideal forms of truth and beauty;11 according to other accounts, however, Kubla is a self-indulgent materialist, a daemonic figure, who imposes his tyrannical will upon the natural world and so produces a false paradise of contrived artifice cut off from the realm of natura naturans by man-made walls and towers.12   The images of the Abyssinian maid and the inspired poet in the closing section of the poem also present serious difficulties in interpretation.   The problem is not so much that of the conjectured identification of these figures (though this is often attempted) as of the overall [97] meaning and intention of the passage.   Should we believe, as Humphry House and Irene Chayes have urged, that this final section must be read as a "positive statement of the potentialities of poetry" and a "prophecy of poetic triumph"? -- or is Edward Bostetter correct in asserting that "Kubla Khan is a symbolic expression of [Coleridge's] inability to realize his power as a poet . . . and the last lines are a quite explicit statement of frustration"? 13   Scholarly disagreements such as these can be multiplied almost endlessly.   In fact, the symbolic valency of virtually every image in the poem -- the sacred river Alph, the substance and shadow of Kubla's pleasure-dome, the ancestral voices prophesying war, and so on -- has proved a source of unresolved (and unresolvable) debate; and it is probably no exaggeration to say that no single interpretation of Kubla Khan has ever wholly satisfied anyone except the person who proposed it.   Despite the popularity of the view that Kubla Khan is a poem about poetry, then, there is no consensus about just what is being said about the poetic process.

      Another approach to Kubla Khan, which overlaps significantly with readings of it as a symbolic statement about poetry, centres on the use of Coleridge's own poetic theory in an effort to illuminate the poem.   Four Coleridgean dicta are frequently invoked:   pleasure, genius, the reconciliation of opposites, and fancy / imagination.14   Such interpretations, however, while often instructive, are not without their problems.   For example, although it is often pointed out that the imagery of Kubla Khan contains numerous "oppositions" (Kubla's cultivated gardens set against a savage romantic chasm, the sunny dome that contains caves of ice, etc.), it is by no means clear that the poem embodies the Coleridgean doctrine of the reconciliation of opposites.  Indeed, as Elisabeth Schneider has said, there is ample reason to insist that such reconciliation is avoided and that, instead, the poem illustrates the very spirit of ambiguity and oscillation.15   Even clearer, perhaps, as an illustration of the problems encountered in applying Coleridgean theory to Kubla Khan is the diversity in interpretations of the poem as an embodiment of the fancy/imagination distinction.   George Watson asserts dogmatically that Kubla Khan is "about two kinds of poem" and that "there is no need to resist the conclusion" that Coleridge's intention was to contrast the fanciful (and therefore inferior) fixities and definites of Kubla's ornately palpable Xanadu (lines 1-36) with a programme of ideal [98] imaginative creation (lines 37-54) that is hinted at but not actually realised in the poem as we have it.16   For Alan Purves, however, Kubla Khan and Xanadu symbolise not Fancy but the Primary Imagination, while the inspired poet in the last section symbolises the Secondary or poetic Imagination.17   And Irene Chayes offers yet another possible reading:   the opening description of Kubla's palace and gardens (lines 1-11) illustrates the "work of the arranging and ornamenting fancy"; the account of the erupting fountain and the course of the sacred river (lines 12-36) represents the "autonomous and unconscious" operation of imagination -- the fountain corresponding to Primary Imagination and the river to Secondary Imagination; and the final section, dealing with the Abyssinian maid and the inspired poet (lines 37-54), develops the symbolic representation of imagination by showing it to be, in its highest form, a willed and conscious activity:   "The last stanza . . . is concerned with a new creative process, governed by a purposive will, which would replace and correct the earlier process, autonomous and unconscious, or partially conscious, that was at work in the dream-vision".18
      Each of these interpretations, while compelling in its way, is ultimately unsatisfactory -- not because it is "wrong", but rather because it imposes too rigorously schematic a meaning on the poem and presupposes a theoretical precision beyond Coleridge's grasp in 1797.   Since Kubla Khan was composed well before Coleridge had worked out, even in outline, the major tenets of his critical theory, it is impossible to see how it can properly be interpreted as an illustration and symbolic embodiment of critical principles that had not yet been formulated.   This is not to say, of course, that the poem is unrelated to the theory:   it is only to insist that Kubla Khan, rather than being a material anticipation of later critical precepts, is a part of the process that leads eventually to the development and articulation of those ideas in a systematic way.   And it is not surprising, therefore, that the "meaning" of the poem should be obscure and ambiguous -- for Kubla Khan records an early, perhaps largely unconscious, exploration of critical perceptions united only loosely in an inchoate theory of literature.

      A poem such as Kubla Khan -- so provokingly enigmatic and so deliciously suggestive -- also provides an irresistibly fertile ground for psychological speculation, especially on the part of Freudian critics.   When Coleridge called the poem a "psychological [99] curiosity" in his 1816 Preface and confessed that Kubla Khan was the record of an actual dream, he unwittingly opened wide the door to analysts anxious to expound the latent psychological implications of his symphony and song.   One of the earliest of the Freudian readings was offered in 1924 by Robert Graves, who proposed that Kubla Khan expressed Coleridge's subconscious determination "to shun the mazy complications of life by retreating to a bower of poetry, solitude and opium" -- a serene refuge beyond the bitter reproaches of Mrs Coleridge (the woman who is wailing for her demon lover) and almost beyond the gloomy prophecies of addiction uttered by the "ancestral voices" of Lamb and Charles Lloyd.19  By comparison with recent Freudian interpretations, this is pretty tame stuff.   Nevertheless, it was enough to alert I.A. Richards almost immediately to the chilling possibilities of such an approach:   "The reader acquainted with current methods of [psychological] analysis", he warned, "can imagine the results of a thoroughgoing Freudian onslaught".20
      In general, the Freudians treat Kubla Khan as an unconscious revelation of personal fantasies and repressed, usually erotic, urges; but there is little agreement about the precise nature of these subliminal drives.   Douglas Angus argues that the poem illustrates a psychoneurotic pattern of narcissism that reflects Coleridge's abnormal need for love and sympathy; Eugene Sloane, however, is convinced that "Kubla Khan is an elaborate development of a birth dream", expressing an unconscious desire to return to the warmth and security of the womb (the hair in line 50, for example, is "floating" in amniotic fluid); and Gerald Enscoe finds the core of the poem's meaning in the unresolved struggle between "two conflicting attitudes toward the subject of erotic feeling", i.e. the "attitude . . . that the sexual impulse is to be confined within a controlled system" is opposed to "the anarchistic belief that the erotic neither should nor can be subjected to such control".21   Still other readers prefer to follow Robert Graves by concentrating on what the poem implies about Coleridge's experience with opium:   James Bramwell reads Kubla Khan as "a dream-fable representing [Coleridge's] conscience in the act of casting him out, spiritually and bodily, from the paradise of his opium paradise"; and Eli Marcovitz, who sets out to "treat [the poem] as we would a dream in our clinical practice", confidently concludes that Kubla Khan is "almost a chart of the psychosexual history" of a personality ineluctably embarked on the road to addiction: 

[100]  It depicts the life of the poet -- his infancy and early childhood, the pleasures and deprivations of the oral period, the stimulation and dread of his oedipal period, the reaction to the death of his father at nine, the fear of incest and genitality with the regression to passive-femininity and orality, and the attempt to cope with his life's problems by the appeal to the muse and to opium.22
Who would have supposed, without guidance, that so much repressed meaning was compressed into fifty-four lines?

      Even this brief sampling illustrates clearly enough the limitations and liabilities of using Freudian keys to unlock the mysteries of Kubla Khan.   In the first place, of course, there is no received consensus (as we have just seen) about precisely what the poem reveals about Coleridge's subconscious mind.   Nor is there agreement about the symbolic significance of the major images:   is the stately pleasure-dome to be identified as the female breast (maternal or otherwise), or does it represent, as some think, the mons veneris?   Similarly, what are we to make of the violent eructation of the fountain forced with ceaseless turmoil from the deep romantic chasm -- the ejaculation of semen, or the throes of parturition?   And then there is the hapless Abyssinian maid, who has been variously identified as Coleridge's muse, as his mother, as Mary Evans (an early flame), as Dorothy Wordsworth, and (since Abyssinian damsels are negroid) as the symbol of Coleridge's repressed impulse toward miscegenation".23   A second and more serious problem with many Freudian readings, as the foregoing examples make clear, is a tendency to ignore basic rules of evidence and to indulge, as a consequence, in strained and unwarranted speculation.   In one account, for example, we are asked (without irony) to believe that the last two lines of Kubla Khan "point by indirection to fellatio, cunnilingus and deep oral attachment to the mother".24   Another analyst, James F. Hoyle, interprets Coleridge's enforced "retirement" to the farmhouse near Porlock as "the neurotic person's 'vegetative retreat' to para-sympathetic preponderance with overstimulation of gastrointestinal functions, resulting in diarrhea" -- and then, as if this were not enough, goes on to conclude that the "costive opium" taken to check the attack of dysentery "probably helped in converting depression to hypomania" and so was instrumental in transforming "the diarrhea of [Coleridge's] failure in poetry and life to [101] the logorrhea of Kubla Khan".25   A third problem with Freudian analysis is that, in general, it is more interested in the poet than in the poem and, in addition, often accords the 1816 Preface a stature at least equal to that of Kubla Khan itself.   As with the source-studies examined in the previous section, Freudian readings use the poem largely as a pretext for exploring extrapoetic matters:   the roads of psychological criticism customarily lead away from Xanadu into the charted and uncharted realms of the poet's biography and subconscious psychosexual history.
      Unlike the Freudians, who stress the psychological particularity of Kubla Khan, Jungian critics focus on the way in which the poem draws upon and perpetuates traditional images in which "the age-long memoried self" is repeatedly embodied.   Often the results of such an approach are illuminating and useful -- largely because Jungian criticism, when it resists the reductivist temptation to explain away images with psychological tags, allows for ambiguities and the existence of half-seen truths.   As Kathleen Raine points out in an engaging essay, Kubla Khan was "written in that exaltation of wonder which invariably accompanies moments of insight into the mystery upon whose surface we live".26
      The earliest (and still probably the best) Jungian interpretation is found in Maud Bodkin's Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (1934).   Her argument, in essence, is that Kubla's pleasant gardens and the forbidding caverns under them correspond "in some degree to the traditional ideas of Paradise and Hades":   "the image of the watered garden and the mountain height show some persistent affinity [in Western literature as a whole] with the desire and imaginative enjoyment of supreme well-being, or divine bliss, while the cavern depth appears as the objectification of an imaginative fear".   In Kubla Khan the heaven-hell pattern, presented as the vision of a poet inspired by the music of a mysterious maiden, evokes in the reader an "organic response" (through the collective unconscious) to these atavistic emotional archetypes.27   Subsequent Jungian critics have undertaken (with various degrees of success) to extend Bodkin's thesis -- by developing the implications of the Edenic archetype,28 by invoking Plato's doctrine of anamnesis or recollection,29 and by analysing Kubla Khan as a descriptive illustration of Jung's "individuation process".30   There are, too, less respectably, some extreme Jungian (or pseudo-Jungian) interpretations:   for example, Robert Fleissner's catachrestic argument for Kubla Khan as an "integrationist" poem.31
  [102]    The summary of criticism in the preceding pages has not, of course, exhausted the diversity of approaches to Kubla Khan.   It has also been read as a landscape-poem32 and as a poetical day-dream;33 there are provocative interpretations of it as a political statement contrasting the profane power of the state with the sacred power of the poet;34 and there are theological readings -- quite important ones, in fact -- which explore the visionary and apocalyptic theme of fallen man's yearning to recover the lost Paradise.35   What, then, shall we say of Kubla Khan? -- that it has too much meaning, or too many meanings, or (perhaps) no meaning at all?   Grammatici certant et adhuc sub iudice lis est:   critics dispute, and the case is still before the courts (Horace, Ars Poetica, 78).   In the circumstances, I will not presume to render a verdict, but merely to offer some advice. Literary criticism has more and more become a science of solutions.   When a lurking mystery is discovered, analytical floodlights are trained upon it to dispel the shadows and open its dark recesses.   But Kubla Khan, as Charles Lamb acutely perceived, is an owl that won't bear daylight.   We must learn to take the poem on its own terms and, instead of attempting to salvage it by reducing it to a coherent substratum of symbols, we must reconcile ourselves to the fact that no single interpretation will ever resolve the complexities of so protean a product of the human imagination.   Mystery and ambiguity, verisimilitude and teasing suggestiveness, are essential ingredients in Kubla Khan -- a poem which reflects, though darkly, Coleridge's largely subconscious ruminations on poetry, paradise, and the heights and depths of his own unfathomable intellectual and spiritual being.   Kubla Khan is one of those "ethereal finger-pointings" so prized by Keats; it is a poem that has no palpable design upon us, and it provides at least one instance of an occasion on which Coleridge did not "let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium of mystery, from being incapable of remaining content with half knowledge".36 
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· Kubla Khan: 

· Introduction 

· Composition, Publication History and the Crewe Manuscript 

· Opium and the "Dream" of Kubla Khan 

· The 1816 Preface and Kubla Khan as a "Fragment" 

· Sources and Influences 

· Intrepretative Approaches to Kubla Khan 

From Biogrpahia Literaria: 
"The IMAGINATION, then I consider either as primary, or secondary. The primary IMAGINATION I hold to be the living power and prime agent of all human perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM. The secondary I consider as an echo of the former, coexisting with the conscious will, yet still as identical with the primary in the kind of its agency, and differing only in degree, and in the mode of its operation. It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate; or where the process is rendered impossible, yet still, at all events, it struggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially vital, even as all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and dead."

"organic unity"--the parts of the poem, as the parts of a plant, have an organic relationship to each other. A "legitimate" poem is one in which the parts support and explain each other.

"reconciliation of opposites"--two opposite but equal forces will react to and interact upon one another so that a third force will result, which is different than the sum of both or either one taken singly. (For instance, the contrast between Life-In-Death’s red lips and her white, leprous skin in "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.")

(2) Liberal Christian Writings

Poetry Overview:
(1) Supernatural  — weird otherworldly poems

"Ancient Mariner" - We know the Ancient Mariner is a medieval Roman Catholic because of the references to the Virgin Mary, being shrived by the hermit, and the cross bow (a medieval weapon). He is Scottish or English because he uses "kirk" for the church. In The Road to Xanadu, John Livingston Lowes examined everything Coleridge checked out and read to determine where he got his images. Coleridge the phosphorescent water snakes from travel books. He got the horned moon form Cotton Mather, who had reported to the Royal Society that he had observed a light on the dark side of the moon. 

"Kubla Khan" is an allegory of the poet’s imagination — his creative unconscious 

"Christabel" 

(2) Conversation Poems--matter of fact, calm tone, poem in which the speaker is talking to the reader or someone else — the speaker is not at that moment pursuing an action, but sitting and talking.

"This Lime Tree Bower My Prison" — in blank verse. Background: Charles Lamb came to visit Coleridge and Wordsworth, and Coleridge had been looking forward to showing Lamb around the countryside, but had injured his foot and had to stay behind. The poem starts out melancholy in tone, but Coleridge ends by being glad for the joy his friend can experience in seeing the sites, and by contemplating on a common spiritual bond that might arise from all seeing the same blackbird, even though they are not together physically. In reality, Lamb liked living in the city and considered the country to be "dead." 

"The Frost"

Books:
The Complete Poems
Biographia Literaria (Everyman Paperback Classics)
The Collected Works
Coleridge: Early Visions, 1772-1804 by Richard Holmes (a literary biography)

