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Coleridge & Ottery St. Mary
I was accustomed to run up and down the churchyard and act over again all
I had been reading on the docks, the nettles, and the rank grass.
Alone, alone, all, all alone,
Alone on a wide wide sea!
And never a saint took pity on
My soul in agony.

Coleridge was born in the School House, Ottery St Mary on
21st October 1772. His father was John Coleridge - vicar of St
Mary’s in Ottery and master of the King’s School.

Coleridge as a child was happiest in the company of his father,
who took him around the parish of Ottery St Mary while
making pastoral and social calls on his neighbours. On these
walks they would discuss large questions - well beyond the
usual interests of a small boy - of stars and planets, of God
and Creation, of life and death.
Coleridge wrote of it later... “I heard him with a profound
delight & admiration; but without the least mixture of wonder
or incredulity. For from my early reading of Faery Tales, & Genii
&c &c my mind had been habituated to the Vast ...”

Peter Harris collection

The house in which Coleridge was born is on the left of this
photograph, taken in 1884, when it was about to be demolished.

His childhood was not a particularly happy one. His inward
looking nature and precocious learning set him apart from
his peers...
“I became a dreamer...” he tells us “...and acquired an
indisposition to all bodily activity - and I was fretful, and
inordinately passionate, and as I could not play at any thing,
and was slothful, I was despised & hated by the boys ...”

Peter Harris collection

With kind permission of Vanessa Coleridge

A painting showing Coleridge as a boy in the church with
his father.

The Church and its yard were Coleridge’s boyhood playground.
He would often sit somewhere in the sun and read for hours,
or he “...used to lie by the wall and mope, and my spirits used
to come upon me suddenly and in a flood; and then I was
accustomed to run up and down the churchyard and act over
again all I had been reading on the docks, the nettles, and the
rank grass”.

The King’s School, Ottery St Mary (taken in 1884).
In 1778 Coleridge joined the King’s School where his father was
master, but he was teased by the older boys, and because he
wasn’t inclined to boisterous games, he quickly became isolated
and lonely. He found solace in books and read incessantly.

Source: Phyllis Baxter
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Coleridge’s Poetry
When a man is unhappy, he writes damned bad poetry

It is widely agreed that many of Coleridge’s best known and
most loved poems come from his early years as a writer from 1789 to the turn of the century.
The sonnets of William Lisle Bowles, published in 1789, had a
huge impact on the budding poet in Coleridge who wrote of
their influence as ‘so natural and real, and yet so dignified
and harmonious’. In one of Coleridge’s earliest sonnets of
1789, Life, he writes of his home and his new-found hope for
the future as a poet,
As late I journied o’er the extensive plain
Where native Otter sports his scanty stream,
Musing in torpid woe a sister’s pain,
The glorious prospect woke me from the dream.
At every step it widen’d to my sight,
Wood, Meadow, verdant Hill, and dreary Steep.
Following in quick succession of delight,
Till all at once did my eye ravish’d sweep !
May this (I cried) my course through Life portray !
New scenes of wisdom may each step display,
And Knowledge open as my days advance!
Till what time Death shall pour the undarken'd ray,
My eye shall dart thro' infinite expanse,
And thought suspended lie in Rapture's blissful trance.

It is the poems from Coleridge’s early period that remain
most memorable: the exotic description and mystery in Kubla
Khan (including the mystique of its creation); the rhythmic
and haunting storytelling of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,
and the close scrutiny and detailing of the natural world in
the Conversation poems...
....Pale beneath the blaze
Hung the transparent foliage; and I watch’d
Some broad and sunny leaf, and lov’d to see
The shadow of the leaf and stem above
Dappling its sunshine!
This Lime-tree Bower My Prison, 1797

Lyrical Ballads
This was a book of poetry
published anonymously by
Wordsworth and Coleridge
while they lived in the West
Country. Although sales were
not promising at the start, it
was eventually recognised as
having changed the
relationship between life and
art, a change that we are still
working through today.

Kubla Khan
The story of the poem’s composition, as well as the poem
itself, is a typical Coleridge presentation. It was written in
1798 while on a lengthy solo walk to Lynton and Lynmouth.
He was resting in a farmhouse on the North Somerset coast
suffering a stomach upset for which he had taken “a mild
anodyne” (laudanum). The lines he wrote are what he could
remember of a dreamlike vision that bestowed upon him an
entire poem of 300 or more lines. The rest of the dream and
the poem was the victim of an interruption by the infamous
‘Person from Porlock’.

The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner
A poem conceived by
Coleridge, with William and
Dorothy Wordsworth, on a walk
to Lynton and Lynmouth in the
autumn of 1797. It was initially
designed as a fundraising effort
to cover their expenses on the
tour. Coleridge went home
inspired, and had the poem
finished by the following
March. It has become one of
the most famous poems in the
English language.

Source: Wikimedia Commons

The ancient mariner stands
in permanent penance on
Watchet Harbour Quay.

‘Cheddar Gorge, Somerset’ William
Widgery c1860. Reproduced with
permission of Victoria Art Gallery, Bath
and North East Somerset, England.
Other material: wikimedia Commons /
Google Books
Coleridge in 1795, aged 23, from Van
Dyke’s painting. This and other material
from Wikimedia Commons /
Google Books
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Coleridge’s ‘Ottery’ poems
Then with quaint music hymn the parting gleam
By lonely Otter’s sleep-persuading stream;
Coleridge and His Ottery Home
The references to Ottery St Mary and its surrounds in Coleridge’s poetry
are retrospective. Avoiding the realities of his childhood, he looks back to
the place of his birth with happy recollections of a ‘carefree’ existence
and contrasts this with the ‘various-fated years’ that followed. In view of
the strength of these troubled feelings, it is noteworthy that his time in
Ottery provided reflective ‘fond sighs’ in later life.
The most significant of Coleridge’s ‘Ottery’ poems is his sonnet To The
River Otter, written in 1793,
Photo: Coleridge Memorial Project

Dear native brook! wild streamlet of the West!
How many various-fated years have passed,
What happy and what mournful hours, since last
I skimmed the smooth thin stone along thy breast,
Numbering its light leaps! ........
Visions of childhood! oft have ye beguiled
Lone manhood’s cares, yet waking fondest sighs:
Ah! that once more I were a careless child!

Photo: Coleridge Memorial Project

Ottery’s St Mary’s Church, in whose grounds Coleridge played as a child, is
evoked in Frost At Midnight written in 1798, along with mention of the August
Fairs attended then at the Land of Canaan and where today the Pixie Day fair
and fireworks are still held.
Photo: Phyllis Baxter

With unclosed lids, already had I dreamt
Of my sweet birthplace, and the old church-tower,
Whose bells, the poor man’s only music, rang
From morn to evening, all the hot Fair-day

Top: Pixies Parlour:
Below: the Pixies Revenge occurs each
midsummer when bell-ringers from St Mary’s are
captured by Pixies, only to escape and then
watch their captors flee in humiliation.

Coleridge writes of the Pixies’ ‘soothing
Witch'ries’ in his poem The Song of the Pixies.
In a return summer visit to Pixies’ Parlour in
1793, and with a party of young ladies for
company, Coleridge named one of the more
petite and pale members as Faery Queen and
later composed his delightful ode, the extract
below placing these blameless Pixies in his
and their Ottery home...

Photo: Coleridge Memorial Project

Then with quaint music hymn the parting gleam
By lonely Otter’s sleep-persuading stream;
Or where his wave with loud unquiet song
Dash’d o’er the rocky channel froths along;
Or where, his silver waters smooth’d to rest,
The tall tree’s shadow sleeps upon his breast.
Photo: Killy Ridols, Wikimedia Commons
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Coleridge & Politics
...general Illumination should precede Revolution
On an impulse, and without a degree, Coleridge quit
Cambridge in the Spring of 1794 to go on a walking tour
of Wales. En route, he met Robert Southey, an Oxford
undergraduate, and the two quickly struck up a
friendship which gave birth, in just a few days of
impassioned discussion, to a utopian scheme for a new
egalitarian community to be founded on the banks of
the Susquehanna river in America. It was a practical
approach to politics and Coleridge coined a new word
for it - Pantisocracy. There were to be 12 couples in the
founding group, and although the scheme came to
nothing in the end, it had a profound impact on the rest
of Coleridge’s life. Through Southey, partly in preparation
for Pantisocratic society, Coleridge met and married the
sister of Southey’s future wife.
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Coleridge’s active politics began in his twenties, in
radical protest at Bristol’s slave trade. In 1795 he gave a
storming speech in favour of the cause of antislavery views which attracted the attention of the authorities.
The French Revolution of 1789 had initially inspired the
Romantic movement with its promise of equality and
fraternity, but as things in France began to go sour,
revolutionary enthusiasts on this side of the channel
were forced to rethink their position.
In 1797 Coleridge left Bristol
to live in Nether Stowey, a
small town in West
Somerset. Disappointed with
revolutionary politics, he
vowed to “smash his
squeaking trumpet of
sedition” and live a quiet life
as a smallholder, poet and
occasional preacher.

Wikimedia Commons

Bristol as Coleridge would
have known it. From an
18th century engraving

ons

Coleridge’s Bristol
home: 25, College
Street, where he took
lodgings with
Southey. Pantisocracy
began and ended
here over a few
months in 1795. Inset
is a poster advertising
the sale of slaves in
America for shipment
to Bristol and
elsewhere.
Source: Google Books

Having quit the front line of political debate, Coleridge
nevertheless continued to take an interest in political
developments, and it has been said that his independence of
mind saved him from the ultimate sell-out to the
establishment of which both the poets laureate William
Wordsworth and Robert Southey stood accused.
In spite of accusations of retreat from his youthful
radicalism, he clung to the ideal of enlightened thought as a
prerequisite to political action: that “... general Illumination
should precede Revolution”. Those sentiments were first
expressed in his Bristol days, reappeared in The Friend in
1818, and were reiterated right at the end of his life in 1833.

by kind
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Above: A map from the 1750s of Pennsylvania in America,
showing the territory around the Susquehanna River where
Coleridge planned to settle his Pantisocratic colony. The scheme
foundered on the issue of sharing resources.
Background picture: The late 18th century was a hotbed of
political and social change. Satirical cartoons like those of Gillray
were a great favourite with the growing middle classes.

Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Coleridge’s Education
... For I was reared in the great city, pent 'mid cloisters dim,
And saw nought lovely but the sky and stars.
After his brief and unhappy time
at the King’s School in Ottery St
Mary (left), Coleridge was sent,
after his father died in 1781, to
Christ’s Hospital School in London
(main picture). In the gloomy
quadrangles here Coleridge began to discover his talent for
learning and oratory.
Old Kings School. Source: Peter Harris collection

At Christ’s Hospital School, Coleridge felt abandoned and
lonely, but in time, though ‘pent mid cloisters dim’ he found
friendship and acceptance of his peculiar genius. Charles Lamb
was especially impressed by ‘the young Mirandula’ with untied
shoelaces and scruffy trousers covered in graffiti, holding forth
on high philosophy to an enraptured audience.
Coleridge was noticed as an outstanding scholar by the
fearsome headmaster Dr. Bowyer. He was appointed a
‘Grecian’ - an elite group similar in status to a modern prefect
- and eventually sent to Cambridge with an annual scholarship
of £40 for four years. In Ottery, his family was delighted: this
was to be one the few times he appeared to be fulfilling his
undoubted promise.

Source: Wikimedia Commons

Above: Long view of Christ’s Hospital - a ‘Bluecoat’ charity
school where Coleridge was sent in 1781 when his father died.
Below: Jesus College Cambridge - Coleridge’s alma mater,
1791-1794.

Source: Google Books

Background: One of the ‘quads’ at Christ’s Hospital School.
Above: The Bluecoat uniform worn by all Christ’s Hospital pupils.
Source: Wikimedia Commons

Source: Google Books
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Coleridge’s Walks
Sea, and hill, and wood, with all the numberless goings-on of life,
inaudible as dreams...
Romantic Walking
As a young man, Coleridge walked prodigious distances, sometimes with friends and sometimes alone. He was one
among many members of his class who participated in a Romantic and revolutionary way of getting about the country:
Romantic because walking gave him the freedom to engage closely with Nature; revolutionary because ‘pedestrianism’,
as it became known, was democratic, even republican:
The dust flies smothering, as on clatt'ring wheel / Loath'd Aristocracy careers along;
The distant track quick vibrates to the eye, / And white and dazzling undulates with heat, (Perspiration, A Travelling Eclogue.)

Source: Wikimedia Commons

In the Lakes

In Wales and the West Country

While living at Greta Hall, Keswick, Coleridge often
walked over to see the Wordsworths at Grasmere,
covering distances at a speed that would make modern
ramblers blanch. In 1802 he set out on a nine day trek
around the fells which included his famous ascent (and
perilous descent!) of Scafell: Oh my God! What
enormous Mountains these are close to me...

His tramp through Wales in 1794 took him to Snowdonia
and Tintern. That same year, he walked with Robert
Southey through the Mendips and the Quantocks,
treading paths which would be important later in his life
and in his imagination.

In Scotland
“I have walked 263 miles in eight Days...” This was
Coleridge’s most astonishing excursion: driven as he was
by the desire to escape his opium addiction, in 1803 he
walked from Arrochar to Fort William, then on to
Inverness and back to Perth:

But yester-night I prayed aloud
In anguish and in agony,
Up-starting from the fiendish crowd
Of shapes and thoughts that tortured me

His best known poetry, including The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner, Kubla Khan, Frost at Midnight and Christabel
was Coleridge’s response to his exploration of the
Somerset and North Devon countryside.

Source: Wikimedia Commons

Tintern Abbey: inspiration for Romantic poets and artists.

(The Pains of Sleep)

He may have stopped the laudanum, but the horrors
remained and no amount of strenuous exertion
would drive them away.
Never one to miss an opportunity, Coleridge broke
off his studies during an extended visit to
Germany in 1798 - 1799 for a week long hike
in the Hartz Mountains near Gottingen. It
reminded him of home (see extract below).

‘Wanderer above the Sea of Fog’ Kunsthalle,
Hamburg. David Caspar Friedrich 1818

...mine eye swam with tears: that all the view
From sovran Brocken, woods and woody hills,
Floated away, like a departing dream,
Feeble and dim!

Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Coleridge’s Legacy
Coleridge alone among English writers is in the front rank at once as poet,
as critic, and as philosopher.
Coleridge’s influence is detectable in poetry, philosophy, criticism, science, theology and social change. The work of Wordsworth,
Scott, Shelley and Keats reflects his vision; painters like John Martin, David Caspar Friedrich and Holman Hunt sought to complement
the broadening appeal of Romanticism; philosophers picked up leads from many of Coleridge’s works.
By his own admission, Sir Walter Scott’s The Lay of the Last
Minstrel owes a great deal to Coleridge’s Christabel....
A wandering Harper, scorn'd and poor,
He begg'd his bread from door to door.
And tuned, to please a peasant's ear,
The harp, a king had loved to hear.
...as does Keat’s The Eve of St Agnes:
Pale, lattic’d, chill and silent as a tomb.
Future generations of writers and poets sought to emulate
those aspects of Coleridge’s work which had been most sternly
criticised at the time. A world in which ‘moonbeams are
playing on a charnel house’ is the stuff of Poe’s The Raven, of
Tennyson’s The Lady of Shalott, and of Thomas Lovell Beddoes’
Death’s Jest Book.
Swinburne, Gerard Manley Hopkins and Oscar Wilde all owe a
debt to Coleridge, either for the atmosphere, the themes or the
form of their poetry.

Source: Wikimedia Commons

Source: Wikimedia Commons

Sir Walter Scott, 1771 – 1832, and John Keats, 1795 – 1821.
Both much influenced by Coleridge.

Nearer our own time we can sense Coleridge’s magic in the
work of Yeats, T.S. Eliot, Thomas Hardy and Seamus Heaney.
Elements from the Ancient Mariner and Kubla Khan continue in
use as lyrics in popular music (Iron Maiden / Rush and others).
Coleridge has left his mark on poetry, whatever Hazlitt might
have thought about his “nonsense verses”.

Where else did he leave his mark?
He saw that “our
manufacturers must
consent to regulations”
and followed this with
a pamphlet campaign
supporting a Bill to
prohibit children under
nine years old from working in cotton mills and to limit
older children’s working hours to twelve and a half
hours per day.

Source: Google Books

John Stuart Mill wrote of On the
Constitution of the Church and State:
“Has the age produced any other
theory of government which can
stand comparison with it as to its
first principles?”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

Coleridge never ceased to place religion and the Church at
the centre of his thought. This was surprisingly modern. John
Stuart Mill wrote of “... the enlarged and liberal appreciation
he extended to most thinkers from whom he differed.”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

Coleridge was intensely interested in
science. He wrote that chemistry is
the “poetry of the natural world.” He
suggested that: “The dodo formed
the transition from the water fowl to
the Gallinaceous or Ostrich tribe.”
Darwin would have been interested!
On 12th April 2010, playwright, actor and
comedian David Schneider wrote that:
“Coleridge was a meta-cognitive theorist
far ahead of his time...a startlingly
contemporary figure.”

Source: Whiskey Media / Creative Commons

John William Waterhouse’s painting of “The Lady of Shallot” (1888). Inspired
by Alfred Lord Tennyson’s Romantic poem.
Quote at head of panel: Leslie Stephen, Dictionary of National Biography.
Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Poet & Philosopher
O! the one Life within us and abroad,
Which meets all motion and becomes its soul
Poetry and Philosophy merge perfectly in Coleridge’s poem The
Eolian Harp. This is an early poem written in 1795 but with key
additions in 1817 which are included in the version here.

Poet
The Aeolian harp is a musical instrument with tuned
strings on a resonant wooden box that is placed
outdoors or in a window casement for the breeze to play
upon. The poem’s harp represents the imagination
stimulated by the natural world Coleridge so loves, and
like the wind composing music, his experiences inspire
him to compose Romantic poetry. Rhythmic lines like A
light in sound, a sound like power in light have a balance
in them that mirrors Coleridge’s feeling of being at one
with nature and his newly settled domestic life –
represented in this poem by soon-to-be wife Sara and
their cottage home.

Above: Myrtle Cottage, in Clevedon, Somerset - This became
Coleridge and his new wife Sara’s home in 1795. Quite possibly
this was the happiest time of Coleridge’s life - his poem, ‘The
Eolian Harp’, captures that moment.

Philosopher
The Eolian Harp also expresses Coleridge’s pantheistic
views where the human spirit is in tune with nature. If
the natural world is created by God, this view also
embraces the notion of being at one with God, an
ultimate joyous experience. In this poem, Coleridge
embraces this moment in the lines O! the one Life within
us and abroad/Which meets all motion and becomes its
soul. Here the one Life is that instant of spiritual oneness

with Nature and God, experienced as the whole poem
tells us through watching the passing clouds, absorbing
surrounding scents, and feeling the comforting breeze
that is playing harmonious music on the harp as well as
within Coleridge’s heightened imagination.

The Eolian Harp
My pensive Sara! thy soft cheek reclined
Thus on mine arm, most soothing sweet it is
To sit beside our Cot, our Cot o'ergrown
With white-flower'd Jasmin, and the broad-leav'd Myrtle,
(Meet emblems they of Innocence and Love!)
And watch the clouds, that late were rich with light,
Slow saddening round, and mark the star of eve
Serenely brilliant (such should Wisdom be)
Shine opposite! How exquisite the scents
Snatch'd from yon bean-field! and the world is hushed!
The stilly murmur of the distant Sea
Tells us of silence.
And that simplest Lute,
Placed length-ways in the clasping casement, hark!
How by the desultory breeze caress'd,
Like some coy maid half yielding to her lover,
It pours such sweet upbraiding, as must needs
Tempt to repeat the wrong! And now, its strings
Boldlier swept, the long sequacious notes
Over delicious surges sink and rise,
Such a soft floating witchery of sound

As twilight Elfins make, when they at eve
Voyage on gentle gales from Fairy-Land,
Where Melodies round honey-dripping flowers,
Footless and wild, like birds of Paradise,
Nor pause, nor perch, hovering on untam'd wing!
O! the one Life within us and abroad,
Which meets all motion and becomes its soul,
A light in sound, a sound-like power in light,
Rhythm in all thought, and joyance every where—
Methinks, it should have been impossible
Not to love all things in a world so fill'd;
Where the breeze warbles, and the mute still air
Is Music slumbering on her instrument.
And thus, my Love! as on the midway slope
Of yonder hill I stretch my limbs at noon,
Whilst through my half-clos'd eye-lids I behold
The sunbeams dance, like diamonds, on the main.
And tranquil muse upon tranquillity;
Full many a thought uncall'd and undetain'd,
And many idle flitting phantasies,
Traverse my indolent and passive brain,
As wild and various as the random gales
That swell and flutter on this subject Lute!

And what if all of animated nature
Be but organic Harps diversely fram'd,
That tremble into thought, as o'er them sweeps
Plastic and vast, one intellectual breeze,
At once the Soul of each, and God of all?
But thy more serious eye a mild reproof
Darts, O belovéd Woman! nor such thoughts
Dim and unhallow'd dost thou not reject,
And biddest me walk humbly with my God.
Meek Daughter in the family of Christ!
Well hast thou said and holily disprais'd
These shapings of the unregenerate mind;
Bubbles that glitter as they rise and break
On vain Philosophy's aye-babbling spring.
For never guiltless may I speak of him,
The Incomprehensible! save when with awe
I praise him, and with Faith that inly feels;
Who with his saving mercies healéd me,
A sinful and most miserable man,
Wilder'd and dark, and gave me to possess
Peace, and this Cot, and thee, heart-honour'd Maid!
Samuel Taylor Coleridge 1795

Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Coleridge’s Friends and Family
My poor crazy ark has been tossed to and fro on an ocean of business, and I long
for the Mount Ararat on which it is to rest
In spite of his isolated childhood, Coleridge was by no means a loner - he sought the company of friends and family throughout his
life, even though most of the families he lived with were not his own. His need of domestic comfort propelled him into residence
with one or another of his wide circle of friends and acquaintances. The major players are shown below.

Sara Coleridge (Fricker) (1770-1845)
The Pantisocracy project was a plan to establish a commune
in America which Coleridge and Robert Southey had talked
into life during the first flush of their friendship in 1794. It
required twelve couples, and Southey already had it in view
to marry Martha Fricker. Martha had two sisters, Edith and
Sara, and he introduced Sara to Coleridge.

Mary Evans (1770–1843)
Coleridge was ‘taken in’ during school holidays by the
Evanses - the London family of his schoolfriend Tom Evans.
Tom had two sisters, Ann and Mary, and Coleridge was keen
to establish himself in their affections more as a member of
the family than as a potential suitor. Over time though, he fell
in love with Mary. There was little prospect of any
development of their relationship while he was a student and
Coleridge never declared his feelings.
A chance sighting of Mary in Wrexham in 1794, when
Coleridge was on a walking tour, persuaded him a few days
later to make his feelings known to her. It was too late - she
was on the point of a marriage to someone else and she
rejected him.
Coleridge was disappointed but not surprised. In a little over
a year he had met and married Sarah Fricker.

Charles Lamb (1774-1834)
Coleridge and Lamb met in 1782 when they both attended
Christ’s Hospital School in London. They remained lifelong
friends. Coleridge refers to his “gentle hearted Charles” in
This Lime Tree Bower My Prison, and sent him and his
sister a mourning ring from his deathbed. Lamb spoke of their
friendship after Coleridge’s death in 1834: “He was the proof
and touchstone of all my cogitations... never saw I his
likeness, nor probably can the world see it again”.

David Hartley Coleridge (1795-1846)
Hartley Coleridge is the “babe so beautiful” of ‘Frost at
Midnight’. He grew up in the care of Southey, and his father
brought him into the company of Wordsworth and Davy. He
was indulged as a child and lacked self-control as he grew to
manhood. He lost his fellowship at Oriel College, Oxford
because of intemperance. He spent much of his adult life as a
teacher in Cumbria. Hartley last saw his father in 1822.

William Wordsworth (1770–1850)
The early relationship between Coleridge and Wordsworth
was of mutual admiration and inspiration. They talked, wrote,
walked and even lived together. After Coleridge fell in love
with Sara Hutchinson, Wordsworth’s sister-in-law, things
became strained, not helped by Coleridge’s addictions and
behaviour. The coolness lasted many years, but in 1829 they
were reconciled and went on a tour of Germany together.

Humphry Davy (1778–1829)
Thomas Poole

Sara Hutchinson (Asra)

Thomas Poole was a tanner and farmer who lived in Nether
Stowey. He and Coleridge were close friends, despite the
difference in their backgrounds. Coleridge valued his common
sense and it was because of Poole that Coleridge moved to
Nether Stowey in 1797. Poole was a loyal friend to Coleridge
all his life and supported Hartley Coleridge both financially
and during his problems with Oriel College.

Coleridge and Davy shared interests in both poetry and
science. Davy was a published poet who was also Director of
the Royal Institution and eventually President of the Royal
Society. He and Coleridge enjoyed the mind-enhancing effects
of nitrous oxide together at Thomas Beddoes’ Pneumatic
Institution in Bristol.

Sara Hutchinson was the sister of Wordsworth’s wife Mary.
Coleridge fell in love with her and as “Asra” she became his
muse. ‘Dejection: an Ode’ explores his feelings for her. His
jealousy of Wordsworth’s relationship with Sara contributed
to their quarrel.

William Hazlitt (1778–1830)

Derwent Coleridge (1800- 1883)
Derwent was ordained in 1825. He was a scholar, teacher,
pastor and writer. Among other works he published a
biography of his brother Hartley. He was the first principle of
St Mark’s College, Chelsea and contributed significantly to
the development of elementary education in England. In his
religious writing he stated that he considered himself his
father’s disciple.

Robert Southey (1774–1843)

Dorothy Wordsworth (1771–1855)
Dorothy shared William’s house all her adult life and was
present at many of the significant moments in the
relationship between her brother and Coleridge. Much of
what we know about their intellectual and emotional
exchanges comes from her diaries and letters.

Coleridge met Robert Southey in 1794. They became firm
friends, writing together and planning an idealistic way of life
for which Coleridge coined the name Pantisocracy. They
married the Fricker sisters, Edith and Sara, and eventually
Southey and Edith settled at Greta Hall with Sara and the
three Coleridge children, for whom Southey was a substitute
father. Southey became Poet Laureate in 1813.

When William Hazlitt first met Coleridge he was bowled over.
Later he was highly critical, both of Coleridge’s poetry and of
his politics. He was disillusioned that Coleridge was no longer
a radical. Yet in the end Coleridge was: "the only person I
ever knew who answered to the idea of a man of genius."

Thomas de Quincey (1785–1859)
Sara Coleridge (1802-1852)
Sara Coleridge was a talented writer and linguist. She
published translations, verses and ‘The Phantasmion’, which
has been described as the first fairy-tale novel written in
English. She helped her husband Henry edit some of her
father’s works. Having seen little of each other for years, Sara
and her father were re-united in 1822 when she was
nineteen. He was delighted with her.

Like Hazlitt, De Quincey was dazzled when he first met
Coleridge. Through Coleridge, he was introduced to
Wordsworth and eventually settled in Grasmere. He offered
his support to Sara Coleridge and the children after Coleridge
had left. He shared Coleridge’s interest in opium and wrote
‘Confessions of an English Opium Eater’ in 1821.

All pictures: Wikimedia Commons / Google Books / ‘Asra’ silhouette sketched from a published copy
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Coleridge and Natural Philosophy
I would thoroughly know Mechanics, Hydrostatics, Optics, and Astronomy,
Botany, Metallurgy, Fossilism, Chemistry, Geology,Anatomy, Medicine

Thomas Beddoes
Joseph Priestley

Coleridge took inspiration
from Priestley's
‘Experiments and
Observations on Different
Kinds of Air’.
In ‘Religious Musings’ he
linked politics, religion and
science:
"From Avarice thus, from
Luxury and War /
Sprang heavenly Science;
and from Science
Freedom."

Apparatus manufactured by James Watt for the Pneumatic
Institution in Bristol. It was part of the research and treatment
regime that Beddoes hoped to develop around his theories of
the beneficial effects of inhaling various gases.

During the late 18th and early 19th century, science was
known as Natural Philosophy: a method of arriving at new
truths about the natural world by careful observation and
record making. The distinction between ‘art’ and ‘science’ that
we make today did not exist then. Anyone who was an acute
observer of Nature could contribute and Coleridge was
fascinated by this approach, as were many other radical
thinkers at the time.
He was a friend of Humphry Davy - the leading scientist of his
day - and he often joined him in sometimes quite dangerous
experiments. He also met Michael Faraday, Davy’s assistant,
later to make his own huge contribution to science. Coleridge
did his own experiments too - trying to work out the nature of
colour perception using coloured glass (he was doing this
while on his way to attend the christening of Wordsworth’s
first child).

Beddoes was a friend and
mentor of Coleridge in his
Bristol days. He introduced
Coleridge to Humphry
Davy who worked for
Beddoes from 1798-1801.

Humphry Davy

Davy was an innovative
and daring experimenter in
the field of chemistry. He
became the leading figure
of the early 19th century
scientific community.

Tom Wedgewood

Thomas Wedgewood, son
of the Pottery maker
Josiah, was the inventor of
photography based on the
chemistry of silver nitrate.
He died in 1805 before the
process could be refined,
and it was another 45
years before his methods
were eventually made
practical by William Fox
Talbot. Tom Wedgewood
was a friend of both
Coleridge and Davy and it
was he who made
arrangements for
Coleridge’s annuity of
£150 per annum from the
Wedgewood family.

He also admired David Hartley, physiologist and psychologist,
after whom he named his eldest son.
He used opium, in the form of laudanum, as a medicine for
various complaints including boils and pains in his legs. Opium
brought its own problems in the form of addiction and terrible
nightmares.
His health problems and opium addiction created difficulties
for his family and friends. He regularly moved from home to
home and host to host, finally settling in the Highgate house of
Dr James Gillman who attempted to cure his addiction. The
cure failed but Coleridge spent the last seventeen years of his
life under Gillman's roof.

Ottoman opium seller - a
Romantic view. It took until
the early 1900s for the
addictive affect of opium
to be fully recognised.
(F. W. Topham, engraving
1850)

‘The Alchemist’ Joseph
Wright 1771. This painting is
said to have inspired Tom
Wedgewood’s photographic
researches.
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