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A Rhyme Of The Ancient Mariner

Introduction: The Timeless
Voyage of A Rhyme Of The
Ancient Mariner

Few  works  in  English  literature  have
captivated  readers  as  profoundly  as  A
Rhyme  Of  The  Ancient  Mariner,  a
masterpiece originally penned by Samuel
Taylor  Coleridge  and  first  published  in
1798. While the poem is most commonly
known as The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,
the variation A Rhyme Of The Ancient
Mariner  has persisted in popular usage,

reflecting  the  poem's  oral  storytelling
tradition and its haunting, musical quality.
This extraordinary narrative poem stands
as  a  cornerstone  of  the  Romantic
movement, weaving together supernatural
elements,  moral  allegory,  and  vivid
maritime  imagery  into  a  story  that
continues to resonate with readers more
than two centuries later.

The  poem tells  the  harrowing  tale  of  a
mariner  who,  through a  single  impulsive
act,  unleashes  a  chain  of  supernatural
events  that  test  the  limits  of  human
endurance,  guilt,  and redemption.  But  A



Rhyme Of The Ancient Mariner  is  far
more than a ghost story set at sea. It is a
profound  meditation  on  the  relationship
between humanity and the natural world,
the  weight  of  sin,  the  possibil ity  of
forgiveness, and the power of storytelling
itself.  In  this  comprehensive  exploration,
we will  delve into the poem's origins, its
key themes, its literary techniques, and its
enduring legacy in world literature.

Historical Context and
Origins of A Rhyme Of The
Ancient Mariner

The Romantic Era and the Lyrical

Ballads

A  Rhyme  Of  The  Ancient  Mariner  first
appeared  in  Lyrical  Ballads,  a  landmark
col lection  co-authored  by  Wil l iam
Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge.
Published in  1798,  this  volume is  widely
regarded as the beginning of the English
Romantic  movement  in  literature.  The
Romantic era was characterized by a deep
appreciation  for  nature,  an  interest  in
emotion  and  individual ism,  and  a
fascination with the supernatural and the
exotic.  Coleridge's  poem  embodied  all
these elements, making it a quintessential
Romantic work.

Wordsworth  and  Coleridge  had  very
different  poetic  temperaments.  While
Wordsworth  focused  on  the  beauty  of



A Rhyme Of The Ancient Mariner

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Conway & Ryker • Explore the unseen. • Page 3

ordinary  life  and  the  natural  world,
Coleridge was drawn to the mysterious, the
eerie, and the transcendent. A Rhyme Of
The  Ancient  Mariner  was  Coleridge's
major contribution to the collection, and it
stood  in  stark  contrast  to  the  more
grounded poems that  surrounded it.  The
collaboration between the two poets was
not  without  tension.  Wordsworth  later
expressed reservations about the poem's
supernatural  elements  and  its  archaic
language,  but  history  has  vindicated
Coleridge's  bold  artistic  choices.

The Inspiration Behind the Poem

The genesis of A Rhyme Of The Ancient
Mariner  can be traced to a dream that
Coleridge  had,  as  well  as  a  planned
collaboration  with  Wordsworth.  The  two

poets had discussed writing a poem that
would  explore  supernatural  events  while
still  maintaining a sense of psychological
realism.  Coleridge  drew  upon  his  wide
reading  in  travel  literature,  including
accounts of voyages to the polar regions
and the South Seas. The image of a sailor
who  shoots  an  albatross  and  suffers
terrible  consequences  may  have  been
inspired  by  folklore  and  marit ime
superstitions,  in  which the albatross was
considered a bird of good omen.

The poem also reflects Coleridge's interest
in the philosophy of German idealism, his
engagement with Christian theology, and
his  personal  struggles  with  guilt  and
addiction.  All  of  these influences converge
in  A Rhyme Of The Ancient Mariner,
creating a work that  is  simultaneously a



thrilling  adventure  story  and  a  deeply
philosophical allegory.

Summary of the Poem: The
Mariner's Journey

The Wedding Guest and the
Ancient Mariner

Before we examine the deeper meanings
of A Rhyme Of The Ancient Mariner, it
is  essential  to  understand  the  basic
narrative  framework.  The  poem  begins
with an ancient mariner stopping a young
man  on  his  way  to  a  wedding.  The
mariner's  "glittering  eye"  compels  the
wedding guest to listen, and the mariner
begins  his  tale.  This  framing  device  is
crucial, as it establishes the story as one of

confession,  test imony,  and  moral
instruction.

The  wedding  guest  is  at  first  reluctant,
anxious to join the festivities, but he is held
captive  by  the  mariner's  compelling
narrative. The poem thus becomes a story
within a story, a technique that Coleridge
uses to heighten the sense of mystery and
to emphasize the transformative power of
storytelling.

The Voyage and the Killing of
the Albatross

The mariner recounts how his ship set sail
from harbor,  full  of  joy  and anticipation.
The voyage initially goes well, but soon the
ship is driven southward by a storm, into
cold and misty regions. Amidst the ice and



A Rhyme Of The Ancient Mariner

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Conway & Ryker • Explore the unseen. • Page 5

fog,  an albatross  appears,  and the crew
welcomes  it  as  a  good  omen.  The  bird
follows  the  ship,  and  the  ice  breaks,
allowing the vessel to proceed northward.

Then comes the pivotal moment, the act
that sets the entire tragedy in motion: the
mariner shoots the albatross with his
crossbow. This seemingly senseless act is
never  fully  explained,  which  adds  to  its
power.  The mariner  does  not  act  out  of
hunger, fear, or necessity. He simply kills
the bird, and in doing so, he violates the
natural  order  and the trust  of  his  fellow
sailors.

The Curse and the Supernatural
Consequences

At first, the crew condemns the mariner for

killing  the  albatross,  which  they  believe
brought the good wind. But when the fog
clears  and  the  weather  turns  fair,  they
change their minds and justify the act. This
moral  vacillation is itself  a form of guilt.
Soon,  however,  the  ship  becomes
becalmed  under  a  blazing  sun,  and  a
terrible  drought  sets  in.  The  sailors  are
surrounded by "water, water, every where,
nor any drop to drink." The ship is haunted
by supernatural beings, and one by one,
the entire crew dies, each man cursing the
mariner with his eyes.

The mariner is left alone on a ghost ship,
surrounded  by  the  bodies  of  his  dead
comrades. He is tormented by the sight of
the creatures in the water, which he had
previously  dismissed  as  sl imy  and
repulsive. After seven days and nights, he



experiences  a  moment  of  grace:  he
watches the water snakes moving in the
moonlight  and,  without  thinking,  blesses
them in his heart. This spontaneous act of
love breaks the curse. The albatross falls
from his neck, and the ship begins to move
again, guided by angelic spirits.

The Return and the Penance

The mariner is eventually rescued, but his
penance is not complete. He is compelled
to wander  the earth,  telling his  story  to
those who need to hear it. The poem ends
with  the mariner  imparting his  hard-won
wisdom: "He prayeth well, who loveth well
both  man  and  bird  and  beast."  The
wedding guest, deeply affected by the tale,
turns away from the wedding, a "sadder
and a wiser man."

Major Themes in A Rhyme Of
The Ancient Mariner

Sin, Guilt, and Redemption

The most central theme of A Rhyme Of
The Ancient Mariner is the journey from
sin  to  redemption.  The  mariner's  act  of
killing  the  albatross  is  presented  as  an
original sin, a violation that separates him
from the natural and divine order. His guilt
is both psychological and supernatural: he
wears the albatross around his neck as a
visible  symbol  of  his  crime,  and  he  is
tormented  by  the  accusing  eyes  of  his
dead crewmates.

Redemption  comes  not  through ritual  or
prayer, but through a spontaneous act of
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love  and  appreciation  for  the  beauty  of
God's creation. When the mariner blesses
the water snakes, he reconnects with the
world around him, and the curse begins to
lift.  This  suggests  that  salvation  is
available to all who genuinely repent
and recognize the interconnectedness
of all living beings.

Humanity and the Natural World

The  poem  is  also  a  powerful  ecological
allegory,  long  before  the  term "ecology"
ex i s ted .  The  mar ine r ' s  c r ime  i s
fundamentally a crime against nature. By
killing  the  albatross,  he  disrupts  the
balance  of  the  natural  world,  and  the
consequences are catastrophic not only for
himself but for his entire crew. A Rhyme
Of The Ancient Mariner  warns against

the arrogance of humanity, the belief that
we can dominate and exploit the natural
world without consequence.

Coleridge's treatment of the water snakes
is  particularly  significant.  Initially,  the
mariner sees them as "slimy things" and
curses them. But when he truly sees their
beauty and blesses them, he is redeemed.
This shift in perception is the moral heart
of the poem: we must learn to love and
respect all creatures, not only those
that are useful or pleasing to us.

The Power of Storytelling

The framing device of the wedding guest
underscores  the  power  of  storytelling  to
transform lives. The mariner is compelled
to tell his tale, and those who hear it are



forever changed. The wedding guest, who
was initially  eager  for  worldly  pleasures,
becomes "sadder and wiser." This suggests
that  true  wisdom  often  comes  through
suffering and that the stories of those who
have  suffered  can  teach  us  valuable
lessons.

The mariner himself is a walking testament
to the power of narrative. His story is not
just entertainment; it is a form of penance
and a warning. He is a living embodiment
of the idea that some experiences are
so profound that they must be shared.

Literary Devices and Stylistic
Features

Archaic Language and Ballad
Form

A Rhyme Of  The  Ancient  Mariner  is
written in the form of a traditional ballad,
with a regular rhyme scheme and meter.
However,  Coleridge  deliberately  uses
archaic  language,  such  as  "eftsoons,"
"anear," and "we list," to give the poem an
antique,  timeless  quality.  This  language
choice  reinforces  the  sense  that  the
mariner  is  a  figure  from  a  distant  past,  a
voice speaking across the ages.

The ballad form also connects the poem to
the oral tradition of folk songs and legends.
The mariner is not just a character but a
storyteller, and the poem itself feels like a
performance, a tale to be spoken aloud in
a crowded hall.
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Supernatural Elements and
Gothic Atmosphere

Coleridge  masterfully  uses  supernatural
elements to create an atmosphere of dread
and mystery. The ghost ship, the spectral
crew members,  the  demonic  spirits,  and
the  polar  spirits  all  contribute  to  the
poem's  Gothic  atmosphere.  Yet,  the
supernatural  is  always  grounded  in
psychological reality. The horrors that the
mariner experiences are also reflections of
his inner state of guilt and despair.

The poem's  setting  is  equally  important.
The vast, empty ocean, the baking sun, the
icy polar regions, and the phosphorescent
glow of  the water all  create a vivid and
oppressive environment. The natural world
in A Rhyme Of The Ancient Mariner is

not  a  passive  backdrop  but  an  active
participant in the drama.

Symbolism and Allegory

The  poem  is  rich  in  symbolism.  The
albatross itself is the most famous symbol:
it  represents  many  things,  including  the
burden  of  guilt,  the  connection  between
humanity and nature, and the possibility of
redemption. The crossbow with which the
mariner  kills  the  bird  suggests  human
violence and the tools of destruction. The
water  snakes  symbolize  the  beauty  and
diversity of creation.

The wedding, which frames the poem, may
represent the joy and community that the
mariner has lost.  The wedding guest,  by
contrast,  stands  for  the  ordinary  person



who is  confronted with  a  profound truth
and must choose how to respond.

The Enduring Legacy of A
Rhyme Of The Ancient
Mariner

Influence on Literature and
Popular Culture

A Rhyme Of The Ancient Mariner  has
had  an  enormous  influence  on  literature
and popular culture. The phrase "albatross
around one's neck" has entered the English
language as a metaphor for a burdensome

guilt or obstacle. Writers from Mary Shelley
to  Herman  Melville  to  Margaret  Atwood
have  drawn  on  the  poem's  themes  and
imagery.  The  poem's  exploration  of
trauma, guilt,  and the need to tell  one's
s to ry  an t i c ipa tes  many  modern
psychological  narratives.

In  popular  culture,  the  poem  has  been
referenced  in  music,  film,  and  television.
The British rock band Iron Maiden famously
adapted  the  poem  into  a  song,  and
countless other artists have paid homage
to  Coleridge's  vision.  The  image  of  the
ancient mariner, with his glittering eye and
his compulsive need to tell  his  tale,  has
become an archetype.


