Reading 5 – Poetic Visions
“Frost at Midnight” 

The chief problem is the unity of poetic vision. There is no rhythm as in “Eolian Harp” or the “music loud and long” as in “Kubla Khan”, only the almost invisible “flutter” of the “film” on the grate. The speaker thinks that it gives “dim sympathies” with himself, lending its movements to the play of the abstract images in the mind. In this way, the boundary between existence and non-existence is figured. The personality of the poem’s speaker becomes dependent on the play of imagination (“the idling Spirit”) which is universal (capital “S” in spirit), which is a random phenomenon or occurrence, called “stranger”. Personality / Persona of the speaker are compared to minute, spectral phenomenon (spectres are both “existent” they need a semblance of life to appear, and non-existent, their life is a mere semblance). Or we can say that the poet refers to his own imagination as simulacrum – the other of rational or theological universe.  

But there is also the reminiscence to the speaker’s own childish dreams, escape from the coercion of language (“articulate sounds of things to come”) and rational knowledge, and the hope of the retrieval of familiar emotional relationships.
What can bridge this gap between the unreality of the present and the speaker and lost reality of childish dreams - the other / stranger? The breath of his own child “gentle breathings … fill up the interspersed vacancies and momentary pauses of the thought”. The child assumes the unifying figure of a being, understanding the real “eternal language, which thy God utters.” God as the ultimate teacher and unity of the vision expanding from the rhythm of the baby’s breath to the visual rhythm of the landscape (“the clouds, / Which image in their bulks both lakes and shores / And mountain crags”), but also to the question-answer rhythm of “natural” education, and the effects of imagination. The discarded passage brings a figure of icicles similar to the “mirror stage”: “with their novelty / Suspend thy little soul; than make thee shout, and stretch and flutter from thy mother’s arms / As thou would’st fly from very eagerness”. Synthesis of conscious and unconscious process. A dream of unity. 

“Fears in Solitude”

Written in April 1798 when the citizens were armed and ready to defend the southern and eastern coasts of Britain. Coleridge was visited by the Wordsworths and they meditated their escape to Germany, outside the war zone. The poem was transcribed in 1799 in Germany and Coleridge attached a note asserting that the poem is somewhere “between poetry and oratory” and would be more proper as a sermon. Later, in 1807, Coleridge added a marginal note that the lines of the poem only “masquerade as Poetry”, but “are Prose that in a frolic has put on a masquerade Dress of Metre”. He continues that he is for forgiving aesthetic faults but not moral ones and finishes by defining the Good of poetry as a combination of thought and feeling, vivifying these capacities, typical of Wordsworth’s poetry. 
The poem is linked with a prophetic poem “Ode to a Departing Year” (1796) and refers to the Old Testament books of Psalms and Ecclesiastes. Oscillation between the two figures of the poet: the dreaming poet of nature and the moralizing preacher. The “poet of nature” stylizes himself as a priest in the “most magnificent temple” of the “divine / And beauteous island” of Great Britain. Instead of the Britons he addresses the landscape “that huge amphitheatre of rich / And elmy fields” which “seems like society-- / Conversing with the mind and giving it / A livelier impulse and a dance of thought.” Authority of the speaker is thus problematized and so are his injunctions against the “our dainty terms fratricide” and the superficial character of “Government” as a “robe” adorned with “our vice and wretchedness”: all this points out not only social hypocrisy but the failure of the attempt to replace the language of sermon and ideology with poetic language. 
