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The Ancient Mariner - ‘a green parable’?

In 1797, at the full tide of Euro-
pean Romanticism, Samuel Taylor
Coleridge began working on The
Rime of the Ancient Mariner. This
imaginary traveller’s tale contains the
symbolic killing of a natural creature,
the albatross, which Coleridge's ad-
mirable biographer, Richard Holmes,
considers identifies the poem as a
‘green parable’ and he claims that
‘the notion of the green parable de-
serves further exploration.” If we be-
gin to follow up Holmes’ sugges-

tion we find, I believe, a key text

and inspiration for Creation Spiritu-

ality.

The Ancient Mariner is a bal-
lad written in a simple style, grip-
ping the reader by its sensuous im-
agery and evocation of archetypal
emotions. The Mariner is the va-
grant, the anguished misfit, who
waylays the narrator and prevents
him from joining in one of the
most celebratory and social of all
human events, a wedding. The
Mariner has singled out this particu-
lar wedding guest, for no given rea-
son, and this encourages the reader

to identify with him as an Every- _

man figure. He is about to be forci-

bly removed from a state of merely
social relatedness and turned to- =—

wards the ‘otherness’ of the envi-
ronment. The guest - and the reader
- are compelled to accompany the
Mariner in imagination away from
the wedding, beyond the safe world
of the land, the church, the light-
house, and into the unknown. The
storm and the ice the seafarers en-
counter are anti-human and feel as if
anti-life. Common sense at this point
might raise its prosaic head and say
‘Why go? What do you gain by
tempting nature to do its worst?” The
revelatory perception that the world
is not made for us, that there are
places where we are not meant to be,
is here implicit and it also has an im-
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plicit answer. The spirit of the ex-
plorers whom Coleridge read with
constant fascination animates the
poem, as in the line: ‘We were the
first that ever burst into that silent
sea’. The journey into the unknown
is felt as a natural expression of hu-
man energy, a compelling expansion
of human awareness. Though the
enterprise is full of risk, it is neces-
sary, part of the deep-laid romanti-
cism of the human past.

Into the alien (though beautiful)
world of sea and cold comes the
great bird flying. The reader feels
the exaltation, the response of ‘this
shouldn’t be able to live here, but it

gloriously and awesomely can...” The
experience suggests to the sailors
something religious, ‘As if it had
been a Christian soul, /We hailed it
in God’s name.” There is not only a
communication between the creature
and the human beings - it comes to
their call and eats their food - there
is also the sense of a kind of univet-
sal complicity, a wholeness which

= and feel with other life

works for all its elements, expressed
by the following south-wind which
takes the mariners where they want
to go. This recalls the experience of
people close to nature that certain
states of sensitivity and goodwill lead
to a perception that ‘all things work
together for good’. No doubt at least
part of this is the concentrated
mind’s enhanced ability to integrate
potentially discordant experiences
into new patterns. But some things
cannot be integrated. The wanton
destruction of harmony and relat-
edness is represented in the poem
by the ‘act gratuit’ of the Mariner.
For no reason at all, meaning-
lessly, he shoots the albatross
‘with my cross-bow.” This is not
part of risky exploration. It is
something different — a perverse-
ness, a disconnnection. It cannot
be integrated at the given moment
but needs the forging of a new
pattern, worked out through the
dimension of time.

The killing of the albatross has
sometimes been described by crit-
ics as a trivial, token act but surely
only an unjustifiably compartmen-
talized form of thinking could see

~ it in this way. The shooting actu-

= less cruelty, all failure to respect
forms.
There is a parallel with John
Muit’s detestation of the wanton de-
struction of bears in Yosemite since
they ‘are made of the same dust as
we, and breathe the same winds and
drink of the same waters.” In stand-
ing for all similar actions the killing
of the albatross also reinforces that
habit of mind which operates sym-
bolically - senses affinities and has an
intuitive awareness of connection. If
the albatross stands for life itself, the
story of its killing it foreshadows —
carries the warning and the darkness
— of complete ecological disaster.



For the Ancient Mariner the
shooting of the bird brings a retribu-
tion which represents the unbear-
able. The wind drops leaving the
ship becalmed and there is no water
to drink so that the sailors all die
slowly of thirst, except for the Mari-
ner himself who is compelled to suf-
fer instead ‘the nightmare Life-in-
Death.” His situation is redeemed by
another spontaneous act, his blessing
of the water snakes that swim
around the ship. He does it
‘unawares’, in a moment of grace
rather than moralistic will. Although
they are alien and other (the way
most people tend to experience
snakes) still they are alive and beauti-
ful. The blessing causes the albatross
to fall off the Marinet’s neck, like the
millstone of Christian iconography,
or the burden from the back of Bun-
yan’s pilgrim, and sink ‘like lead into
the sea.” Again, the act stands for all
impulses towards honouring and
preserving our natural environment.
The Mariner still has much to suffer
but he has become a kind of prophet
who must urgently make himself
heard.

‘The Ancient Mariner’ is an es-
sentially Christian poem and in this
way differs from most Romantic
texts, and sharply from the spirit of
such later Romantics as Tennyson,
Hardy and Lawrence. In the unex-
plored territory, the place where we
are not welcome, although there is
intolerable suffering, there are also
the tokens of a transcending intelli-
gence. The cross imagery is spelled
out and unmissable. The Mariner
too is a Christ figure to the extent
that he bears the burden for the rest
of the crew, who share his guilt be-
cause at one stage they had ap-
plauded his destructive act. At the
end of the poem when the Pilot’s
boat goes out to investigate the re-
turning, spectral ship, neither the Pi-
lot nor the boatboy can bear the en-
counter. The Pilot faints and the
boatboy goes mad. Only the ‘holy
Hermit’ has (barely) enough strength
to address the Mariner and then re-
ceive his confession. The Mariner

himself becomes part of nature as
well as remaining human: ‘I pass like
night from land to land/I have
strange power of speech.” This par-
ticular transcending of a duality per-
haps represents a deep human need.

Contemporary responses to the
poem perhaps indicate something
about its originality. Southey wrote a
disparaging review including the
comment: ‘We do not understand
the story sufficiently to analyse it. It
is a Dutch attempt at German sub-
limity.” There were other more sym-
pathetic views (not many) but per-
haps Southey’s bafflement suggests
that the poem went beyond the
shared Romantic consciousness of
that moment and that more time was
needed for it to become as transpar-
ent and relevant as it is for us today.

Wordsworth’s reactions are also
revealing. When working on the sec-
ond edition of Lyrical Ballads in 1800
Wordsworth (although he had con-
tributed ideas and even lines to the
poem at its inception), insisted on
consigning “The Ancient Mariner’ to
the end of the volume and com-
plained: “The Poem of my Friend
has indeed great defects, first that
the principal person has no distinct
character...secondly that he does not
act but is continually acted upon,
thirdly that the events having no
necessary connection do not pro-
duce each other...” To which a mod-
ern defender of the poem, soaked in
a sad experience of human destruc-
tiveness of nature, on a scale which
Wordsworth could hardly have
guessed at, might respond, firstly:
that an Everyman does not need a
‘distinct character since character
must be the result of reflective per-
sonal development: in killing the al-
batross the Mariner exemplifies an
undeveloped and therefore charac-
tetless human being, the moral im-
plication being that self-
development is imperative; secondly
that to be acted upon must be a cen-
tral part of the human experience of
nature - only a lurking machismo
within a patriarchal mindset could
interpret this necessity as purely
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negative; and thirdly that the events
of the poem connect in the chain:
destruction leads to suffering; then
blessing leads to enlightenment and
a prophetic imperative. The
‘passivity’ of the Mariner connects
up with the concept of ‘passive at-
tentiveness’ as developed by Goethe.
Wordsworth himself expressed it in
the phrase ‘wise passiveness’, de-
scribing the state of mind wherein
‘one impulse from the vernal wood
can teach you more of man, of
moral evil and of good than all the
sages can.” There is, however a radi-
ant paradox here in that an under-
standing of the mind as an active
participant in perception is also es-
sential to Romanticism. The two ap-
parently opposite states, passive and
participative, go together in a unity
which needs to be experienced di-
rectly.

Richard Holmes’ interprets the
poem as showing ‘man’s destructive
effect on the natural world, so that
human moral blindness inadvertently
introduces evil into the benign sys-
tems of nature, releasing uncontrol-
lable forces that take a terrible re-
venge.” While agreeing with this up
to a point, I suggest that the ‘systems
of nature’ dramatised in the poem
are hardly benign - at least, not in
any comfortable sense. Like the au-
thor or the Book of Job, and like
Annie Dillard in our own time, Col-
eridge simply but urgently, palpably,
plunges us into the beauty and awe-
someness of the natural world - and
leaves us to explore further our own
strange and powerful impulses of
benignity towards that world.

Christine Healy read English at Oxford
(41 years ago). In the following seven years
of academic life (Bryn Mawr, USA, and
Exceter), she returned often to the Roman-
ties for inspiration and refreshment. She is
now working (with Michael Colebrook) on
a book about the debt owed by Creation
Spiritnality to the English and American
Romantics.
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The Rime of the Ancient Mariner:
Extracts

Part |

It is an ancient mariner,

And he stoppeth one of three.

‘By thy long grey beard and glittering eye,
Now wherefore stopp’st thou me?

The bridegroom’s doors are opened wide,
And | am next of kin:

The guests are met, the feast is set;
May’st hear the merry din.’

He holds him with his skinny hand,
‘There was a ship,” quoth he.

‘Hold off! Unhand me, grey-beard loon!’
Eftsoons his hand dropt he.

He holds him with his glittering eye -
The wedding-guest stood still,

And listens like a three years’ child:
The Mariner hath his will.

The wedding-guest sat on a stone:
He cannot chuse but hear:

And thus spake on that ancient man
The bright-eyed Mariner.

‘The ship was cheered, the harbour cleared,

Merrily did we drop
Below the kirk, below the hill,
Below the lighthouse top.

The sun came up upon the left,

Out of the sea came he!

And he shone bright and on the right
Went down into the sea.

Higher and higher every day,

Till over the mast at noon -’

The wedding-guest here beat his breast,
For he heard the loud bassoon.

The bride hath paced into the hall,
Red as a rose is she;

Nodding their heads before her goes
The merry minstrelsy.

The wedding-guest he beat his breast,
Yet he cannot choose but hear;

And thus spake on that ancient man,
The bright-eyed Mariner.

‘And now the storm-blast came, and he
Was tyrannous and strong:

He struck with his o’ertaking wings
And chased us south along.

With sloping masts and dipping prow,

As who pursued with yell and blow

Still treads the shadow of his foe,

And forward bends his head,

The ship drove fast, loud roared the blast,
And southward aye we fled.

And now there came both mist and snow,
And it grew wondrous cold:

And ice, mast-high, came floating by,

As green as emerald.

And through the drifts of snowy clifts
Did send a dismal sheen;

Nor shapes of men nor beasts we ken —
The ice was all between.

The ice was here, the ice was there,
The ice was all around;

It cracked and growled, and roared and
howled,

Like noises in a swound!

At length did cross an albatross,
Thorough the fog it came;

As if it had been a Christian soul,
We hailed it in God’s name.

It ate the food it ne’er had eat,
And round and round it flew,
The ice did split with a thunder-fit:
The helmsman steered us through!

And a good south wind sprung up behind:
The albatross did follow,

And every day, for food or play,

Came to the Mariners’ hollo!

In mist or cloud, on mast or shroud,

It perched for vespers nine;

Whiles all the night, through fog-smoke white,
Glimmered the white moonshine.’

‘God save thee, ancient Mariner!

From fiends, that plague thee thus! —

Why look’st thou so?” — ‘With my cross-bow
I shot the albatross.

Part 1l

The Sun now rose upon the right:
Out of the sea came he,

Still hid in mist, and on the left,
Went down into the sea.

And the good south wind still blew behind,
But no sweet bird did follow,
Nor any day for food or play
Came to the mariners’ hollo!

(Poet’s gloss: “His shipmates cry out against the
ancient Mariner, for killing the bird of good
luck. But when the fog cleared off, they justify
the same, and thus make themselves accom-
plices in the crime.” Summary: the ship is be-
calmed and all its crew suffer dreadful thirst.)

Part Il

There passed a weary time. Each throat
Was parched, and glazed each eye,

A weary time! A weary time!

How glazed each weary eye,

When looking westward | beheld

A something in the sky.

At first it seemed a little speck

And then it seemed a mist;

It moved and moved and took at last
A certain shape, | wist....

The western wave was all aflame.

The day was well nigh done!

Almost upon the western wave

Rested the broad bright Sun:

When that strange shape drove suddenly
Betwixt us and the Sun...

(The spectral ship draws near and he sees on
its deck Death and his mate, Lite-in-Death, the
two gamble for the life of the Mariner. Life-in-
Death wins. The crew all die except for the
Mariner).

Their souls did from their bodies fly, -
They fled to bliss or woe!

And every soul, it passed me by,

Like the whizz of my cross-bow!’

Part IV

‘| fear thee, ancient Mariner!

| fear thy skinny hand!

And thou art long, and lank, and brown,
As is the ribbed sea-sand.

| fear thee and thy glittering eye,

And thy skinny hand so brown.” —

‘Fear not, fear not, thou wedding-Guest!
This body dropped not down.

Alone, alone, all all alone,
Alone on a wide, wide sea!
And never a saint took pity on
My soul in agony.

The many men so beautiful
And they all dead did lie:
And a thousand slimy things
Lived on: and so did I.

I looked upon the rotting sea,
And | drew my eyes away;

I looked upon the rotting deck
And there the dead men lay.

I looked to heaven, and tried to pay:
But or ever a prayer had gusht,

A wicked whisper came, and made
My heart as dry as dust...

The moving Moon went up the sky,
And nowhere did abide:

Softly she was going up,

And a star or two beside...

Beyond the shadow of the ship,

| watched the water snakes:

They moved in tracks of shining white,
And when they moved the elfish light
Fell off in hoary flakes.

Within the shadow of the ship

| watched their rich attire:

Blue, glossy green and velvet black,
They coiled and swam and every track
Was a flash of golden fire.

O happy living things! No tongue
Their beauty might declare:

A spring of love gushed from my heart,
And | blessed them unaware:

Sure my kind saint took pity on me,
And | blessed them unaware.

The self-same moment | could pray:
And from my neck so free

The Albatross fell off, and sank

Like lead into the sea.’

Part V

(The Mariner sleeps and then wakes to drink
from the falling rain. The ship is driven north,
as if by a great wind. The bodlies of the dead
mariners, animated by benevolent spirits, per-
form the work of a crew.)

Part VI

(The Mariner hears voices: one explains to the
other that a spirit who loved the albatross has
powered and guided the vessel until now, and
more spirits will bring her home.)

‘Swiftly, swiftly flew the ship,

Yet she sailed softly too:

Sweetly, sweetly blew the breeze —
On me alone it blew.

Oh! dream of joy! Is this indeed
The lighthouse top | see?

Is this the hill? Is this the kirk?
Is this mine own countree?’

(He hears ‘the Pilot’s cheer’ and sees the Pi-
lot’s boat with the local Hermit on board.)

Part VII

(The spirits leave the dead bodies they had ani-
mated. The ship sinks and the Mariner finds
himself in the Pilot’s boat.)

And now, all in my own countree,

| stood on the firm land!

The Hermit stepped forth from the boat,
And scarcely he could stand.

‘O shrieve me, shrieve me, holy man!’
The Hermit crossed his brow.

‘Say quick,” quoth he, ‘I bid thee say —
What manner of man art thou?’

Forthwith this frame of mine was wrenched
With a woful agony,

Which forced me to begin my tale:

And then it left me free....

| pass like night, from land to land;
| have strange power of speech;
The moment that his face | see,

I know the man that must hear me:
To him my tale | teach....

Farewell, farewell! But this | tell
To thee, thou wedding-guest!

He prayeth well, who loveth well
Both man and bird and beast.

He prayeth best, who loveth best
All things both great and small:
For the dear God who loveth us,
He made and loveth all.’

The Mariner, whose eye is bright,
Whose beard with age is hoar

Is gone: and now the Wedding-Guest
Turned from the bridegroom’s door.

He went like one that hath been stunned,
And is of sense forlorn:

A sadder and a wiser man,

He rose the morrow morn.



