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Abstract

Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poetry stands as a cornerstone of Romantic literature, distinguished by its profound
engagement with symbolism and myth. This study investigates the multifaceted role of symbolic and mythic
elements in Coleridge’s poetic oeuvre, emphasizing how these devices articulate complex philosophical,
spiritual, and psychological themes. By examining key poems such as The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Kubla
Khan, and Christabel, the research explores how Coleridge’s symbolism and mythopoetic imagination reflect
the Romantic era’s quest for transcendence and the reconciliation of reason and imagination. The study also
considers Coleridge’s engagement with diverse mythological traditions—Christian, classical, and Eastern—and
assesses the lasting influence of his symbolic methodology on subsequent literary movements. Ultimately, this
research elucidates how Coleridge’s mythic vision transcends mere narrative function, operating as a vital
framework for exploring universal human experiences and the creative imagination.
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I.  Introduction

Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772—1834) stands as one of the seminal figures of the English Romantic
movement, whose poetry and criticism profoundly shaped the course of 19th-century literature. Among his
many contributions, Coleridge’s innovative and intricate use of symbolism and myth remains one of the most
compelling aspects of his poetic vision. Unlike many of his contemporaries who often employed direct narrative
or personal expression, Coleridge ventured deeply into the realm of allegory, symbolism, and mythic structures
to evoke complex philosophical, psychological, and metaphysical ideas. This introduction explores Coleridge’s
profound use of symbolism and myth within his Romantic poetry, examining how these devices function not
only as artistic embellishments but as essential tools to convey the ineffable mysteries of human experience and
the sublime.

1. Romanticism and the Role of Symbolism and Myth

To understand Coleridge’s symbolic and mythic imagination, it is crucial first to situate him within the
broader framework of Romanticism. The Romantic era, spanning roughly from the late 18th to mid-19th
century, was characterized by an emphasis on individual emotion, nature, imagination, and a reaction against the
rationalism of the Enlightenment. Within this context, poetry often served as a medium to explore
transcendence, spirituality, and the unconscious. Symbolism and myth were central to this exploration. Unlike
straightforward allegory, symbolism in Romantic poetry operates on multiple levels, allowing an object or
image to represent not just a single idea but a web of interconnected meanings. Myths, often drawn from
classical, biblical, or folk traditions, provided a shared cultural vocabulary through which poets like Coleridge
could address universal themes—such as creation, destruction, redemption, and the eternal struggle between
good and evil. Coleridge’s mastery lies in his ability to weave these symbolic and mythic elements into his
poetry to invite readers into an active process of interpretation and reflection. Rather than prescribing a fixed
meaning, his works encourage an engagement with the mysteries they evoke.

2. Symbolism in Coleridge’s Poetry: A Gateway to the Sublime

Coleridge’s use of symbolism is pervasive throughout his oeuvre, from his earliest poems to his later,
more philosophical works. One of the most emblematic examples is found in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner
(1798), where symbolism operates on several planes—natural, spiritual, and psychological. The albatross,
perhaps the most famous symbol in English literature, functions on multiple levels. On the surface, it is a
majestic bird representing nature’s beauty and mystery. However, it quickly assumes a symbolic role as a token
of divine favor and later, as a burden or curse when the Mariner kills it. The physical wearing of the dead
albatross around the Mariner’s neck is a tangible symbol of guilt and penance, reminiscent of mythic
punishments and moral reckoning. Furthermore, the voyage itself symbolizes a spiritual journey or a form of
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purgatory, where the Mariner undergoes suffering and eventual redemption. The supernatural elements—ghostly
spirits, the spectral ship, and the mysterious sea creatures—are rich with symbolic resonance that transcends
their narrative functions to evoke themes of alienation, divine justice, and the power of nature.

In Kubla Khan (1797), symbolism becomes more abstract and visionary. The “stately pleasure-dome”
is not merely an architectural marvel but a symbol of creative imagination itself—a fragile and ephemeral realm
where human creativity interacts with nature’s sublime forces. The imagery of the sacred river Alph winding
through caves and the tumultuous chasm invokes the mysterious origins of poetic inspiration and the
unconscious mind. Coleridge’s poetry also employs symbols drawn from Christian and classical traditions. The
notion of light and darkness frequently recurs, symbolizing knowledge and ignorance, good and evil. The
tension between these opposites mirrors Coleridge’s own philosophical engagement with the dualities of
existence.

3. Mythic Structures and Allusions

Myth permeates Coleridge’s poetry, providing a scaffold for exploring archetypal human experiences. Unlike
Romantic poets such as William Blake, who created personal mythologies, Coleridge often reinterpreted
existing myths and biblical stories, embedding them in his poetry to communicate complex moral and
metaphysical concerns. In The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, the journey of the Mariner recalls the epic voyages
of mythic heroes such as Odysseus or Aeneas. The Mariner’s isolation and suffering resonate with the archetype
of the wanderer or the penitent sinner, linking his narrative to Christian themes of sin and redemption. The
spectral crew and the strange albatross evoke mythic forces beyond human comprehension, situating the poem
in a liminal space between the natural and supernatural worlds.

Coleridge’s engagement with myth is also evident in Christabel (1816), a narrative poem steeped in Gothic and
folk traditions. The characters of Christabel and Geraldine function as mythic figures representing innocence
and evil, respectively. Geraldine’s ambiguous nature and supernatural qualities connect the poem to vampire
folklore and myths about enchantment and possession. Through these mythic archetypes, Coleridge explores
themes of good versus evil, the uncanny, and the complexities of human psychology. Moreover, Coleridge’s
interest in Eastern myths and philosophies—such as those found in Hinduism and Buddhism—also influenced
his symbolic lexicon. His exposure to these traditions broadened his conception of myth beyond Western
Christianity and classicism, allowing him to incorporate ideas of cyclical time, cosmic unity, and spiritual
transcendence into his poetry.

4. The Function of Symbolism and Myth in Conveying Coleridge’s Philosophical Ideas

Coleridge was not only a poet but also a philosopher deeply engaged with German Idealism and
Christian theology. His symbolic and mythic imagery serves as a vehicle for expressing his complex ideas about
the nature of the mind, the imagination, and the divine. In Biographia Literaria (1817), Coleridge distinguishes
between “fancy” and “imagination,” describing the latter as a creative, unifying force that synthesizes diverse
elements of experience into new wholes. His poetry enacts this imaginative synthesis through its symbolic
complexity, where myth and symbol function as expressions of the mind’s higher faculties.

The albatross in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner can be read not only as a symbol of guilt but as a
representation of the human conscience and the moral law. The poem’s progression from transgression to
repentance parallels the workings of the human spirit as it grapples with freedom, responsibility, and
redemption. Likewise, the imagery in Kubla Khan reflects Coleridge’s conception of poetic creation as a divine
act, where the poet channels primal energies of nature and mind. The sacred river Alph symbolizes the flow of
creative inspiration, while the tumultuous chasm suggests the dangers and unconscious depths that the
imagination must navigate. Coleridge’s use of myth also allows him to address the tension between reason and
faith. His symbolic narratives often highlight the limits of human understanding and the necessity of
transcending rationalism to access spiritual truths. This is especially evident in his treatment of supernatural
elements, which are never merely fantastical but charged with metaphysical significance.

5. Symbolism and Myth as Emotional and Psychological Devices

Coleridge’s symbolic and mythic imagery also operates on a psychological level, prefiguring modern
psychoanalytic interpretations. His poetry explores the unconscious mind’s depths, revealing fears, desires, and
internal conflicts through mythic motifs. In Christabel, the enigmatic relationship between Christabel and
Geraldine can be seen as an exploration of the dualities within the human psyche—innocence and corruption,
light and shadow. Geraldine’s seductive and malevolent presence symbolizes repressed desires and fears,
making the poem an early investigation of the uncanny. The symbolism of the albatross as a burden of guilt in
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner parallels psychological states of conscience and alienation. The Mariner’s
journey mirrors a process of internal reckoning and transformation, with mythic elements dramatizing the soul’s
struggle toward reconciliation. Coleridge’s poetic use of myth thus serves both to externalize inner experiences
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and to connect individual psychology with universal archetypes. His work suggests that myth and symbol
function as bridges between the conscious and unconscious realms, allowing readers to engage with profound
emotional and existential questions.

6. Coleridge’s Influence and Legacy in Symbolism and Myth

Coleridge’s pioneering use of symbolism and myth influenced not only his contemporaries but also later
generations of poets and thinkers. His work laid the groundwork for the symbolist movement in the late 19th
century and for modernist poets who explored the unconscious and mythic dimensions of human experience.
Poets such as W.B. Yeats, T.S. Eliot, and Wallace Stevens drew on Coleridge’s methods, incorporating complex
symbols and mythic references to express modern anxieties and spiritual quests. Coleridge’s distinction between
fancy and imagination anticipated psychoanalytic and philosophical theories about creativity and the
unconscious. Moreover, Coleridge’s blending of Christian, classical, and Eastern mythologies expanded the
literary canon’s symbolic resources, making his work a rich field for cross-cultural and interdisciplinary study.
His symbolic imagination remains a vital source for exploring the relationship between literature, philosophy,
and spirituality.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s use of symbolism and myth is a cornerstone of his Romantic poetic vision,
enabling him to probe deep philosophical, emotional, and spiritual questions. Through emblematic figures such
as the albatross, the enchanted realm of Kubla Khan, and the Gothic characters of Christabel, Coleridge crafts a
symbolic universe that transcends literal narrative to evoke the sublime and the mysterious. His symbolic and
mythic language functions on multiple levels—moral, metaphysical, psychological—engaging readers in a
dynamic interpretive experience. Coleridge’s poetry exemplifies the Romantic ideal of art as a vehicle for
transcending the ordinary and accessing higher truths through imagination. As a poet and thinker, Coleridge’s
legacy continues to inspire and challenge readers, affirming the enduring power of symbolism and myth to
articulate the complexities of human existence and creativity.

Research Objectives
The primary objectives of this study are to:

L. Analyze the nature and function of symbolism and myth in the poetry of Samuel Taylor Coleridge.

2. Examine how Coleridge’s use of symbolic and mythic elements reflects the philosophical and spiritual
concerns of the Romantic era.

3. Explore the interplay between imagination, myth, and symbolism in conveying complex psychological
and metaphysical themes.

4. Investigate the influence of diverse cultural mythologies, including Christian, classical, and Eastern
traditions, on Coleridge’s poetic vision.

5. Assess the impact of Coleridge’s symbolic and mythic poetics on subsequent literary movements and

modern interpretations.

Need of the Study

While Coleridge is widely recognized as a foundational figure in Romantic literature, the intricate role
of symbolism and myth in his poetry merits deeper exploration. Much existing criticism tends to focus on his
biographical, philosophical, or purely literary achievements without fully addressing how symbolism and myth
serve as central devices that integrate his poetic themes and philosophical ideas. Understanding Coleridge’s
symbolic and mythic imagination offers valuable insights into the Romantic era’s broader engagement with
spirituality, nature, and the unconscious mind. This study fills the need for a focused and comprehensive
analysis of these elements, which are crucial for grasping Coleridge’s contribution to the development of
modern poetic expression and the evolution of literary symbolism.

Research Gap

Although numerous scholars have studied Coleridge’s poetry and philosophy, there remains a
significant gap concerning an integrated examination of how symbolism and myth operate together within his
poetic corpus. Many analyses treat symbolism and myth as isolated phenomena or limit their scope to individual
poems such as The Rime of the Ancient Mariner or Kubla Khan. Additionally, comparative studies that
investigate the influence of non-Western myths and the intersection of Coleridge’s philosophical ideas with his
symbolic language are scarce. This study addresses these gaps by providing a holistic exploration of Coleridge’s
symbolic-mythic poetics across his works, while also contextualizing it within Romanticism and its intellectual
milieu.
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Significance of the Research

This research contributes to Romantic literary studies by highlighting how Coleridge’s poetic
symbolism and myth transcend mere literary ornamentation to function as fundamental modes of meaning-
making. It underscores Coleridge’s unique position as a poet-philosopher who uses myth and symbol to grapple
with metaphysical questions about existence, creativity, and transcendence. The study also enhances
interdisciplinary scholarship by bridging literary criticism, philosophy, and religious studies, especially in
relation to the Romantic imagination’s spiritual dimensions. By deepening our understanding of Coleridge’s
symbolic and mythic techniques, the research illuminates the ongoing relevance of Romantic poetry in
contemporary discourses on art, consciousness, and cultural identity.

II.  Review of Literature

The scholarly landscape on Coleridge’s use of symbolism and myth reflects a rich but somewhat
fragmented field. Early biographers and critics like Ernest Hartley Coleridge and Rosemary Ashton provide
valuable context on Coleridge’s life and philosophical background but tend to treat symbolism as secondary to
his literary and intellectual biography. M.H. Abrams, in The Mirror and the Lamp (1953), foregrounds
Romantic poets’ turn toward subjective imagination, recognizing Coleridge’s symbolic imagination as pivotal in
expanding poetry’s expressive capacity. Abrams particularly notes Coleridge’s attempt to reconcile reason and
imagination, where symbolism mediates between the conscious and unconscious. Coleridge’s own Biographia
Literaria (1817) remains foundational for understanding his theoretical approach to imagination, fancy, and
symbolism, which critics like Kathleen Wheeler and Nicholas Halmi have examined in relation to his poetic
output. Wheeler emphasizes Coleridge’s differentiation of “primary” and “secondary” imagination as crucial to
his symbolic method, where myth functions as a form of universal symbolic language.

David Perkins (1970) explores Coleridge’s mythic allusions in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,
interpreting the poem as an allegory of spiritual fall and redemption, with the albatross symbolizing the burden
of guilt. Perkins’ work has been seminal in connecting mythic narrative structures to psychological and ethical
dimensions in Coleridge’s poetry. Barbara M. Benedict’s studies on Kubla Khan (1983) highlight the poem’s
rich symbolic landscape, viewing the “pleasure-dome” as a metaphor for the fragile, sublime act of poetic
creation. Her analysis expands the appreciation of Coleridge’s mythopoetic language as a visionary expression
of the Romantic sublime. More recently, scholars like Tim Fulford and Jason Camlot have examined
Coleridge’s engagement with non-Western mythologies, particularly Hindu and Buddhist influences, suggesting
that these traditions enriched his symbolic vocabulary and broadened his philosophical horizons. This line of
inquiry opens new pathways for understanding how Coleridge’s poetic mythology transcends Eurocentric
paradigms. Despite these important contributions, few studies comprehensively synthesize Coleridge’s use of
symbolism and myth across his entire poetic corpus or link them explicitly to his philosophical and theological
concerns. This research aims to build on and unify existing scholarship by integrating these critical perspectives,
thereby offering a more nuanced understanding of how symbolism and myth function as core elements in
Coleridge’s Romantic poetics.

III.  Discussion

Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poetry is richly imbued with symbolism and myth, which function as more
than mere decorative elements. These devices are central to how Coleridge constructs meaning, enabling him to
probe philosophical, spiritual, and psychological dimensions. For instance, in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,
the albatross is a multilayered symbol—on one level, it represents nature’s majesty and innocence, while
simultaneously becoming a burden of guilt and a signifier of spiritual punishment when killed. This
transformation shows Coleridge’s skill at investing a single image with complex significance that evolves
through the narrative. Mythic elements in this poem also structure the Mariner’s journey as a symbolic rite of
passage, resembling archetypal mythic hero journeys found in classical epics. The Mariner’s penance and
eventual redemption echo the Christian myth of sin and salvation, as well as universal themes of human
fallibility and grace. The supernatural elements—spirits, ghost ships, and enchanted creatures—serve to elevate
the poem from a mere seafaring tale to a mythic allegory exploring the limits of human understanding and the
power of the divine. Similarly, Kubla Khan utilizes mythic imagery to evoke the act of poetic creation itself.
The “pleasure-dome” symbolizes the fragile yet sublime realm of imagination, a mythical place where the
human mind communes with primal natural forces. Here, symbolism and myth function not only to describe but
to enact the creative process, conveying the tension between the conscious act of shaping art and the
unconscious depths from which inspiration flows.

Coleridge’s symbolic and mythic poetics are deeply intertwined with the philosophical and spiritual
preoccupations of Romanticism, particularly the tension between reason and imagination, faith and doubt, and
nature and transcendence. His poetry grapples with the challenge of representing the sublime—experiences that
surpass ordinary understanding. For example, in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, the interplay between guilt,
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punishment, and redemption mirrors Romanticism’s exploration of individual moral responsibility and spiritual
awakening. The Mariner’s transgression against nature and subsequent reconciliation reflect the Romantic ideal
that true knowledge and harmony arise not from cold rationalism but from an imaginative and moral union with
the natural world and the divine. Coleridge’s engagement with Christian theology is evident in his use of mythic
motifs of fall and redemption, but he simultaneously challenges orthodox religious dogma by emphasizing
personal spiritual experience and the imaginative faculty as the path to truth. This philosophical stance reflects
broader Romantic critiques of Enlightenment rationalism and institutional religion. Moreover, Coleridge’s
fascination with Eastern philosophies—such as Hindu concepts of cyclical time and spiritual unity—further
enriches his symbolic and mythic vocabulary, positioning him as a poet seeking a universal spiritual vision
beyond cultural and religious boundaries.

Coleridge’s conception of imagination as a creative and unifying force is foundational to his use of
symbolism and myth. In Biographia Literaria, he distinguishes between “fancy,” which merely recombines
existing images, and “imagination,” which synthesizes and transcends to create new realities. His poetry enacts
this imaginative synthesis through symbolic and mythic language, which conveys complex inner states and
metaphysical ideas. The symbolic burden of the albatross, for instance, externalizes the Mariner’s internal
psychological torment, guilt, and alienation, transforming abstract emotional states into vivid mythic imagery.
The mythic voyage, with its encounters with supernatural beings, dramatizes the soul’s confrontation with
existential questions of life, death, and redemption. In Christabel, the symbolic duality between the characters
Christabel and Geraldine reflects psychological themes of innocence and corruption, conscious and
unconscious, light and shadow. The mythic and Gothic elements function as allegories of the human psyche’s
divided nature and the tension between good and evil impulses. Thus, myth and symbol in Coleridge’s poetry
are not merely narrative devices but serve as portals into the psychological and metaphysical realms, inviting
readers to engage with the mysteries of human existence and consciousness.

Coleridge’s symbolic and mythic imagery is shaped by a diverse range of cultural influences. While
deeply rooted in Christian and classical traditions, his poetry also reveals an openness to Eastern mythologies
and philosophies, which was relatively rare among his contemporaries. Christian motifs of sin, fall, and
redemption pervade The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, where the Mariner’s punishment and eventual spiritual
awakening recall biblical narratives. Classical myths provide structural and thematic models, evident in the epic
journey archetype and the invocation of mythic heroism. Coleridge’s interest in Hindu and Buddhist thought—
particularly their concepts of cyclical time, karma, and spiritual transcendence—inflects his later symbolic
language and philosophical ideas. This cross-cultural engagement broadens his mythopoetic framework,
allowing him to articulate a more universal vision of human experience that transcends parochial religious
dogmas.

Coleridge’s innovative use of symbolism and myth has had a lasting influence on English literature and
beyond. His blending of poetic imagination with philosophical inquiry paved the way for later symbolist and
modernist poets, who similarly sought to explore the unconscious and spiritual dimensions through mythic and
symbolic forms. Writers such as W.B. Yeats and T.S. Eliot drew heavily on Coleridge’s methods, employing
symbols and myths to grapple with modern existential and spiritual crises. Coleridge’s distinction between fancy
and imagination anticipated psychoanalytic and existentialist theories about creativity and the unconscious.
Contemporary literary criticism continues to revisit Coleridge’s symbolic and mythic poetics, emphasizing their
richness and complexity as frameworks for interpreting Romantic literature’s engagement with metaphysics,
psychology, and cultural pluralism.

IV.  Conclusion

Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poetic genius is inextricably linked to his innovative and layered use of
symbolism and myth, which form the bedrock of his poetic vision. This study has demonstrated that Coleridge’s
symbolic and mythic language functions on multiple levels: as narrative devices, philosophical allegories,
psychological symbols, and spiritual metaphors. In poems such as The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, symbolism
serves to externalize internal states of guilt, redemption, and spiritual awakening, while myth structures the
narrative as a universal rite of passage. In Kubla Khan, myth and symbol intertwine to represent the paradoxes
of poetic creation—the tension between the conscious mind and unconscious inspiration. Coleridge’s symbolic-
mythic imagination is deeply rooted in the intellectual currents of the Romantic era, reflecting its spiritual and
philosophical concerns with the sublime, the limits of reason, and the power of imagination. His poetry
negotiates between Christian theological motifs and broader mythological traditions, including classical epics
and Eastern philosophies, creating a syncretic mythopoetic framework that enriches the thematic complexity of
his works. Moreover, Coleridge’s differentiation between “fancy” and “imagination” as modes of poetic
creation foregrounds the transformative power of myth and symbolism in shaping human consciousness and
artistic expression. This conceptual framework influenced not only Romantic contemporaries but also modernist
and postmodernist writers, marking Coleridge as a pivotal figure in the evolution of literary symbolism.
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This study has also addressed significant gaps in existing scholarship by providing an integrated analysis that
spans Coleridge’s major poetic works and incorporates interdisciplinary perspectives from philosophy, theology,
and comparative mythology. By doing so, it underscores the continued relevance of Coleridge’s symbolic and
mythic poetics in understanding the intersections of literature, spirituality, and psychology. In conclusion,
Coleridge’s use of symbolism and myth is not simply an aesthetic choice but a profound mode of engaging with
the human condition. His poetry invites readers into a liminal space where myth becomes a living language of
the imagination, opening pathways to transcendence and self-understanding. Future research might further
explore Coleridge’s symbolic interaction with emerging scientific thought and its implications for contemporary
literary theory.
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