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What Coleridge Talked :
The Biographia Literaria (1817)

Toru KOBAYASHI

* World Civilizations

Abstract

It would be true that talking critically of Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria is almost ’equirlalerlt
to saying something-about the relationships between the author and Wordsworth. 'It is also
correct in thlnkmg that the work is a kmd of counterstatement to Wordsworth’s writings. But
these 1nterpretat10ns which have been provided by many critics, are not enough to develop a
comprehensive understandmg. ‘ The Biographia exists based on Coleridge’s multiple relations to
the contemporary literary situation, himself, Wordsworth, and “oral cultures.” Of those, the
' relationship between Coleridge and Wordsworth is central, but interrelationship of those four is
more important because they ceoperate to determineibot'h the content and mode of the work.

‘Through the analysis of these relations, e‘speciallry’ those with Coleridge himself and “oral
cultures,” tr;e Biographia appears to be different from a simple 'aut'obiography which concerns the
public figure of the authvor or an earnest defense against censures frorn the literary circle.
Con51der1ng its' abundant characterlstlcs stemming from “oral cultures” and the importance of
Wordsworth as a counterpart of the author in the work, it presents itself as an autoblographlcal
open letter to the poet. . There Colerldge “talked” about himself to compete with Wordsworth
-in the public field asa philosophical literary critic. More 1mportantly, then, this feature is Where

‘the Works srgmflcant orlgmahty derives from. The Bzogmphza is not only an anti- Romantic
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autobiography, but also realizes an entirely new mode of the genre which repfesents a “private”

figufe of the author depending on the real personalrelationship between himself and Wordsworth.

'Samuel Taylor Coleridge ® Biographia Literaria (1817) OEEHM;F. R 5IAT 2 MfEHH
5, ‘ '

It has been my lot to have had my name introduced both in conversation, and in print,
more frequently than I find it easy to explain, whether I consider the fewness, unimportance,

‘ and limited circulaiion of my writings, or the retirement ar‘id'distance, in which I have lived,
both from the literary ‘arid political world. Most often it has been connected with some

charge which I could not acknowledge, or some principle which 1 had never entertained.

Nevertheless had I had no other motive or 1nc1tement the reader Would not have been.

troubled with this exculpation. ‘What my additlonal purposes. were, will be seen in the
foilowing pages. i It will be found, that the least of what I have written concerns myself
personally. I'hav.e used the narration chiefly for the purpose of giving a continuity to the
work, in part for the sake of the miscellaneous reflectiOns suggested to me by particular
“events, but still more as introductory to the statement of my principles in Politics, Religion,
‘and Philosophy, and the vapplication of the r‘ulés,_ deduced from philosophical principlesv, to

. poetry and criticism. But of the objects, which I proposed to myself, it was-not the least

important to effect as far as possible, a settlement’ of the long contmued controversy -

concermng the true nature of poetic diction: and at the same time to define w1th the utmost
impartiality the real poetic character of the poet, by whose writings this controversy was first

Kindled, and has been since fuelled and fanned. (I:5)
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FECHELVWE L, ZOBEEE LT, “The Best part of human language, properlly so called, is
derived from reflection on the acts of the mind itself. It is formed by a voluhtary appropriation

of fixed symbols to internal acts, to processes and results of imagination, the greater part of
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which have nd place in.the consciousnéss of uneducated man” (II : 54) LB DIz, Fhns
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it was talk not flowing anywhither like a river, but spreading everywhlther in mextrlcable
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often in logical mte111g1b111ty what you were to beheve or-do, on any earthly or heavenly

thing, obstinately refusing to appear from it. So that, most times, you felt logically lost ;
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to submerge the world. (Armour and Howes 115)
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XBbORDTHS (Ong 69)s w
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ERE. B LI L) FHREAS SHMS N, VDIEThERKE L THRIEE NS, BWETh
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97 316.; Spengemann 62-72 ; Eakin 181- 278%@0 ' '

2 Letters 1. 302-03, 310-12, 346-48, 352- 55 387-89& 17,

3 a—AVyYEES LEERE, BEEECTLIE uifﬁfoi»bg_b“cwto ijbi 18084 9 H. T.G.Street 55C.
18144 6 A. J031ah Wade %’C R 9.8, Danlel Stuart 56 C. 1818FE 1 B, J.]. Morgan %T@%F&ﬁk%nbiﬁ%
TLZ) %Q Letters 3 :-124-26, 511 529-35, 4 795 965’%53
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It is a most- instructivelbart of my Life the fact, that I have been always preyed on by some Dread, and

-perhaps all my faulty actions have been the consequence of some Dread or other on my mind_/from fear

of Pain, or Shame, not from prospect of Pleasuré/ —So in my- childhood & Boyhood the horror of being

detected with a sorehead; afterwards imaginary fears of the having the Itch in my Blood—/then a

short~l>ived Fit of Fears from sex—then hofror of DUNS, & a state of struggling with madness from an

incapability of hoping that I should be able to marry, Mary Evans (and this strange passion of fervent tho’ -

wholly imaginative and imaginary Love ﬁncorhbinable by hly utmiost efforts with <any regular> ‘Hope—/
possibly from deficiency of bod11y feeling, of tactual ideas connected w1th the image) had all the effects
of direct Fear & I have Iam for hours together awake at mght groamng & praymg—Then came that
stormy time/and for a few months America really inspired Hope, & I became an exalted Bemg then
came Rob. Southey’s alienation/my marrlage—constant dread in my mmd respecting Mrs Coleridges
Temper, &c—and finally stimulants in'the fear & prevention of violent Bowel-attacks from mental
agitation/then <almost epileptic> night-horrors.in my sleep/ & since then every error I Have committed,
has been th'é ‘immediate‘e'ffect of thé Dread of these bad rrios_t shoéking Dreams—any thing Fo prevent

them/  (Notebooks 2 : 2398)
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Taylor 357- 74’%@ -

5 a.@l*—ik’)b)fbi Engell'and Bate liii. 7 & U'i2 Holmes 227-28, 368-782H, F -AXTOHOER & & B
355, 2D v Yk, 18164 7 A, John Hookham Frere 5i TO&EMD T, [X¥FHE] OEHMO—D %,

. “to defend myself (not ‘indeed. to my own Conscience ; but) as far as others are concerned, from the often and
pu'blic denunciation of having ‘wasted my time in idleness—in short, of having done nothing” (Letters 4 . 646)
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