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Admirers of Byron and despisers of Wordsworth (and if you’re not an admirer of Byron and a 

despiser of Wordsworth you’re unlikely to have got this far in the Newsletter) will be very 

pleased with the role each man plays in this magnificent biography, a worthy sequel to 

Holmes’ Coleridge Early Visions of 1989. When Wordsworth – who did not admire The 

Ancient Mariner – had all but given up on his old friend (encouraged no doubt by the still 

stonier rejection of the poly-filling doppelgänger, Southey) Byron – who admired the 

Mariner, as well as Christabel, borrowing from both – lent Coleridge money, got Murray to 

publish him, recommended Remorse to Drury Lane, where it was a huge success, and never 

ceased to praise Coleridge’s verse when most of the world was damning it. 

 Wordsworth emerges as the villain of the piece on several occasions. Did Coleridge 

imagine seeing him in bed with Sara (not Mary) Hutchinson? Holmes leaves the question 

open. Wordsworth’s cruel words of dismissal in 1810 and 1811 hurt Coleridge permanently, 

although they became grumpy friends much later in life. One of Holmes’ many memorable 

vignettes is at a London dinner-party, where Coleridge is at one end of the table, surrounded 

by a multitude, reciting Wordsworth, and Wordsworth is at the other end, surrounded by a 

smaller group, reciting … Wordsworth. 

 Still more memorable from our perspective is Coleridge watching Byron’s funeral 

procession passing slowly up Highgate Hill, as he stops outside a chemist’s shop where he 

has just purchased some illicit laudanum. He gives forth  

 
 … “a strain of marvellous eloquence”, lasting not less than a quarter of an hour, starting with 

Byron’s “unhappy youth” and going on with great generosity over his whole career up to his 

climactic death in Greece. Porter [Seymour Porter, his interlocutor] was moved by Coleridge’s 

sense of Byron’s greatness, and his view that the “Satanic” reputation was ephemeral. “Byron’s 

literary merits would seem continually to rise, while his personal errors, if not denied, or altogether 

forgotten, would be little noticed, & would be treated with ever softening gentleness” (p 542). 

 

 This might have been a depressing book, so wretched is the non-stop tale of addiction, 

dereliction, ill-luck and failure that so much of Coleridge’s life was. But Holmes makes us 

aware of his successes (if only Coleridge had been able to lecture on television!) and of the 

way in which – despite the hard-hearted Wordsworth – he inspired non-stop love, material 

support and loyalty, from nearly everyone else who knew him. 

 Those impatient with his politics and metaphysics will be grateful for the space given to 

Hazlitt’s impatience with the same things. 

 There are some strange errors. A poem called The Maid of Corinth is referred to twice as 

one in which Byron confessed to having plagiarised Coleridge. It metamorphoses reassuringly 

at last into The Siege of Corinth. Students will look in vain for a “ballad” by Southey called 

The Curse of the Kehema, or for a soprano called Angelica Catalana. 

 One of the most frustrating tales is Coleridge’s seeming failure to consummate his 

Mediterranean liaison with another Italian soprano, Anna-Cecilia Bertozzi. “He craved,” 

muses Holmes, “but he could not give way”. If only his capacity to give way had been 

stronger, and his passion for metaphysics less. He might have finished Christabel. 


