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Ancient Mariner

The Rime Of The Ancient
Mariner

Introduction:
The Enduring
Enchantment of
a Mariner’s Tale

Few poems in the English
language possess the haunting
power and enduring mystery of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s
The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner. Since its publication
in 1798 as the opening poem of
Lyrical Ballads, a collaboration
with William Wordsworth, this
supernatural narrative has
captivated readers with its
strange blend of Gothic horror,

maritime adventure, and

profound moral allegory. The
poem tells the story of a
mariner who shoots an albatross
and  suffers supernatural
consequences, forcing him to
wander the earth and share his
cautionary tale. But beneath this
seemingly simple plot lies a
complex exploration of sin,
redemption, the natural world,
and the power of storytelling
itself. This article provides a
comprehensive exploration of
Coleridge’s masterpiece,
examining its origins, structure,
themes, and lasting literary

significance.
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The Romantic Era and
Lyrical Ballads

To fully appreciate Samuel
Taylor Coleridge’s The Rime
of the Ancient Mariner, one
the
revolutionary literary movement

must understand
from which it emerged. The
Romantic period, spanning
roughly from 1789 to 1832, was
characterized by a profound
shift away from the rigid
neoclassical forms of the
eighteenth century. Poets like
Coleridge, Wordsworth, Blake,
and later Keats, Shelley, and
Byron, emphasized imagination,
emotion, individual experience,
and the sublime power of
nature.

When Lyrical Ballads appeared
in 1798, it was a quiet but

seisTher Hiis to el

literature. Wordsworth and
Coleridge planned the collection
with a deliberate division of
labor. Wordsworth would focus
on ordinary life and the
language of common people,
while Coleridge would explore
the supernatural and the
mysterious. As Wordsworth
later explained, Coleridge’s task
was to take “incidents and
agents from a supernatural
world”
believable by giving them “a

and render them

human interest and a semblance
of truth.” The Ancient Mariner
fulfilled this
spectacularly.

mission

Coleridge’s Sources and
Inspirations

Coleridge drew from a wide
range of sources for his poem.
He was influenced by his
extensive reading of travel
narratives, including accounts
of real maritime explorers like

Captain James Cook. He also
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cien
from medieval rhags,

stopping a young man on his

medieval folklore, and Christian
theology. The story of a sailor
who kills a seabird and suffers a
curse echoes earlier folk
traditions, but Coleridge
transformed these raw materials
into something entirely original.

3

A dream of a “spectre-ship”
shared by a friend, the poet
William Wordsworth,

contributed to the poem’s eerie

also

atmosphere.

Structure and
Plot: A Journey
Through the
Supernatural

The Frame Narrative and
the Wedding Guest

One of the most distinctive
features of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge’s The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner is its use of a
frame narrative. The poem

way to a wedding. The Wedding
Guest is initially reluctant and
impatient, but he becomes
spellbound by the Mariner’s
tale. This framing device serves
multiple purposes: it creates a
sense of immediacy and
dramatic tension, it emphasizes
the didactic purpose of the
story, and it mirrors the captive
audience that all powerful
stories demand.

The poem is divided into seven
parts, each marking a distinct
phase of the Mariner’s journey.
The rhyme scheme and meter
are deliberately irregular,
echoing the traditional ballad
form while allowing Coleridge
to vary the pace and mood
effectively.

Part I: The Mariner’s
Crime

The Mariner’s ship sails
southward, driven by storms,
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into the icy, desolate Antarctic.
Despite the harsh conditions, a
majestic albatross appears
through the fog and is greeted
joyfully by the crew. The bird
becomes a symbol of good luck
and companionship. Yet,
inexplicably and without
motive, the Mariner shoots the
albatross with his crossbow.
This act is the crisis that sets the
entire supernatural machinery in
motion. The crew is horrified at
first,
improves, they justify the

but when the weather
Mariner’s act,
themselves complicit in the
crime.

making

Part II: The Curse Takes
Hold

The consequences are swift and
terrible. The wind dies, and the
ship becomes trapped in a
motionless, sun-scorched sea.
Water, water everywhere, but
not a drop to drink. The crew
suffers agonizing thirst. It is in
this section that the famous

image of the albatross being
hung around the Mariner’s neck
appears, a literal and symbolic
burden of guilt. The ship is
becalmed, rotting, and isolated.

Part II1: The Spectre-
Ship and the Dice Game

This part contains some of the

most memorable and
nightmarish imagery in English
poetry. A ghostly ship
approaches, manned by two
ghastly figures: Death and Life-
in-Death. They play dice for the
souls of the crew. Death wins
the crew, but Life-in-Death
wins the Mariner, condemning
him to a living death of eternal
wandering and guilt. After she
wins, the sun sets, and all two
hundred of the Mariner’s
shipmates drop dead, one by
one, each cursing him with his

or her final glance.

Part I'V: Isolation and
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The Mariner is left alone on the
ship with the dead bodies. He is
surrounded by rotting sea
creatures and a slimy, crawling
sea. He cannot pray, he cannot
sleep, and he cannot die. For
seven days and nights, he
endures this living hell. Then, a
Watching the
water snakes moving in the

shift occurs.

moonlight, he is suddenly struck
by their beauty and blesses them
“unaware.” This spontaneous,
unselfish act of appreciation
breaks the curse. The albatross
falls from his neck and sinks

into the sea.

Part V: Supernatural
Relief and Penance

With the Mariner’s prayer, the
natural and supernatural worlds
respond. Rain falls, the ship
moves, and angelic spirits
inhabit the bodies of the dead
crew, who rise and man the

land, the spirits depart. His
penance is not over. A hermit
and two pilots row out to meet
him. As they approach, a
whirlpool sinks the ship, but the
Mariner is rescued in the pilot’s
boat.

Part VI and VII: The
Wandering and the
Lesson

The Mariner is compelled to tell
his story to the Hermit, who
shrives him (absolves him of
sin), but his penance is a
recurring one. A fit of agony
seizes him, and he must tell his
tale to a chosen listener, one
who needs to hear it. He returns
to the frame narrative, looking
intently at the Wedding Guest,
who is now deeply moved. The
Mariner’s final message is a
simple yet profound one: he
who loves all things, both man
and beast, prays best. He blesses
the Wedding Guest and departs.

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Neil & Bray ¢ The journey of a

thousand miles begins with a single page. * Page 5



The Wedding Guest turns from
the wedding, “a sadder and a
wiser man.”

Major Themes in
The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner

Sin, Guilt, and the Fall
from Grace

The central theme of Samuel
Taylor Coleridge’s The Rime
of the Ancient Mariner is the
nature of sin and its
consequences. The Mariner’s
act of killing the albatross is
presented as a violation of a
fundamental order. It is a crime
against nature, against
hospitality, and against the
sanctity of life itself. The poem
does not offer a simple
explanation for why he does it.
The act seems motiveless,
which makes it all the more
disturbing and universal. It

represents the human capacity

for arbitrary cruelty and the
mysterious nature of evil.

Guilt is externalized in the
poem. The albatross around the
neck is a powerful and
unforgettable image of public
shame and psychological
burden. The Mariner’s isolation,
his inability to pray or sleep,
and the haunting eyes of his
dead crewmates all dramatize
the corrosive effects of guilt on
the human soul.

Redemption Through
Awe and Love

If the poem is about sin, it is
equally about redemption. The
Mariner does not actively seek
forgiveness. Instead,
redemption comes as a gift,
prompted by an involuntary,
unconscious act of beauty. He
blesses the water snakes simply
because they are beautiful and
alive. This moment is crucial. It
suggests that grace is not earned

through effort but received
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interconnectedness of all living
things. The Mariner’s penance is
not to suffer forever, but to
share his story and his
newfound wisdom.

The Interconnectedness
of All Life

The poem is a powerful early
argument for what we might
now call an ecological
The Mariner

learns that all creatures, from

consciousness.

the albatross to the water
snakes, are part of a divine and
When he
destroys one part of that

unified creation.
creation without reason, the
entire order collapses. His final
blessing and lesson emphasize
this unity: “He prayeth best,
who loveth best / All things
both great and small.” This
message resonates profoundly
with modern environmental
ethics.

The Ancient Mariner is a
storyteller, and his story has a
transformative effect on his
listener. The Wedding Guest
begins as a reluctant audience,
eager to attend a celebration. He
ends as a “sadder and a wiser
man,” having been confronted
with the mysteries of life, death,
and morality. The frame
narrative highlights the purpose
of art and storytelling itself: to
teach, to warn, to move, and to
The
compulsion to tell his story is

connect. Mariner’s

also a burden, suggesting that
those who have seen “things
beyond the veil” are forever
marked and forever driven to
share their vision.

Literary Devices
and Poetic
Technique
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Symbolism and Allegory

The poem is rich with symbolic
meaning. The albatross is the
symbol,
representing innocence, nature,

most obvious
divine grace, and the burden of
guilt. The sun and moon
represent opposing forces: the
sun is associated with reason,
order, and sometimes
punishment, while the moon is
associated with imagination,
mystery, and grace. The
spectre-ship and the figures of
Death and Life-in-Death are
allegorical embodiments of the
Mariner’s fate. The journey
itself can be read as an allegory
of the soul’s passage through
sin, despair, and eventual

redemption.

Imagery and the
Supernatural

Coleridge’s use of vivid,
sensuous imagery is one of the
poem’s greatest strengths. The

descriptions of the icy

Antarctic, the rotting sea, the
ghostly ship, and the dead crew
rising to work the sails are
unforgettable. The poem
masterfully blends the realistic
details of a sea voyage with
supernatural elements, creating
a liminal world that feels both
familiar and terrifyingly

The
personification, such as “the Sun

strange. use of
came up upon the left, / Out of
the sea came he,” gives the
natural world a mythic and alive
quality.

Language, Meter, and
Ballad Form

Coleridge consciously adapted
the traditional English ballad
form, with its simple language,
repetition, and narrative drive.
However, he enriched it with
sophisticated poetic techniques.
The metre is primarily iambic
tetrameter and trimeter, but
Coleridge varies it for dramatic
effect.
language, such as “eftsoons” and

The wuse of archaic
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“thou,” adds to
timeless. legendary quality. The

AS Tt M%l'dil%]?_ubhc grew steadily. By

the nineteenth century, it was

frequent use of incremental
repetition—the repetition of
lines or phrases with slight
variations—builds tension and
reinforces key ideas.

Critical
Reception and
Legacy

Initial Reception and
Later Recognition

The initial critical reception of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s
The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner was mixed. Some
early reviewers were baffled by
its supernaturalism and archaic
style. The poet and critic
William Wordsworth, despite
collaborating on Lyrical Ballads,
later expressed reservations
about the poem, finding its
narrative improbable. However,
the poem’s popularity with the

widely recognized as a
masterpiece. Later critics,
including the Victorians and
Modernists, came to see it as
one of the most original and
profound poems in the English
language.

Influence on Literature
and Popular Culture

The influence of the poem is
vast. It has inspired countless
works of literature, from Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein (which
also explores the theme of a
creator haunted by his creation)
to the poems of Alfred, Lord
Tennyson and the novels of
In the
twentieth century, its influence
can be seen in T.S. Eliot’s The
Waste Land and the works of
Samuel Beckett. The poem’s

Herman Melville.

imagery, particularly the
albatross as a symbol of burden,
has permeated popular culture,

appearing in films, television
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shows, music, and everyday language. The phrase “an
albatross around one’



