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Abstract 

This article examines female representation in S T Coleridge’s poetry, 
paying particular attention to ‘The Picture, or The Lover’s Resolution’. It 
approaches femininity, effeminacy and masculinity from a Coleridgean 
perspective to position the poet’s complex textualisation of the female. 
Using Freudian psychoanalysis as paradigmatic framework, the work 
underscores the dialogic interaction of the somatic, psychic, aesthetic and 
spiritual dimension of the self as dynamic in heterosexist relations. The 
question of ‘absent present’ shows the intensity of the mutually interactive 
nature of the female as sight and psyche. The aesthetic imaging of the 
woman is a positive redirection of psychic energy that relates to unfulfilled 
longing. The analysis of the poem shows that Coleridge had a unique and 
challenging way of representing the female at his time not on the 
dichotomous bases inscribed in patriarchal ideology, but as a constant 
inclusion of female-male for wholesomeness of being. 
 
Key words: Female image, dynamics of self, psycho-aesthetics, eroticism, 
self-referentiality/transcending, femininity, effeminacy and sublimation. 
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Introduction 

The aim of this essay is to look at the aspects that 
characterise poetic expression with regard to Coleridge’s 
re/presentations of femininity, effeminacy and masculinity 
to show the interpretative contexts of the dynamics of the 
epistemological and ontological ramifications of the 
developing self. In line with phenomenology and 
hermeneutics the major issue is to see the handling of the 
somatic, aesthetic and psycho-spiritual aspects of love and 
relationships, pointing to how they relate with the 
aestheticism and idealism of the poet. In other words, the 
question of eroticism and aesthetics is going to be viewed 
not as diametrically opposed but as mutually interactive. 
And though the discussion will take a dominantly psycho-
biographical perspective (basically in the sphere of 
Freudian psychoanalysis), Coleridge is not to be interpreted 
as having been concerned exclusively with himself, but as 
having used his experience to convey certain subtleties that 
underlie human relationships and experience. So the 
question of self-referentiality or self-representation will 
have a limited interpretative context in the arguments, 
given that self-transcending also appropriates the reading.  

The thrust of the argument will therefore be based on 
an additional dimension with which our subject will be 
treated, against the background of extant literature that has 
persistently limited its interpretative engagements. In other 
words, we are going to see that most of what characterises 
extant readings on the question of eroticism, has been 
misappropriated and misconstrued to the extent of creating 
a myth of sexuality and eroticism that is very far from 
having any positive relationship with aestheticism and/or 
spirituality. The imagination’s potential is also limited to 
the psychological phenomenon of wish-fulfilment and 
sublimation, often without critical insight into the 
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epistemological and ontological implications of such 
processes in the life of the poet.  

Most psychologically based readings have focussed on 
the cause rather than the effect of eroticism as psycho-
aesthetics or spirituality. So the move here is actually 
towards a decentralisation or deconstruction of such 
negative hermeneutico-phenomenological readings, the 
centrality of the argument complemented with the 
psychology of the imagination to show that it is far from 
being a mere escape valve for unfulfilled wishes and 
desires, and that it helps in the surmounting of sensuous 
and physical limits of love and engenders a positive 
aesthetic, sublime or spiritual vision. In this vein, becoming 
evokes discourses that pertain both to the phenomenal and 
transcendental, since the spiritual dimension of sensuality 
or eroticism is perceived as dealing with a greater reality 
more than the phenomenality of the erotic and the 
requisites of discursive language. Besides, there are 
important interpretative features, derived from new 
theories on gender, feminism, sexuality, not based on 
spirituality, but playing a very important role as they point 
to aspects that prefigure the re-conceptualisation and re-
modification of certain traditional stereotypes. 

Psycho-biographical criticism, whether or not it 
evinces self-referentiality or self-representation from a strict 
critical perspective, is a pertinent theoretical and 
interpretative concern here alongside the spiritual 
ramifications of Neo-Platonism with regard to the question 
of relationships. These paradigmatic clues will be seen to 
interact with other interpretative theories and methods that 
will provide a broader perspective on the subject. In this 
vein, analyses will include acceptable contemporary 
features of gender reconstruction, of sexuality like eroticism 
and the sublime, auto- and homo-erotic elements and so 
forth. The main idea is a drift away from typically 
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conventional modes of interpretation which, following 
orthodox or otherwise ethically based conventions, tend to 
negatively look at some of the stated features. In other 
words, biased interpretations based on prejudices 
concerning these concepts need re-evaluation and re-
conceptualisation. This will help in providing readings that 
will resist traditional Romantic criticism of the self with 
specific regard to the issues raised. 

The sexual and erotic have constantly been treated 
with scorn and scepticism, and the feminised imagination, 
or more appropriately the androgynous imaginative faculty 
of Coleridge has been considered unconventional and 
immoral or an undesirable Otherness in certain extreme 
cases. The question of gender representations, of femininity 
and effeminacy and masculinity has often followed a 
typical patriarchal or male hegemonic (phallocentric) 
theoretical perspective so much so that anything that 
subverts the subordination of women to men in all artistic, 
social and cultural domains, or is non-conforming with 
hetero-sexuality seems grossly problematic.  

When we consider the interpretative matrix of scholars 
like Tilottama Rajan, Kathleen Wheeler, Karen Swann, and 
Martin Prochazkà, there is every conviction that alternative 
or modified readings of the dynamics of self is necessary 
within a more acceptable and inclusive perspective with 
regard to the changing positions towards gender and 
sexuality that inform Coleridgean criticism. The first three 
critics have provided deconstructive analysis on Coleridge, 
focussing on the inability of the imagination to give a sense 
of wholeness whether this concerns nature or human 
relationships. To Rajan, the poet suffered from alienation 
and self-doubt and tried to give and not to give himself to 
imaginative illusion. This tendency is seen as vicariousness 
which is a devastating self-indictment (230 - 231). 
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Coleridge, as evinced in his works, perceived love not 
only from an erotic point of view. There is a distinctive 
aesthetic and spiritual inclination demonstrated in him, in 
connection with Freud’s positive conception of sublimation 
and psycho-literary views expounded in “Creative Writers 
and Day-dreaming,” that resists the partial view that his 
religious poetics was eroticism, and that he was effeminate 
from a conventional phallocentric point of view.  

Effeminacy is a controversial word that is difficult to 
define clearly and categorise appropriately, but we can 
attempt to establish a distinction between the way it was 
viewed in the nineteenth century and today. With regard to 
the former period, the term had a very negative resonance. 
It was associated with homosexuality, especially gay 
tendencies. It was considered as an inappropriate behaviour 
and therefore detestable. Any person who was suspected of 
being effeminate was considered mean, filthy and inferior. 
Today, the word is somehow free from the stigmas of 
nineteenth century criticism. It generally pertains to any 
male who possesses feminine characteristic traits and 
behaves like a woman. This does not, however, mean that 
the person is homosexual or loses everything about their 
masculinity.   

A brief biographical perspective is important to situate 
and underscore the extent to which the women in 
Coleridge’s life affected his psychological, aesthetic and 
spiritual inclinations, and therefore the interpretative 
paradigm that will be partly adopted in this section of the 
discourse. There are three women, who in varying degrees 
influenced Coleridge’s psycho-aesthetic, philosophical and 
spiritual attitude to love and relationships.1 These were 

                                                 
1

One of the seminal works on Coleridge with regard to this issue is that of 

Anthony John Harding, Coleridge and the Idea of Love: Aspects of Relationships 
in Coleridge’s Thought and Writing (1974). Harding’s study ranges from 1795 
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Mary Evans, Sara Fricker (Coleridge’s wife), and Sara 
Hutchinson. Of all the three, Hutchinson, whom Coleridge 
first met at the Wordsworths in Stockburn on 24 November 
1799, left a lasting impression on Coleridge as far as poetic 
and spiritual broodings are concerned. Poems like ‘Lewti,’ 
‘A Wish,’ ‘On a Discovery Made too Late,’ and ‘The Sigh’ 
have as inspiration Mary Evans, with whom Coleridge 
developed a highly romantic friendship while he was in 
Cambridge. His love grew so strong that he suffered the 
agony of indecision, but had to make up his mind to marry 
Sara Fricker (the only poem in which Coleridge makes 
reference to Sara Fricker is ‘The Eolian Harp’) as part of the 
arrangements on Pantisocracy. 

As for the unfortunate circumstances regarding his 
wife and the relationship entertained with Sara Hutchinson, 
it remains one of the most compelling love stories, 
comparable only to Keats and Yeats that found expression 
in poetic and even prose form. Coleridge married Fricker 
not out of genuine love, but for the sake of a scheme that 
never materialised, and this left a lifelong stigma on the 

                                                                                          
– 1834, and sees the question of relationships from a very broad 
perspective, including friendship, love, religion and poetry. Using the 
“Conversational Poems,” it offers a typically traditionally philosophical 
concept of love, though Harding touches religious and spiritual aspects of 
love, considered important in the argument. He asserts that: “It appears 
that, as love similarly to religion reveals the permanent inner pattern, and 
calls the individual self out of itself to be re-created in a higher form, love 
can be not only analogous to religious experience but an advancement of 
it” (89). We shall reaffirm this statement with more emphasis on the issue. 
Martin Prochazka’s “Coleridge’s Love Poetry” (1995) also grapples with 
some of the main issues in Coleridge’s love concerns. His central focus is 
the creative process in ‘The Tale of the Dark Ladie,’ a poem that was 
considerably trimmed and published as ‘Love.’ Seeing the poem as an 
expression of the clash of erotic and aesthetic variants, Prochazka contends 
that it provides the key to interpret love as a recuperative and unifying 
power.  
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poet. Coleridge’s marital problems, coupled with his 
idealistic and unfulfilled love for Sara Hutchinson 
(Hutchinson is said to have possessed all qualities and 
sensibilities that Fricker lacked; sympathy, understanding, 
indulgence, intellectual companionship, being, therefore, 
the object of his erotic wishes and desires), inspired 
enduring poems that, although they show an interesting 
aesthetics of sublimation, can be read beyond the psycho-
biographical question of self-referentiality or self-
textualisation from a general philosophical and spiritual 
perspective on relationships between opposite sexes. 

There is a series of poems called the “ASRA Poems” 
(Asra as well as “Isulia” and “Kθy” have been deciphered 
as Coleridge’s pseudonyms for Sara Hutchinson), which are 
all supposed to have been inspired by the sense of longing 
or wish-fulfilment in Coleridge. Some of the poems include 
‘Love,’ ‘To Asra,’ ‘Love’s Sanctuary,’ ‘Phantom,’ and ‘To the 
Nightingale.’ Other important poems include the famous 
epistolary ‘Dejection: A Letter,’ ‘Constancy to an Ideal 
Object,’ ‘The Presence of Love,’ ‘Recollections of Love,’ ‘A 
Day Dream,’ and ‘The Picture or the Lover’s Resolution.’ 
These poems have a strong psycho-biographical element, 
but are self-transcendental, pointing to a strong sense of 
self-awareness of how psychic energy can be transformed 
and modified into a useful philosophical and spiritual 
purpose. 
 
Psycho-Aesthetics of Absent Present 

This section focuses on Coleridge’s, ‘The Picture, or the 
Lover’s Resolution’ to interpret the question of the ever 
present object of affection in the psyche of a beloved. 
Psycho-biography will be used given that it gives 
interpretative allowance to the poem to be apprehended as 
explicitly or implicitly transcending self-representation to 
positive aesthetic and spiritual ramifications or otherwise. 
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Thus, as an accompanying critical paradigm, we have to 
take recourse to Freudian psychoanalysis with regard to the 
dynamics of sublimation, dreaming and creative writing. 
The main contention is that creative writing can provide 
psychoanalytical clues into an autobiographical reading and 
interpreting of art and literature. Self-conscious intentions 
in connection with self-textualisation are deemed necessary 
to comprehend the psychology of Coleridge’s personality. 
Sublimation is not unconnected with this phenomenon.  

Sublimation is very important in the understanding of 
art and literature from a Freudian based psychoanalytical 
perspective. In other words, psychoanalysis informs 
aesthetic theory. As already said, we don’t intend to go into 
details, but will comment on the issues that directly touch 
the interpreting of the poem above. In Civilisation and its 
Discontents (1930) Freud expounded this psychoanalytic 
phenomenon, which, as we have mentioned, is connected 
with his previously analysed question on creative writing 
and day-dreaming. To understand the psychology of 
sublimation is to understand the dynamics of two 
fundamental principles which Freud calls the pleasure 
principle, which is associated with the id, and the reality 
principle, which is associated with the ego. The pleasure 
principle aims at whatever brings satisfaction or 
gratification to the self. Emanating from the id, which 
inhabits all inborn drives and motives, it is amoral, seeking 
immediate satisfaction regardless of circumstances or 
undesirable effects. There are certain urges (rape, theft, 
killing, etc.) that will certainly produce results that are 
usually very negative if allowed to have control over the 
personality. The reality principle plays the vital role of 
appropriately handling the demands of the id. It is a 
channelling of energy and a subordination of pleasure to 
something useful and productive.  
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Sublimation can therefore be briefly defined as the 
psychic transformation and modification of unaccepted 
impulses into great accomplishment in arts, aesthetics, 
religion, or life in general. The greatest instinct, Freud 
asserts, is the sexual instinct. The redirection of the 
unacceptable forms of sexual behaviour or urges can be 
very profitable to the individual and society. In fact, Freud 
associates this with aesthetic and intellectual interest. The 
psychoanalytical concept of sublimation, therefore, is 
strongly connected with aesthetic theory, and favours the 
reading of the poem. The poem has a strong psycho-
aesthetic and therapeutic effect, demonstrating a deflection 
from sexuality or eroticism to appropriate textual 
transcription. The question of the imagination as an 
aesthetic faculty will be seen not simply as aestheticism, but 
also as a move toward the sublime, given that sublimation 
has a resonance with the sublime. 

Coleridge wrote much with regard to the aesthetic and 
spiritualising effect that love could have on humans, all this 
a consequence of redirected energy ignited by unfulfilled 
sensual or erotic motives. Apart from his poems, he made 
important comments in his notebooks and letters that throw 
light on the different perspectives with which he saw love 
and relationships, and the question of gender 
differentiation and mutuality. The question of referentiality 
will be limited to the impact Sara Hutchinson had on his 
mind, and the extent to which it can be appropriated with 
his poetry. The poem, supposedly generated by his 
emotional inclination to this woman, is therefore expressive 
of how he positively transformed and redirected psychic 
energy from a Freudian perspective, and how we can 
understand logically the question of female representation 
and effeminacy, not just as societal or cultural variants, but 
as highly interconnected with the psychology of the 
developing self and aesthetics. But before we analyse the 
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poem, it would be important to briefly discuss certain 
strands of gender discourse in Coleridge’s thought, and 
how they can be appropriated not only in the context of his 
work but a broader scope in Romanticism as a whole.  

Though we are not going to delve much into gender or 
feminist theory here, the issue of gender is very important 
in the understanding of female representations by male 
Romantic poets. As a dominant poetic muse to Coleridge, 
the presence of Sara Hutchinson brings to question what 
Coleridge expressed not only with regard to his domestic 
agonies,2 but also the male vision of the female and the 
intrinsic female in the male.  

                                                 
2Coleridge’s marital frustration finds expression both in his prose and 
poetry. In a letter addressed to George Bellas Greenough, dated 13 April 
1801, he expresses the sad reality of the disparity between his wife and 
himself: “Coldness perhaps and paralysis in all tangible ideas and 
sensations – all that forms real self – hence the slave of her. She creates her 
own self in a field of Vision and Hearing, at a distance, by her own eyes 
and ears – ... – Nothing affects her with pain or pleasure as it is but only as 
other people will say it is – nay by an habitual absence of reality in her 
affections I have had a hundred instances that the being beloved, or the not 
being beloved, is a thing indifferent; but the notion of not being beloved -–
that wounds her pride deeply” (Letters Vol. II. 718 – 719). In the letter 
version of dejection, he still alludes to his domestic malaise: 
 

I speak now of those habitual ills 
That wear out Life, when two unequal Minds 
Meet in one House and two discordant Wills –  
.................................................................. 
But that my coarse domestic Life has known 
No Habits of heart-nursing Sympathy, 
No Griefs but such as dull and deaden me, 
No mutual mild Enjoyments of its own, 
No Hopes of its own Vintage, None O! none –  
                                    (L. 242 – 248, 258 – 262) 
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Coleridge made a series of comments that can help in 
understanding the precise nature of his engagements (both 
on gender, psychology and religion) in the poem under 
study. It is certain that most of his views were engineered 
by his own experiences. For example he asserts in a 
notebook entry that:  

 
The best, the truly lovely, in each and all is God. Therefore 
the truly Beloved is the Symbol of God to whoever it is 
truly beloved by! – but it may become perfect and 
maintained lovely by the function of the two/ The Lover 
worships in his Beloved that final consummation <of itself 
which> produced in his own soul by the action of the soul 
of the Beloved upon it, and that final perfection of the soul 
of the Beloved <which is in part> the consequence of the 
reaction of his soul upon the soul of his Beloved/ till each 
contemplates the soul of the other as involving his own, 
both in its givings and receivings, and thus still keeping 
alive its outness, its self-oblivion united with self-warmth, 
and still approximates to God.  

 
Coleridge sounds somehow sexist here, twice 

employing the pronoun “his.” But this should not be taken 
negatively as a kind of chauvinistic tendency; it normally 
follows a linguistic construct. Whatever the case, the issue 
that lies deep in this excerpt is the evenness with which he 
appropriates the male and the female as mutually 
interacting halves of the same whole. This stresses his idea 
that sympathy constitutes friendship; but in love there is a 
sort of antipathy, or opposing passion. Each strives to be the 

                                                                                          
To fulfil this dormant part of his psyche, he has to look elsewhere. Sara 
Hutchinson seems to have squarely suited what he wanted. But the 
complications in this relationship were very enigmatic. Only through 
psycho-aesthetics could he come to terms with the impossibility of 
realising his dreams of Hutchinson. 
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other, and both together make up a whole. The revelation of 
love’s deeper significance involves first of all a 
psychological process of self-interdependence and then a 
spiritualising One. One of the most interesting remarks that 
Coleridge made on the question of love and sexual 
differentiation is perhaps what finds expression in his 1829 
notebook: 
 

By feminine qualities, I mean nothing detractory – no 
participation of the Effeminate. In the best and greatest of 
men – and less so, yet still present in all ..., there is a 
feminine Ingredient. There is a woman in the Man – tho’ 
not perhaps the Man in the Woman ... and it is the 
Feminine in us that makes every Adam loves his Eve, and 
crave for an Eve –  
 
Why, I have inserted the dubious “perhaps” – why, it 
should be less accordant with truth to say that in every 
good Woman there is a Man as an Undersong, than to say 
in every true and manly Man there is a translucent 
Under-tint of the woman... At present it is enough to say, 
that the Woman is to look up to the Man, not in herself but 
out of herself. The Man looks out of himself for the 
realisation and totalisation of that in himself, which in 
himself dare not be totalised. (NotebooksVol II. 2530) 

 
This excerpt sounds intriguing and complex with 

regard to the question of masculinity and femininity. As to 
whether Coleridge bases his arguments on stereotypes is 
not very clear. But he is certainly trying to articulate an 
important psychological phenomenon on the self with 
regard to gender mutuality and interdependence, or the self 
as dialogic with a counterpart or an Other for wholeness. 
The pivotal issue of effeminacy which he leaves out is 
however very important in the understanding of the male 
Romantic poets’ perception of the female and 
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themselves.3What is easily understood here is that 
Coleridge, as well as the other male Romantics, present the 
female not from a strict conventionally dichotomous 
perspective of gender roles. The treatment of the poem and 
other remarks by Coleridge will show the extent to which 
Coleridge might have meant what he tried to articulate. 

‘The Picture, or the Lover’s Resolution’ is a complex 
variation of Coleridge’s psycho-aesthetics of love. It is the 
least overtly confessional of the love poems, and as to 
whether it is self-referential or self-representational of 
Coleridge is an intriguing question. However, the 
biographical circumstances behind the poem’s composition 
and later references to it, links it with the referentiality of 
Coleridge and Sara Hutchinson.4 In a notebook entry, dated 

                                                 
3For further reading on the question of effeminacy and gender as a whole 
see, for instance, Cynthia M. Baer, “‘Lofty Hopes of Divine Liberty:’ The 
Myth of the Androgyne in Alastor, Endymion, and Manfred,” Romanticism 
Past and Present 9 (1985), 25 – 49, Romanticism andFeminism, ed. Anne Mellor 
(1988). It features interesting essays like Alan Richardson, “Romanticism 
and the Colonisation of the Feminine” 13 – 25, Marlon B. Ross, “Romantic 
Quest and Conquest: Troping Masculine Power in the Crisis of Poetic 
Identity” 26 – 51, Karen Swan, “Harassing the Muse” 81 – 92, and Sonia 
Hofkosh, “The Writer’s Ravishment: Women and the Romantic Author – 
The Example of Byron” 93 – 114. Most of the essays in this collection deal 
with the question of the appropriation to themselves of female attributes 
by the Romantic poets, connecting it with the androgynous rather than the 
imprisoning of female images. In fact, the androgynous self will be seen to 
be more appropriate rather than the effeminate. However interesting they 
are, they, as short essays, are limited to critical theory and method, 
providing no substantial textual backing. They are therefore characterised 
by assertion rather than textual demonstration.  
 
4Though this poem is not overtly confessional, it can be suggested to form 
substantial evidence that the events leading to and even after its 
composition lend credence to the conviction that it is an advanced aesthetic 
presentation of Coleridge’s self-created reflection in the form of a kind of 
allegory. This poem appeared in the section of the Sibylline Leaves (1817) 
entitled “Love Poems.” The imagery that Coleridge utilises in this section 
is said to be drawn from a walking tour of the Lake Country he undertook 
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March 1802, Coleridge writes, “A Poem on the endeavour 
to emancipate the Soul from day-dreams & note the 
different attempts & vain ones” (Notebooks Vol. I. 1153). In 
her notes to this edition, Kathleen Coburn has commented 
on the connection between this statement and ‘The Picture,’ 
pointing out the reference to lines 118 – 120 (Notebooks: 
Notes Vol. I. 1153 6. 144). Another very remarkable clue is 
found in Coleridge’s letter to his publisher Joseph Cottle, 
dated 27 May 1814. Twelve years after he wrote the poem, 
Coleridge confesses to Cottle, relating the significance of 
this emancipation, “In my early manhood in lines, 
descriptive of a gloomy solitude, I distinguished my 
sensations in the following words ...” (Letters Vol. III. 498 – 
499). The words are an excerpt from ‘The Picture:’ 

 
Here Wisdom might resort, and here Remorse; 
Here too the love-lorn man, who, sick in soul, 
And of this busy human heart aweary, 
Worships the spirit of unconscious life 
In tree or wild-flower. – Gentle lunatic! 
If so he might not wholly cease to be, 
He would far rather not be that he is; 
But would be something that he knows not of, 
In winds or waters, or among the rocks! 
                                                   (L. 17 – 25)  

                                                                                          
in August 1802. A description of this tour finds expression in several of his 
notebooks (with landscape sketches) and also in a series of letters that he 
wrote Sara Hutchinson that summer. See Collected Letters Vol. II, 
particularly letter number 450 August 1 – 5 1802, (834 – 841), 451 August 6 
1802, (841 – 845), 453 August 10 1802, (848 – 851), 454 August ? 1802, (851), 
and 456 August 25 1802, (852 – 855). See also Notebooks Vol. I, particularly 
entries dated between August 1 – 9 1802, 1207 – 1228. All these give 
substantial grounds to a psycho-biographical reading. But as we have 
established, the intention is always to go beyond such readings.  
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Thus, the poem as a text seems to conceal Coleridge’s 

personality. Yet, his very comments or references to it 
reveal him as the poem’s subject. Given that Coleridge 
dominantly saw the self as subject, we can, from this 
perspective, consider it as self-referential and connected 
with his passion for Sara Hutchinson. Analysing this poem 
therefore necessitates Freudian psychoanalysis. It deals 
with erotic and poetic day-dreaming. It points to the 
dynamics of creative wish-fulfilment and self-discovery. It 
highlights poetic dreaming as inextricably related to waking 
life, and points to how the creative imagination can be 
apprehended with regard to the dynamics of sublimation. 
Our treatment of the poem is, however, not with the aim of 
providing a final reading to it, given its depth of 
complexity. It is an appropriation of the foregoing views. 

The poem is a kind of narrative, with a complex 
network of the poetic persona/poet, a maiden and a youth. 
This complexity is conceived from the viewpoint of a 
hermeneutic interpretation of the personae as creating a 
self-dramatisation through the youth as a surrogate of 
himself and the maiden as a desirable Other for self-
completion. A number of questions arise: What does the 
picture signify? Who is actually the lover that is resolute? 
On what is he resolute and to what extent does this 
resolution reflect the poetic persona/poet’s intention? How 
is the poem associated with day-dreaming, the creative 
imagination and dynamic self? And how is the female 
represented in the poem? 

The poetic persona is wandering in the woods and 
makes a number of intriguing comments:  

 

I know not, ask not whither! A new joy, 
Lovely as light, sudden as summer gust, 
And gladsome as the first-born of the spring, 
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Beckons me on, or follows from behind, 
Playmate, or guide! 
The master passion quelled, 
I feel that I am free. 
                                                          (L.7 – 12) 

 

These lines suggest retrospection and recollection, and 
wish and memory, which according to Freud, accounts for 
inspiration and creativity. We are given no clue to 
determine the exact state of the poet’s mind, but the lines 
point to a new awareness, aesthetically expressed and 
delineating a positive sign of sublimation. This is clearly 
captured by the expression, “The master-passion quelled.” 
One can analyse this in terms of a temporal freedom from, 
or more appropriately quelling down of erotic tension 
through day-dreaming and poetic transcription. A little 
further the narrator asserts that: 
 

This is my hour of triumph! I can now 
With my own fancies play the merry fool, 
And laugh away worse folly, being free. 
Here will I sit myself, beside this old, 
Hollow, and weedy oak, which ivy-twine 
Clothes as with net-work: here will I couch my limbs, 
Close by this river, in this silent shade, 
As safe and scared from the step of man 
As an invisible world – unheard, unseen, 
And listening only to the pebbly brook 
That murmurs with a dead, yet tinkling sound; 
Or to the bees, that in the neighbouring trunk 
Make honey-hoards. 
                                                     (L. 46 – 58) 

 

These lines reiterate a kind of resolution suggested in 
the first excerpt. The hour of triumph and continued sense 
of being free, point to the question of self-emancipation 
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from dreaming, a dreaming that is not unconnected with 
erotic and sensual longing (“worse folly”). But what kind of 
world does he want to create for himself?; An invisible 
dream-world, unheard, and unseen, or phantom world? 
One starts doubting if the emancipation is genuine. 
Whatever the case may be, the poet is resolved to adopt an 
alternative stance. Poetic textualisation shows a 
psychological and hermeneutic understanding of 
Coleridge’s dreaming. But in what appears to be a self-
contradiction, the poetic persona lunches a complaint: 
 

The breeze, that visits me, 
Was never Love’s accomplice, never raised 
The tendril ringlets from the maiden’s brow, 
And the blue delicate veins above her cheek; 
...................................................................... 
Sweet breeze! thou only, if I guess aright, 
Liftest the feathers of the robin’s breast,  
That swells its little breast, so full of song,  
                                               (L. 58 – 61, 68 – 70) 

 

The first part suggests that the poet is still love-sick 
and might only temporarily have given up his longing. This 
is a psychologically justified phenomenon, for the urges of 
the id are never permanently annihilated, even when 
repressed or suppressed. The same breeze that “was never 
Love’s accomplice” is the “sweet breeze” that accompanies 
the bird’s song. Aesthetically, the song of the bird is 
associated with love. So it appears the poet struggles to give 
up, but is still continuously caught in the same desire. The 
contradiction does not pose any problematic feature in 
interpreting the poem as poetic day-dreaming, which is a 
positively sublimated eroticism. 

The poem takes the most interesting and complicated 
turn when the poet introduces the maiden and the 
passionate youth as seemingly distinguished from himself: 
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And thou too, desert stream! no pool of thine, 
Though clear as lake in latest summer-eve, 
Did e’er reflect the stately virgin’s robe, 
The face, the form divine, the downcast look 
Contemplative! Behold! her open palm 
Presses her cheek and brow! her elbow rests 
On the bare branch of half-uprooted tree, 
That leans towards its mirror! Who erewhile 
Had from her countenance turned, or looked by stealth, 
(For Fear is true-love’s cruel nurse), he now 
With stedfast gaze and unoffending eye, 
Worships the watery idol, dreaming hopes 
Delicious to the soul, but fleeting, vain, 
E’en as that phantom-world on which he gazed, 
But not unheeded gaze:  
                                                         (L. 72 – 86) 

 

The image of the pool, stately virgin and gazing youth, 
particularly stands as a challenge to the hermeneutics of 
self-referentiality. Yet the already established argument that 
the poem connects with the poet/Coleridge, and the stance 
that we can appropriate it with Freud’s theory of creative 
day-dreaming, resolves any sense of ambiguity, even if we 
cannot get satisfactory answers to all the questions posed. 
This scene may be taken as mirroring the poet’s self-
reflexive stance. It may point to his wish for or dreaming of 
the “stately virgin.”  

The introduction of “he,” which changes from the 
personal and possessive pronouns “I” and “my,” sounds so 
abrupt. The youth, through the lens of the supposed 
observing poet, becomes the focus of what we can call a 
self-staged episode. The youth that worships the image is 
therefore a surrogate of the poet as already pointed out. The 
experience is a kind of double dream in imaginative 
creativity, an aestheticised self-dramatic act. As the poet 
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himself says, it is a phantom (dream-like) world, different 
from the reality of experience. That the youth “dreams 
hopes,” and that they are fleeting and vain, may not look 
favourable as a positive sign of sublimation. Yet, we are 
involved with the text and not the reality of the erotic 
longing, and can say that art fulfils its cathartic function. 

Focussing attention on the maiden and her reactions 
ushers in another dimension of the argument. She is seen 
here as serving and at the same time undercutting the ends 
of masculine and erotic desire. The poet calls her a “sportive 
tyrant,” because she destroys her image, mirrored by the 
lake, by throwing flowers into it: 
 

                                     Then all the charm 
Is broken – all that phantom world so fair 
Vanishes, and a thousand circlets spread,  
And each mis-shape the other. Stay awhile, 
Poor youth, who scarcely dar’st lift up thine eyes! 
The stream will soon renew its smoothness, soon 
The visions will return! And lo! he stays: 
And soon the fragments dim of lovely forms 
Come trembling back, unite, and now once more 
The pool becomes a mirror; and behold 
Each wild flower on the marge inverted there, 
And there the half-uprooted tree – but where, 
O where the virgin’s snowy arm, that leaned 
On its bare branch? He turns, and she is gone! 
Homeward she steals through many a woodland maze 
Which he shall seek in vain. Ill-fated youth! 
Go, day by day, and waste thy manly prime 
In mad love-yearning by the vacant brook, 
Till sickly thoughts bewitch thine eyes, and thou 
Behold’st her shadow still abiding there, 
The Naiad of the mirror! 
                                                         (L: 91 – 111) 
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This is a very essential passage in the poem that points 
to the complexity of the poet’s imaging of the distortion of 
the charm of the poor and ill-fated youth’s erotic 
engagement. In fact, it suggests a narcissistic inference or a 
solipsistic wish-fulfilment, with the pool hermeneutically 
reflecting or mirroring the poet’s veiled desires. One can 
say that the poem is a delineation of a variation of pictures 
or dreams. That is, the concern is not only the picture that 
the poet subsequently sees, but also that which is created in 
the central scene of the pool, youth and maiden.  

As an allegory, the maiden may pass for Sara and the 
youth for Coleridge. The breaking of the charm, 
encapsulated in “scatters,” “vanishes,” “mis-shape,” and 
“fragments” could explain the complexity of the poet’s 
psychological staging of the resolve not to pursue the 
maiden, who will only burn without satisfying his wishes. 
Yet, it appears to be his muse; he is inextricably bounded to 
her and must incessantly and appropriately use her 
influence. The desire to hang on for the pool to regain its 
smoothness so that the reflection can once more be seen, 
suggests the continued bond that binds the poet from what 
he is trying to escape from. Yet, when the water is calm, the 
maiden’s reflection is no more, she is gone, and the narrator 
recommends his surrogate self (the youth) to continue in 
“mad love-yearning.” And, interestingly, the youth 
abruptly disappears and we are left again with the 
poet/narrator and the maiden. It is not the youth that 
continues to follow the course of the stream, but the poet, 
who seems to be interested in tracing the divine maiden.  

The allegorical nature of the poem can find its parallel 
in another of Coleridge’s poems, ‘A Day Dream,’ which is 
infused with a display of psychoanalysis. This poem is 
addressed to Sara Hutchinson, and is engaged with another 
interesting strand of poetic day-dreaming. It overtly 
demonstrates Coleridge’s obvious passion for Sara, and the 
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central passage that connects it with ‘The Picture’ presents a 
different but possibly connected imagery with the pool. 
This is the image of fire and shadows: 
 

The shadows dance upon the wall, 
By the still dancing fire-flames made; 
And now they slumber, moveless all! 
And now they melt to one deep shade! 
But not from me shall this mild darkness steal thee: 
I dream thee with mine eyes, and at my heart I feel thee! 
                                                                       (L. 24 – 30) 

 
That this poem was written just a few weeks after ‘The 

Picture’ can give room to argue that its familiarity with the 
former poem can convincingly treat it as aesthetic self-
delineation. We once more see poetic day-dreaming as a 
valuable aesthetics of sublimation, with the poet using the 
power of the written word and text as a substitute to erotic 
fulfilment.  

As already pointed out, the supposed emancipated 
poet continues to wander into the woods after the mirroring 
scene. He comes across a “curious picture” which he 
associates with the “Divinest maid” and poetic muse Isabel 
(L. 159 – 175). But she is “full of love to all, save only me 
(the poet).” The poet asks himself questions, “My heart,/ 
Why beats it thus? ... /Why should I yearn/To keep the 
relique?” and resolves to take it to the maiden (he has no 
doubt that the picture dropped unaware) rather than keep 
it, for it will idly feed the passion that consumes him (L. 180 
– 183). The resolution here is not actually to abandon, but to 
pursue the object of interest, “She cannot blame me that I 
followed her:/And I may be her guide the long wood 
through” (L. 185 – 186). The lover’s resolution therefore 
becomes psycho-aesthetic productivity, connected with 
dreaming. It evokes continuity in conflicting polarity, but 
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mutual inclusiveness of erotic and spiritual longing for the 
self-creative writing does not estrange the dreamer from the 
dreamed and wished, but provides an acceptable medium 
through which erotic fantasies can be directed. As to 
whether day-dreaming rekindles memories and erotic 
desires rather than assuages them or both, is complex. But 
given that aestheticising and textualising always involves 
the psycho-dynamics of present absence, with the 
physicality of the desired object not in sight, we should try 
to understand the text as an appropriate, even if 
problematic way of handling and presenting eroticism 
through sublimation.  

What is remarkably interesting in the poem is that 
Coleridge constantly resists or subverts conventional labels 
of gender. The issue of masculinity and femininity does not 
fit into the hegemonic patriarchal categorisations, which are 
dominantly male chauvinist in nature. Besides, the idea of 
an ever evolving self in the quest for stability, psychological 
or spiritual, relates with the interpretations of similar 
poems. This domain of his life can therefore be understood 
as an important tributary in his constructive move towards 
a central visionary or spiritual goal in his idealist 
philosophy.  
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