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This article examines the complex performance and publication histories of Samuel
Taylor Coleridge’s “Christabel” and “Kubla Khan” in order to explore how the
transition from manuscript and memory to print could affect the reception of a poem
within coteries of Romantic-era readers. These poems make good case studies for
examining this question for two principal reasons. First, both circulated for nearly
two decades between “the summer of the year 1797” when Coleridge claimed to
have written “Kubla Khan,” and May 1816 when John Murray published
Christabel, Kubla Khan & The Pains of Sleep. Second, a number of Coleridge’s
contemporaries left detailed and revealing accounts of the performance and
reception of both poems prior to and after their publication. William and Dorothy
Wordsworth, Clement Carlyon, Walter Scott, Henry Crabb Robinson, Lord Byron
and William Hazlitt are all on record having heard or recited one or both of the poems.

During the many years which intervened between the composition and the publication of the
Christabel, it became almost as well known among literary men as if it had been on common
sale . . . From almost all of our most celebrated Poets, and from some with whom I had no
personal acquaintance, I either received or heard of expressions of admiration that (I can
truly say) appeared to myself utterly disproportionate to a work, that pretended to be
nothing more than a common Faery Tale . . .Year after year, and in societies of the most differ-
ent kinds, I had been entreated to recite it: and the result was still the same in all . . .This before
the publication. And since then, with very few exceptions, I have heard nothing but abuse . . .
(Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge [hereafter CC] 7.2: 238)

Did the publication of “Christabel” hurt the reception of the poem and, if so, how? Coleridge
certainly believed that it did. In the twenty-fourth chapter of Biographia Literaria he
describes in some detail how publication opened “Christabel” up to the possibility of criti-
cism, and therefore to the enmity and misrepresentations of other authors and critics. He
implies that the Edinburgh Review’s malignity and William Hazlitt’s harsh review in the
Examiner injured his poem, and warns new authors “that in their calculations on the prob-
able reception of a poem, they must subtract to a large amount from the panegyric, which
may have encouraged them to publish it,” not only because of the exposure of their
poem to the aforementioned hostility, but also due to “the necessity of a certain proportion
of abuse and ridicule in a Review, in order to make it saleable” (CC 7.2: 239). In other words
publication brought notice, and notice generally, even necessarily, brought abuse.1

I. “Enkindling reciters”: Poetic Performance and Access

Apart from reviews, perhaps the transition of “Christabel” from manuscript and
memory to print negatively influenced the poem’s reception as well. For one,
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publication meant a separation of performances of the poem from the person of the poet
himself. Given Coleridge’s legendary charisma and powers of conversation, this
couldn’t help but diminish the poem’s effect upon its listeners. Coleridge was probably
the most frequent – and almost certainly the most impressive – performer of “Chris-
tabel” prior to its publication. In both the 1805 and 1850 versions of the Prelude,
William Wordsworth records in verse the earliest recitations of “Christabel” during
the summer of 1798:

That summer when on Quantock’s grassy hills
Far ranging, and among the sylvan coombs,
Thou in delicious words, with happy heart,
Didst speak the vision of that ancient man,
The bright-eyed Mariner, and rueful woes
Didst utter of the Lady Christabel; ([1805] 13.393–98)

That summer, under whose indulgent skies,
Upon smooth Quantock’s airy ridge we roved
Unchecked, or loitered ’mid her sylvan coombs,
Thou in bewitching words, with happy heart,
Didst chaunt the vision of that Ancient Man,
The bright-eyed Mariner, and rueful woes
Didst utter of the Lady Christabel; ([1850] 14.397–403)

Wordsworth’s last line is deeply suggestive, carrying as it does a myriad of subtle associ-
ations. To utter can mean to say or express, to put into currency or announce for sale; it
can also mean to discharge, to give vent to, or to reveal something hidden. Crucially,
instead of uttering the poem, in Wordsworth’s description Coleridge utters Christabel
herself; in other words, the poet is depicted as a medium for his poetic vision, which, per-
sonified, seems to have a life or spirit of its own. Unfortunately, Wordsworth’s descrip-
tion in the Prelude lacks more specific details about the poem or its performance. Dorothy
Wordsworth’s descriptions of Coleridge’s early performances of the poem in her Gras-
mere Journal of 1800 are similarly brief. On 31 August she records “Coleridge read us a
part of Christabel. Talked much about the mountains, etc. etc” (39). On 4 October she
writes “[e]xceedingly delighted with the second part of Christabel,” and the following
morning: “Coleridge read a 2nd time Christabel; we had increasing pleasure” (45).

We are given a more detailed description of Coleridge’s early performance style in
Clement Carlyon’s 1836 memoir, which records an early recitation of “Christabel”
during a pedestrian tour of the Harz mountains in Germany in 1799.2 Carlyon writes
that Coleridge “frequently recited his own poetry, and not unfrequently led us
further into the labyrinth of his metaphysical elucidations, either of particular passages,
or of the original conception of any of his productions, than we were able to follow.”
Critically, Carlyon goes on to describe how Coleridge

would perhaps comment at full length upon such a line as – Tu whit! – Tu whoo! that we
might not fall into the mistake of supposing originality to be its sole merit. In fact he
seldom went right on to the end of any piece – to pause and analyse was his delight. (138)

Like a lecture or a sermon that expanded upon, explained, or re-framed an extant
written text, so Coleridge’s early personal performances of “Christabel” appear to
have supplemented the text of the poem itself with a combination of evaluation and
exegesis. This seems fully commensurate with the poet’s mature views on the
subject of poetic performance. In Biographia, Coleridge suggests that a reader, left
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to himself, might “sink below [a] poem” or that a poem might “flag beneath” (CC 7.2:
240) his feelings, which is to say a poem might be misunderstood due to insufficient
explanation, or might remain unappreciated due to a lack of enthusiasm on its reciter’s
part.

By most contemporary accounts, Coleridge did not lack poetic enthusiasm or
erudition. Descriptions of his mesmeric performances abound in the letters and
journals of such friends and contemporaries as Leigh Hunt, Charles Lamb, or
John Keats. In “My First Acquaintance with the Poets,” Hazlitt describes the life-
altering effect Coleridge had upon him during their first meetings in 1798.3 Like
many other auditors, Hazlitt noted the expansive qualities of the poet’s monologues:
“in digressing, in dilating, in passing from subject to subject, he appeared to me to
float in air, to slide on ice.” Hazlitt admits that he had “never met with anything at all
like” Coleridge’s prodigious “powers of conversation” (9: 100, 102). Similarly, in a
letter to his brother George on 16 April 1819, John Keats recounted how Coleridge
“broached a thousand things” during their brief walk together across Hampstead
Heath:

Nightingales, Poetry – on Poetical sensation – Metaphysics – Different genera and
species of Dreams – Nightmare – a dream accompanied [with] a sense of touch –
single and double touch – A dream related – First and second consciousness . . . Monsters
– the Kraken – Mermaids . . . (2: 88–89)

Seamus Perry has argued that conversation was Coleridge’s “perfect medium, because
in it the rival impulses of detail and whole . . . are left free to exist in fruitful irresolu-
tion, their final methodological reconciliation endlessly deferred” (“Talker” 120). The
charm of Coleridgean conversation long outlived the poet, thanks to several printed
collections that appeared after his death in 1834. Henry Nelson Coleridge’s Specimens
of the Table Talk of the Late Samuel Taylor Coleridge was published in 1835 and
Thomas Allsop’s Letters, Conversations, and Recollections of S. T. Coleridge
appeared the following year. Perry argues that, along with the poems, “Table Talk
is the key work for any attempt to understand what Coleridge meant to the nineteenth
century” (104). In his 1837 Early Recollections; Chiefly Relating to the Late Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, the publisher Joseph Cottle summed up popular opinion when he
wrote that “the parlour was the element for Mr. Coleridge” (183). Given the wealth
of anecdotal evidence, it is not difficult to believe that the publication of “Christabel”
hurt its reception by separating the animating presence of Coleridge from its perform-
ances. Before publication Coleridge controlled all access to his poem and could frame
the perception of it in any way he liked. During recitations he could stop to review its
beauties or outline its conception; he could expound upon its mysteries, or explain
away its lapses.

An expansive performance of this sort would necessarily be absent from the experi-
ences of other auditors or readers once the poem was published or circulated in manu-
script, unless, as Coleridge argues in the Biographia, an “enkindling Reciter” could be
found to perform it. “By perpetual comment of looks and tones,” such a reciter would
induce “excitement and temporary sympathy of feeling” with the poem and could even
“[lend] his own will and apprehensive faculty to his auditors,” who could in turn “live
for the time within the dilated sphere of his intellectual being.” The poem would receive
an even better hearing if the reciter were “a man of acknowledged celebrity” (CC 7.2:
239–40). By this logic, the appearance of Murray’s first edition in May 1816 hurt the
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poem by putting it into the hands of persons dull or unknown, who couldn’t help but
misread or recite, and thus diminish, the poem.

Fortunately, there were several enkindling reciters of “Christabel” other than Coler-
idge prior to its publication. After he completed the second part of the poem in August
1800, several manuscript copies were made and circulated.4 Although Coleridge no
longer maintained a monopoly over the poem, “Christabel” quickly found admirers
among his companions and acquaintances, several of whom were already acknowl-
edged literary celebrities, or would become so in later years. He gave one to Charles
Lamb in early 1800, and another to John Stoddart in October of the same year; he
gave a third to Sarah Hutchinson not long after.5 From these three manuscripts an
unknown number of copies were made and circulated among various friends and devo-
tees; of these only a few survive in collections and libraries around the world.6 The cir-
culation of these manuscripts affected the pre-publication reception of “Christabel” in
surprising ways.

In September or October 1802, Stoddart recited the poem to Walter Scott, who was
at work on The Lay of the Last Minstrel, the first of the series of long narrative verse
romances that would make him the bestselling poet of the age. Scott’s poem, published
in 1805, was deeply influenced by the unusual metre and gothic style of “Christabel,” a
fact noted early on by Dorothy Wordsworth in an 1805 letter to Lady Beaumont.

The resemblance between certain parts of the Lay of the last Minstrel and Christabel must
strike everyone who is acquainted with the two poems, and I fear it is to be accounted for
by Mr Scott’s having heard Christabel repeated more than once . . . Coleridge gave a Copy
to a Mr Stoddart who used to recite it at Edinburgh in different companies, and once he did
so at W. Scott’s house, who being very much struck with it desired him to repeat it again,
and, as he told us, he himself could repeat after this a good deal of it. . . (632–33)

Scott did not just imitate “Christabel”; he also evidently admired it greatly, continuing
to recite it at various points throughout his life. In a letter to Coleridge on 18 October
1815, Lord Byron recounts how he first heard the poem recited by Scott at his publisher
Murray’s house on Albemarle street:

Last Spring I saw Wr. Scott. He repeated to me a considerable portion of an unpublished
poem of yours – the wildest and finest I ever heard in that kind of composition. The title
he did not mention, but I think the heroine’s name was Geraldine. (Byron’s Letters and
Journals 4: 318–19)7

Whether or not the publication of “Christabel” the following spring diminished Scott’s
enthusiasm for the poem is an open question. But we do have a first-hand account of
Scott reciting it eight years later; on 30 December 1824, Basil Hall recorded in his journal:

In the evening we had a great feast indeed. Sir Walter asked us if we had ever read Chris-
tabel, and upon some of us admitting with shame that we had never even seen it, he
offered to read it, and took a chair in the midst of all the party in the library. He read
the poem from end to end with a wonderful pathos and variety of expression – in
some parts his voice was deep and sonorous, at others loud and animated, but all most
carefully appropriate, and very sweetly modulated. (qtd. in Lockhart 225)

This suggests that limited access to the poem brought with it some kind of social value
for its gatekeeper, a value that could then pass on to members of his audience, encoura-
ging both reciter and auditor to express positive reactions to the poem. Note that Hall
writes of his “shame” in never having seen the poem, and how Scott becomes the center
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of attention – taking a “chair in the midst of all” – by supplying access to it. Scott’s
familiarity with the poem and his status as a great poet of the age could not help but
reinforce the poem’s effect, and contribute towards its appreciation. By describing
this anecdote in some detail, Hall is in turn advertising his own close proximity to a
notable performance of the mysterious poem, and at a time when it was becoming
increasingly hard to find. Until the appearance of William Pickering’s Collected Poe-
tical Works in 1828, or Giovanni Antonio Galignani’s Coleridge, Shelley, and Keats in
1829, “Christabel” wasn’t all that common on the bookshelves of private individuals or
circulating libraries.8

We see a more detailed record of how the limited access to “Christabel” may have
brought with it a certain kind of prestige or social value in the diaries of Henry Crabb
Robinson. Robinson records reciting “Christabel” four times in December 1814 alone.
On 3 December 1814 he writes: “At the Flaxmans’ and Pordens’ I read Christabel,
which Richard had copied for me. It was found at both houses a highly interesting
poem.” The next day he records: “Went to Dr. Aikin’s, with whom I dined and
made a very comfortable visit. I read Christabel to them. Miss Aikin appeared to
enjoy it. The doctor could not relish a fragment which was so entirely unintelligible,
and what Miss Aikin called high flights of poetry he thought akin to absurdity.” On
19 December 1814, Robinson returned to the Flaxmans, writing: “Took tea with the
Flaxmans and read to them and Miss Vardel [sic] Coleridge’s Christabel, with
which they were all delighted, Flaxman more than I expected.” It appears that Robinson
was invited back for the express purpose of re-reading the poem, which Flaxman and
Miss Vardill had not had the opportunity to hear two weeks previously, on Robinson’s
first visit. The Flaxmans couldn’t obtain a copy of the poem at a bookshop or a circu-
lating library, and so, if they cared to hear it again, they needed someone with access to
the manuscript to recite it for them. On 28 December 1814, Robinson writes: “After tea,
I read Christabel to Mr. and Mrs. Pattisson and Mr. Murray; the first of my hearers who
have not relished it.” This unfavorable reception may have put a temporary end to
Robinson’s performances of the poem, for he does not record reciting it again until
14 March 1815, when he writes: “I spent this forenoon, including a breakfast, at the
Nashs’. And I read to the ladies Christabel in the forenoon” (155–64). Robinson did
not just receive free breakfasts, and an excuse to entertain the ladies, by having
access to “Christabel.” Clearly, he gained some kind of prestige from his priority
access to the poem, and it was well within his interest to encourage enthusiasm
about it. Note Robinson’s preoccupation with the positive reactions to the poem in
his journal. He is interested in recording that, at the Flaxmans’ and Pordens’ it was
“found . . . a highly interesting poem,” that Miss Aikin “appeared to enjoy it,” and
that Flaxman was more delighted “than I had expected.” From this it appears that what-
ever prestige or social value Robinson derived from reciting the poem was largely
dependent upon positive reactions to it. Even those who had merely heard the poem
recited, such as Vardill, enjoyed some form of prestige from the fact that it had yet
to be published. She was so taken with the poem that she wrote a continuation of it
titled “Christobell, A Gothic Tale,” which appeared in the April 1815 issue of the Euro-
pean Magazine, over a year before the original was published.9

In his advertisements for Christabel, Kubla Khan & The Pains of Sleep, Murray
capitalized on this sense that a privileged few in the literary world had exclusive
access to the mysterious poem, and that soon the common reader could have it too.
In a prefatory note to his Siege of Corinth – also published by Murray – Byron
writes of his indebtedness to “Christabel,” referring to it as “that wild and singularly
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original and beautiful poem” (Byron’s Complete Poetical Works 3: 486n).10 On 16 May
1816, an ad repeating Byron’s phrase appeared in The Morning Chronicle.11

In 8vo. Price 4s. 6d.
CHRISTABEL, &c. By S. T. COLERIDGE.

“That wild and singularly original and beautiful Poem.” –
LORD BYRON

Printed for John Murray, Albemarle-street.

A reviewer in the Anti-Jacobin called this form of advertising “a new species of puff
direct” and suggested that “the artifice has succeeded so far as to force [Christabel,
&c.] into a second edition! for what woman of fashion would not purchase a book rec-
ommended by Lord Byron?” (qtd in Jackson 1: 217). But the excitement the poem
aroused was likely due more to the fact that ordinary readers could finally get their
hands on a poem that had been much talked about and recited in exclusive literary
circles. It certainly didn’t hurt that it had also inspired the two best-selling poets of
the day.

Whatever we might want to call the prestige or social value that derives from exclu-
sive access, it was diminished by the publication of the poem. According to William St
Clair’s The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period, the first edition of 500 copies was
soon supplemented by 500 more on special paper, and second and third editions of 500
copies each quickly followed within the year; all 2000 of these were sold out by
December 1817 (594). How might Robinson and the others with manuscript copies
of the poem have responded to this change? In Biographia, Coleridge describes the
inexplicably harsh appraisal of the printed poem in the Edinburgh Review by “a
man, who, both in my presence and my absence, has frequently pronounced it the
finest poem of its kind in the language” (CC 7.2: 239), by which he likely meant
Hazlitt. Although he didn’t write the Edinburgh Review piece – it has been attributed
to Thomas Moore – in his own damning critique in the Examiner, Hazlitt cannot help
mentioning, perhaps with some amount of pride, that he had seen the poem in manu-
script prior to publication. It is worth asking if the printing of two thousand copies
of the poem eliminated some of the social value accruing to those with exclusive
access to manuscript versions or performances, thus freeing them to be more critical
of it. In any case, we can be sure that limited access to the poem helped encourage a
special sense of prestige among its gatekeepers and auditors, and did much to
secure positive reactions to the poem among Coleridge’s literary coterie prior to
publication.

II. Poetic Fragments and Keystones

Access to the poem, however, was not the only thing that changed with the publication
of “Christabel.” In the Eclectic Review, Josiah Conder wrote that he “had frequently
heard of Mr. Coleridge’s manuscript of ‘Christabel’, as a singularly wild and romantic
poem,” and spoke of his “curiosity to see this long-hoarded treasure.” But he finally
concluded:

we cannot conceal that the effect of the present publication upon readers in general, will
be that of disappointment. It may be compared to a mutilated statue, the beauty of which
can only be appreciated by those who have knowledge or imagination sufficient to com-
plete the idea of the whole composition . . . Yet we are much mistaken if this fragment,
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such as it is, will not be found to take faster hold of the mind than many a poem six cantos
long. (qtd. in Jackson 209–10)

That is to say, the fragmentary nature of “Christabel” makes the poem simultaneously
fascinating and disappointing. Even more than questions about performance and
access, it is its fragmentary nature that seems to be the source of much of the abuse
of the printed poem.

In Table Talk, Coleridge is recorded as saying “the reason of my not finishing Chris-
tabel is not, that I don’t know how to do it – for I have, as I always had, the whole plan
entire from beginning to end in my mind” (Specimens of the Table Talk 1: 114). Despite
Coleridge’s protestations and excuses, “Christabel” is not just fragmentary from a nar-
rative point of view. As it stands, the fragment contains a number of internal “blanks” or
“gaps” that must be bridged, in the terms set out by reader-response theorist Wolfgang
Iser. It is a poem that, quite literally, asks a lot of its readers. In the first part of the poem
there are a series of questions directed to the auditor or reader that help build suspense
and excite the gothic imagination:

Is the Night chilly and dark? (CC line 14)

What makes her in the Wood so late
A furlong from the Castle Gate? (lines 25–26)

Is it the Wind that moaneth bleak? (line 44)

She folded her Arms beneath her Cloak,
And stole to the other side of the Oak.
What sees She there? (lines 55–57)

[And/For] what can ail the Mastiff Bitch? (line 149, 153)

Alas! what ails poor Geraldine?
Why stares she with unsettled Eye?
Can she the bodiless Dead espy? (lines 207–9)

There are no definite answers to any of these questions, as such; one might argue they
are gothic in their very form.12 It is interesting to note that in Scott’s Lay of the Last
Minstrel, Byron’s Siege of Corinth, and Vardill’s Christobell: A Gothic Tale, all
three authors employ questions like these in their most derivative passages.

Is it the wind that swings the oaks?
Is it the echo from the rocks?
What may it be, the heavy sound
That moans old Branksome’s turrets round? (Scott, lines 132–35)

Was it the wind, through some hollow stone,
Sent that soft and tender moan?

And he felt not a breath come over his cheek;
What did that sudden sound bespeak?
He turned to the left – is he sure of sight?
There sate a lady, youthful and bright! (Byron, Complete Poetical Works, lines 476–77,
484–87)
Whence comes the wavering light which falls
On Langdale’s lonely Chapel-walls?
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Lady, lady! who was she,
That met thy child by the old-oak tree?
When not a breeze was heard to sigh,
And the yellow leaf waved not which hung so high? (Vardill, lines 1–2, 26–29)

Questions like these threaten readers with obscurity and terror, two of the principal var-
ieties of the Burkean sublime, and yet they also invite them to dream. Indeed, the rich
ambiguities and air of mystery seem to have appealed to many of the early admirers of
“Christabel,” while simultaneously proving nonsensical to its detractors. Recall from
Robinson’s account that the very same elements of the poem Miss Aikin praised as
“high flights of poetry” were those that Dr. Aikin found “unintelligible.” This sequence
of gothic questions culminate in the moment when Christabel, compelled by some
nameless power, watches Geraldine undress:

Behold! her Bosom and half her Side –
A Sight to dream of, not to tell! (lines 252–53)

This is not a question, but rather a command or imperative to the reader, drawing
attention to a sight that is not described or otherwise delimited by the author. In
Conder’s terms, a mysterious absence like this could only be bridged by a reader’s
“knowledge or imagination.” Given the suggestion of the strange attraction
between Christabel and Geraldine, this glance could be read as sexual or otherwise
deviant. Indeed, it isn’t clear in this moment if Geraldine is attractive or repulsive;
she is a terrible, uncanny thing, strange and yet somehow appealing. Literary
history records a famous reaction to this ambiguous moment in the poem. On 18
June 1816, at the Villa Diodati on Lake Geneva, Byron’s physician John Polidori
recorded in his diary:

After tea, 12 o’clock, really began to talk ghostly. Lord Byron repeated some verses of
Coleridge’s Christabel, of the witch’s breast; when silence ensued, and Shelley, suddenly
shrieking, and putting his hands to his head, ran out of the room with a candle. Threw
water in his face, and after gave him ether. He was looking at Mrs. Shelley, and suddenly
thought of a woman he had heard of who had eyes instead of nipples; which, taking hold
of his mind horrified him. (qtd. in Rosetti lxxxix)

Unsurprisingly, given the possibility of reactions like Shelley’s, the lines describing
Christabel gazing at the naked Geraldine were the focus of much of the critical
anxiety about the poem after publication, as well as the location of the single most sub-
stantive textual difference between the manuscript versions and the printed first edition.
In his critical review in the Examiner on 2 June 1816, Hazlitt, apparently drawing upon
his knowledge of a manuscript copy that his wife Sarah Stoddart had made, focuses his
critique upon this ambiguous moment in the poem, supplying a line that appears in a
couple of variations in different manuscript versions, but which is crucially absent
from the first edition:

The manuscript runs thus, or nearly thus: –
“Behold her bosom and half her side –
Hideous, deformed, and pale of hue.”

This line is necessary to make common sense of the first and second part. “It is the key-
stone that makes up the arch.”
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Hazlitt’s delimiting of Geraldine as repulsive and corporeal makes a deviant or sexual
reading of Christabel’s gaze more difficult.13 For leaving this line out, the text of the
printed first edition is arguably superior to any of the manuscript versions. We can
safely disagree with Hazlitt: the delimiting descriptions of Geraldine in the manuscript
versions are not the best keystone for this arch. A reader’s own imagination makes a far
better one. After all, the more fragmentary a text, the more readers needed to actively
exercise their knowledge or imagination to engage with and interpret it.14 As gothic
novelists like Radcliffe and her imitators proved in the 1790s, a solution to a gothic
mystery can often be an aesthetic mistake.15 Because it is a fragment, “Christabel” eter-
nally preserves its mystery, and encourages both rereading and speculation. In the first
printed edition of the poem, the naked Geraldine is wonderfully shapeless, like Death in
Milton’s Paradise Lost.16 She is “a sight to dream of, not to tell.” She is a dream that
cannot be told because she is in some sense as infinite and various as her readers.

According to Coleridge, not long after publication rumors spread that Geraldine was
actually a man, and a corroborating pamphlet making the same claim soon appeared,
asserting that “Christabel” was “the most obscene Poem in the English language” (Col-
lected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge [hereafter CL] 4: 919).17 After a series of
harsh reviews, Murray changed his mind about publishing Coleridge; according to
Richard Holmes, Murray “sensed the way the tide had turned. He slowly withdrew
his interest” (Darker Reflections 438). Despite this, however, Coleridge’s account in
the Biographia of the failure of “Christabel” after publication should not be taken as
authoritative, as illuminating as it is. After all, the poem sold approximately two thou-
sand copies in under two years, a modest success by the standards of the day, and has
been read more or less ever since. One of the most important things to note is the extent
to which Coleridge, and indeed Hazlitt, Conder, or any of the other critics who
reviewed the poem, distrusted the common reader. The very same expansive qualities
that made “Christabel” appear so impressive in the realm of parlour publication made it
appear all the more dangerous when it finally entered the public sphere of print. While
the fragmentary nature of the poem offered the excuse for enkindling reciters like
Coleridge, Scott, or Robinson to showcase their breadth of knowledge, or the strength
of their imagination by feats of analysis or exegesis, the publication of it encouraged
both its author and his critics to worry about the mischief that common readers
might make with the same option. Perhaps “Christabel” requires an impossible critic,
possessed of what Keats called “negative capability”: a critic “capable of being in
uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason”
(1: 193), a critic capable of letting the common reader act as the keystone to Coleridge’s
poetic ruins.

III. “The lantern of typography and clear redacting to letters”

“Kubla Khan” would seem to offer us another well-documented example of a poem as
it makes the transition from the semi-private sphere of parlour publication to the public
sphere of print. However, unlike “Christabel,” “Kubla Khan” does not seem to have
circulated extensively in manuscript prior to publication, and there is no suggestion
in the primary accounts of its performances that Coleridge would interrupt the flow
of his recitation to comment upon or explain it. The curious fact that the poet hardly
mentions “Kubla Khan” in his own writing leads William Christie to declare that
“on paper at least, Coleridge took less interest in [it] than in any of his other major
poems” (87). Holmes believes that the poet “kept back the poem as one of his
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wonderful enchantments, known by heart, and chanted in private company, but never
considered for publication” (Early Visions 165). Coleridge certainly seems to have held
the poem in reserve for special occasions, for we know that he recited it to poets whom
he particularly wished to impress, such as Mary Robinson or Lord Byron.

Just as we saw with “Christabel,” the eventual publication of “Kubla Khan” trig-
gered anxieties about the fragment’s reception among Coleridge’s friends, and about
its meaning among his critics. As was the case with “Christabel,” the first and most
obvious way for publication to diminish the impact of “Kubla Khan” was to separate
the poet from the performances of his poem. In a letter to William Wordsworth
dated 26 April 1816, Charles Lamb writes:

I am almost afraid that “Kubla Khan” is an owl that wont bear day-light. I fear lest it
should be discovered by the lantern of typography and clear redacting to letters no
better than nonsense or no sense. (22–23)

What can Lamb mean by the “lantern of typography?” Why might the shift from per-
formance to print be described as a “clear redacting to letters?” And how, exactly, might
this shift reveal the poem to be nonsensical?

We can interpret Lamb’s trope in two ways, one more obvious, and the other less so.
The obvious reading of the image is that lanterns shine light into dark places, and thus
reveal hidden faults or weaknesses. “Redacting” itself has two similar meanings, both
of which may have been intended by Lamb. According to the OED, to redact is “to
bring together or organize (ideas, writings, etc.) into a coherent form; to compile,
arrange, or set down in a written document” or “to reduce to a certain state or condition,
esp. an undesirable one” (“Redact,” defs. 1 and 2). Lamb might very well have worried
about the practical details of publication: his friend was notoriously unreliable, the
poem was obviously unfinished, and there were already half a dozen critics hungry
for his blood. But Lamb’s trope can be also be interpreted as a kind of inverse of the
lamp analogy that M. H. Abrams details in his classic study The Mirror and the
Lamp. Rather than the image of the poet as a lamp, projecting visionary light from
within, Lamb’s trope suggests that publication itself shines a destructive and leveling
sort of light. Shadows are of necessity contiguous with the objects that cast them; in
Lamb’s image they might be understood to represent the fleeting, localized contexts
that supplement or guarantee the poetic claim. It is these shadows that are in danger
of erasure by the redacting light of print.

For Coleridge, print seemed to lack the vital channels by which sincerity could be
gauged. As he wrote in a letter to Wordsworth in 1815: “It is not in written words, but
by the hundred modifications that looks make and tone, and denial of the full sense of
the very words used, that one can reconcile the struggle between sincerity and diffi-
dence” (CL 4: 517). When published, “Kubla Khan” would necessarily lack Coler-
idge’s “hundred modifications” of look and tone and would therefore lack tangible
proof of the poet’s sincerity. The transition to print threatened a radical break in con-
tiguity with the poet’s experience in a couple of ways: first, the physical link with
the poet, so obvious in a manuscript or personal performance, is much more indirect
and tenuous in the journey through publisher, printer, and bookseller. Second, the exist-
ence of so many identical copies of the poem in the marketplace could suggest mercen-
ary motives or insincerity. The aura that Walter Benjamin, in “The Work of Art in the
Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,” ascribes to originals would necessarily be
missing from Murray’s faceless editions. The trouble with print, by this theory, is
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that its distance in space and time from the poet troubles a sincere and truthful
mediation of the poetic experience. Without some form of supplement to assert the
veracity of his vision, of which the surviving verses were merely a hint, “Kubla
Khan” was in danger of appearing little more than a musical trifle, or an aesthetic
failure. Hazlitt’s scathing review in the Examiner on 2 June 1816 famously attacked
the poem in precisely these terms:

Kubla Khan, we think, only shews that Mr. Coleridge can write better nonsense verses
than any man in England. It is not a poem, but a musical composition.

“A damsel with a dulcimer
In a vision once I saw:
It was an Abyssinian maid,
And on her dulcimer she play’d,
Singing of Mount Abora.”

We could repeat these lines to ourselves not the less often for not knowing the meaning of
them. (349)

Hazlitt makes an interesting claim here: that the fragment isn’t a poem, but is rather
musical nonsense. It is hard to imagine that Hazlitt could not make sense of “Kubla
Khan” and its preface; it is less hard to imagine that on the occasion of his review
he chose not to.

Many of the other contemporary reviews concurred with Hazlitt’s assessment that
“Kubla Khan” was not a poem, referring to the fragment, as Coleridge’s preface does,
as a “psychological curiosity.”18 Coleridge and Murray appear to have been sensitive to
this sort of objection; indeed, the text was advertised in the newspapers as a “vision”
rather than as a “poem.” On 20 April 1816, the Caledonian Mercury ran an ad that
read as follows:

In a few days will be published,
In octavo, price 4s. 6d.

CHRISTABEL: A POEM – AND

KUBLUKHAN [sic]: a VISION.
By S. T. COLERIDGE

Printed for JOHN MURRAY, Albemarle Street, London;
and WILLIAM BLACKWOOD, Edinburgh.

“Kubla Khan” was similarly referred to as a “vision” on the title page of the first edition.
And of course, the preface begins with the following apology:

The following fragment is here published at the request of a poet of great and deserved
celebrity, and as far as the Author’s own opinions are concerned, rather as a psychological
curiosity, than on the ground of any supposed poetic merits. (CC 16.1: 511)

Many historians, biographers, and literary critics have understood these rhetorical ges-
tures in psychological or biographical terms. Geoffrey Yarlott, for example, writes
“[d]oubtless [Coleridge] wrote this Preface partly in self-defence, anticipating the
charge of obscurity which the poem’s acknowledged imperfection of organization
would produce” (128). Holmes takes a more trusting view, arguing that “there is no
reason to disbelieve the basic truth of Coleridge’s wonderful story” (Early Visions
168) about the poem’s conception. Even if they found what was printed on the page non-
sensical or merely musical, and therefore a failure, most of the contemporary reviews
uncritically repeated Coleridge’s account of the poem’s origins as if it were fact.
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“Kubla Khan” threatened to seem nonsensical in light of traditional mimetic or
didactic theories of art. What, after all, was the portion of the universe reflected in
it? Could anyone verify the idiosyncratic and irretrievable experience of the poet,
and if so, how? If the poem was indeed a fragment, then where (or what) was the
rest of it? In Visions of Xanadu, Marshall Suther points out that Coleridge, in his
preface, urges his readers to consider the fifty-four lines of verse as the remaining sec-
tions of a complete, already-existing poem. Considering this attempt to be “deliberately
misleading,” Suther forwards the more reasonable suggestion that the lines were “part
of a larger composition that the author was in the process of composing but for some
reason did not complete” (6). In order to be understood and appreciated as anything
more than that, “Kubla Khan” asked to be judged by different criteria from those
demanded by traditional theories.

In contrast to the generally negative reviews of 1816–1817, it is interesting to note
that “Kubla Khan” does not seem to have encountered much resistance or incompre-
hension during the nearly two decades of sporadic parlour performance that preceded
its publication. One of the first conclusive references to the poem is to be found in Mary
Robinson’s “To the Poet Coleridge,” written in October 1800:

I hear her voice! thy sunny dome,
Thy caves of ice, loud repeat,
Vibrations, madd’ning sweet,
Calling the visionary wand’rer home.
She sings of THEE, O favour’d child
Of Minstrelsy, SUBLIMELY WILD!
Of thee, whose soul can feel the tone,
Which gives to airy dreams a magic ALL THY OWN! (lines 65–72)

“Kubla Khan” evidently didn’t appear nonsensical to Robinson. As Tim Fulford has
pointed out, it inspired her to write a response that focused upon the song of the Abys-
sinian maid (17). Taking up the epistemological challenge, Robinson claims to hear and
revive within herself the maid’s symphony and song. She reveals that the song is about
Coleridge, in the guise of the genius of minstrelsy. Her use of the possessive “thy”
throughout her poem, and her repetition of Coleridge’s phrases “sunny dome” and
“caves of ice” three times in proprietary quotation marks or italics have the effect of
presenting Coleridge as Romantic genius, identifying him fully with the inspired
figure of the poet from the final stanza of “Kubla Khan.” Robinson not only intuited
the theory of inspiration/genius that “Kubla Khan” implied, she celebrated Coleridge
as the model exemplar of it, as many were to do after her.

According to Leigh Hunt, Coleridge “recited his Kubla Khan one morning to Lord
Byron, in his lordship’s house in Piccadilly, when I happened to be in another room. I
remember the other’s coming away from him, highly struck with his poem, and saying
how wonderfully he talked. This was the impression of everybody who heard him”
(288). According to Thomas Medwin, Byron thereafter took great pride in “Kubla
Khan,” claiming that “[Coleridge’s] psychological poem was always a great favourite
of mine, and but for me would not have appeared” (174). In a passage that seems to
directly contradict Hazlitt’s critique in the Examiner, Lamb records Coleridge reciting
the poem in 1815–1816:

Coleridge was sometimes induced to recite portions of “Christabel,” then enshrined in
manuscript from eyes profane, and gave a bewitching effect to its wizard lines. But
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more peculiar in its beauty than this was his recitation of Kubla Khan. As he repeated the
passage –

A damsel with a dulcimer
In a vision once I saw:

It was an Abyssinian maid,
And on her dulcimer she played,
Singing of Mont Abora!

his voice seemed to mount, and melt into air, as the images grew more visionary, and the
suggested associations more remote. (18)

Like Lamb’s lantern of typography trope, this description associates publication with
the sense of sight, rather than sound.19 Both poems are described in the strictly aural
terms of recitation, incantation, music, and voice. Coleridge’s voice “mounts” and
melts into the air, the images of the poem grow more wild and intense, and the
“suggested associations” more mysterious and “remote.” Rather than finding the Abys-
sinian maid passage to be little more than incomprehensible music, as Hazlitt appar-
ently did, Lamb finds it to be sublime, ending as it does with a movement towards
vastness, mystery, and dissolution. The phrase “enshrined in manuscript from eyes
profane” is particularly telling. Lamb invokes the pre-modern divinity of saints and
relics, with all the poetics of proximity they imply. What are pilgrimage sites but evi-
dence of the distrust of representations? What is a pilgrim but someone who attempts to
bypass mediation altogether and approach divinity at its source? Like Basil Hall, or
Clement Carlyon, Lamb is advertising his own privileged access to these poems pre-
publication, suggesting his participation in a Romantic economy of proximity to the
sublime objects of poetic experience. Many of the disparate trends within Romanticism,
from the rise of literary tourism to the obsessions of biography and literary celebrity,
share this impulse. The manuscript version of a poem is closer to the original locus
point of inspiration, and has not yet been printed for a commodified marketplace of
“profane eyes.”

Conclusion

In 1821, an anonymous reviewer in the Academic Review asserted that, just as with
“Kubla Khan,” “[i]ndeed all [Coleridge’s] works seem to have been composed in a
sort of day-dream” (qtd. in Jackson 2: 283). By 1830, the argument of its preface
was becoming an important part of the tradition and mythology of Romantic genius
as it developed in the English-speaking world, so much so that John Bowring, in
The Westminster Review, could write:

It might well be imagined that what Mr. Coleridge has mentioned as a peculiarity of this
composition had almost always happened to him in the production of his poems, viz.,
that the images rose up before him as things, with a parallel production of the
correspondent expressions. We cannot but believe that usually his visions flit very palp-
ably before him, from the effect of his descriptions or allusions on the reader. (qtd. in
Jackson 1: 551).

By 1830, “Kubla Khan” was no longer a psychological curiosity that did not warrant
the name of poetry; no longer was it described as nonsensical, or merely musical. In
his 1875 preface to his edition of Christabel, Algernon Charles Swinburne wrote
that “Christabel,” and especially “Kubla Khan,” were the characteristic, and “perhaps
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the most wonderful of all [Coleridge’s] poems” (qtd. in Jackson 2: 149). In the Diction-
ary of National Biography (1887) Leslie Stephen writes that Coleridge’s “best poems
are all really dreams or spontaneous reveries” (315). This habit of selecting Coleridge’s
supernatural fragment poems as exemplary of his genius continued well into the twen-
tieth century.20 In The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (1933), T. S. Eliot faults
“Kubla Khan” for being unfinished and disorganized, and for leaving its images
unused, concluding that “[t]he faith in mystical inspiration is responsible for the exag-
gerated repute” (146) of the poem. When, in their famous 1946 essay “The Intentional
Fallacy,” William Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley critique the biographical or psycho-
logical explanations of poetry associated with Romanticism, it is no accident that they
choose “Kubla Khan” to illustrate their case.

Modern critics and literary historians are perhaps less likely to see these two poems
as fundamentally exemplary of Coleridge’s work, or of Romantic theories of poetic
production and mediation more generally. The truth is we may never know how
many poems published during the period enjoyed an extensive oral or manuscript cir-
culation prior to their printing, or exactly how the dynamics of these different systems
of mediation could affect their meaning and reception. For this reason, the well-docu-
mented performance and publication histories of “Christabel” and “Kubla Khan”
remain fascinating – yet fragmentary – evidence for understanding the transition
from manuscript and memory to print.
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Notes
1. In the case of “Christabel,” the timing of the publication may have been an important factor

in explaining the negative intensity of its reviews. As J. R. de J. Jackson observed in Coler-
idge: the Critical Heritage “Coleridge’s career coincides with . . . the emergence of the
[periodical] review” and “it was [his] misfortune to present the bulk of his writing to the
public at the very time when the cut and thrust of reviewing was at its height” (1: 1, 9).

2. See Nethercot (6–7).
3. See The Selected Writings of William Hazlitt (96–102).
4. For a chronology of the composition of “Christabel” see CC 16.1.1 (477–81), and 16.2.1

(606–9).
5. See Koenig-Woodyard for a detailed hypertext mapping of the manuscript transmission of

“Christabel.”
6. See Stillinger (79–83).
7. It seems strangely appropriate for Byron to believe Geraldine, the mysterious seductress

with an unnameable secret, is the heroine of the poem.
8. See St Clair (595, 520).
9. For an examination of “Christobell,” see Reiman (283–89).

10. In a letter to Coleridge on 27 October 1815, Byron wrote of his borrowings from
“Christabel”:

as you will see by the enclosed extract from an unpublished poem which I assure you
was written before (not seeing your “Christabelle” for that you know I never did till
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this day) but before I heard Mr. S[cott] repeat it – which he did in June last – and
this thing was begun in January & more than half written before the Summer – the
coincidence is only in this particular passage and if you will allow me – in publish-
ing it . . . I will give the extract from you – and state that the original thought &
expression have been many years in the Christabelle. (BLJ 4: 321)

Byron is anxious to point out that his plagiarism was unintentional, apparently because he
had not seen but rather only heard “Christabel.” He volunteers to publically attribute the
“original thought & expression” to Coleridge. For an excellent discussion of plagiarism
in the Romantic period see Mazzeo, (especially 1–16).

11. A nearly identical ad appeared in the Chronicle on 20 May, also repeating the Byron quote.
12. In her influential essay “On the Supernatural in Poetry,” Ann Radcliffe made a famous dis-

tinction between the sublimity of terror, which derives from obscurity, and the unambiguous
atrocities of horror. For wide-ranging discussions of “Christabel” and gothic instability or
ambiguity, see Hogle (18–28) and Minot (23–49).

13. It isn’t clear what Coleridge ultimately intended for this moment in the poem, or indeed if
his intention should be at all relevant to the discussion. In any case, the lines in the sole
remaining holograph in his own hand read:

Behold her bosom and half her side –
Are lean and old and foul of hue
A sight to dream of, not to tell.

See Coleridge (“Christabel”).
14. For a wide-ranging discussion of psychoanalytical approaches to “Christabel’s” fragmen-

tary nature, see Thomas.
15. We can thank the muses (or the opium) that Coleridge didn’t complete “Christabel” as he

was fond of threatening.
16.

The other shape,
If shape it might be call’d that shape had none
Distinguishable in member, joint, or limb,
Or substance might be call’d that shadow seemed, (2: 666–69)

17. For another discussion of this incident, see Magnuson (40).
18. The association of Coleridge’s account of the origins of “Kubla Khan” with the subject of

dreaming and poetic creativity became a commonplace of the nineteenth century, and
Coleridge’s account of his “psychological curiosity” continued to inform such discussions
right up to the advent of Freudian psychoanalytic theory. Books like Robert Macnish’s
The Philosophy of Sleep (1838), or John Sheppard’s On Dreams, in their Mental and
Moral Aspects (1847) uncritically recount Coleridge’s anecdote from his preface; John
Payne Collier’s Preface to Seven Lectures on Shakespeare and Milton by the Late
S. T. Coleridge (1856) similarly records that a recitation of “Kubla Khan” in 1811
sparked a discussion of dreams: “the subject having been introduced by a recitation by
Coleridge of some lines he had written many years ago upon the building of a Dream-
palace by Kubla Khan” (xlvi). In his Life, Journals and Letters (1873) Henry Alford
writes:

Then we spoke of the “Kubla Khan,” as to whether it was actually composed in a
dream, certainly Coleridge believes so. Wordsworth thinks it might very possibly
have been composed between sleeping and waking, or, as he expressed it, in a
morning sleep; he said some of his own best thoughts had come to him in that
way. (62)

19. As Anya Taylor points out, the end of “Kubla Khan” presents us with the figure of a poet
who can transform what he has heard into something for all to see (113).

20. As Perry writes, “the historical importance of the legendary Coleridge lies in the way he
exemplifies, or caricatures, an idealist tendency within post-Romantic thinking” (“Influ-
ence” 669).
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