Kubla Khan (1797)
Samuel Taylor Coleridge

In his poem, “Kubla Khan”, Coleridge used dreamlike imagery to describe the fabulous palace of a Mongol emperor. The poem shows the author’s interest in the mysterious and the exotic, as well as the beauty and savagery of nature.

The speaker in the poem describes the “stately pleasure-dome” built in Xanadu according to the orders of Kubla Khan, in the place where Alph, the scared river, ran “through caverns measureless to man/Down to a sunless sea.”  Walls and towers were raised around “twice five miles of fertile ground”, filled with beautiful gardens and forests. A “deep romantic chasm” slanted down a green hill, occasionally spewing forth a violent and powerful burst of water, so great that it flings boulders up with it “like rebounding hail.”  The river ran five miles through the woods, finally sinking “in tumult to a lifeless ocean.”  Amid the tumult, in the place “as holy and enchanted/As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted/By a woman wailing to her demon-lover,” Kubla heard “ancestral voices” bringing prophesies of war.  The pleasure-dome’s shadow floated on the waves, where the mingled sounds of the fountain and the caves could be heard.  “It was a miracle of rare device,” the speaker says, “A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!”
The speaker says that once he saw a “damsel with a dulcimer,” an Abyssinian maid who played her dulcimer and sang, “of Mount Abora.” He says that if he could revive “her symphony and song” within him, he would rebuild the pleasure-dome out of music, and all who heard him would cry “Beware!” of “His flashing eyes, his floating hair!” Those who heard him would circle him thrice and close their eyes with “holy dread,” knowing that he had tasted honeydew, “and drunk the milk of Paradise.”

Along with “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, “Kubla Khan” is one of Coleridge’s most famous and enduring poems. The story of its composition is also one of the most famous in the history of English poetry. As the poet explains in the short preface to this poem, he had fallen asleep after taking “an anodyne” prescribed “in consequence of a slight disposition” (this is a euphemism for opium, to which Coleridge was known to be addicted). Before falling asleep, he had been reading a story in which Kubla Khan, a Mongol emperor, commanded the building of a new palace; Coleridge claims that while he slept, he had a fantastic vision and composed simultaneously – while sleeping – some two or three hundred lines of poetry.

Lines 1-5

· Kubla has a pleasure dome built in Xanadu (which is now in Northern China). Both the dome and the decree (formal order) are made by Kubla, himself.

· The main element of this underworld is the Alph – a sacred river – Alph = 1st letter of the Greek alphabet – and according to mythical speculation, may also be the beginning of life and language.

· The river runs underground and is measureless to man which may have implications of Hell and the underworld – a supernatural world, hence being measureless to man.
· This supernatural underworld man is not able to “fathom”.

· Its final destination is a place of extreme darkness and indefinite depth (“down to a sunless sea”).

Lines 6-11

· 10 miles of ground are reserved for this project. The area is surrounded by walls and towers, like a fortress/castle.
· It has “fertile ground” for various forms of cultivation and it has various pleasant fragrances made by many incense-burning trees and spots where the sun helps to grow the vegetation.

Lines 12-16

· One green hill has a chasm (deep crack) that runs down across a thicket of cedar trees – religious connotation associated with cedar trees = very holy trees.

· Savage place = place is haunted by a woman or a woman’s spirit who is in search of her demon lover = forbidden love.

Lines 17-24

· A mighty fountain erupts from the chasm and it seems to be driven out of the ground by a supernatural force.
· Its eruption is endless like a boiling out of the earth.

· Among this liquid, huge rocks are hurled into the air.

· The liquid seems to have a supernatural force associated with it and seems to “breathe” and hurl the rocks out of the earth when doing so.

Limes 25-28

· The river flows lazily for 5 miles until it reaches and falls noisily into a lifeless ocean.

Lines 29-30

· War = natural disasters will accompany this man-made destruction.
· These voices come from far which would mean Heaven.

· These natural disasters are bound to destroy the pleasure dome and human life.

Lines 31-34

· This shadow from the pleasure dome could be an evil force (dark figure) and may be the cause of the coming catastrophe.

Lines 35-36

· Repeating contrast between good and evil (light/dark, warm/cold).
· Speaker believes this unexpected event is a miracle – controlled by a supernatural force, but also may be based on a peculiar kind of plan – “rare device”.
Lines 37-41

· Speaker recalls a vision of a “damsel” = unmarried young woman, one of noble birth – from Abyssinia = Ethiopia and believed to have been at the beginning of time = the Garden of Eden.
· This maiden sings of Mount Abora = mountains of the Gods.

Lines 42-43

· The speaker wishes he could revive the image and sound of the damsel in his mind.

Lines 44-47

· The revival of this image would give the speaker a profound pleasure.

· He also believes it would inspire him to build a pleasure dome for himself but one in contrast to Kubla’s because he would build his in the air = one that is not dependant on material things. 
Lines 48-54

· His building/pleasure dome would be accompanied by music.

· He believes that those who see and hear the building of this structure and music of the damsel will shout cries of warning and awe, “Beware, beware”, these cries will be directed to a supernatural being or perhaps a religious figure (line 50 – “His flashing eyes, his floating hair!”).
· These people will then perform some symbolic gestures, ones similar to religious or magical ceremonies (Circle = Circle of Life; weave = weaving textile fibers into a solid strand – thus to capture; thrice = 3 times).
· Then they will close their eyes with holy awe towards the supernatural being who represents an ancient god who has consumed the nectar of the gods = honeydew and milk of Paradise.

NOTE – Many believe that Coleridge equated himself to this “Ancient God” as he was inspired by a muse (the damsel) and, therefore, he attains the title of a “poetic genius” who is in command of a paradise of imagination which would be the world of the poet’s inspiration. 
