Reading 6 – “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”
Written with a commercial purpose: the offer of 5 pounds from the Monthly Magazine, to pay for Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s walking tour on 12 November 1797.                                                                            
Had to be a collaborative poem but Wordsworth soon withdrew (still in November 1797). Objections: “remote from humanity”: occult, supernatural machinery, not “necessary” human associations, but random, arbitrary associations, Coleridge’s subtitle “A Reverie” in Lyrical Ballads 1800 (2nd edition). Coleridge also thought about writing a poem on delirium, confounding the phantasms of mind with objective reality and exotic settings. 
Possible political resonances - Abolitionism: Robert Southey’s poem about a sailor (slave-driver) who flogged an African-American woman to death (October 1798) “The Sailor who has served in the Slave-Trade”.
Wordsworth seems to have objected against an unclear religious meaning of the poem: the divergence of the narrative from the scheme “sin – punishment – redemption”.

Therefore Coleridge discarded the Argument and introduced the Epigraph from Thomas Burnet (1692). Burnet critically discusses the Neo-platonic principle of emanation – dissemination of the Divine Spirit in innumerable orders of spiritual beings. What if some of these beings are fictions (simulacra), “puft by vain science”? What is accentuated in the Ancient Mariner is the unreliability of speculative knowledge of the world (the theme of the game of draughts): “I will own that it is very profitable to contemplate in the Mind, as in a Draught, the Image of the greater and better World; lest the Soul being accustomed to the Trifles of this present Life, should contract itself too much, and altogether rest in mean Cogitations; but…we must take Care to keep to the Truth, and observe Moderation…” 
The deleted passage from Burnet’s text mentions “Iamblichus’ treatise on the Mysteries of the Egyptians”.

Iamblichus was a 3rd and early 4th century Neo-Platonist from Syria and the treatise ascribed to him was refuting the principles of theurgy, invoking gods and achieving perfection in the union with them, established by his teacher Porphyry -, the “Chaldean Rites” described by Michael Psellus (another Neo-Platonist and an 11th century Byzantine monk), the Gnostics and the Kabbalists, namely their major book Sefer Jetzirah on angels. 
However, Coleridge deleted the above quoted critical passage from the epigraph.  In this way, he not only conformed to Wordsworth’s objections (poetry should deal only with the common images, emotions, sentiments of mankind; there should be “moderation” in our imagination) but also opposed it: admitting the existence of innumerable imaginary orders of being. 
More important than the epigraph is the MS Note in C’s copy of Lyrical Ballads 1800: where the indistinct spirits of Part VI “full many shapes that shadows were” are transformed into a “choir of angels” who entered the bodies of the dead sailors. There are similar changes made in the MS of the poem.
Genesis of the poem: 
Although we do not have the early drafts of the poem from the autumn of 1797, it can be conjectured that the first part of the poem concluded after Part IV – at the moment when the Mariner blesses the water-snakes and it starts to rain. Part I-IV have 284 lines and if there was some conclusion, the poem had about 300 lines. This also means that it included the motif of the game of dice.  This is the game in which chance or arbitrariness (and probability) play the greatest role. It may be said to be the opposite of the game of draughts mentioned in the poem’s epigraph, where it is related to the supernatural machinery, which has been developed in the second draft of the poem, in spring 1798. 
Coleridge’s development of the symbolic potential of the image of the game of dice played by Death and Life-in-Death in Part III can be seen in his revisions of the 1798 text published in Lyrical Ballads:
1. Emphasizing the spectral nature of the ship: “A plankless Spectre – and it mov’d / Like a Being of the Sea!” – that is, the impossibility of distinguishing between the “reality” and “fictitious,” “hallucinatory” nature of the representation. 
2. Emphasizing the metaphor of the ship as the prison (“dungeon grate”). Symbolic explanation of the Mariner’s deed as the LOSS OF FREEDOM.
The importance of the arbitrariness of meaning, which, however, is constructed as a conventional metaphor: Albatross “crossed” the ship’s trajectory. Later on, Albatross is hung on the Mariner’s neck as a “cross”. In later versions, this arbitrariness is entirely eliminated by the marginal notes and supernatural machinery which only pretends to be founded on thorough knowledge of esoteric sources (Titus Flavius Josephus, the Jewish Roman scholar of the 1st century AD, the author of the Antiquities of the Jews and the Discourse to the Greeks concerning Hades against Plato’s cosmology, and Michael Psellus). 
The conflict between the two conceptions of the poem (arbitrariness vs. supernatural machinery) is evident from Coleridge’s revision of lines 503 – 1-6 in the first edition of the poem in LB 1798. In the first edition, the spectral vision of the crew comes back after the arrival of the Pilot’s boat: “Then vanished all the lovely lights; / The bodies rose anew: / With silence pace, each to its place, / Came back the ghastly crew.” What follows is the direct confrontation of the hero with the miraculous power of the supernatural. While in the first edition this power is out of control which also makes any reduction of the symbolic meaning impossible (the ambivalent “marvelous”: instead of a “miracle” – resurrection of the Mariner’s shipmates), in the latter versions symbolic meaning is reduced to an allegory of metaphysical guilt (sin) and its punishment. What Coleridge appears to have sought in vain is the balance between the “pure imagination” and “moral sentiment” as evident from his comments on Mrs. Barbauld’s criticism of the poem that it had no moral in his Table Talk of 31 May 1830: the poem has too much moral and “the only fault is…the obtrusion of the moral sentiment so openly on the reader as a principle or cause of action in a work of pure imagination”.
