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How does the difference in the placement of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner in the 

different publications of Lyrical Ballads, 1798 and 1800, affect how the reader approaches 

and interprets Coleridge’s poem? 

 

William Wordsworth, in his preface to the 1800 publication of Lyrical Ballads, notes that 

his “Friend,” who contributed the “Other Poems” in the book, has “opinions on the subject of 

poetry [that] almost entirely coincide” with his own (7). Though Wordsworth and his “Friend,” 

Coleridge, share opinions on the appropriate function and style of poetry, Wordsworth is the one 

to arrange and publish their compilation of poems and takes liberty to add title pages and 

emphases where he so desires. His decisions specifically affect his audience’s acceptance of 

Coleridge’s poem The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, as he adds title pages including subtitles and 

emphases on the typeface size, italicizing, highlighting, and underlining certain words and 

phrases that effectively change the way a reader approaches and interprets the poem.  

The 1798 publication of Lyrical Ballads has a simplistically styled title page and does not 

include the name of the author. Following this title page is a short “Advertisement,” which seems 

to be Wordsworth’s version of a preface to the book of poetry. These pages consist of a 

disclaimer to the poems as a whole, asking the reader to “consider [them] as experiments” and to 

explore and find if any part of the reader’s definition of poetry can be applied to these poems to 

the extent of classifying them as poetry (Wordsworth i). Following this “advertisement,” 

Wordsworth places The Rime of the Ancient Mariner as the first poem in the book. This poem is 

also given a title page of its own, in which “Ancyent Marinere,” complete with the old-fashioned 

spelling, is emphasized the most. The only other poem in the edition given a title page is 

Wordsworth’s “Idiot Boy,” making the two poems stand out beyond the rest of the volume. This 

title page’s impact is to give a hint of what one is reading and, in the case of this poem, the 

reader gains an awareness of the forthcoming content. Additionally, as a result of the gothic 
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typeface and sizeable emphasis on the ancient spelling of “ancient” and “mariner,” a character 

with superstitious inclinations, the reader likely enters into a sense of caution about the reliability 

of the narrator. 

Ancient Mariner’s placement within this publication of Lyrical Ballads is also important. 

It is the first poem in the volume and consists of a sizeable fifty-two pages of poetry. Most 

poetry books read fluidly through and the author of the edition intentionally arranges the poems 

just so. Thus, Ancient Mariner’s placement at the beginning of the volume sets the precedent for 

how readers approach the rest of the poems in the volume. The poem tells a highly fantastical 

tale that does not reflect reality, which distances all of the book’s contents from reality and from 

It also distances itself from the Romantic aim to find oneself in reflection of natural experiences 

as opposed to reflection on imaginary experiences. Though much of Ancient Mariner’s content 

can be considered problematic, its placement at the beginning of the book gives it an elevated 

status to dictate what the boundaries are for the entirety of the book.  

 On the other hand, the 1800 publication of Lyrical Ballads takes a different approach to 

its title page and lists William Wordsworth as the sole author two volumes of Lyrical Ballads 

with Other Poems, the second volume comprised entirely of Wordsworth’s poetry. In addition, 

this edition includes a lengthy preface in which Wordsworth confirms his words in the 

“advertisement” from the first edition in noting that these poems are meant to be experimental. 

Wordsworth proceeds to note that not all the poems in the volume are his and states, “for the 

sake of variety and from a consciousness of [his] own weakness, [he] was induced to request the 

assistance of a Friend” (7). Particularly, Wordsworth avoids taking credit for Coleridge’s 

problematic poem The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. Instead of returning as the first poem in the 

publication, Ancient Mariner appears on page 155, right before Wordsworth’s concluding poem, 
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Tintern Abbey. In effect, instead of Ancient Mariner being the precedent for the entirety of the 

book of poetry, as it was in the 1798 publication, the 22 poems that precede it affect how the 

reader approaches the poem. Additionally, the title page to the 1800 version of the poem 

continues to emphasize the narrator of the poem, but adds a subtitle to the text, “A Poet’s 

Reverie.” Reverie is synonymous to “daydream” and “trance” and therefore subtly makes the 

statement that Coleridge perhaps wrote the poem without any awareness of what he was doing 

and thus discounts much of the poem’s content. Though one could speculate that this subtitle is 

Wordsworth’s attempt to discount Coleridge’s poetry, there is no information to confirm this 

conjecture.  

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’s placement in each edition of Lyrical Ballads is 

important because it affects the way a reader of the book of poetry might approach the poem. 

Whereas it holds a prominent position in the first publication as the inaugural poem, its 

placement toward the end of the second edition diminishes its importance and increases the 

probability of Wordsworth’s concluding poem, Tintern Abbey, in overpowering it. The reader, 

thus, reads The Rime of the Ancient Mariner differently, according to its placement within 

Lyrical Ballads. On the one hand, Coleridge’s poem is a crazy, dreamlike, and essentially invalid 

poem as opposed to a meaningful poem worthy of commencing a potentially monumental book 

of poetry.  

 

 


