Reading 4 – “Kubla Khan” 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              Written either in September-November 1797 or in May 1798 or in October 1799, published in 1816 at the prompting of Byron, prior to that circulated in manuscript among C’s friends. In comparison to the Ancient Mariner or “Christabel”, Coleridge was not interested in the poem after its completion. Nonetheless lots of images and rhythms repeat themselves in other poems written at the time. It is also related to “Christabel”, Mariner and other poems by the theme of the curse (“Ancestral voices prophesying war”).
“Dream Origin” 
“Need not be doubted” (says the commentary in the variorum Bollingen edition, 2000), but the more important fact is the way how the poem is constructed as “a vision in the dream.”

There is a great deal of indeterminacy – all connections between structural elements are unclear, with the exception of the transition from the third to the first person narrative.

However, this uncertainty is also carefully generated: authenticating the poem as a personal statement, a revelation of inner soul. 

This authenticity has also a political value: art standing against tyranny (reminiscences of Eastern despotism, the ice palace of Catherine the Great, Napoleonic wars), but the poem is not produced for any specific audience (cf. “Fears in Solitude”).

“Production” of the Fragment

Finding Purchas his Pilgrimage, a 1613 treatise by Samuel Purchas written to demonstrate the diversity of Divine Creation from the perspective of Anglican theology and containing several abbreviated travel narratives, among them that of Marco Polo’s journey to China (later 13th century), at a lonely farm, opening a page with the description of Xandalu (Shangdu, 上

 HYPERLINK "https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E9%83%BD" \o "wikt:都" 都, literally “Upper City”, an old summer capital of the Yuan – Mongol – empire located approximately 300 km northwest of today’s Beijing) and falling asleep. As if the old text was transformed into a dreamy vision, which is then reified: “all images rose up before him as things”. 

These images are linked with “correspondent expressions” – signifiers. Therefore it can be said that the poem represents a dream of the objectivity of language, which is at the same time ungraspable (the images of the unconscious). The dream is objectified in a closed symbolic structure: “a distinct recollection of the whole”. 
This seems to be supported by a quote from another poem “The Picture, or The Lover’s Resolution (1802)”, where the memory symbolized by the mirror of the water surface is shattered (“Then all the charm / Is broken – all that phantom-world so fair vanishes”) but the reflections – individual remembrances - are soon renewed (“soon the fragments of dim and lovely forms / Come back”) and united again. As if memory was a safeguard of the identity of the personality, including its unconsciousness. Nonetheless, Coleridge himself admitted that he in vain “purposed to finish for himself what had been originally, as it were, given to him”. Coleridge further insists that the wholeness may be achieved in the future (“the to-morrow is yet to come”) (“Of the Fragment of Kubla Khan”, 1816). In spite of this positive assertion, the poem itself is presented an antithesis of the hope expressed in the preface (“of very different character, the dream of pain and disease”). The depressive fragments will never be assembled. This undermines the process of “reification” of the poem’s symbolic structure (see above). 

Another problem of the reference to “The Picture, or the Lover’s Resolution” is that the shattered image is in fact no memory but an erotic fantasy, an image of a “maiden” created by a “madman”. This may lead to the explanation of the conclusion of Kubla Khan.
Mystification
In Romanticism and Personality I say that this strategy is a “mystification” and “play with the reader”. In the Preface Coleridge constructs the poem as a representation of an exceptional creative act establishing links between reading, dream and writing. The authenticity and originality of the poem are a skillful construct: although they contain a moment of aesthetic play, they are not as unintentional as they appear: their major purpose is to create an authoritative image of the poet against the symbolic background referring to: 

1. despotic power (Kubla Khan, the cruel Mongol emperor of China, who attempted to invade Japan)
2. cosmic energy (“a mighty fountain”)

3. transgressive sexual desire (“a woman  wailing for her demon lover”)

4. immensity and inscrutability of space (“caverns measureless to a man”, “sunless sea”

5. the sublime nature of death (“lifeless ocean”)

6. catastrophic history (“ancestral voices prophesying war”)
7. esoteric symbolism of Paradise (“damsel with a dulcimer”) located in Africa (Ethiopia)   and of poetry as oracular power (“weave a circle round him thrice”).
From these symbolic features the immense authority of the poet’s personality is generated. This also, as I write later in the book, puts the poem into “a subordinate, ancillary role in relation to the ruling and legitimating thought”. This process is aiming to assimilate the otherness of the setting, history and the universe and integrate them into the overinflated, mythologized personality of the poet, further “elaborated” in Biographia Literaria (1817), written at the time of the poem’s first publication. What is the most important moment of this transformation? Emphasis on the interaction of “the two forces” mentioned in Chapter 13 (on imagination) of Biographia Literaria.
Symbolization of the Artistic Creation
The above sublime features (“fountain”, “caves of ice”) produce a reciprocating movement. In Biographia Literaria Coleridge writes about:

“two contrary forces, the one of which tends to expand infinitely, while the other strives to apprehend or find itself in this infinity.”
 
The dynamic unity of these forces, called by Coleridge “one power,” can be understood by us only “intuitively.” 
This unity is neither a universal principle nor a central concept (neither Kant’s Pure Reason nor his moral Law): it has a differential nature. 
The two forces constituting it do not work in a determined and limited space and time. Being the a priori “conditions of all possible directions” as well as “infinite” and “indestructible,” they cannot neutralize one another. Their interplay causes what Coleridge terms “a tertium aliquid, or finite generation.”

In the poem these two forces are represented as a complex rhythm (“mingled measure”), a dynamic structure of a perfect artistic form reflected in the mind: “the shadow of the dome of pleasure / Floated midway on the waves / Where was heard the mingled measure / From the fountain and the caves.” This work of art can integrate the opposites and the extremes of the universe (“fountain” vs. “caves”), the outburst and dissipation of energy, and therefore it can become the foundation for the construction of the poet’s personality as the eternal centre of the universe – the Poet is equated to God (the harmony – “symphony” of the song of the Abyssinian “damsel” (Sibyl or the Queen of Sheba??) and placed in the sacred centre of the Universe. Coleridge’s “play” with the reader thus acquires the “firm foundation of renewing certainty which is not affected by the arbitrary nature of the play” (Derrida, “Structure, Sign and Play”). In this way, Coleridge’s text covers up its actual fragmentary nature, based on bricolage and mystification. This has also political implications which I analyse in Romanticism and Personality: a link is made between: history (or “historicity” – dějinnost – relation of history to the authentic present moment), subjective speech and identity crisis. These important connections may be implied but also erased by “mere verbal associations,” the phrase by which Coleridge himself characterizes his early revolutionary rhetoric.
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� Biographia Literaria, 196. Coleridge’s rather clumsy opposition should be understood as a relationship of infinitely divisible quantities: if one of the forces is infinitely expanding, the other is “finding” itself in an infinite number of permanently dividing points, since neither the direction nor the orientation of this expansion are given in advance. Kant’s treatise An Attempt to Introduce the Concept of Negative Quantities into Philosophy  (Ein Versuch den Begriff der negativen Grössen in die Weltweisheit einzuführen, 1763), referred to by Coleridge, is based on the understanding of these quantities in terms of differential calculus and emphasizes their importance for the solution of problems of “space, motion and infinitesimal quantities” (Biographia Literaria, 196, 197).


�  ibid., 197-98. Traditionally oriented scholars interpret Coleridge’s forces as energy (life force, creative power) and reflecting consciousness as the highest product of organic growth (cf. M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp [New York: W.W. Norton and Co. Inc., 1961], Chapters VII and VIII). This concretization, however, neglects an important fact about the differential nature of the relation. According to D.W. Smith, in such a relation the quantities “have no determined value but [...] nevertheless are determined reciprocally in that relation.” From the identification of elements one must advance to the determination of the nature of their structural relationship. This relationship then determines “the topological space of a given structure” (“Deleuze’s Theory of Sensation: Overcoming the Kantian Duality,” in Deleuze: A Critical Reader, ed. Paul Patton [Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Inc., 1996] 52 n).





