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Like those, my babe, which ere tomorrow's warmth 80
Have capped their sharp keen points with pendulous drops,
Will catch thine eye, and with their novelty
Suspend thy little soul; then make thee shout

And stretch and flutter from thy mother's arms,

As thou would'st fly for very eagerness. 14 85

France: An Ode (composed February 1798)1

From FEARS IN SOLITUDE, WRITTEN IN 1798, DURING THE ALARM OF AN INVASION;.TO

WHICH ARE ADDED FRANCE: AN ODE; AND FROST AT MIDNIGHT (1798)

Ye clouds, that far above me float and pause,
Whose pathless march no mortal may control!
Ye ocean waves, that, wheresoe'er ye roll,
Yield homage only to eternal laws!
Ye woods, that listen to the night-bird's singing,
Midway the smooth and perilous steep reclined;
Save when your own imperious branches swinging
Have made a solemn music of the wind!

Where, like a man beloved of God,
Through glooms which never woodman trod,

How oft, pursuing fancies holy,
My moonlight way o'er flow' ring weeds I wound,

Inspired beyond the guess of folly
By each rude2 shape, and wild unconquerable sound!
Oh ye loud waves, and oh ye forests high,
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14 11.80-5 were removed from subsequent versions of the

poem, as Coleridge explained in a marginal note made in a

copyof the 1798 volume: 'The six last lines I omit because

they'destroy the rondo, and return upon itself of the poem.

Poemsof this kind of length ought ro lie coiled with irs tail

round its head. S.T.C.' For Hartley's sensitivity to natural

thir.gs, see Coleridge's notebook entry, p. 215 n. 17 above.

fRANCE: AN ODE

I Thispoem is Coleridge's response to the suppression of the

Swisscantons by the French government. It was an important

moment for radicals in Britain, because it was the first time

,hat,he French had acred contrary to rhe principles of rhe

Revolution.When first pubbshed in the Morning Post, 16

Aptil'798 (under the title The Retantation: An Ode), rhis

I"'m was prefaced by a brief note by the paper's editor,

DanielStuart: 'The following excellent Ode will be in unison

wi,hthe feelings of every friend to liberty and foe to oppres­
sion:ofall who, admiring the French Revolution, detest and

deplore the conduct of France towards Switzerland. It is very

),J,{isfactoryto find so zealous and steady an advocate for free­

dom asMr Coleridge concur with us in condemning the con­

duct of France towards the Swiss Cantons.' When reprinted

wirhcorrecrionsby the same paper in 1802, it was accompa­

niedbyanAtgument:

First stanza: An invocation to those objects in nature the

contemplation of which had inspired the poet with a

devotional love of liberty. Sec01/dstanza: The exultation of

the poet at the commencement of the French Revolution,

and his unqualified abhorrence of the Alliance against
rhe Republic. Third stanza: The blasphemies and horrors

during the domination of the Terrorists regarded by the

poet as a transient storm, and as the natural consequence

of the former despotism and of the foul superstition of

Popery. Reason, indeed, began to suggest many appre­

hensions; yet still the poet struggled to retain the hope

that France would make conquests by no other means

than by presenting to the observation of Europe a people
more happy and better instructed than under other forms

of government. Fourth stanza: Switzerland, and the poet's

recantation. Fifth stanza: An address to Liberty, in which

the poet expresses his conviction that those feeli ngs and

that grand ideal of freedom which the mind attains by its
contemplation of its individual nature, and of the sub­

lime surrounding objects (see stanza the first) do not

belong to men, as a society, nor can possibly be either

gratified or realized, under any form of human govern­
ment; but belong to the individual man, so far as he is

pure, and inflamed with the love and adoration of God in
nature.

rude rough.
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And oh ye clouds, that far above me soared!
Thou rising sun! Thou blue rejoicing sky!
Yea, every thing that is and will be free,
Bear witness for me wheresoe'er ye be,
With what deep worship I have still adored
The spirit of divinest liberty.

II

When France in wrath her giant limbs upreared,3
And with that oath which smote earth, air, and sea,

Stamped her strong foot and said she would be free,
Bear witness for me, how I hoped and feared!
With what a joy, my lofty gratulation4
Unawed, I sung amid a slavish band;
And when to whelm the disenchanted nation,

Like fiends embattled by a wizard's wand,
The monarchs marched in evil day,
And Brirain joined the dire array5 -
Though dear her shores, and circling ocean,
Though many friendships, many youthful loves
Had swoln the patriot emotion,
And flung a magic light o'er all her hills and groves;
Yet still my voice unaltered sang defeat

To all that braved the tyrant-quelling lance,6
And shame too long delayed, and vain retreat!
For ne'er, oh Liberty! with partiaJ7 aim
I dimmed thy light, or damped thy holy flame;
But blessed the paeans of delivered France,
And hung my head, and wept at Britain's name!

III

'And what', I said, 'though blasphemy's loud scream
With that sweet music of deliv'rance strove;

Though all the fierce and drunken passions wove
A dance more wild than ever maniac's dream;8

Ye storms, that round the dawning east assembled,
The sun was rising, though ye hid his light!'
And when to soothe my soul, that hoped and trembled,
The dissonance ceased, and all seemed calm and bright;
When France, her front deep-scarred and gory,
Concealed with clust'ring wreaths of glory;
When insupportably advancing,
Her arm made mock'ry of the warrior's ramp,
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\flherJ France ... "preared i.e. when the Revolution began.
gratulation pleasure. exultation.

And Britain ... array England joined the alliance of Aus­

tria and Prussia against France shortly after the execution of

Louis XVI, February 1793.

6 the tyrant-quelling lance i.e. of revolutionary France, with

whose interests the young Coleridge identified.

7 partial selfish.

8 And what, dream during Robespierre's Reign of Terror

(October 1793 to July 1794) the clergy was pelsecuted and

executed, along with the aristocrats, politicians of all colours,

foreigners, and anyone identifiable as alien to the interests of
the state.
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While, timid looks offury glancing, 55
Domestic treason, crushed beneath her fatal stamp,
Writhed like a wounded dragon in his gore­
Then I reproached my fears that would not flee,
'And soon', I said, 'shall wisdom teach her lore

In the low huts of them that toil and groan! 60
And conqu'ring by her happiness alone,
Shall France compel the nations to be free,9
Till love and joy look round, and call the earth their own!'

IV

Forgive me, Freedom! Oh forgive these dreams!
I hear thy voice, I hear thy loud lament
From bleak Helvetia'sIO icy caverns sent-
I hear thy groans upon her bloodstained streams!
Heroes, that for your peaceful country perished,
And ye, that fleeing spot the mountain snows
With bleeding wounds - forgive me, that I cherished
One thought that ever blessed your cruel foes!"
To scatter tage and rrait'rous guilt
Where Peace her jealous home had built;
A patriot race to disinherit
Of all that made their stormy wilds so dear,

And with inexpiableI2 spirit
To taint the bloodless freedom of the mountaineer.

Oh France! that mockest heav'n, adult'rous, '3 blind,

And parriot only in pernicious roils! -
Are these thy boasts, champion of humankind?
To mix with kings in the low'lust of sway, '4
Yell in the hunt, and share the m~d'rous prey;
T' insult the shrine of liberty with spoils
From freemen torn; to tempt and to betray!

V

The sensual and the dark tebel in vain,

Slaves by their own compulsion! In mad game
They burst their manacles, and weat the name
Of freedom graven on a heavier chain!
Oh Liberty! with profitless endeavour

Have I pursued thee many a weary hour:
But thou nor swell'st the victor's strain, nor ever

Didst breathe thy soul in forms of human pow'r. '5
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9 Shall Frallee ' .. Iree it was believed that tevolution would

spreadto other coun tries.
10 Helr'etia Switzerland.

II )'ollrcrllelfoes i.e. France.

[2 illexPiable unpardonable, unforgiveable.

13 adllit'rollS France has adulterated the principle of liberty.

q jU'ay power - in chis case, over Switzerland.

15 Bill tho" ... POU,'y Coleridge felt a general disillusionment

with chose in power at this moment; in March 1798 he told

his brother George: 'As to the rulers of France, I see in their
views, speeches, and aCtions, nothing that distinguishes them

to their advantage from other animals of the same species.
HistOry has taught me that rulers are much the same in all

ages and under all forms of government: they are as bad as

[hey dare to be' (Griggs i 395).
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Alike from all, howe'er they praise thee

(Nor pray'r, nor boastful name delays thee),
Alike from priesthood's harpy minions
And factious blasphemy's obscener slaves,
Thou speed est on thy subtle pinions,
To live amid the winds, and move upon the waves! 16

And then I felt thee on the sea-cliffs verge,
Whose pines, scarce travelled by the breeze above,
Had made one murmur with the distant surge!
Yes, while I stood and gazed, my temples bare,
And shot my being through earth, sea, and air,

Possessing all things with intensest love,
Oh Liberty, my spirit felt thee there!'7

Fears in Solitude. Written APril I798, During the Alarms of an InvasionI

(composed 20 April I798f

From FEARS IN SOLITUDE, WRITTEN IN 1798, DURING THE ALARM OF AN INVASION; TO

WHICH ARE ADDED FRANCE: AN ODE; AND FROST AT MIDNIGHT (1798)

A green and silent spot amid the hills!3
A small and silent dell! O'er stiller place
No singing skylark ever poised himself!
The hills are heathy, save that swelling slope
Which hath a gay and gorgeous covering on,
All golden with the never-bloom less furze,
Which now blooms most profusely; but the dell,
Bathed by the mist, is fresh and delicate
As vernal cornfield, or the unripe flax,
When through its half-transparent stalks, at eve,

The level sunshine glimmers with green light.
Oh 'tis a quiet, spirit-healing nook,
Which all, methinks, would love - but chiefly he,
The humble man, who in his youthful years

Knew just so much of folly as had made
His early manhood more securely wise;
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16 Alike from all ... waves rhe point of rhe poem is rhar rrue

liberty is found neither with institutionalized religion ('priest­
hood's harpy minions') nor with atheistic revolutionaries ('fac­

tious blasphemy's obscener slaves'); it is found in nature.

17 And shot. , . love the poem culminates in another moment

of godlike apprehension (cf. Reflections on Having Left a Place of

Retirement 26-42). In rhis case, Coleridge claims rhar his

investment of love in the landscape enabled him to perceive

the pantheist life-force in nature - which he regards as repre­

senting true liberty.

FEARS IN SOLITUDE

In February '797 rhe French had landed no less rhan

1',200 men at Fishguard in preparation for an invasion of Eng­
land; it was widely feared rhar rhey would try again in spring

1798, and rhar the wesr counrry would be rheir landjng­

point. For useful discussion of this poem see Peter Larkin,

'''Fears in Solitude": Reading (from) rhe Dell', TWC 22

(1991) II-14-
2 The central argument of the poem is the fear that, in
declaring war on himself, man has, like the ancient mariner,
declared war on God. In an undared bur inirialled MS of rhe

poem, Coleridge comments: 'The above is perhaps nor poetry,

but rather a sort of middle thing between poetry and oratory ­
sermoni propriora. Some parts ate, I am conscious, too tame even
for animated prose.' The phrase 'sermoni ptoptiora' means
'more appropriate for a sermon' - that is, Coleridge explicitly
acknowledges his didacticism. As an anti-war poem, Fears in

Solitude should be compared wirh Wordsworth's The Female

Vagrant, which was being prepared ar rhis moment for publi­

carion in Lyrical Ballads (1798); see pp. 215-22.
3 the hills rhe Quanrock hills in Somerset, close to Nerher

Stowey.
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Here he mighr lie on fern or wirhered heath,
While from rhe singing lark (rhar sings unseen ­
The minsrrelsy which soli rude loves best),
And from the sun, and from rhe breezy air,
Sweer influences trembled o'er his frame;4
And he with many feelings, many thoughts,
Made up a medirative joy, and found
Religious meanings in the forms of nature!
And so, his senses gradually wrapped
In a half-sleep, he dreams of better worlds,

And dreaming hears thee still, oh singing lark,
That singest like an angel in the clouds!

My God! it is a melancholy thing
For such a man, who would full fain preserve
His soul in calmness, yet perforce must feel
For all his human brethren; oh my God,
It is indeed a melancholy thing,
And weighs upon the heart, rhar he must think

Whar uproar and what strife may now be stirring

This way or that way p' er these silent hj]js ­
Invasion, and the thunder and the shout,
And all the crash of/onset; fear and rage
And undetermined ~onflict - even now,
Ev'n now, perchancJ, and in his native isle,
Carnage and screams\beneath this blessed sun!
We have offended, oh my countrymen!
We have offended very grievously,
And have been tyrannous. From east to west
A groan of accusation pierces heaven!
The wretched plead against us, multirudes
Countless and vehement, the sons of God,
Our brethren! Like a cloud that travels on,

Steamed up from Cairo's swamps of pestilence,
Ev'n so, my countrymen, have we gone forth
And borne to distant tribes slavery and pangs ­
And, deadlier far, our vices, whose deep taint
With slow perdition murders the whole man,
His body and his soul! Meanwhile, at home,
We have been drinking with a riotous thirst

Pollutions from the brimming cup of wealth ­
A selfish, lewd, effeminated race,

Contemptuous of all honourable rule,
Yet bartering freedom, and the poor man's life,
For gold, as at a market! The sweet words
Of Ghristian promise (words that even yet
Might stem destruction, were they wisely preached)
Are muttered o'er by men, whose tones proclaim
How flat and wearisome they feel their trade.
Rank scoffers some, but most too indolent
To deem them falsehoods, or to know their truth.

4 Sweet influences, .. frame the humble man is responsive to

theinfluence of nature, as recommended in The Eolian Harp
36-40.
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Oh blasphemous! the book of life is made

A superstitious instrument on which
We gabble o'er the oaths we mean to break,5
For all must swear - all, and in every place,

College and wharf, council and justice-court,
All, all must swear, the briber and the bribed,
Merchant and lawyer, senator and priest,
The rich, the poor, the old man, and the young,
All, all make up one scheme of perjury,
That faith doth reel; the very name of God

Sounds like a juggler's charm; and bold with joy,
Forth from his dark and lonely hiding-place
(Portentous sight!), the owlet Atheism,
Sailing on obscene wings athwart the noon,
Drops his blue-fringed lids, and holds them close,
And, hooting at the glorious sun in heaven,
Cries our, 'Where is it?'

Thankless too for peace

(Peace long preserved by fleets and perilous seas),
Secure from actual warfare, we have loved

To swell the war-whoop, passionate for war!6

Alas! for ages ignorant of all
Its ghastlier workings (famine or blue plague,
Battle, or siege, or flight through wintry snows),
We, this whole people, have been clamorous
For war and bloodshed, animating storts,
The which we pay for,7 as a thing to talk of -I
Spectators and not combatants! No guess
Anticipative of a wrong unfelt, I

No speculation on contingency,8
However dim and vague, too vague and dim
To yield a justifYing cause - and forth
(Stuffed our with big preamble, holy names,
And adjurations of 9 the God in heaven)
We send our mandatesIO for the certain death

Of thousands and ten thousands! Boys and girls,
And women that would groan to see a child
Pull off an insect's leg - all read of war,
The best amusement for our morning meal!

The poor wretch, who has learnt his only prayers
From curses, who knows scarcely words enough
To ask a blessing of his heavenly Father,

Becomes a fluent phraseman, absolure
And technical in victories and defeats,

And all our dainty terms for fratricide,
Terms which we trundle smoothly o'er our tongues
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We gabble ... break Coleridge's target is subscription to the
Thirty-nine Articles, the practice whereby dissenters from the
established church were compelled to swear allegiance to its

founding principles.

6 passionate for war Coleridge's target is popular support for
the war with France.

7 animating sports , .. pay for this is a pious attack on such

sports as boxing, cockfighting, and the like. The obvious com­
parison is with gladiatorial combat in ancient Rome.

8 No guess ... continge'lCY i.e. there is no attempt to anticipate
the harm that will come to those fighting on our behalf.
9 adjurations of appeals to.
10 mandates orders.




