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A . B . E N G L A N D 

\ D E G R E E of consensus about " K u b l a K h a n " seems to have emerged f rom the large amount of analysis 
* *• devoted to it i n recent years. If one examines, for 
instance, the comments of Irene H . Chayes, George Wat­
son, and Pa t r i c i a M . Ada i r , i t soon becomes clear that 
al though they differ i n their interpretations of some in ­
div idual details they a l l accept as a premise that the 
poem's images are i n some way emblematic of the move­
ment of the m ind in the process of creative act iv i ty . 1 I am 
i n sympathy w i t h this general concept of what the poem 
means, and the comments wh i ch follow do not question it, 
although I know that many readers would. However, I 
do th ink that certain aspects of what appears now to be 
the prevai l ing interpretat ion are less than satisfactory. 
In part icular, I want to raise some questions about the 
significance of the "lifeless ocean," a subject on wh ich 
Chayes and A d a i r are substantial ly i n agreement. A n d 
by doing this, I want also to show that the "Ances t ra l 
voices prophesying w a r " are capable of bear ing an impl i ­
cat ion wh ich is not countenanced by any analysis of the 
poem wh i ch I have read. 

B o t h Chayes (p. 12) and A d a i r (p. 118) regard the 
underground sea into wh i ch the r iver finally falls as an 
image of the subconscious mind ; the sacred r i ve r rises 
f rom this subterranean source and runs brief ly above 
ground, just as i n the process of art ist ic creat ion elements 
stored in the subconscious rise brief ly to the consciousness 
and are given f o rm in the successful work of art . Th is 
interpretat ion suggests that the place f rom wh i ch the foun-
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ta in rises and the place into wh i ch the r i ver descends are 
essentially the same—the "ancient unconscious source of 
wisdom, the hiding-place of man's power, wh i ch enriched 
and ferti l ised great civ i l isat ions and poetry i n different 
countries at different times, wherever and whenever i t 
rose to the surface" (Adair , p. 133). B u t i f th is is what 
Coleridge means by the underground sea, i t is difficult to 
understand why he should so strongly associate i t w i th 
ster i l i ty and death. When he first refers to i t he describes 
it as "sunless," wh i ch might s imply be intended to stress 
that i t is dark. B u t when he later calls i t a "lifeless ocean" 
he reinforces another meaning suggested by the absence 
of sunlight. Chayes mentions the shift f rom "sunless" to 
" l i fe less" (p. 12), but passes over i t wi thout r emark ing 
on the attendant emphasis on ster i l i ty , an emphasis wh i ch 
makes i t difficult to agree w i th her that the sea is intended 
by Coleridge as an image of " the unconscious." A k ind 
of defeat, or death, is impl ied by the r iver 's descent into 
the "lifeless ocean." The r i ver is deprived of its v i ta l i t y 
by the "caverns" through wh ich i t falls, and there is no 
indicat ion i n Coleridge's phrase that i t is re turn ing to a 
source of power wh i ch w i l l enr ich and ferti l ize. I would 
suggest that the sense of negation wh i ch thus accompanies 
the r iver 's descent is l ike ly to be an important aspect of 
whatever meaning the poem's images are capable of bear­
ing, and that i t is not real ly accounted for by the assump­
t ion that the "lifeless ocean" and the fountain's source are 
one and the same. The "lifeless ocean" seems clearly expres­
sive of a ster i l i ty w h i c h is for some reason the destination 
of that in i t ia l upsurge embodied by the fountain. It is a 
destination wh ich is i n dramatic contrast to the violent 
life of the r iver 's source. A n d the contrast is not s imply 
between a state of arousal and a state of quiescence, but 
between that wh i ch is alive and that wh ich is dead. Wha t 
this means, I th ink, is that there is a need to describe 
Colerdige's "lifeless ocean" i n some other terms than those 
wh ich appear to have become prevalent. 
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In order to understand the meaning of the caverns and 
the underground sea, i t is necessary to th ink of them 
in re lat ion to the fountain. I cannot mention here the 
several complexities of meaning wh ich have been associated 
w i th the fountain, complexities such as Chayes ' dist inct ion 
between the fountain as p r imary imaginat ion and the r iver 
as secondary imaginat ion (p. 10), but generally speaking, 
whenever " K u b l a K h a n " has been discussed as a poem 
about the creative process, the fountain has been associ­
ated w i th that spontaneous and passionately imaginative 
energy wh ich Coleridge always felt to be the necessary 
and often, for h im , elusive beginning of creative act iv i ty . 
F r o m this powerful though violent source the r i ver flows 
towards the caverns and its descent into the " l i fe less" 
underground sea, fal l ing, as i t has r isen, i n " tumu l t . " A t 
a certain point along its course, a point where the two 
tumults are heard to mingle i n a harmonious "measure, " 
the pleasure-dome is built . Since the dome is clearly an 
image of the poem which , later i n " K u b l a K h a n , " Cole­
ridge expresses a desire to create, its careful ly specified 
location is l ike ly to be very important to any interpre­
tat ion wh ich regards " K u b l a K h a n " as being about the 
creative process. The location wh i ch is appropriate to 
the pleasure-dome is l ike the dome itself i n that i t is one 
at wh i ch opposites are reconciled; the tumult of an out­
burst into life (the fountain) and the tumul t of a descent 
into lifelessness (the caves) here merge into a k i n d of 
harmony. Whatever forces are represented by the foun­
ta in and the caves, i t is clear that at this point along the 
r iver 's course some k ind of reconci l iat ion between them 
is achieved. If " K u b l a K h a n " is a poem about the cre­
ative process, and if the fountain is emblematic of a par­
t icular k ind of mental act iv i ty , the logic of the poem's 
images, as we have so far examined them, leads natura l ly 
towards the idea that the caverns are emblematic of an­
other k ind of act iv i ty wh i ch is different f rom, and per­
haps even opposite to that represented by the fountain, 
yet wh i ch can nevertheless sometimes be brought into 
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harmony w i th it. It is as if the fountain and the caves 
represent extreme versions of two different activit ies 
which, when neither is exclusively or predominantly pres­
ent, can combine to create order, or "measure . " 

The contrast between the fountain and the caves is a 
contrast between that wh ich bursts into life and that 
wh ich encloses and carries down towards death. It is 
between an extreme of energy and an extreme of contain­
ment wh ich in the final " t u m u l t " is i n conflict w i th that 
energy. However, the sacred r i ve r does not reach the 
caverns immediately after thrust ing out f rom below the 
surface—it progresses through a l imi ted degree of con­
tainment of wh i ch the final devital is ing enclosure by the 
caverns may be regarded as an extreme form. A n d i t is 
at the mid-point between the fountain and the caves that 
the pleasure-dome is appropriately built . The r i ver i n i t i ­
a l ly bursts to the surface i n the f o rm of a violent foun­
tain, i t then settles into a more steady course, contained 
w i th in its restra in ing banks, but is eventually swallowed 
up by the caverns, through wh ich i t falls, protestingly but 
inevitably, into the sterile sea. A t a certain point i n its 
course, whi le i t possesses the energy of its source without 
the chaos w i th wh i ch that energy was at first accom­
panied, and whi le i t is contained w i th in banks that con­
t ro l i t wi thout depr iv ing i t of life, a k ind of harmony 
between energy and containment is achieved, and i t is 
there that the pleasure-dome is constructed. I t is not 
surpr is ing that Coleridge's very precise definit ion of this 
point of balance has led a number of readers to th ink of 
his statement that poetry arises out of a reconci l iat ion 
of opposite forces; the part of his statement wh i ch I th ink 
is most relevant here is his reference to the union of 
" judgement ever awake and steady self-possession, w i th 
enthusiasm and feeling profound or vehement." 2 F o r i t 
seems to me that the sequence of images in " K u b l a K h a n " 
makes it more than possible to connect the caverns w i th 
the idea of an extreme and devital is ing containment, such 
as that wh ich might occur when the rat ional " judgement" 
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asserts itself w i th excessive strength on a passionate, ex­
cited flow of images, and the lifeless ocean w i th the k ind 
of uncreative ster i l i ty into which the mind might s ink as 
a result of such containment. 

A n interpretat ion of this k i n d would imp ly that the 
image of the r i ve r flowing w i th in its banks is emblematic 
of the movement of the m ind when the flow of powerful 
" f ee l ing" or " en thus iasm" is being held unassertively w i th ­
in bounds by the control l ing " judgement." Th is image, 
of course, is hard ly present i n the poem at a l l . B u t i f 
the general movement of the r i ve r is f rom an in i t i a l un­
controlled outpouring to a f inal enclosure beneath the 
earth's surface, then an intermediate stage of l imi ted 
containment makes itself felt quite natural ly . Moreover, 
the image wh ich is impl ic i t here is strongly hinted at else­
where i n Coleridge's wr i t ings. In his notebook he asks 
the question, "Does the sober Judgment previously meas­
ure out the banks between wh ich the Stream of En thus i ­
asm shal l rush w i th its torrent sound?" A n d he refers to 
" the streamy Nature of Associat ion, wh i ch T h i n k i n g — 
Reason, curbs & rudders . " 3 A n d in an essay about the 
nature of " M e t h o d " in philosophy and poetry, he describes 
an ideal "progress" of thought as i f he were describing the 
movement of a r i ver w i th in its banks; the progress re­
quires " a constant wakefulness of M ind , to keep it w i th in 
the due l imi ts of its course." 4 

I should perhaps make it clear at this point that I am 
not introducing these parallels i n order to conf irm an 
interpretat ion by means of external evidence. Ex t e rna l 
evidence is not often capable of doing this i n any case, 
and the parallels wh i ch I am g iv ing in this analysis are 
not overwhelmingly close. B u t I do th ink that Coleridge 
tended to use certain kinds of image in certain kinds of 
context, and that to point out a few of these tendencies 
can be a way of mak ing the interpretat ion I am offering 
look a l i t t le less unl ike ly than it otherwise might. F o r 
instance, as everyone knows, Coleridge worr ied constant­
ly about the devital izat ion and the loss of spontaneity 
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which he knew could occur when the " inte l l ec t " asserted 
itself too strongly upon the "feel ings," and once, i n a letter 
to Thomas Wedgwood, he wrote that " . . . Feelings die 
by flowing into the mould of the Intel lect." 5 A n d in an­
other discussion of philosophical and poetic " M e t h o d " he 
uses the image of stagnant, enclosed water to describe the 
ster i l i ty to wh i ch the mind may come if that energy wh ich 
is the source of a l l creative thought is held too f i rmly in 
check; he refers to " tha t l i fe-ebullient stream wh i ch breaks 
through every momentary embankment, again, indeed, 
and evermore to embank itself, but w i th in no banks to 
stagnate or be imprisoned."*'' Here, of course, he is i n 
an opt imist ic mood, and he presents the final stagnation 
and imprisonment as only a hypothet ical possibil ity. Bu t 
elsewhere in his discussion of " M e t h o d " he regards it as 
a very real possibi l i ty, especially when " a mere dead 
arrangement, containing in itself no principle of progres­
s ion , " is substituted for a l i v ing and vigorous sequential­
l y . 7 

In his own case, Coleridge felt, th is loss of spontaneity 
had been caused by an excessive devotion to philosophical 
and metaphysical enquiry. In "De jec t i on" he speaks of 
the "abstruse research" wh i ch stole f rom his own nature 
" a l l the natura l m a n . " A n d in a letter to Thomas Poole, 
looking back on a long period of illness "as a Storehouse 
of w i ld Dreams for Poems, or intel lectual Facts for meta­
physica l Speculat ion," he hopes that "Ph i l osophy & Poetry 
w i l l not neutralize each other, & leave me an inert mass . " 8 

In order to describe this "metaphysica l Speculat ion" wh ich 
he feels may be an impediment to the creative impulse, 
Coleridge sometimes uses the imagery of caves and sub­
terranean enclosures; at var ious points i n his letters, he 
thanks God for hav ing enabled h i m to find his way out of 
" that labyr inth-Den of Sophis t ry , " he refers to the "dark 
unfathom'd We l l s " into which he has probed " w i t h meta-
physic lancet" and out of wh ich he is thankful to have 
come, and he locates the " N y m p h Mathes is " in the "v is ion­
ary caves of Abstracted Idea."" The k ind of mental 
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act iv i ty wh i ch Coleridge is describing in these instances 
is rat ional ist ic and analyt ical . He implies that this activ­
i ty is capable of explor ing great depths, just as i n " K u b l a 
K h a n " he describes the caverns into wh i ch the r i ver falls 
as "measureless." Bu t he also implies, very strongly, that 
the penetration into these "unfathom'd We l l s " and "v is ion­
ary caves" of intel lectual thought is devital is ing in its 
effect upon his creative imaginat ion. A n d in his use of 
these images he confronts, as I th ink he does i n " K u b l a 
K h a n , " a v is ion of the " l i fe less" depths into which a pure­
l y rat iocinat ive act iv i ty of the m ind may lead. 

To regard the "lifeless ocean" as an image of this k ind 
of s ter i l i ty is a way of leading towards an interpretation 
of the "Ances t ra l voices prophesying w a r " wh i ch suggests 
that this phrase is more ful ly integrated into the poem's 
pattern of meaning than it has often been thought to be. 
E l isabeth Schneider feels that the phrase " remains un-
assimi lated," that whi le i t may have been intended as a 
" h i n t at something to come in the poem," i t does not 
actual ly at ta in this function because the poem was not 
completed, and Coleridge's introduct ion of the image is 
one of the reasons why she cannot regard " K u b l a K h a n " 
as real ly "coherent . " 1 0 Chayes regards the phrase as 
mak ing a k ind of sense, but the meaning wh ich she at­
taches to i t is drawn f rom sources outside the poem, and 
she does not connect that meaning w i th anyth ing else in 
the poem itself (pp. 12-13). He r interpretation, therefore, 
would not satisfy Schneider that the image is real ly assimi­
lated into the poem. N o w I have suggested that i t may 
be possible to regard the image of the r iver fa l l ing through 
the caverns as a metaphor that describes a spontaneous, 
energetic overflow being deprived of its life by an excess 
of containing rat ioc inat ion. If this is in any way an 
approximat ion to what the image means, then the moment 
of descent is a moment at wh ich the r i ver and the caverns 
are very much in opposition to each other. That, I sug­
gest, is why the r i ve r falls " i n tumul t , " as if protesting 
against what is being done to it. The relationship be-
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tween r iver and cavern at this point is therefore one that 
involves a degree of struggle. A n d one must remember 
that i t is precisely amid the tumult of the r iver 's descent 
into the caverns that K u b l a hears the "Ances t ra l voices." 
They come to h i m " f r om far , " but their prophecy of war 
is i n some way associated w i th the tumult of the r iver 's 
descent. Whereas for most of the r iver 's course the 
energy suggested by the fountain and the containing effect 
suggested by the caves are not in conflict, the caves finally 
become the enemy of the fountain. Thus, when either the 
spontaneous energy or the analyt ica l intellect seeks to 
dominate its opposite i t engages in a battle w i th i t , and 
the result is " t u m u l t . " Certa in ly , " w a r " would not be an 
inappropriate word w i th wh ich to describe a conflict of this 
k ind . 

I th ink that the progression of the poem's images tends 
i rres ist ib ly towards some such interpretat ion as this. B u t 
it may be valuable to go outside the poem just once more, 
to consider a comment wh i ch Coleridge once made on 
Shakespeare, who was for h i m the supreme instance of 
an art ist in whose work spontaneous power and intel lectual 
profundity were miraculously reconciled. A t one point i n 
the Biographia he suggests that i n Shakespeare's early 
poems there is conflict rather than reconci l iat ion; " I n 
Shakespeare's poems the creative power and the intellec­
tua l energy wrestle as i n a war embrace. E a c h in its 
excess of strength seems to threaten the ext inct ion of the 
other. A t length in the D R A M A they were reconci led. " 1 1 

Here, Coleridge turns to an image of warfare i n order to 
describe a conflict between two contrast ing forces wh i ch 
are very much l ike the two forces that I have suggested 
come eventually into conflict in " K u b l a K h a n . " A n d after 
this image, he goes on to describe the two opposed 
elements as being l ike " two rap id s treams" wh ich fight 
against each other " w i t h i n narrow and rocky banks . " The 
imagery here is of course different f rom that of " K u b l a 
K h a n " because Shakespeare's " inte l l ec t " is itself described 
as a stream possessing an immense energy, just as is his 
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"creat ive power." B u t it seems to me that the juxtaposi­
t ion of the image of warfare and the image of flowing 
water in a passage describing a conflict between "creative 
power" and " inte l lectual energy" is very suggestive of 
" K u b l a K h a n . " A n d when Coleridge goes on to refer to 
the " t u m u l t " wh i ch is caused by this conflict, the con­
nection comes to seem even more persuasive. 

In this passage, i t is as if Shakespeare's early poetry 
acts as a warn ing about the k ind of " t u m u l t " wh i ch can 
occur when that in i t ia l energetic upsurge wh i ch leads to 
creative act iv i ty comes into conflict w i t h the " intel lec­
tua l , " rat iocinat ive power of the mind, ra ther than finding 
a reconci l iat ion w i th it. A n d Coleridge describes that con­
fl ict as a f o rm of "wa r . " In this way, the passage re in­
forces the possibi l i ty that the " w a r " wh i ch is prophesied 
in " K u b l a K h a n " has to do w i th a conflict between those 
two kinds of mental act iv i ty wh ich are symbolized in the 
poem's images. Now if this is the k ind of warfare that 
Coleridge is re ferr ing to, the voices wh i ch prophesy i t 
would presumably be the voices of those who have a par­
t icular insight into the conflict that is being described. 
A n d who would be more aware of the nature of this con­
flict than those other creative artists, such as Shakespeare, 
who have preceded Coleridge? In the poem, of course, 
i t is the ancestors of K u b l a who prophesy war. B u t K u b l a 
is a creative art ist h imsel f—he has bui l t the pleasure-
dome that becomes an image of the poem Coleridge longs 
to create, and it is a bui ld ing wh i ch involves a miraculous 
union of opposite forces. Wha t I am proposing, then, is 
that the "Ances t ra l vo ices" wh ich he hears are the voices 
of the whole art ist ic and l i t e rary t rad i t ion which lies be­
hind Coleridge, and that they prophesy the k ind of " w a r " 
wh ich the creative art ist is par t icu lar ly l ike ly to encounter. 

A l though I have drawn attention to Coleridge's com­
ments on Shakespeare's poetry, I don't th ink we need 
them in order to sense the possibi l i !y of the interpretation 
I have proposed. F o r i f the poem is about certain re la­
tionships between "creat ive power" and the containing 
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" inte l lect , " and if that relat ionship is at one point pro­
ductive of conflict and " t u m u l t , " then it is surely not 
unnatura l to relate the " w a r " that is mentioned to this 
conflict, and to feel that those who prophesy such war­
fare are l ike ly to have a special insight into what causes 
it. I do not, therefore, regard the interpretat ion I have 
offered as being par t icu lar ly far-fetched. Moreover, i t is 
consistent w i th the idea that the whole poem is about the 
creative process, and i t shows that the ancestral voices 
are less irreconcileable w i th the pattern of the poem's 
images than some readers have felt them to be. 
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