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Abstract

This thesis interrogates the role of the sea’s agency in the construction and mediation of
selthood in travel narratives and poetry from the period 1768-1834. The sea in these texts
functions to challenge and modify selthood, both of seafarers and those mourning the loss
of someone at sea. Its instability and inherent hostility to human life positions it as a threat,
requiring a response in order to preserve the self. These challenges to selthood are presented
as a series of boundaries that are either crossed or reinforced. The sea facilitates travel that
literally crosses boundaries — longitude, latitude, and nation, for example —as well as reaffirms
them, such as the need for the solid footing of ship or shore to survive. Present in all these
engagements with the sea is death, positioned as the final boundary to be transgressed. In
chapter one the journals of Captain Cook and Sir Joseph Banks are interrogated to expose
the influence the sea has on selthood during voyages of exploration, and how it influences
Cook’s legacy. It also explores the potential connection between the journals and Samuel
Taylor Coleridge’s poem ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’. Chapter two explores the
sublime in the narrative of John Byron, before looking at its function and the agency of the
sea in the nautical poems of Lord Byron. Chapter three investigates the topic of elegy in the
poetry of William Wordsworth, looking at whether, as a poetic form, the elegy can function
as a grave for those who are lost at sea. Chapter four continues this interrogation of elegy in
the works of Louisa Stuart Costello and Charlotte Smith. In the conclusion, I draw together
these threads, using the poetry of Percy Bysshe Shelley and Mary Shelley to demonstrate the

effect the sea’s agency has on selthood.
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Introduction

As she silently surveyed the vast horizon, bending round the distant verge of the
ocean, an emotion of sublimest rapture struggled to overcome a sense of personal
danger. [...] Blanche continued silent, now agitated with fear, and now with
admiration, as she viewed the grandeur of the clouds, and their effect on the scenery,
and listened to the long, long peals of thunder that rolled through the air.

Ann Radclifte, The Mysteries of Udolpho (1795)

He began, in a tone of great taste and feeling, to talk of the sea and the sea shore—
and ran with energy through all the usual phrases employed in praise of their
sublimity, and descriptive of the wndescribable emotions they excite in the mind of
sensibility. The terrific grandeur of the ocean in a storm, its glassy surface in a calm,
its gulls and its samphire, and the deep fathoms of its abysses, its quick vicissitudes,
its direful deceptions, its mariners tempting it in sunshine and overwhelmed by the
sudden tempest, all were eagerly and fluently touched.

Jane Austen, Sanditon (1817)

‘Twant to know what it says,” he answered, looking steadily in her face. “The sea’ Floy,
what is it that it keeps on saying?’

Chatrles Dickens, Dowmbey and Son (1848)

The agency of the sea and its impact on selfhood is at the centre of this study. I am concerned
with how the sea modifies selthood, its action identified in literature as a compelling but
indecipherable dialogue between it and those nearby. What these quotations all share is an
unsettled compulsion to understand and engage with the sea, to understand its agency. To

unpack this agency, the term selfhood has been chosen to avoid the philosophical issues that
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surround the concept of identity." The quotations above demonstrate how, in slightly
different variations, the sea engages with and challenges the way authors write selthood.
Blanche’s attitude towards the sea perfectly encapsulates the interaction between the self and
the sea. The immense scale of the vista is overwhelming, evoking ‘an emotion of sublimest
rapture’. She has engaged with the sea on an aesthetic level that, we shall see, Addison was
discussing at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The delight with which this sublime
seascape strikes Blanche does nothing, however, to deaden the hostility the sea embodies.
The ‘sense of personal danger’ is in conflict with the aesthetic enjoyment of the scene,
highlighting the tension within her selfhood between self-preservation and the alluring yet
indecipherable nature of the sea. The inner turmoil is evidenced by her shifting agitation,
from ‘fear’ to ‘admiration’, as the sea challenges her selfhood. Sir Edward’s diatribe to
Charlotte in Austen’s Sanditon exemplifies the relentless yet illogical lure of the sea. The
aesthetic beauty is similarly placed in tension with the ‘terrific grandeur of the ocean in a
storm’, and the ‘deep fathoms of its abysses’. The hostility of the sea is in conflict with its
attraction within ‘the mind of sensibility’, as Sir Edward attempts to mediate these opposing
emotions. Paul, in the Dickens quote, emphasises that alluring yet indecipherable nature of
the sea. He knows there is a dialogue existing between the sea and himself, yet he does not
have the knowledge to understand it. Rather than ignore the inability to engage successfully
with the sea, he demonstrates a desire to understand. His selthood is modified by the lack of
ability on his part created by the sea’s agency, but it also shows a desire to rectify that
perceived failing.

This study looks at how the agency of the sea is evoked in a selection of texts during
the period of 1768-1834, and the role this agency has in the creation and mediation of
selfthood. The timespan in question begins with the first voyage of Captain James Cook in

1768, and ends with three important events in 1834: the death of Samuel Taylor Coleridge

T adopt a similar approach to what James V. Morrison calls ‘a common sense approach, based to a great extent
on how we speak about ourselves’ in his work Shipwrecked: Disaster and Transformation in Homer, Shakespeare, Defoe,
and the Modern World (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2014), p. 5.
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on the 25" of July; the launch of HMS Tartarus, believed by some to be the Royal Navy’s first
first-class steam gunboat, signalling the decline of the age of sail in maritime warfare
(although for merchants sail would be dominant until the 1900s due to the cost of fuel); and
on the 1% of August 1834 the coming into force of the Slavery Abolition Act 1833. The thesis
begins with Cook’s first voyage as a point in British literary history where the maritime travel
narrative, and associated questions of selfhood, became part of mainstream consciousness.
As Kathleen Wilson writes, ‘late eighteenth-century thinking about Englishness and national
identity was articulated through representations of Captain Cook and the South Seas’.* She
goes on to state that ‘through the figure of Cook and the widely circulated stories of his and
his followers’” voyages to the South Pacific, an important component of English ethnicity
[...] was authorised and renewed as central to British national identity and imperial mission’.”
The centrality of Cook to late eighteenth-century notions of British identity are echoed in his
narratives which are integral to understanding how pressures of national interest become
manifest literary formations of selfhood. Establishing the foundation for this study, ‘the years
surrounding James Cook’s three voyages |...show]| a convergence of political, cultural and
imperial crises [that] had raised urgent questions about empire, “race” and their relationship
to national identity’.* What made these voyages of Cook so important to British culture was
that they ‘were widely heralded as providing “facts” about new nations and races of peoples
that would allow natural historians “to establish permanent truths in the history of Man™.?
Furthermore, the voyages of Cook sparked a national surge in interest in maritime narratives.

Carl Thompson writes how, during the period of this study, there was

a dramatic upsurge in the number of accounts of tours being published and
consumed; an upsurge equally in the number of exploration narratives appearing in

the wake of Captain Cook’s seminal expeditions; and [...] the appearance of many

2 Kathleen Wilson, The Island Race: Englishness, Empire and Gender in the Eighteenth Century (London and New York:
Routledge, 2003), p. 55.

3 Ibid., p. 55.

4 Ibid., p. 56.

5 Ibid., p. 9.
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multi-volume anthologies and collections that made widely available accounts of

voyages and travels from earlier eras.’

The saturation of the public readership with literary accounts of voyages led to, particularly
with relation to shipwreck, an ‘increasing emphasis on the subjective experience’.” The
voyages and their narratives can therefore be understood on some level as expeditions into
understanding the relationship between national identity and individual selthood. Harriet
Guest notes that this was a time of ‘major reassessment and reconfiguration of British
national and imperial identity [...where] encounters between islanders and voyagers prompt
reflections on the progress and nature of civilisation in the metropolis as well as in the island
cultures of the South Pacific’.® Whilst these were ostensibly journeys looking to bring light
to the places of the world not yet seen by white civilisation, they were also journeys into
notions of selfhood.

In this context the sea can be seen as the ultimate vehicle for expeditions and the
expansion of the Empire. Wilson writes that the Empire was ‘the frontier of the nation, the
place where, under the pressure of contact and exchange, boundaries deemed crucial to
national identity — white and black, civilised and savage, law and vengeance — were blurred,
dissolved or rendered impossible to uphold”.” In this way, although the topographical lines
of nations both discovered and colonised are literal marks of frontiers, the sea was a space
that was resistant to all forms of mapping and control, figuring as a permanent frontier to all

notions of empire — what Wilson terms the ‘British “empire of the sea’”. 10 Concepts of

¢ Carl Thompson, The Suffering Traveller and the Romantic Imagination (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007), p. 13.

7 Catl Thompson, Shipwreck in Art and Literature: Images and Interpretations from Antiquity to the Present Day (New
York; London: Routledge, 2013), p. 13.

8 Harriet Guest, Empire, Barbarism, and Civilization: James Cook, William Hodges, and the Return to the Pacific
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 6.

9 Wilson, p. 17.

10 Ibid., p. 15. For more on notions of specifically British identity see: Peter Mandler, The English National
Character New Haven, Conn.; London: Yale University Press, 20006); Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation
1707-1837 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2005); and Keith Robbins, Great Britain: Identities,
Institutions and the Idea of Britishness (London and New York: Longman, 1998). For more on the Royal Navy and
its part in the growth of Britain’s Empire and sense of self see: N. A. M. Rodger, The Command of the Ocean: A
Naval History of Britain 1649-1815 (London: Penguin Books, 2005); and Ben Wilson, Emspire of the Deep: The Rise
and Fall of the British Navy (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2014).
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identity surrounding nation and nationhood have been discussed in many works, with Peter
J. Kitson writing in 2007 that ‘there has been a proliferation of studies that focus on Britain
and Europe from the early modern period onwards that are concerned with questions of
identity’." Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1983) is one such seminal work, which
posed the boundaries of nation as those based on community and a willingness to die for a
collective identity, noting that ‘it is this fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two
centuries, for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly die for such limited
imaginings”'* Arnold Weinstein provides some grounding for this concept of national
boundaries formed by community when he states that the term “‘self” [...] is not a nostalgic,
arrogant relic of a human-centred world [...but] a supreme fiction, a necessary generous, eye-
opening rather than soporific fiction. The centrality of one’s own life is unarguable |[...and]
defined this way, [life] is a colonizing enterprise’.” The perception of life as ‘a colonizing
enterprise’ suggests a legitimisation of colonialism itself, something I argue that Samuel
Taylor Coleridge and Lord Byron challenge in their poetry. But it also exposes how selfhood
is a construction of multiple voyages of discovery, each adding a new element to the self as
a whole. The self as a literary function is central to the ability to believe a fiction as much as
it is a tool with which to create one’s own self. The literary construction of selthood helps
explain that ‘survival and affirmation [are seen| as the most powerful and coherent drive[s]
known to man’."* During the latter half of the eighteenth century, the South Pacific became
one of the locations where people were putting their lives on the line in the name of national
interests. Jonathan Lamb has identified that between the dates 1680 and1840 there was, for
the British, an ‘evolution of the self guarded by certain political rights and duties’." Critics

like Wilson and Guest have focused on the idea of identity and the complex philosophical

11 Peter J. Kitson, Romantic Literature, Race, and Colonial Enconnter New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 1.
12 Benedict Anderson, Inagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, revised edn (London;
New York: Verso, 2006), p. 7.

13 Arnold Weinstein, Fictions of the Self: 1550-1800 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), p. 7.

14 Weinstein, p. 7.

15 Jonathan Lamb, Preserving the Self in the South Seas, 1680-1840 (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago
Press, 2001), p. 3.
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debates that surround the term.'® Instead, I follow the lead in this study of Lamb by focusing
instead on the self and selfthood."”

These terms are integral to studies of the South Pacific as, according to Lamb, ‘the
uncertainties that troubled the stability of the European self were intensified in the South
Pacific’, demonstrating that ‘on both sides of the line of encounter, people became directly
interested in the issue of self-preservation’.' This notion of ‘self-preservation’ is a core part
of how selthood functions in this study. The way in which selfhood forms is in relation to
perceived threat, something which the sea’s agency does in the texts that are the focus here.
The concept of self used in this study is informed by Lamb as ‘although |[...] capable of
considerable reflexive agility, it is not constituted by reflection, interpellation, or language. It
is merely that bundle of immediate and remembered impressions acquired by an embodied
mind on which a sense of personal identity depends’."” This ‘bundle of immediate and
remembered impressions’ is at the centre of selthood. However, this construct of the self
needs to be understood in relation to the two paradoxical halves of the self that are exposed
by the act of self-preservation: ‘the first paradox of self-preservation is that a propensity asks
to be obeyed like a duty, the second is that the self is preserved only by being changed’.”’

There is an inherent tension between these halves, which Lamb notes is

evident in the “law” of self-preservation, paradoxically construed as the most urgent
of instincts and the most imperative of social duties. The self is therefore required to
study two different phases of its being, and to see itself at once as the source and

product of its own desires. To be fully constituted, it is expected to knit these

16 This is noted by Duncan Redford as a point of contention within literary and philosophical debate, and
something that the term selfhood mitigates. See Duncan Redford, Maritinme History and Identity: The Sea and Culture
in the Modern World (London; New York: 1. B. Tauris, 2014), pp. 1-4.

17 For more on the issues and philosophy of identity and the self in the Romantic petiod see: Vincent Newey,
Centring the Self: Subjectivity, Society and Reading from Thomas Gray to Thomas Hardy (Aldershot: Scholar Press, 1995);
Sheila M. Kearns, Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Romantic Auntobiography: Reading Strategies of Self-Representation (Madison:
Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1995); Gerald N. Izenberg, Impossible Individuality: Romanticism, Revolution,
and the Origins of Modern Selfbood, 1787-1802 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992); and Andrea K.
Henderson, Romantic Identities: V arieties of Subjectivity, 1774-1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).
18 Lamb, p. 5.

19 Ibid., p. 5.

20 Ibid., p. 12.
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divisions [...] into a sensually ethical entity, a self spontaneously obedient to a natural

and a social law.*!

The tension between these two conflicting pulls of preservation are exposed and challenged
by the sea in the texts in this study. In its simplest form, selfhood can be understood as that
central entity which is typically the focus of concern in defending against all threats of harm,
both mental and physical.”?

What places the South Pacific, and in similar ways all other seas, at the centre of these

challenges to selfhood is described by Lamb. He writes:

On top of the many factors that made the odds of survival for a sailor so poor —
wounds, worms, fevers, constipation, hernia, and all the afflictions incident to
overwork, overcrowding poor ventilation, extremes of temperature, and
contaminated water — there was a rottenness that caused the bodies of the mariners

to grow “foul and degenerate”.z3

Lamb’s ‘rottenness’ referred to here is scurvy. But what his list of challenges to self-
preservation is missing is the larger issue of shipwreck and disaster, and the notion that if
anything went wrong during the voyage, then there was a significant chance that none would
survive. Shipwreck intensifies the struggles of selfhood within maritime literature, the
representations of which have ‘a key intention [...] to convey the suffering of those caught
up in these tragedies and to mobilise the sympathies of readers and viewers’** The moment
of shipwreck is, as will be discussed later in this study, one of simultaneous liberation and
destruction for the self. The disintegration of the ship as a symbol of constraint and surrogate
society provides those on board, especially with regards to a Royal Navy ship, with a chance

to break free from the rules and oppressive convention that had previously dictated their

21 Lamb, p. 6.

22 For the sake of clarity, I have attempted to use “self” or “selfhood” throughout, but where it has been
necessary to use “identity” I have done so with the same concepts used here in mind.

2 Lamb, p. 116.

24 Thompson, Shipwreck in Art and Literature, p. 13.
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every action. For the survivors of shipwreck there can often be a brief period of freedom
and revelry in the destruction of societal norms. These are short-lived, however, when
typically, the scarcity of food and water brings the reality of imminent death too quickly into
view. The aftermath of shipwreck presents an ideal situation for interrogating the
restructuring and subsequent assault on selthood that occurs. The period of this study is
therefore ideal for the consideration of selthood under stress due to the proliferation of
voyage narratives (as discussed above) and shipwrecks.”

Key to understanding the importance of selthood as it is challenged by the sea is the
concept of boundaries: the boundary of the individual; the collective boundary of society;
the boundary of a nation. These boundaries are all limited by the finality of death, acting as
the agent that designates the end of selfhood as a living construct and the beginning of a
dead non-self. Therefore, I use death as the ultimate constraint to selfhood, which in this
sense I understand as ipseity, or the distinct facets of a person that go to make up their
character. I take selthood to be defined by distinct categories such as gender, ethnicity, race,
profession, but in this study more complex sub-categories such as mourner, colonialist,
zombie, or sympathiser are relevant. The idea of selthood is enacted upon multiple planes at
one time: the sailor on a ship interacting with the officers, who in turn engage with the
captain. The ship itself poses a series of boundaries which in turn affects the environment
within which selfhood is mediated: those between the relative dryness and safety of the wood
and the sea; between itself as an extension of its home nation and all other nations; as a
precarious extension of life over a fatal element. There are also the considerable boundaries
that run irrefutably between the land and the sea, in the middle of which lies the liminal space
of the beach — a place where land and sea mix in a confusion of states. I attempt to expand
the idea that the sea has the ability to influence human thought and perception. It can

permeate someone ideologically, manifest in the way a sailor or fisherman becomes societally

%5 For more on the centrality of shipwreck narratives in literature and the public readership see: Thompson,
Romantic-era Shipwreck Narratives, pp. 5-14; and James V. Motrison, Shipwrecked: Disaster and Transformation in
Homer, Shakespeare, Defoe, and the Modern World (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2014).
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displaced by those members of society that are land bound — ‘the way sailors dressed and the
language they used set them apart from their counterparts ashore’ — or it can permeate
someone artistically, altering how they see and interact with the world.* How these
boundaries shift and change, and how they ultimately affect selthood is another part of what
is being studied here.

There have been a limited number of studies into the cultural impact of the sea, and
none specifically addressing the British relationship to it. In 1994 Alain Corbin’s seminal
work, The Lure of the Sea, was translated into English, profoundly altering the way the sea is
viewed in literature.” His work maintains a broad scope, choosing not to focus specifically
on any one nation. Corbin does, however, identify a distinct shift in the British public’s
perception of the sea over the course of the 18" century. During the first half of the 18"
century there remained a consensus that the sea was a place of decay, epitomised by the
putrid smell and rotten detritus that was washed up each day by the tide. By around 1750
‘cure-takers began rushing toward the sea-shore [...] to combat melancholy and spleen’.*
Corbin suggests that the shift towards viewing the sea as medically beneficial prompted in
part the love of beach holidays. Towards ‘the end of the 1750s, crowds came to Brighton to
enjoy the pleasures of bathing’, with the sea being ‘viewed as a recourse against melancholy
and the harmful effects of unhealthy city life’.*” Such a shift in public perception is important
to understand, particularly with the literary importance of Cook’s narratives as mentioned
above. Combined they emphasise the point at which British society started to connect more
positively with the sea, setting off a reinvigorated and expansive, maritime focused, national

identity. From this point in time onwards Britain enacted a more outward looking polic
p g policy,

26 Duncan Redford, Maritime History and 1dentity: The Sea and Culture in the Modern World (London; New York: 1.
B. Tauris, 2014), p. 4.

27 Alain Corbin, The Lure of the Sea (London: Penguin, 1995). For more on the cultural impact of the sea on
civilisation see: Lincoln Paine, The Sea and Civilization: A Maritime History of the World (London: Atlantic Books,
2015).

28 Ibid., p. 57.

2 Ibid., p. 163.
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contrasting the fear of the sea that Corbin highlights existed eatlier in the eighteenth century,
that embraced all the aspects of maritime life, economically, militarily, as well as artistically.

Siobhan Carroll’s interrogation of “atopias” — spaces that resist colonisation,
habitation, and accessibility - in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in .An Empire of Air
and Water is fundamental to the concept of boundaries in this study.” She asserts that these
atopias can be seen as a potential subset of Michael Foucault’s “heterotopias”, and as such
can provide an interesting dialogue between the atopia of the sea and the heterotopia of the
ship.”! A key aspect of Carroll’s work is the societal connection between language and the
sea. What is exposed is how sailors (both real and literary) could use language to promote
and secure the notions of identity and nationhood whilst traversing an atopic space. Carroll
highlights a tension within the work of William Falconer between the expansive colonial
desires of Britain and the limits to ruling the waves. This provides a useful platform from
which to engage with the later authors of my thesis who, I argue, can be seen to expose
similar tensions. Carroll’s study emphasises the need for further interrogation into the
revelation and construction of Britain’s sense of maritime selfhood on both a local and global
level. As Carroll suggests, there is an overwhelming amount of scholarly work that has been
done on the role of British identity with regards to colonial (and specifically land-based)
actions and engagements. But what is missing from reaching a more complete picture of
British selfhood during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is a cemented understanding
of the ‘new spatial axis [of the sea] to theories of British identity formation, calling attention
to the ways in which Britain was imagined, not only in opposition to a continental or colonial
Other, but also in relation to supposedly empty spaces’” Where Carroll provides an

introductory line of enquiry into this topic, my thesis goes further into understanding the

30 Siobhan Carroll, An Empire of Air and Water: Uncolonizable Space in the British Imagination, 1750-1850
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015).

31 Ibid., n. 13, p. 200.

32 Carroll, p. 11.
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relationship between notions of selthood and the sea during the period in a range of British
literatures.

Providing a useful way into the topic of the maritime and concepts of identity is
Duncan Redford’s edited collection of essays in Maritime History and Identity (2014), which
demonstrates the lack of any comprehensive study of the relationship between the sea and
identity.” He notes the important work that has been done in terms of identity studies in
recent years, but highlights that no studies have considered the polarising and binary roles
the sea and land play in understanding individual, local, national and global identities. He
remarks that most current studies of identity ‘do not really get to grips with what at its
simplest is a bilateral relationship between land and sea, sea and land but which can be a far

more complex and multi-layered relationship’.34 Redford goes on to note how

The question of identity in relation to the sea is [...] more than just a realisation of
the importance of time, change and continuity. [...] The sea can be a frontier, a
barrier, a livelihood, a place of adventure, a medium of political, diplomatic, cultural
or economic exchange, even, in today’s climate-obsessed world, a threat. [...] At the
same time, the sea could be seen as an ‘other’ — something that caused society to

unite against it.»

There are remarkably few studies that look to interrogate the role of the sea in framing
notions of selthood when looking at British history during the golden years of the Royal
Navy and Empire. Critics such as Redford that do acknowledge the key role the sea has in
understanding historical notions of selthood concentrate only on those sailors who served
in the Royal Navy, neglecting the huge numbers of people who worked with and on the sea
in conjunction with the navy, supporting and furthering Britain’s colonial goals. This study

looks to address that gap through the lens of the literary representations of a diverse range

3 Duncan Redford, Maritime History and Identity: The Sea and Culture in the Modern World (London; New York: 1.
B. Tauris, 2014).

3 Ibid., p. 3.

% Ibid., p. 5.
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of maritime people: sailors in the maritime industries including the Merchant Navy and Royal
Navy; explorers; poets with an aesthetic connection; and poets with a mourning connection.
The idea is to see how a diverse selection of texts from Britain during the years of 1768-1834
each construct selthood and in turn respond and interact with the sea.

This thesis is split into two halves, the first looking at the challenges to selfhood
posed by the sea during voyages of exploration and shipwrecks, and the second interrogating
the role of death at sea and the nautical elegy in modifying British identity during the period.
The unifying notion is how both sections present a challenge to selthood that stems from
engaging with the sea and pushing at, or breaking, boundaries in the process. The sea acts as
both a divisive and uniting force for identity. In one sense it unites all strands of society as a
body that stands against the unrelenting force of the sea, a force that people actively strive
against. Yet on the other hand it divides and compartmentalises society into those who work
with or on the sea and those that do not. The sea in this sense becomes, in these texts, an
agent that either one understands and respects, or else stands as something one fears and
avoids. In this way the sea fragments and erodes various bonds that exist between people in
society.

In chapter one I interrogate how both the threat and actuality of death causes
maritime professions to become liminal. I do this by looking at key works by Captain James
Cook, Sir Joseph Banks, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and a selection of Romantic poets. A key
concern for this chapter is the notion that the sea was seen as a place of death. The sublime
and relentless nature of the ocean, coupled with humanity’s lack of knowledge of its depths,
edges, and composition, resulted in it being seen as a dangerous and malevolent agent. The
journals of Cook and Banks aptly demonstrate the day to day life of a sailor and highlight
how the profession existed in a liminal place within society. The death of Cook, coupled with
the eulogies that are studied in this chapter, underscore the idea that death has a very central
role in the identity and existence of sailors during the time. In this chapter I look at the role

of the ship as a place of multiple boundaries — between sea and land, life and death, home
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and Other, known and unknown — building on Michel Foucault’s concept that a ship is a
‘floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exists by itself, that is closed in on itself
and at the same time is given over to the infinity of the sea’.” The ship exists as a voided
space, there primarily for its own sake but also utterly entwined with the reality of the endless
sea.

I use Carroll’s investigation of the use of language in literary engagements with the
sea in this chapter to interrogate the dehumanising language in the works of Cook, Banks,
and Coleridge. The interest here is in how the authors use particular language in order to
void or Other the sailors, making them actors of colonialism detached from their status as
members of British society. In this regard the use of zombie imagery and cultural history is
under consideration as, particularly in the case of Coleridge, zombies are used as a form of
dehumanisation. The connection between zombies and soulless, identity-less beings is
employed most famously in “The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’, with the effect, I argue, of
criticising British colonial expansion. Coleridge, a well-known critic of slavery and
colonisation, uses the zombie to make a statement, using recognisable imagery from the
Cook voyages in “The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’. In doing so Coleridge uses one of the
most prominent and high profile proponents of colonisation as a tool for criticising an action
he deplores. What becomes apparent is that through both the factual and fictitious
representations, sailors in this period are written in ways that remove their humanity and
forces them into roles of servitude; in many ways evoking the slavery that they were seen to
facilitate.

In chapter two I look at how the action of shipwreck dramatically changes the
dynamic of the sailors’ world. The narrative of John Byron’s journey around Cape Horn and
subsequent shipwreck on the coast of Patagonia cleatly shows how the controlled and strictly
bounded lives of sailors on board a ship become fragmented and without order once the

ship ceases to exist. The breaking of the ship’s boundaries frees those on board of the rules

36 Michel Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, trans. by Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics, 16:1 (1986), pp. 22-27 (p. 27).
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that typically govern them, resulting in the reclamation of the sailors’ identities that are
removed in the ways examined in the previous chapter. The chapter considers how this
transformation explains the complicated view of sailors for those back home, and aligns the
poetry written by Lord Byron with John Byron’s shipwreck narrative that influenced it, as a
further tool of analysis into this identity construction. The role of death plays a significant
part here as both a threat against identity as well as a promise of relief. During a shipwreck,
in both factual and fictitious representations, sailors are depicted as struggling for life and
desperately searching for ways to maintain the boundaries that they know and are used to.
Considering the liberation that they experience upon surviving a shipwreck, there is little
evidence of them contemplating a better life outside of the oppression of life on board. In
this sense death acts as the universal leveller, challenging those on board to consider whether
life without an identity on board is preferable to the potential for existence off the ship. After
the fact of shipwreck death becomes a looming presence due to the threat of starvation and,
in some cases, attacks by indigenous populations or even other shipmates. We then see how
death becomes a duality, presenting yet another challenge to their newly reclaimed identities,
as well as an avenue of escape.

A helpful tool in understanding these shifting dynamics is the role that cannibalism
plays in these scenarios. The narrative of John Byron was reputedly one of the first to suggest
such a practice from such a high ranking source. Whilst he does not confirm that it happens,
he does relate how it was stopped whilst trapped on the Patagonian coast. Lord Byron takes
this scenario and includes later instances of cannibalism in sailors’ narratives to paint a picture
of the costs of Britain’s colonial aspirations. For John Byron the act of cannibalism is
depicted as the utter destruction of all humanity in the offender. This is intensified because
these same sailors are seen to have only just reclaimed their identities (and so their humanity)
due to the shipwreck itself. This results in what Geoffrey Sanborn terms as a ‘negative mode

of identification’ whereby the sailors have the choice to choose not to die (by eating other
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sailors) but lose their identity, or to die and lose their identity.”” Lord Byron takes this notion
and uses it to further criticise British society at the time, in a manner similar to Coleridge in
the previous chapter. Lord Byron utilises the historical context of cannibalism, such as its
links to slavery and black culture, to again represent the dehumanising of the sailor class. For
Byron the sea becomes a tool that strips away the identity of those who are forced to enact
the will of the nation. Yet it can become the haven of those who seek to refute the constraints
of society. What this chapter exposes is how the sea seems to offer a duality of potential
outcomes depending on how those in question interact with, and conform to, the boundaries
set by society. The sea can liberate sailors from their oppressive ships, and it can free the
creativity of poets who rail against societal conventions. But the sea can also destroy those
same people if the morality of their actions can be seen as questionable. The sea becomes a
cleanser.

Chapter three marks the second half of the thesis, which deals with a distinctly
different topic. The last two chapters look at the role of elegy and death in the mourning
process, and whether the sea can act as a surrogate grave for those whose bodies are never
recovered. Building on previous studies of the elegiac form, my work secks to understand
how the sea challenges the function of an elegy. The language of mourning is important here,
particularly the limits that are found when dealing with death. In these instances, it becomes
apparent that the sea either subverts the power of language, resulting in silences and voids
of meaning, or enhances a poet’s ability to convey meaning and emotion. The function of
the sea within the elegy highlights the complex relationship that exists between identity and
mourning, where the boundary between life and death erodes notions of selthood for both
the living and the deceased. What becomes apparent is that the elegiac form is uniquely suited
to dealing with maritime grief, and facilitates questioning whether the sea can replace the

grave when there is no body to bury.

37 Geoffrey Sanborn, The Sign of the Canniba/ (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1998), p. 41.
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In chapter three I look at how William Wordsworth deals with the death of his
brother John, and how he addresses the loss and his grief through poetry. Western
convention, supported by Wordsworth, is that the grave is an important and central part of
the grieving process, the implication being that without one, in our culture, mourning
becomes a much harder task. What makes Wordsworth a useful subject here is that John’s
body was left at sea for six months before being found and buried. As such, Wordsworth
had to process the loss initially with the knowledge that there would not be a grave for his
brother, before having to reassess the situation and re-grieve for his brother once he was
buried. What becomes evident in the poetry is that Wordsworth turns away from the sea as
a companion in grief, focusing on the “spots of time” on land that connect to his memories
of John when he was alive. I argue that because of his burial Wordsworth projects his anger
onto the sea, often indirectly, whilst returning to the pastoral in order to appropriately
remember John. This, I feel, is indicative of the mourning process whereby the presence of
a grave removes the need to associate with the agent responsible for the death.

We see in the poetry of Wordsworth an intriguing elision of discussions about the
sea, where voids of language imply the sea’s presence and culpability, but silences have to
carry the weight of the meaning. What occurs seems to be a realisation of the limits of
language and its capability to convey meaning appropriately for such a delicate subject. The
silences and aversion to directly talking about John’s death and the sea’s complicity highlight
the point where language breaks under the weight of meaning. Silences become more
powerful than words, and allow readers to supplicate their own griefs into these spaces. What
these poems become are a tool for others who have suffered a similar fate to use in order to
come to terms with their grief. In many of the poems there is an obvious return to the
pastoral that shows a rejection of the destructive freedom the sea offers other poets. Unlike
Coleridge and Byron who use the sea as a symbol of political or moral liberty, for
Wordsworth the sea becomes an active agent of uncertainty. The pastoral therefore offers a

mode of poeticism that is familiar and stable. It can be used in a conventional way to
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immortalise the dead, much in the same way John Milton does in his poem ‘Lycidas’ (1637).
Whereas, I argue, Milton looks towards the sea as a method of better representing poetic
angst, Wordsworth seems to defy Romantic convention and return to the pastoral in his
elegies about John.

Chapter four continues the investigation of the elegy form by looking at the elegies
of Charlotte Smith and Louisa Stuart Costello. These poets share a similar gezvre in terms of
nautical elegies. They both utilise a speaker who suffers from a melancholic situation,
mourning either the loss of a loved one or a challenge to their selthood. Costello strikes an
interesting comparison to Wordsworth as she also lost a brother at sea whilst he was serving
on board the HMS Tuweed in 1813. Yet her brother’s body was never found, which results in
Costello presenting a bond between the speaker and the sea in her elegies. The sea becomes
a surrogate for her brother, an agent to which she is able to direct her expressions of grief.
But the sea also embodies a duality of function with the representations of the brother
running alongside the active agent in her brother’s death. This duality exposes a complex
relationship between the poet and the sea. Unlike Wordsworth, the sea remains for Costello
the only connection she has to her brother. As such it functions in the same way as a grave;
offering a physical place of mourning and somewhere to anchor memories of the deceased.
The instability of the sea, however, becomes manifest in the instability of the mourning in
the poetry. This suggests an unsuccessful processing of grief through the elegy, making the
form itself ineffective. Consequently, an analysis of Costello’s elegies facilitates an evaluation
of the elegiac form’s role in presenting and facilitating mourning.

Unlike Wordsworth or Costello, Charlotte Smith never suffered the loss of someone
at sea. Yet her Elegiac Sonnets (1784) strike a similar tone to Costello. Numerous poems within
the collection deal with loss and mourning directed towards the sea. What Smith seems to
strike upon is a useful convention of using the sea’s connection to death and loss to intensify
the melancholy depicted in her poems. In some instances, it is a lover lamenting the loss of

their partner, spending time staring out to sea or actively seeking death in a similar fashion.
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In others, the sea acts as a place of loss that is understood as both a dangerous and a liberating
space, much like the attitudes found in the work of Coleridge and Byron. What Smith does,
however, is challenge the male-centric domination of the sea by presenting a powerful
feminine trait in its agency. Whilst it remains the domain of male power and economic and
territorial expansion, and in violence the sea she depicts is masculine, upon reflection and
mourning the sea becomes a space of feminine purity. But in all instances, as with Costello,
the sea becomes a force that challenges and strips away identity. Those who are lost are no
longer remembered as they were when they were alive. They become parodies of themselves,
embodied by the sea. Those who remain to mourn are unsettled and infiltrated by the sea
until they also question and adapt their identities. In all cases the sea can be seen to facilitate

the breaking down of boundaries, challenging the binary of living and dead.
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Chapter One: The Death of Captain Cook and the Trope of the

(Un)dead Liminal Sailor

The landmark voyages of Captain James Cook signalled the start of Britain’s rise towards
naval domination, and marked a significant chapter in Britain’s pursuit of discovery and
exploration. He came from a humble background to become a lasting national hero, ranked
in the period amongst figures like Vice-Admiral Horatio Lord Nelson and Arthur Wellesley,
the 1% Duke of Wellington. Yet unlike these two, Cook’s prowess was exploration, not war,
embodying the peaceable aspects of masculinity that the subsequent conflicts with America,
France, and Spain challenged in the public consciousness. Cook’s voyages expanded
geographical knowledge beyond what was ever previously believed to exist by British society,
and his seemingly non-violent behaviour gained him the reputation of being a champion of
the equality of humanity and a benevolent man of feeling. His narratives, which recorded the
details of each day on board his various commands, influenced subsequent representations
of nautical travel and the lives of sailors due to their popularity. The depth of detail and
pragmatic approach to each trial and disaster affirmed his reputation as a stoic, resourceful,
and as some would go on to claim after his death, god-like man. He embodied the ideal image
of Britishness and extolled the character of the Jack Tars who would become the men at the
front line of the Empire’s defence, commerce and network of influence. What is of most
interest here, though, is how Cook, through his journals, death and legacy, demonstrates the
image of the sailor whose profession displaces him from society, causing him to inhabit a
space on the threshold between life and death. This chapter looks initially at the central figure
of Cook in literature that focuses on maritime themes, tropes, and settings, using his
influential image as a way into interrogating representations of the undead and liminal sailors,
and the deathly nature of the sea.

The chapter moves from the poetry on his death through to his voyage journals. 1

look at how Cook embodies the idea of a liminal seafarer, displaced by society because of
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the close relationship they have to the sea. This negative view of sailors arises from the hostile
and unsettling nature of the sea, which challenges the stable and supportive land. In the texts
in this chapter the sea acts as a threat to selthood, forcing those involved to fight for survival.
The chapter interrogates the poetry written in memory of Cook, using it to demonstrate how
his legacy exposes a different and fractured selfhood to the one found in his own narratives.
The poets studied show, through their eulogising of him, the very aspects of the undead
sailor and the deathly sea that Cook’s journals helped pioneer in the maritime literature of
the time. It is important to note that the wider reading public’s first engagement with the
journals of Cook and Banks came from the heavily edited and notorious “official” edition
published by John Hawkesworth in 1773." This version was widely criticised for its incotrect
representation of actual events, the detailing of the sexual practices of the South Sea islanders,
and the direct challenge to the notion of providential intervention.” Yet it existed as the only
widely available version of Cook’s voyages, although there were smaller run publications of
all three voyage narratives around 1784-80.

Later in the chapter I turn to “The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ (1798), in part an
interpretation of events described in Cook’s and his companion Sir Joseph Banks’ journals,
to demonstrate this trope of the liminal sailor further. I expose how, in comparison to the
eulogies of Cook, the ‘Ancyent Marinere’ deals with a more concentrated reimagining of the
deathly nature of the sea and imagery of the life and (un)death of sailors. The poem also
provides an important critique of the colonial project for which Cook was a figurehead.
Coleridge’s use of the figure of the zombie connects the poem to Cook’s legacy as a
colonialist, and his inadvertent connection to slavery. Coleridge is able to utilise the zombie

in order to condemn slavery, whilst also providing a defence for the sailors involved. He

! John Hawkesworth, An Account of the V'oyages Undertaken by the Order of His Present Magesty for Making Discoveries
in the Southern Hemisphere, and Successively Performed by Commodore Byron, Captain Wallis, Captain Carteret, and
Captain Cook, in the Dolphin, the Swallow, and the Endeavour: Drawn up from the Journals Which Were Kept by the Several
Commanders, and from the Papers of Joseph Banks, Esq., 3 vols (London: printed for W. Strahan and T. Cadell,
1773).

2 See John Hawkesworth in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.
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does this through the idea of the zombie being one who is no longer in control of their own
actions. As such, Coleridge equates the profession of seamen to slavery, negating their
complicity in the slave trade that he campaigned forcefully against.

While depictions of life, death, and the return from the afterlife are easily located in
the ‘Ancyent Marinere’, they are harder to find in Cook’s journals. Yet the journals are crucial
not just because they are part of the genesis for Coleridge’s poem, but because of how they
expose life at sea. Importantly, Cook’s journals provide a representation of himself, which,
most likely through Hawkesworth, become in some part the sources for the poems which
eulogise his life. The chapter aims to show how the notion that the sea was a place of death
was a central trope of maritime literature, and that those who sailed upon it were transformed
into undead versions of themselves: an agency which challenges the nature of being human.
Cook’s narratives function as a benchmark for subsequent maritime literatures, with his
legacy as a treasured example of the British sailor cementing the image of the hostile and

deathly sea.

Cook’s Paradoxical Legacy

Captain Cook died on the 14" of February 1779 at Kealakekua Bay on Hawaii. It was a
disaster for the voyage, and his ‘death was mythologized’ from the very instant it happened.’
Previously, his ship had taken heavy damage after leaving Hawaii for the first time, and he
was forced to return to refit for the rest of the voyage. The details of his death are not entirely
clear, and will be explored in greater detail later in the chapter. Suffice it to say that a boat
belonging to the Reso/ution was stolen during the refit by a group of Hawaiians, driving Cook
to remonstrate with the local king in order that it should be returned. Cook had been received
like a king himself on their first visit to the island, but his return and show of force in desiring
the boat to be brought back resulted in high tensions and aggression between Cook’s force

and the locals. Cook convinced the king to return to the ship with him, wanting to use the

3 Rod Edmond, Representing the South Pacific (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 23.
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king as a hostage, and to better plan a method of getting the boat back. But upon reaching
the beach, his small force was attacked and surrounded by locals, and Cook killed. At the
time of his death, he was nearly two and a half years into his third voyage, and had already
failed to find the sought after North West Passage that would connect the Pacific Ocean to
the Atlantic and all of northern Europe. Cook’s Admiralty orders for the voyage stress he
was ‘to find out a Northern passage by Sea from the Pacific to the Atlantic Ocean’ for ‘His
Majesty’s Pleasure’.* The Admiralty’s desire for Cook to find the passage was such that were
he to ‘be satisfied that there is no Passage through the abovementioned Bays’, those bays
found on the ‘Coast of New Albion’, he was to continue ‘Northward as far as, in prudence,
you may think proper, in further search of a North East, or North West Passage’.” The huge
economic benefits that would have come from finding the Passage meant that the voyage
was seen in many ways a failure, despite the extensive tracts of the North American shoreline
and new Pacific islands Cook had mapped out.

This was also the case for his previous two voyages. His first, on board the Endeavour
between 1768 and 1771, was intended to facilitate the observation of the transit of Venus, as
well as to confirm the theory of the Great Southern Continent. The secret instructions for
this voyage state that they were to ‘observe the Passage of the Planet Venus over the Disk
of the Sun on the 3" of June 1769’ as their primary concern, and ‘cultivate a friendship with
the Natives’ when the opportunities arose.® The “Additional Instructions for 1.t James Cook’ make
note of ‘a Continent or Land of great extent, [which] may be found to the Southward of the
Tract lately made by Captn Wallis’.” Cook was ordered ‘to proceed to the southward in order
to make discovery of the Continent’, and to ‘proceed in the search of it to the Westward [...]

until you discover it, or fall in with the Eastern side of the Lland discover’d by Tasman’, such

4 Captain Cook, The Journals of Captain James Cook: 111, The 1 oyage of the Resolution and Discovery 1776-1780, 2 vols
(Cambridge: Published for the Hakluyt Society at the University Press, 1967), 1, ccxx. Hereafter cited as Cook,
Resolution and Discovery, followed by volume and page number.

5 Ibid., I, cexxi-cexxii.

¢ Cook, The Journals of Captain James Cook on His 1 oyages of Discovery: The 1 oyage of the Endeavour, 1768-1771,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press on behalf of The Hakluyt Society, 1955), cclxxx. Hereafter cited as
Cook, Endeavour, followed by page number.

7 Ibid., cclxxxii.
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was the eagerness of the Admiralty to be the first to prove its existence.® In both of these
Cook was unsuccessful. As Paul Carter notes, “The chief discovery of the Endeavonr was its
discovery of nothing or, rather, of the non-existence of a great southern continent: from an
empirical point of view, this can only be construed as a failure’.” The records of the transit
of Venus contained large discrepancies nullifying the results, and the lack of evidence of a
continent created the assumption that Cook had not travelled far enough south.

His second voyage, on the Resolution between 1772 and 1775, was commissioned to
explore even further south than had been achieved already, in order that the Great Southern
Continent be finally found. The instructions for this voyage are persistent in the belief that
the Continent does exist despite the evidence Cook brought back from the last voyage. The
Admiralty states that he was to ‘discover Cape Circumstance [...] and satisfy yourself whether
it is a part of that Southern Continent which has so much engaged the attention of
Geographers & former Navigators’, encouraging Cook to succeed where previously he had
not, using the opinions of former explorers as pressure, as they were certain that the

Continent existed." The instructions press the point, commanding him to

stand on to the South ward so long as you judge there may be a likelyhood of falling
in with the Continent [...] and then proceed to the Eastward, in further search of the
said Continent |[...] prosecuting your discoveries as before directed as near to the Pole

as possible.11

Despite Cook’s almost irrefutably conclusive evidence that no such continent existed, this
went against the theories of the most respected scholars of the time. The tone of the
instructions suggests the Admiralty’s disbelief that such a Continent did not exist, and

although they suggest that Cook use his own judgement, they still command that he should

8 Cook, Endeavour, cclxxxii.

9 Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay (London; Boston: Faber and Faber, 1987), p. 23.

10 Cook, The Journals of Captain James Cook on His VVoyages of Discovery: The 1 oyage of the Resolution and Adventure,
1772-1775 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press on behalf of The Hakluyt Society, 1961), clxvii-clxviii.
Hereafter cited as Cook, Resolution and Adventure, followed by page number.

11 Ibid., clxix.
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proceed into the most dangerous seas on the planet; those of the Antarctic. Thus, by the
conclusion of the voyage, it was yet again seen as an overall failure, despite the colonial gains
and scientific discoveries that he made.

Cook’s legacy during the years after his death did not, however, include the failings
of his famous voyages; his death in fact became the founding event of colonial Pacific
history’."”” Harriet Guest remarks that ‘From the late 1770s, and with increasing energy after
his death, Cook’s extraordinary achievements were repeatedly celebrated, though they could
also be difficult to quantify’.” The difficulty experienced in quantifying his ‘extraordinary
achievements’ was down to the perceived failure of his voyages which added a seeming
elegiac quality to his image as a man of feeling. But the fact that he had explored further and
in more detail than any who had gone before resulted in a complex paradox of a legacy: on
the one hand the unsuccessful completion of Admiralty’s orders and, on the other, the hugely
important discoveries and territorial acquisitions made in the name of King and country.
This paradoxical legacy was determined in many ways by the nature of his death. Being killed
in action meant that it became a ‘public tragedy — [a] matter for general mourning’, precisely
because his life was sacrificed for the betterment of the nation. His failures had to be
overlooked, meaning that the national grief ‘was diluted with and soon overwhelmed by
national self-congratulation for Cook’s successes’. The need to assimilate Cook’s legacy into
the national consciousness was because the ‘voyages were enormously important
achievements for Britain’, aiding ‘National confidence, [which was]| still weakened by the
aftermath of the Seven Years’ War, and further shaken by the advent and progress of the
American war’. The lack of anything else to celebrate, made harder because the ‘results [of
his voyages| were difficult to imagine positively’, meant that ‘Cook’s posthumous reputation
tended to focus on celebrations of his character almost at the expense of his achievements’.

This made the paradox of Cook’s legacy even more complex. Because his death was at the

12 Edmond, p. 23.
13 Harriet Guest, Ewmpire, Barbarism, and Civilisation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 9.
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hands of “savages”, on the other side of the world, he was cast as a martyr, cut down in the
pursuit of knowledge by people identified by the “civilised white man” as ignorant and
primitive. These ‘Representations of Cook as martyr were complemented by images that
apotheosised him’, so ‘the idea of Cook as godlike hero and martyr went hand in hand with
the perception in his three voyages of a satisfying narrative structure of heroic endeavour,
exceptional adventure, and tragic resolution’.'

Cook was remembered as a ‘hero’ and a ‘dedicated servant of humanity’ because,
whilst trying to bring the truth of knowledge to the unknown places of the planet, he was
killed, and, as far as the public knew, without retaliating with force to the aggressive
indigenous population.” The lack of military success around the time of Cook’s death, as
noted by Guest above, can be seen to have encouraged the need for the nation to acquire a
‘new kind of national hero’ whose fame was the result of ‘an alternative masculinity’ which
did not come from prowess on the battle field." In the eyes of the public he ‘demonstrated
English pluck and humanity, sense and sensibility, to best advantage — the explorer’s “man
of feeling” who died on the altar of national service with more blood brothers than
bloodshed to his credit’.'” Yet herein lies another level to the paradox of Cook’s legacy: Cook
was ‘lionized by the English public in ways that few figures of the era could match’, but only
through the conscious act of forgetting the blood of the indigenous populations that he did
spill."™

Stuart Murray has astutely explored the nature of this paradox through the
methodology of interrogating the textuality and authority of Cook’s journals.” He notes how,
through the use (both actual and implied) of the phrase “notwithstanding our signs to the

contrary” in the journals, Cook was able to rationalise and avoid condemnation for his

14 Guest, pp. 8-9.

15 Ibid., p. 9.

16 Kathleen Wilson, The Is/and Race (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), p. 62.

17 Ibid., p. 62.

18 Ibid., p. 59.

19 See Stuart Murray, “Notwithstanding our signs to the contrary’: textuality and authority at the Endeavour
River, June to August 1770°, in Captain Cook: Explorations and Reassessments ed. by Glyndwr Williams
(Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2004), pp. 59-76.
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various violent engagements with the indigenous people he encountered. This becomes, as
Murray presents it, a problem of communication. In making the violence and occasional
deaths a consequence of the natives’ lack of “western” education, demonstrated through
their inability to understand the words of the educated explorers, the bloodshed is relegated
to the unfortunate results of misunderstanding, rather than Cook’s and his men’s violent
tendencies and notions of superiority. In one of the first bloody encounters, Cook casually

records that

some of them [‘the natives’] came off [the shore] to the boat in a Canoe and had
some nails and Beeds given them but with these they were not satisfied, thinking that
they had a right to every thing in the boat, and at last grew so troublesome that in
order to get clear of them our people were obliged to fire some musquets, but with

no intent to hurt any of them; however it so happen’d that one man was skghtly

wounded in the head.”

Cook’s only answer to the growing unrest from the islanders was to fire upon them, with the
result that someone is accidentally shot in the head, ‘slightly’. There is little display of remorse
for having defaulted to violence to resolve an issue of poor communication, only that ‘the
fireing had the desired effect and they thought fit to retire’* Yet it must be noted that, not
only is it probable that Cook did not give the direct order as he would have had to note that
in the ship’s log, he also makes it clear that he had ‘no intent to hurt any of them’ and was
only acting in what we would deem a self-preservative manner. Cook, the man of feeling, is
recording how he strives to avoid the sort of conflicts that previous explorers have been
associated with. He is already struggling with the legacy of those who have gone before, his
image as the man of feeling under threat. However, only a month later, Cook relates on

Monday the 9" of October

20 Cook, Endeavonr, p. 155. My italics.
21 Tbid., p. 155.
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leaving four boys to take care of the yawl, which we had no sooner left than four
men came out of the woods on the other side the river and would certainly have cut
her off, had not the people in the pinnace discover’d them and called to her to drop
down the stream which they did being closely pursued by the Indians; the Coxswain
of the pinnace who had the charge of the Boats, seeing this fire’d two musquets over
their head, the first made them stop and look round them, but the 2d they took no
notice of upon which a third was fired and killed one of them upon the spot just as

he was going to dart his spear at the boat.”

At this point in the voyage, Cook and his crew could be seen by the locals as an invasive
force challenging the native islander’s control of the land. There is remarkably little done to
attempt a friendly introduction and brokering of peace by the crew of the pinnace and the
other party considering this was the first encounter between the discoverers and islanders,
leaving Cook again in the position of control over a band of men who appear to be fulfilling
the stereotype of a violent western colonial force. Cook’s legacy is one of upholding the
notions of equality amongst all mankind, yet here again we see violence being used as a first
response, but poignantly, not Cook’s own. The fact that the islander was in the process of
throwing his spear appears as legitimate reason for retaliation, but the imbalance of force
between muskets and spears is an image indicative of the underlying colonial attitude of the
crew which Cook must attempt to control or risk losing the peaceable image he strives to
embody. Murray shows that these episodes are a telling commentary on the modern failures
of communication. The violence of Cook’s men is obscured by the belief that their actions
were justified by being in the pursuit of knowledge and scientific discovery. These were not
conflicts of colonial oppression but the self-defence of those seeking to better humanity.
Cook and his men escaped vilification it seems in part because he was eventually killed by

the same natives they had been trying to study and document. He was martyred in the pursuit

22 Cook, Endeavonr, p. 169.
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of science and therefore could not be castigated or else all his discoveries would have to be
incorrectly branded with the same brutal colonialism that those by Cortez and Magellan
suffered. Ultimately, the comparatively peaceful nature of Cook’s voyages did in fact cement
this image of the “gentleman explorer” in the public consciousness.

Nowhere is Cook’s legacy better emblazoned than in the elegies and odes to his
memory. The most famous of these is Anna Seward’s ‘Elegy on Captain Cook’, first written
in 1780, and later extended in the 4™ edition of 1784.” Her poem eulogises Cook as one
whom nature and humanity simultaneously ‘sung divine’ (14). The bravery in ‘his dauntless
breast’ (15), which led him to ‘quit imperial London’s gorgeous domes’ (17) for “The scorch’d
Equator and th’ Antarctic wave’ (30) is firmly attributed to ‘Benevolence’ (35), the term which
tolls throughout the poem as the essence of Cook’s greatness. She claims that it is this aspect
of Cook’s humanity that drove him to ‘Unite the savage hearts, and hostile hands, | In the
firm compact of her gentle bands;” (41-42). She even goes so far as to label him a ‘mild Hero’,
aptly summarising his supposedly gentle and peaceably, non-violent manner when it came to
the wild pursuits of the voyage and encountering the native people of the far side of the
wortld. But his mantle of ‘mild Hero’ is lost for a more fitting embodiment of his legacy —
‘firm on the deck the great Adventurer stands; [...] the gallant Wanderer’s dangerous way’
(88-100). Here she strives for the image of Cook as not the self-serving, glory seeking hero
whose only quest is to further their own reputation. Instead she depicts him more aptly as
an ‘Adventurer’ who secks only to discover, and one who is not tied down to anything, much
as his ship is free to roam the globe: he is ‘the gallant Wanderer’. Whilst evoking ideas of
aimlessness, the fact that he is ‘gallant’ betrays that his quest-like voyage is one which he
enacts with gentlemanly honour.

Upon Cook’s death, Seward laments the ‘smiling Eden of the southern wave’ (211)

and how ‘vain thy gratitude, thy wishes vain!” (214). The islanders’ part in the killing of the

2 Anna Seward, ‘Elegy on Captain Cook’, in The Poetical Works of Anna Seward (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees,
and Orme, 1810), pp. 33-46.
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benevolent Cook reduces them to ‘human fiends’ (216) as each ‘Poises with ghastly smile the
darts of death’ (218). Their debasement is increased due to their killing of the man who had
come to help them in good faith. In her eyes, despite the circumstances surrounding the
incident (which we shall return to later), they have voided any potential they had for cultural
and moral redemption through the unjust act of murdering Cook. But what at first glance
seems a diatribe on the savagery of the islanders does in fact reveal itself to be a more
poignant lament that Cook’s body is so far removed as to make any attempt at mourning
futile. The bitterness of the event is that Cook is left to be mourned (and as is described later,
in great ceremony) by those “savage” people who killed him in the first place. ‘His bones
now whiten an accursed shore!” (2506) as opposed to his body being rightfully allowed to rest
when instead there is ‘the bright wreath, and [...] th’ immortal bust’ (268). What in fact does
happen, however, is that the sea immortalises him, with “The attendant Power, that bade his
sails expand, | [...] Now raptur’d bears him to the immortal plains’ (271-73). The ‘attendant
Power’ which is the cause of all his fruitful voyaging is now the force behind his imagined
transcendence to ‘the immortal plain’ — the reward for his benevolence. As if to highlight the
humanity and grounded nature of his legacy to the very end, the last line of Seward’s ‘Elegy’
remarks how, whilst ‘angels choir him’, he in fact only ‘waits for Thee’; his wife. Despite the
fame of his voyages, the great show of feeling his attitude towards the native islanders
displayed, and his heroic legacy, in heaven he is concerned with only the simplest of things,
which in the end is the love of his wife. Seward’s remembrance of Cook normalises his exotic
life, bringing his worldly travels and experiences back from the global to the familial and
local.

Despite being written nearly fifty years after Cook’s death, William Crowe’s poem,
‘On the Death of Captain Cook’ from the 1827 edition of Lewesdon Hill, demonstrates the

lasting influence of Cook’s legacy on British society, and his prominence in literature of the
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Empire. In the poem, Crowe demonises Magellan in order to emphasise the peaceful nature

of Cook’s voyages.”

O how unlike Magellan! he who bent
His daring sail to untried winds, and first
The world encompass’d — save in sad event

Of timeless death by savage hands accurst.

The Arts of Peace He cared not to extend;
For gold th’ untravel’d sea his bark explored,
For lust of gold he rashly strove to bend

The free-born Indian to his lawless sword. (13-20)

The only action joining Magellan and Cook together is the ‘sad event | Of timeless death by
savage hands accurst’. Magellan was killed by a force of Filipinos and his body lost to them
in a similar fashion to Cook’s, whose body was taken from the beach by the force of
Hawaiians who killed him. But unlike Cook, who was only on the beach to have his stolen
property retrieved, Magellan had been in the process of attacking the local population in
order to convert them to Christianity. Hence, for Crowe, “The arts of Peace He [Magellan]
cared not to extend’. Crowe ‘was known for his radical and pro-republican sympathies’, his
politics having been shaped by the American War of Independence and the French
Revolution.”® He was known to be ‘deeply suspicious of the morality of impetialism
highlighted by the colonial crisis’, which is emphasised by his challenge and condemnation
of the image of Magellan due to his apparent avarice, and the murders he committed on the
voyage.”® Despite his criticism of imperialism’, Crowe attacks the image of Magellan in order

that Cook can be shown as his imperial antithesis. Interestingly, Crowe describes Magellan

24 William Crowe, ‘On the Death of Captain Cook’, in Lewesdon Hill (London: John Murray, 1827), pp. 75-79.
% David Jasper, Coleridge as Poet and Religious Thinker: Inspiration and Revelation (London: Macmillan, 1985), p. 30.
26 John Williams, Wordsworth: Romantic Poetry and Revolutionary Politics (Manchester and New York: Manchester
University Press, 1989), p. 10.
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as suffering ‘timeless death’. In doing so Crowe adopts a common trope of the liminal sailor
in maritime literature by emphasising the aspects of immortality, and therefore timelessness,
of Magellan. The image of Cook celebrated by Crowe becomes a figure of inspiration
through the memory of his deeds and life, his story being told through his death rather than
by his own words. The binary perceptions of Cook, split between his actual identity at sea
and his perceived image back at home, enforces the idea that the lives of sailors are
fragmented from those they leave behind. Death allowed Cook to transcend from displaced
sailor to national hero, whilst his inadvertent challenge to the perception of white colonial
explorers being violent meant he could avoid castigation despite the evidence of violence to
be found in his journals. The fact that the journals document his obvious attempts at
remaining peaceable nullify the actions capable of destroying his fame, and as such were
responsible for keeping the idea and image of Cook alive long after his death. Cook’s
‘timeless death’, shared by Magellan, is such because of his journals, written in his own hand,
cement his voice in the maritime literature of the period.

Magellan’s death is depicted as ‘timeless’ which, considering the images of violence
and greed with which he is associated, suggests he will be remembered for his barbaric
actions in perpetuity. That Cook is tied to the same ‘timeless’ exposes the tension between
the two explorers. Crowe is raising the memory of Cook to heroic levels, but not without
drawing some parallels to the episodes of violence in Cook’s voyages. Following his critique

of Magellan, Crowe writes of Cook:

Not such the generous purpose of thy will;
With zeal untired and patient toil it strove
To make th’ untutor’d savage learn thy skill,

And the fierce-manner’d tribes embrace thy love. (21-24)

We see Cook’s humanitarian legacy coming through here, with Magellan’s ‘untried winds’

and ‘th’ untravel’d sea’ becoming Cook’s ‘untired’ zeal and ‘th’ untutor’d savage’. Cook’s
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voyage is one of education and betterment for those unfortunate enough, in the eyes of
Crowe, to live in the Pacific. Magellan was only interested in fame and riches, therefore his
legacy is one of ‘wind’ and ‘sea’, a selfishness emphasised by Cook’s selfless desire “To make
th’ untutor’d savage learn thy skill’.

The desire on Crowe’s part to evoke in Cook’s life an image of the “man of feeling”
followed eatlier representations of him, such as in S/avery (1788) by Hannah More.” Towards
the end of the poem More names both Cortez and Columbus as perpetrators of slavery and

unjust killers of indigenous people. She writes that

All Cortez murder’d, all Columbus found;

O’er plunder’d realms to reign, detested Lord,

Make millions wretched, and thyself abhorr’d’. (220-22)

Here both explorers are tarred with the same brush of religious conversion which disguised
other actions such as murder, oppression and theft. She states that ‘Conquest is pillage with
a nobler name’, thereby implying that these early explorers were interested only in material
gain and the acquisition of glory. Similarly to Crowe, she sets up these previous voyagers in
order that she can use Cook to attack war and the slave trade, inadvertently positioning him
as the saviour of the profession: ‘Had these possess’d, O Cook! thy gentle mind’, she laments,
‘Thy love of arts, thy love of humankind” (235-36). More foreshadows Crowe’s use of
comparison, and does so to emphasise Cook’s loving and sensible nature. She ignores the
violent interactions previously mentioned, seeing them as unfortunate events, instead
focusing on how she and the nation want to remember him. Here More fractures Cook’s
posthumous selthood by using his image to argue for causes his journals do not directly
address. Yet his obvious anti-violence stance means that his image as a humanitarian allows
him to become an anti-slavery icon by proxy. This becomes a method of improving the

national image which, as noted above, had been diminished due to successive military losses.

27 Hannah More, S/avery, A Poem (London: T. Cadell, 1788).
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Cook’s image can restore national pride, but only through looking at him as embodying a

different type of masculinity. Therefore, had the previous maritime explorers

pursued thy mild and liberal plan,
DISCOVERERS had not been a curse to man!
Then, bless’d Philanthropy! thy social hands
Had link’d dissever’d wotlds in brothers bands;
Careless, if colour, ot if clime divide;

Then, lov’d, and loving, man had liv’d, and died. (237-42)

Cook becomes the hero figure of discovery, reversing the ‘curse to man’ that previous
‘Discoverers’ had been. He is the first, in More’s eyes, to journey to other lands with no
ulterior motives, only the desire to bring all of humanity together. Yet the contrast between
Cook’s actual life at sea and the actions of his men in his name (as described by his journals)
with that of the memory of him back home is mirrored in the broken-down nature of More’s
world. The sea separates Cook from home, just as the sea in her poem severs the native
people from everyone else, forming the boundaries of their world. Importantly, it is Cook’s
death which facilitates the transgression of these boundaries created by the sea. Because he
became a martyred hero for Enlightenment science, and the national pride, through dying at
the hands of those who, according to More, are severed from the rest of the world, this
ideological image can be attached to his legacy. Were he to have returned home he would
not have become such a national hero because it was the nation’s grief that allowed the more
negative aspects of his encounters to be ignored. As such it was the journals that outlived
him, and which allowed for an imagining of Cook in a way more suited to not only the needs
of the nation, but also the needs of those writers, like Crowe and William Cowper, who
wished to most avidly speak out against violent state sanctioned colonialism.

Cowper uses Cook in a similar way to both More and Crowe in his poem Charity

(1782); as a vehicle for sensibility, and a symbol of the benevolent and humanitarian
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possibilities of colonial expansion.”® As with More and Crowe, Cowper needs an opposite
against which to portray Cook in order that his point is made. As before, understanding the
reality of the violent and oppressive encounters from the journals, Cook’s legacy is shown to
be cemented as the rare example of an explorer who sits outside the expected boundaries of
behaviour of his peers and predecessors. Cowper introduces him in the poem at first without
the comparison to another, debased, explorer, outlining his praiseworthy attributes that make

him a symbol for ‘Charity’:

When Cook — lamented, and with tears as just
As ever mingled with heroic dust,

Steetr'd Britain's oak into a world unknown,
And in his country's glory sought his own,
Wherever he found man, to nature true,

The rights of man were sacred in his view;

He sooth'd with gifts and greeted with a smile
The simple native of the new found isle;

He spurn'd the wretch that slighted or withstood
The tender argument of kindred blood,

Nor would endure that any should control

His freeborn brethren of the southern pole. (23-34)

Initially Cowper’s description of Cook seems similar to those of More and Crowe. But the
phrase ‘heroic dust’, burdened with Biblical connotations, and at first seeming innocent and
praiseworthy, betrays a more troubled undertone. The intention on the part of Cowper is
positive: Cook is lamented with tears that are as just as any that have ever been spilled on
‘heroic dust’. The connection here between Cook’s ‘tears’ and the dust of heroes from the

past is a strong affirmation of Cowpet’s initially positive depiction of Cook. But the notion

28 William Cowpet, ‘Charity’, in The Works of William Cowper: Comprising His Poems, Correspondence, and Translations.
With a Life of the Author, by the Editor, Robert Southey (London: Baldwin and Cradock, 1835-1837), pp. 233-53.
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of dust being heroic is itself unsettling. The tears spilled for Cook are tied not to heroic deeds
or indeed heroes themselves, but to the religious and primal remains of mankind, the deathly
remains of those now forgotten, people not even named by Cowper. The heroism is not tied
to anything that can meaningfully be heroic. In unsettling the heroism by not attaching it to
Cook in a manner we would expect, and in drawing attention to the dust, we are drawn back
to the 9ust’ tears. But here Cowper’s image of Cook becomes slightly troubled, and an
uncertainty enters his lines. Just as ‘heroic’ is not attributed to Cook, so the justness of the
tears spilled for him seem to challenge the purity of the nature of his legacy. The ambivalence
found in the twenty-sixth line continues this unsettling account of Cook. What it is, in fact,
that Cook sought ‘in his country’s glory’ is not readily apparent. The line on its own would
suggest he ‘sought his own’ glory from within the glory he gained for the country. Yet the
rhyme of ‘unknown’ with ‘own’ allows a reading of Cook seeking his own world under the
cover of ‘his country’s glory’. But this idea is in turn rectified when shown in comparison to
the image of Cortez who created a new world for himself through violence where he was the
supreme ruler, all for the glory of his nation. Again, in the next two lines, the meaning of the
subclause of ‘to nature true’ is unclear. One reading is that Cook, ‘Wherever he found man’
who was ‘to nature true’, would act with honour as “The rights of man were sacred in his
view’. Yet this suggests that not all men could be viewed as ‘to nature true’, and that
arrogantly Cook was able to decide who was and who was not. A conflicting reading presents
Cook more positively, as someone identified as ‘to nature true’ because of his view that “The
rights of man were sacred’, and that this applied to “Wherever he found man’. In this sense
all of mankind are entitled to their ‘rights’. The ambivalence in these lines leads to questioning
the aspects of ‘to nature true’. Is it that Cook can be seen to allow himself the liberty of
judging those he met as to whether or not they counted as being ‘to nature true’, thus allowing
him to treat those he did not in any manner he chose without fear of moral criticism? Or is
Cook being shown as submitting to the laws of nature, the effects of which cast a more

positive light on his legacy? It is this kind of ambivalence to Cowper’s writing that (and it is
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important to note), rather than challenging the image of Cook as a national hero per se, in fact
offers an unsettled commentary on the state of affairs concerning Britain’s part in global
colonisation.

In language of the very colonisers Cook was used to defame, Cowper writes that he
‘sooth’d with gifts’ those he encountered, which although it seems to suggest a less worthy
manipulation of the indigenous people, in fact references the seeds and animals that Cook
brought to aid the people he encountered. The last lines again unsettle this image of Cook as
the hero of the discoverers and nation, despite Cowper’s message being on the face of it a
positive one. He would not ‘endure that any should control | His freeborn brethren of the
southern pole’, but in doing so sets himself up as the figure who has control over the
‘brethren of the southern pole’. No one should control these ‘freeborn brethren’, but they
are ‘His’ all the same. He controls them, and will see no one challenge that control. Through
ownership, Cowper seems to suggests that on some level Cook was more similar to Cortez
and Magellan than previously believed. But importantly, it seems Cowper is not suggesting
Cook’s affinity with Cortez and Magellan, but more suggesting how any interpretation of
encounter and territorial acquisition done in the name of the state can be seen in oppressive
and controlling terms. In these lines, it is not Cook who is implicitly accused of wishing
ownership of the native people, but Britain represented through Cook’s selthood, achieved
through deliberately phrasing the lines ambiguously and therefore making it seem that Cook
is morally under fire. When Cowper finally compares Cook to ‘Cortes’ (40), what is evoked

dispels this unsettled image of Cook.

But though some nobler minds a law respect,
That none shall with impunity neglect,

In baser souls unnumber'd evils meet,

To thwart its influence and its end defeat.
While Cook is loved for savage lives he saved,

See Cortes odious for a world enslaved! (35-40)
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Cowper deliberately outlines that there are ‘some nobler minds’ which ‘a law respect | That
none shall with impunity neglect’, which he directly ties to Cook and his attitude of
benevolence. There is a parallel construction with some lines, where Cowper matches Cook
to lines 35-36, and places in between him and the ‘nobler minds’ the depiction of the ‘baser
souls’ which is tied to ‘Cortes’. Cowper’s approval of Cook is affirmed by the differentiation
created by the ‘While’ at the beginning of the final couplet. Cook is different to ‘Cortes’
because ‘While Cook is loved for savage lives he saved’ the figure of ‘Cortes’ is ‘odious for a
wortld enslaved’. In the final couplet the image of Cook returns to the common trope of the
heroic and saintly discoverer. Yet it does offer a troubled and unsure depiction of a man
whose profession does not match completely with the legacy he left behind. Cowper
contrasts the image of Cook with the poets above by challenging the morality of his actions.
Cook is not seen in the same light as ‘Cortes’, but his voyages were part of Britain’s larger
colonial project. Cook’s small part in the sanctioned subjugation of other races is enough for
Cowper, a staunch critic of slavery, to challenge his status as a national hero.”

Helen Maria Williams” poem “The Morai’ (1823) poses as troubling a reading of Cook
as Cowper’s does in many ways.” The word morai was coined by Cook first in 1769 to
describe the courtyard of a Maori meeting house (OED), but following his last voyage the
term also came to refer to the Polynesian sacrificial altar or sacred enclosure (OED) coined
by Cook in 1777. Geographically locating the poem in the first line in ‘Fair Otaheite’ (1), we
are drawn to the conclusion that the morai of Williams’ poem is that of the Polynesian
ceremonial space, as Otaheite denotes what is now called Tahiti. Otaheite is again a word
first coined by Cook and Banks from the voyage of the Endeavonrin 1769 (OED). Williams’

use of these two terms in the title and first line of the poem connects the topic to Cook and

2 Peter Gillen and Devleena Ghosh note that a common criticism of colonialism charged that it was morally
corrupting for the colonisers’, which they state is seen in ‘some stanzas’ of ‘the fervent evangelist’ Cowper’s
poem ‘Expostulation’ (1782), Colonialism & Modernity (Sydney, NSW: University of New South Wales, 2007), p.
100. See also: Matthew Wyman-McCarthy, ‘Rethinking Empire in India and the Atlantic: William Cowper, John
Newton, and the Imperial Origins of Evangelical Abolitionism’, Slavery & Abolition, 35:2 (2014), 306-27; and
Cowper’s poem ‘The Negro’s Complaint’ (1788).

30 Helen Maria Williams, “The Morai’, in Poems on Varions Subjects, With Introductory Remarks on the Present State of
Science and Literature in France (London: G. and W. B. Whittaker, 1823), pp. 145-55.
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his voyages, but he is not mentioned by name until line 145. He is, however, alluded to in

the first three lines of the poem, where Williams writes

Fair Otaheite, fondly blest

By him who long was doom’d to brave

The fury of the Polar wave (1-3).

This is a reference to Cook’s second and third voyages where the ships were impeded and in
some instances trapped by the ice of the north and south poles. In this case, the inclusion of
the ‘Polar wave’ suggests that Williams is referring to the second voyage, and the Shrieking
Sixties (the 60" parallel) where the Antarctic waves are at their most brutal. Through not
referencing Cook obviously, Williams uses his nationally accepted image as the figure of
colonial discovery and exploration to resonate throughout the poem: in signposting a
sacrificial altar and Cook in a poem set in ‘Otaheite’, the expectation is that it will discuss his
death in relation to the practices of sacrifice and cannibalism that was associated with Pacific
islands at the time.

Williams focuses on what, without any context, would seem to be the death of a local
on the island. Yet with the knowledge of Seward’s earlier poem, the mourned can be
identified as Cook himself — a reinterpretation of Seward’s poetic visioning of Cook’s death
and burial. Williams strives to geographically locate Cook’s body in order to successfully
mourn him through amalgamating Cook’s burial with the imagery of the Polynesian
ceremonies found in the journals. Initially she sets up the comparison of ‘Nature’ (11) who
is simultaneously responsible for both ‘the storms unbind | In all the madness of her power’
(15-16) and ‘the sweet perennial smile | That charms in Otaheite’s isle’ (21-22). The awful
power of the ocean is the same as the beauty of the island, for ‘Nature’ can ‘dress in melting
grace, | [..] The awful terrors of her face’ (18-20). Williams brings such a comparison
together as it allows the poem’s tone to focus on the underlying horror and normality of

death inherent in nature. Combined with the earlier allusions to Cook and his colonial legacy,
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the poem becomes not a lament to a fallen discoverer, but rather a study in death. The

mourning woman

wildly scatters o’er the bier,
And frantic gives the frequent wound

That purples with her blood the ground! (90-92)

This matches what Joseph Banks notes as the burial custom of the South Sea islanders,

writing in August 1769:

The women (for the men seem to think lamentations below their dignity) assemble
Led on by the nearest relation, who walking up to the door of the House swimming
almost in tears strikes a sharks tooth several times into the crown of her head, on
which a large effusion of blood flows, which is carefully caught in their linen and

thrown under the Bier.*!

From this reimagining of the savage burial rites of the South Sea Islanders blended with the
imagined ceremony for Cook, Williams goes on to introduce him as ‘the friend of human
race’ (142). He is described as being ‘Not like that murd’rous band [...] | Who stain’d with
blood the new-found West’ (149-50), and celebrates how his actions were not the same as
those later sought to ‘load with chains a brother’s frame’ (155). She praises how he avoided
‘Ambition’s lofty flame’ (159) which is ‘So oft directed to destroy’ (160), attributing him
instead with ‘The smile of love, and hope, and joy’ (162). His greatness in bringing
‘Philanthropy’s connecting zone’ (147) to the island of the ‘proud Morai’ (140) is sanctified
by his avoidance of ambition and the image of succumbing to its flame. His end comes not
from being burned by ‘Ambition’s lofty flame’, and the lament is even greater when Williams
remarks that ‘where the hero’s ashes rest’ (167) ‘No lavish flowers were ever strew’d’ (174):

an allusion to the burning of Cook’s body by the Hawaiians after his death. Through

31 Joseph Banks, The Endeavonr Journals, 2 vols (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1962), 1, 377. Hereafter cited as
Banks, Endeavour, followed by volume and page number.
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intertwining Cook’s death and his unceremoniously conducted funeral with the emotive and
highly graphic burial rituals of the Tahitians, Williams offers a critical perspective of the
dangers and miseries associated with exploration despite the best attempts at seeming averse
to ambition and seeking national glory. Cook gains a ‘marble tomb, the trophied bust’ (190)
at home, but he missed ‘her whose faithful sighs | A husband’s trackless course pursue’ (182-
83). His colonial ambition leaves him mourned through hollow remembrance whilst ‘His
mangled limbs [...] | Were cast upon the raging waves’ (177-79).

For poets such as More and Crowe, therefore, Cook can be used as a figure against
which other explorers (and therefore other nations) can be shown as inferior and base. But
rather than transcend his earthly image and become saint-like, he in fact becomes more
human and alive in the public imagination. These poems written in his memory transform
him into an immortal aspect of maritime literature from the period. He has become the most
influential undead sailor whose legacy and writings allow the trope of the undead profession
of sailors to emerge. But for Cowper and Williams, the legacy of Cook is more complex, and
often not as directly flattering as More’s and Crowe’s. The paradoxical legacy of Cook is that
his own narrative, either through Hawkesworth’s account or the later untampered version of
his own, is used in a way which splits his character to fight causes he and his profession were
never directly associated with. He was not, in the public imagination, the oppressive
colonialist that his exploring predecessors were. But his life away from the constraints of
British rule undoubtedly allowed him more freedom to strive after ‘“Ambition’s lofty flame’,
colouring his reputation despite his condemnation of such follies. Cook as a man of feeling
set himself against everything the earlier discoverers became known for. On board he had a
god-like belief in his selthood, brought about by the position of power as captain (crucial for
the success of any such voyage). But his benevolence and attempts at cultural exchange are
exposed in those moments of encounter with people, both violent and peaceful, who were
ultimately ill equipped to defend themselves against his technological superiority. As we shall

go on to see, Cook’s influence was far reaching. Despite the tampering of the source material
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by Hawkesworth, this influence came largely from his journals. To understand how Cook
became such a powerful figure in the imagination of the British public, we must investigate
his own narrative. But in order to do so in a way that exposes the tropes of the deathly sea
and liminal sailor, we must come at Cook through the poetry of Samuel Taylor Coleridge,
and specifically the work which is most famously influenced by the journals: “The Rime of

the Ancyent Marinere’.

Coleridge and the (Un)Dead Marinere

John Livingston Lowes and Bernard Smith have written comprehensively on the relationship
between Cook’s journals and Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancyent Matinere”.” It is from their
work that I have based my own enquiry into the portrayal of death and sailors in the work
of both Cook and Coleridge. The dialogue between the work of Cook and Coleridge exposes
the trope of the deathly sea as a place of timelessness and the undead, emphasising its uses
in maritime literature as a way of exploring the life of the sailor. Central here is how Coleridge
responds to the perceived threats to selthood that are also implicit in Cook’s narratives. By
understanding the influence of Cook, either directly or indirectly, on Coleridge’s poem, I can
extend the critical debate around the ties of influence between the two texts, and introduce
a fresh perspective on how they can be read together.

Neither Lowes nor Smith state outright that Coleridge had read any version of the
journals of Cook. There is no direct evidence to prove that he had a copy, nor any notes to
suggest that he had read it. However, Smith notes the interesting circumstances around
William Wales, ‘the astronomer and meteorologist on the Resolution’ for Cook’s second

voyage.” After returning from sea, Wales ‘taught mathematics at Christ’s Hospital when

32 John Livingston Lowes, The Road to Xanadu: A Study in the Ways of the Imagination (London: Picador, 1978);
Bernard Smith, ‘Coleridge’s Ancyent Marinere and Cook’s Second Voyage’, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld
Institutes, 19 (1956), 117-54; Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’, in Poetical Works, ed.
J. C. C. Mays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001) [Collected Works, XVI], pp. 365-419. All references
are to the 1798 version unless otherwise stated.

3 Smith, p. 117.
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Coleridge was there’.* According to Smith, Coleridge had a reputation for being a prolific
reader who was especially interested in travel narratives. He therefore would have
undoubtedly known of, and read, the journals of the greatest voyager of the age, Cook, even
if he hadn’t known Wales, most likely through the Hawkesworth account. For Smith, it is
obvious that Cook’s narrative formed the basis of the ‘“Ancyent Marinere’ due to the fame of
Cook’s voyages, as well as the close proximity of Wales to Coleridge during his formative
childhood years. Lowes, on the other hand, suggests more generally the influence of
eighteenth-century voyages on Coleridge’s poem, specifically naming Cook on several
occasions based upon the close relation between sections of the poem and the journals. The

most striking of these occurs with the lines:

The very deeps did rot: O Christ!
That ever this should be!

Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs

Upon the slimy Sea. (119-22)

Alain Corbin notes that ‘well before Coleridge’s famous text [The Rime of the Ancyent
Marinere’] [...] the fantasy existed of a coagulated ocean and a thick, rotting sea teeming with
creatures born out of decay’.” Although Corbin insists that the ‘imagery for this fantasy drew
a wealth of material from the descriptions of the Sargasso Sea’, he fails to provide any textual
examples; neither for the eatliest examples of a rotting sea, or even for Coleridge’s poem.”
Lowes quotes from Cook’s final voyage to demonstrate the link between the two,
highlighting the section where Cook writes that ‘During a calm, on the morning of the 2d,

some parts of the sea seemed covered with a kind of slime; and some small sea animals were

34 Smith, p. 117.

3 Alain Corbin, The Lare of the Sea (London: Penguin, 1995), p. 16.

36 Ibid., pp. 16-17. The Sargasso Sea is the convergence of four different currents in the North Atlantic off the
coast of America, forming a gyre which collects all the detritus that the currents have picked up en route.
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swimming about’.”” Importantly, Smith also finds reference to a similar occurrence in the

second voyage, where John R. Forster writes,

It is likewise a well established fact, that the ocean, itself after a long continued calm,
becomes stinking and highly putrid, arising probably from the putrefaction of a great
many animal substances, that die in the ocean, float in it, and in hot calm days

frequently and suddenly putrefy.”

The link between these occurrences on board the Resolution and the ‘Ancyent Marinere’,
suggests that they are the source, potentially mediated by Hawkesworth, for Coleridge’s
poetic imagery, and exposes how such factual travel narratives as Cook’s and Forster’s would
have impacted upon Coleridge enough to become reimagined in his work.

Peter Heymans identifies these lines from the ‘Ancyent Marinere’ above as the ‘first
confrontation with the snakes [which] produces a nameless feeling of disgust’.”” Confusingly,
his interpretation mutates the legless water-snake into ‘slimy things [that] did crawl with legs™:
a potential misreading of the lines from the poem.*’ Only arthropods or incorrectly identified
cephalopods, rather than snakes, could plausibly be seen to walk across putrid water. The
attempt by Heymans in reading over Coleridge’s identification of legs on the animals crawling
‘Upon the slimy sea’, typifies the critical tendency to see the later wonderment of the water-
snakes — ‘I watch’d the water-snakes: | They mov’d in tracks of shining white’ (265-66) — as
a redemptive process whereby the mariner has changed his view of nature. It is noted in the
gloss that Coleridge added to the 1817 version of the poem that it is the opening of the eyes
of the Ancyent Marinere to the natural world that redeems his soul and therefore saves his
life. It seems logical, therefore, that these creatures with legs would be one of the large

numbers of arthropods found on the dead and putrefying remains of animals that happened

37 Cook, Resolution and Discovery, 11, p. 257.

3 John Reinold Forster, Observations made during a 1 oyage Round the World (1778), pp. 66-67.

3 Peter Heymans, Awimality in British Romanticism: The Aesthetics of Species (New York: Routledge, 2012), p. 50.
40 Heymans is not the only critic to read the creatures as sea snakes: see, for example, James McKusick, Green
Writing: Romanticism and Ecology New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), pp. 35-52.
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to die in the doldrums, and which fail to sink to the sea bed. The addition of legs by Heymans
to the ‘water-snakes’, however incorrect, can be read as an inversion of normality in the
nature world, which resonates with the lines preceding this section of the poem. This, I will
show, is symptomatic of eighteenth-century voyages of discovery and the lives of sailors.
The lines of the poem preceding the legged creatures create the image of a world
where the order of things has been reversed. Coleridge depicts ‘a painted ship | Upon a
painted ocean’ (113-14), evoking Cook’s description of the doldrums. But this image is one
that, whilst suggestive of the natural event of ships becoming becalmed, is at odds with the
notion of a ceaseless, turbulent and sublime ocean that is presented before the killing of the

albatross. It is followed by the frequently cited lines

Water, water, every where
And all the boards did shrink;
Water, water, every where,

Ne any drop to drink. (115-18)

Here, the inverted scenario progresses, with the sailors surrounded by water beyond where
the eye can see, yet dehydrated to the point of death. Cook notes on one occasion the use of
sea water to accompany meals in the South Pacific Islands, but also points out the fact that
sea water is deadly, especially when there is no freshwater equivalent. Yet for the purposes
of the poem, the sailors, and the ship itself, are drying out whilst suspended and surrounded
by water. Here, we have a ship and ocean so still that it resembles a painting, and a situation
where water is the sole need for crew and ship, but all that surrounds them is useless. So
when we move to the next stanza where “The very deeps did rot’ (119), and ‘slimy things did
crawl with legs | Upon the slimy Sea’ (121-22), the strangeness of the rotting and slimy sea
and the creatures walking about on the surface is reduced. As such, Heymans’ ‘slimy
things’/watet-snakes, exhibit the inverted wotld that the ship currently inhabits, having
grown legs and walked atop the sea. By unsettling the expected through a succession of

images, Coleridge poetically reimagines how life at sea, and the extreme trials of endurance
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inherent in voyaging, must seem to the sailor. Yet the inspiration behind this attempt at
unsettling reality does not necessarily originate in fiction. We can find glimmers of the
unsettling effect of life at sea on the minds of sailors in the Endeavour journals.

Banks notes one such example in his journal. It aptly demonstrates how the voyage,
for the readers, acted as a catalyst for ideas such as concepts of inversion and destabilisation.
Later on in the voyage, Banks ponders the issue of “Theoretical writers’ and their thoughts
on the nature of the unknown regions of the oceans.”" He interrogates the idea of uncharted
territory, where there is no recognisable land nearby from which those on board the
Endeavour can orientate themselves. These “Theoretical writers” are those responsible for the
ideas of a Southern Continent, a land mass which supposedly counterbalances Europe, Asia
and America, as the Farth, to their minds, is balanced by matching masses on either

hemisphere. Banks writes, therefore, that

It is however some pleasure to be able to disprove that which does not exist but in
the opinions of Theoretical writers, of which sort most are who have wrote any thing
about these seas without having themselves been in them. They have generaly

supposd that every foot of sea which they beleivd no ship had passed over to be

land.*

As the Endeavour is sailing through the Pacific they are, in the minds of those ‘writers’, on
land yet to be discovered. The sea at this point is, in reality, recognised as the inversion of
how it is imagined back in Europe. By sailing across hypothetical land, the crew of the
Endeavour have inadvertently and simultaneously crossed and reversed a boundary, literally
inverting the understanding of the world as they knew it. They have changed what was land
into the sea, breaking the division of water and earth, as well as redefining the boundaries of

geographical knowledge.

41 Banks, Endeavonr, 1, 239.
42 Tbid., 1, 239-40.
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Such events help us to ground in reality Coleridge’s notions of inverted imagery and
the destabilising effect of deep sea voyaging might have originated. It is episodes such as this
that Coleridge uses to slowly and progressively manipulate the reader into seeing the world
of the Mariner as an inverted place, where what would be considered normal or logical can
seem strange and opposite to the natural. Thus, the introduction of the reanimated corpses
of the crew already fit the themes of the poem due to the previous build-up of bizarre but,
as the journals show, known and documented maritime occurrences.

The trope of the deathly sea and the idea of the liminality of sailors, blurring the
boundary between life and death, is found as early as 1682. In a text detailing the inherent
madness of professional sailors because of their choice of working environment, the minister
John Flavel creates the origins of the displaced sailor that resonates through into the
Romantic petriod. Navigation Spiritualized (1682) is a Proto-Romantic text in how it engages
with a trope that is not returned to until Coleridge’s ‘Ancyent Marinere’.* It is ‘the work for
which he is most remembered’ (ODNB), and is shown to have been most widely read after
his death in the eighteenth century. It was reprinted numerous times, reaching its eighth
edition by 1740, and continuing to be published up until 1825, which all coincided with the
increased interest in maritime exploration from the early 1700s onwards.* In it he notes ‘that
Seamen are, as it were, a third Sort of Persons, to be numbered neither with the Living nor
the Dead; their Lives hanging continually in Suspense before them’.*” This quotation aptly
demonstrates the close relationship between death and sailors that was widespread at the
time. Flavel uses his text to argue that, like existence at sea, life is a voyage which is beset by
unsettling surroundings and the power of nature. He uses the notion of the undead seaman
as a vehicle for spiritual redemption. But where his concern for the safety of sailors and their
souls is tangential to this study, his fixation on the displaced image of the sailor resonates

with the imagery in the ‘Ancyent Marinere’. This connection continues, as Flavel’s text is

4 John Flavel, Navigation Spiritualized: Or, a New Compass for Seamen (Leeds, 1788).
4 See the British Library catalogue.
4 Flavel, Navigation Spiritualized, iii.
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mirrored by the added gloss to the ‘Ancyent Marinere’ in 1817, both of which instigate a
moral and spiritual voyage through the metaphor of travel narratives. The spiritually
redemptive nature of Flavel’s nautical compass echoes the narrative of the Ancyent Marinere,
who begins the journey as naturally and religiously unaware, but who finishes the voyage as
spiritually enlightened and appreciative of the phenomenal world around him. For both
Coleridge and Flavel, the transgression of the boundaries of life is what allows this spiritual
reawakening, for only the sailor’s closeness to, and journey into death can facilitate religious,
moral, or intellectual transcendence.

Accordingly, whilst the arrival of the undead crew marks a departure from the reality
of shipboard life, the effect and purpose behind their rising can be seen in a similar way to
that of the inclusion of strange events at sea: to aptly display and re-imagine the liminal life
of those at sea, and their constant struggle against the seemingly unbounded world of the
deep ocean. It is useful here to consider Heymans’ comments on the ‘slimy things’. To
Heymans, they are evocative of ‘what Bill Brown has called “Thing Theory” [...] [which
relates] that moment when physical objects (including human and non-human bodies) are
stripped of their conceptual significance and become mere forms without content, surfaces
.

without soul’.”” He connects this to the ‘water-snakes’, noting that they

similarly, assert their independent material existence through the display of their
ugliness and uselessness. Their power is a non-power, their activism a passive
defiance. They look too alien to have divinatory meaning, too fluorescent to be
edible, too ephemeral to be recuperated as junk art and [...] not even threatening

enough to trigger a self-preservative and self-empowering sublime.*’

If we look from this description of Heymans’ water-snakes, to the dead crew, and the time
up until and including their reanimation, we can read in the response of the Mariner a similar

loss of ‘conceptual significance [...] [a becoming of] mere forms without content, surfaces

4 Heymans, p. 50.
47 Ibid., pp. 50-51.
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without soul’. When the Four times fifty living men’ (208) are told as having ‘dropp’d down
one by one’ (211), they are described as each being ‘a lifeless Zump’ (210: my italics). Like the
water-snakes they have lost their ‘conceptual significance’ and become lumps rather than
men, devoid of use. Their lack of shape ties them, through Heymans’ reading of Brown, to
the ‘slimy things’. It is now the crews’ ‘ugliness and uselessness” which define them. They
become literally ‘surfaces without soul’; Coleridge writes that “Their souls did from their
bodies fly,— | [...] And every soul it pass’d me by’ (212-14), thereby emphasising the crossing
of the boundary between life and death, becoming ‘mere forms without content’. Through
this process of degradation of being, from useful human to ‘lifeless lump’, the crew are
marginalised, their deaths making them liminal entities in the world of the poem, where their
presence is used only to contrast with the Mariner who survives. Their death emphasises his
life, their inability highlighting his ability, like the hollow presence of ‘theoretical writers’ who
reinforce the success and meaning of the voyage for Banks and Cook.

Upon the crew’s reanimation, “They groan’d, they stirr’d, they all uprose, | Ne spake,
ne mov'd their eyes’ (323-24). The dead crew’s reanimation acts to blur the distinct
boundaries between the living and the dead. This develops as they are positioned in challenge
to the Mariner’s usefulness and their previous uselessness. The Mariner loses his role as the
sole master of the ship, having instead to join the ranks of the undead crew who resume the

duties they had before dying. The Mariner recalls that

The body of my brother’s son
Stood by me knee to knee:

The body and I pull’d at a rope. (333-35)

He emphasises the fact that his nephew has lost his corporeal identity and has become just
a ‘body’. In doing so, he places himself and the crew in a liminal place, where the living and
the dead coexist and share duties, thereby challenging the notion of life as necessary to

existence on board the ship.
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According to Navigation Spiritualized, a sailor is neither dead nor alive, which resonates
with both the image of the crew in the ‘“Ancyent Marinere’ who die but come back to life,
and the Mariner who survives, but from the trials he suffers at sea, his appearance becomes
like that of the dead. Coleridge notes in his gloss, that the Ancyent Marinere’s life was won
at a game of dice by ‘Life-in-Death’ a very literal interpretation of the simultaneous layering
of life and death present in the nautical world.* The crew and Matiner simultaneously
embody the essence of being ‘a third Sort of Persons’, dead but not dead, living and yet
trapped in almost death. This liminality can be seen again at the end of the poem when the

Mariner returns home.

Like one that hath been seven days drown’d
My body lay afloat:

But, swift as dreams, myself I found

Within the Pilot’s boat.

I mov’d my lips: the Pilot shriek’d

And fell down in a fit.

The Holy Hermit rais’d his eyes

And pray’d where he did sit.

I took the oars: the Pilot’s boy,

Who now doth crazy go,

Laugh’d loud and long, and all the while
His eyes went to and fro,

“Hal ha!” quoth he—*"“full plain I see,

“The devil knows how to row.” (585-602)

4 Coleridge, p. 73.
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Again, note the use of the term ‘body’ here by the Ancyent Marinere, a signal that he has lost
his corporeal identity, his spirit and body having been split. Confirming the idea that the
ordeals that the Mariner went through left him more dead than alive, he narrates how he
looked ‘Like one that hath been seven days drown’d’. He appears as the opposite, drowned
and bloated, to the expected image of him as skeletal, blurring the boundaries between real
and surreal. In surviving, the Mariner has upset expectations and transgressed the boundary
of the logically expected. His look is so convincing that the Pilot, boy and Hermit all assume
that he is dead, hence their hysterical reactions to his moving lips. Poignantly, ‘the Pilot’s
boy’ strengthens the idea of the sea being the realm of the dead when he cries that ““The
devil knows how to row.”” Whilst still on the sea, in the Pilot’s boat, the Matiner is motre akin
to the devil and death than to a saved sailor. But once ‘in mine own Countrée | I stood on
the firm land’ (603-04), the Hermit is able to address him, and the Mariner relate his story.
By leaving the grip of the sea, the Mariner reclaims his identity as a living man and rejects his
guise as the ‘devil’. He crosses back from the liminal space that is the realm of the life of a
sailor, and returns within the boundaries of the living and the grounded. In returning home,
the Ancyent Marinere takes it upon himself to pass on the word of his trials at sea, making
each person he tells ‘A sadder and a wiser man’ (657). The Ancyent Marinere’s suspension
over death has caused him to turn his back on the maritime world to warn others of the
perils out at sea, and the fragility of mortality.

Marina Warner notes that in a British Library copy of Robert Southey’s History of
Brazil (1810-19) there is an annotation by Coleridge, who owned the text.*” Southey’s History
of Brazil is the first known reference to the word zombie, according to the OED.” In it he
relates the connection between the word zombi and the Angolan word for Devil.”' In his

annotation to this, Coleridge writes that ‘Ergo, Zambi is the name of the Devil. — The logic

4 Marina Warner, Fantastic Metamorphoses, Other Worlds: Ways of Telling the Self (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2002), p. 150.

50 Robert Southey, History of Brazil, 3 vols (London: Longman, etc., 1810-1819), 111, xxxi, 24.

51 Ibid., p. 24
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limps in the article ‘the’, instead of ‘a”.”* Therefore, when Coleridge remarks that the Ancyent
Marinere appears to the rescuers as the ‘Devil’ there is actually a connection here to the
origins of the word zombie, and Coleridge’s philosophical grappling with its theological
grounding. The Ancyent Marinere by this point has traversed the realms of life and death,
existing with the undead as well as becoming one himself. His eventual recognition as the
Devil, therefore, resonates with his previous identity as a zombie, a member of the undead.

What is crucial here is the connection the term zombie has to Coleridge and the fluid
identity of sailors at the time. There are several comprehensive studies of the zombie,
including its place in Haitian folklore and literature.” The characteristics of zombies, whilst
diverse in contemporary forms, are remarkably similar in their origins. The zombie that we
know today can see its roots, as the OED also notes, in Haitian Voodoo/Vodou. As
Ackermann and Gauthier emphasise, there are two types of zombie — the body that has no
soul, and the soul that has no body. There is no inherent evil in the origins of the zombie,
they were not a force of violence, but rather an extension of slavery. Zombies were those
who were incorrectly buried and therefore able to be risen back up into a semblance of life.
Yet it is the act of continued servitude that connects the notion of the zombie to that of the
slave. The origins of the word are tightly linked to the rise in slavery of Africans by white
colonisers, stemming from those Africans removed from the continent and taken to the West
Indies.

Tim Fulford and Michael E. Hotlstein have both demonstrated that Coleridge knew

of the practices of the Haitians.>* Fulford notes how Coleridge had read accounts of

52 Southey, p. 24

53 See Hans-W. Ackermann and Jeanine Gauthier, “The Ways and Nature of the Zombi’, The Journal of American
Folklore, 104:414 (1991), 466-94; Sarah Juliet Lauro and Karen Embry, “The Zombie Manifesto: The Nonhuman
Condition in the Era of Advanced Capitalism’, Boundary 2, 35:1 (2008), 85-108; Jessica Hutley, ‘History Is What
Bites: Zombies, Race, and the Limits of Biopower in Colson Whitehead’s Zone One’, Extrapolation 56:3 (2015),
311-34; Kerstin Oloff, “Greening’ The Zombie: Caribbean Gothic, World-Ecology, and Socio-Ecological
Degradation’, Green Letters: Studies in Ecocriticism, 16:1 (2012), 31-45; and Jennifer Rutherford, Zombies (Oxon:
Routledge, 2013).

5 Tim Fulford, ‘Slavery and superstition in the supernatural poems’, in The Cambridge Companion to Coleridge
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 45-58; Michael E. Hotlstein, “The Writer as Shaman’,
Phenomenology of Life in a Dialogue Between Chinese and Occidental Philosophy, 17 (1984), 309-21.
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witchcraft in slave colonies by Bryan Edwards and Samuel Hearne, the result of which was
Coleridge’s belief that everyone was susceptible to be affected and controlled by superstition:
it was not something that just affected slave populations.” Coleridge’s knowledge of Southey,
Edwards, and Hearne all indicate that he was engaged with the concept of witchcraft and
voodoo/vodou (what we would now call Haitian folklore), and particularly the function and
role of the zombie in these cultures. This, I would argue, provides compelling evidence as
the basis for the undead in the ‘Ancyent Marinere’. These sailors can therefore be seen as a
proto-zombie, coming before Robert Southey first records the term zombie in the English
language. The image of the undead sailors is directly attached to the concept of slavery and
the cultures of those displaced and oppressed by the colonial expansion of Britain and other
western powers.

We know from his lecture ‘On the Slave Trade’ (date) that Coleridge was strongly
opposed to slavery, and how it functioned as an economic basis for the colonial enterprises

of the country.”

In his lecture there are two notable instances where Coleridge alludes to
events that will occur in his ‘Ancyent Marinere’ poem. He remarks that, in contradiction to
Thomas Clarkson, ‘the West-India trade is more often a losing trade than a winning-trade
[... and] It is likewise asserted to be the grave of our Seamen’.”” This we can clearly see in
the ‘“Ancyent Marinere’ as the ship and the sea literally become the grave of the seamen on
board. Coleridge goes on to claim that ‘after having been crammed into the hold of a ship
with so many fellow-victims, that the heat and stench arising from your diseased bodies,
should rot the very planks’.”® This is seen with the ‘Ancyent Marinere’ both in the rotting of

the sea and the image of the spectre ship that is nothing but the bare ribs of the hull. Slavery

acts as a putrification and its influence can be felt within the poem.

5 Fulford, pp. 46-7.

56 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Coleridge’s Poetry and Prose New York; London: W. W. Norton & Company, 2004),
pp- 287-99.

57 Ibid., p. 293.

58 Ibid., p. 297.
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William Empson has argued that the ‘“Ancyent Marinere’ ‘appeals to a proud national
tradition and evokes a major historical event, the maritime expansion of the Western
Europeans’.” In doing so he confirms one aspect of the poem as being directly related to the
maritime events of the period. This makes sense when considered alongside Coleridge’s
knowledge of zombie folklore and his well-known hatred for the slave trade. He returns to
the subject in ‘Fears in Solitude’, directly linking maritime expansion and the British Empire

6C

to the actions of the enlisted sailors.”’ He writes

We have offended, O my countrymen!

We have offended very grievously,

And have been tyrannous. |[...]

The wretched plead against us [...]

Ev’n so, my countrymen! have we gone forth

And borne to distant tribes slavery and pangs (42-51)

The ‘countrymen’ are the facilitators of this tyranny and we see in the ‘Ancyent Marinere’
those same ‘countrymen’ receiving punishment for their actions. The Ancyent Marinere
himself is only saved by chance, and is used as a mouthpiece for the argument against folly
and immoral actions.

What this demonstrates is how Coleridge connected the folklore of slaves to the
zombie, and used this to criticise the practices of Britain in colonial expansion. He does this
by exploiting the threat to selfhood that occurs with the loss of identity in the object. What
Coleridge does follows Heymans’ use of Brown’s “Thing Theory’, with the threat to selthood
being constructed as an extension of the zombie, as early work by Slavoj Zizek demonstrates.

Zizek states that

% William Empson, “The Ancyent Marinere’, Critical Quarterly, 6:4 (1964), p. 298.
60 Coleridge, ‘Fears in Solitude’, Coleridge’s Poetry and Prose, pp. 108-16.
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At the most elementary level of our human identity we are all zombies and our
“higher” and “free” human activities can only take place insofar as they are founded
on the reliable functioning of our zombie habits; being zombie is a zero level of

humanity, the inhuman/mechanical core of humanity.”

What Zizek is stating here is that, outside of the contemporary notion of the zombie, the
brain eating corpse, there is another zombie which is the base level of all humanity. As
Haitian folklore points out, their zombies are not inherently evil but rather an extension of
slavery that occurs when evil people use others for their own gain, or immoral people receive
punishment. Haitian folklore, and therefore Coleridge’s understanding, matches Zizek and
Brown’s understanding of voided humanity. The state of being undead is one of enslavement
to an absolute power. In the case of the ‘“Ancyent Marinere’ this higher power is symbolised
by the spirits that follow the ship and direct the event in the middle section of the poem.
The undead sailors are slaves to the ship, which itself is a slave to the direction of the spirits.
Through proxy these spirits are the masters of the ship and indicative of those profiting from
the expanding trade possibilities due to colonialism. They are representations of the slavery
the men of the Royal Navy, Merchant Navy, East India Company, and others, are forced to
carry out. The sailors are slaves to the maritime industry. In all respects they lose their identity
because of this, and their life. Wordsworth alluded to this connection, perhaps unwittingly,
when he noted in the 1800 edition of the Lyrical Ballads that ‘he [the Ancyent Marinere| does
not act, but is continually acted upon’.”* He presents the Ancyent Marinere as a slave to the
events of the poem: he is not the master of his own direction. He is directed and moved by

forces outside of his control. This, ultimately, is a poem about the loss of control and identity.

61 Markus Gabriel and Slavoj Zizek, Mythology, Madness and 1aughter: Subjectivity in German ldealism (London:
Continuum, 2009), p. 100.
02 William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads (London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 318-19.
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Unsettling the Voice in Captain Cook’s Journals

We see in the character of the Ancyent Marinere how occurrences sourced indirectly in the
journals of Cook and Banks are reimagined, showing the intriguing and stimulating nature
of voyage narratives. Coleridge’s engagement with the idea of the undead sailor and the
liminality inherent in life at sea is perhaps the best known example of the trope of the deathly
sea in literature of the time. Yet the risk of death in the life of a sailor can also be found in
the journals of the Endeavour. After only sixteen days at sea, Banks makes a small joke
embodying the tension and fascination surrounding the voyage. On the 10" of September
1768, he writes, rather bleakly, how “Today for the first time we dind in Africa, and took our
leave of Europe for heaven alone knows how long, perhaps for Ever’.’ His capitalisation of
‘Ever’ emphasises for the reader the reality of death and the risk they are all taking. This
morbid pondering is entwined with the knowledge that they have entered the realm of the
displaced, having left the safety of ‘Europe’ for the exotic dangers of ‘Africa’. Banks would
go on to support many trips to explore Africa as President of the Royal Society, most
famously perhaps that of Mungo Park, who drowned in a boat wreck whilst exploring the
river Yauri. At this point, however, Banks had very little knowledge of the exploration of
Africa, yet it was still a powerful symbol for the unknown, used here as his projection of the
unknown ahead in the Pacific. The idea of exploration, as will become apparent for the sea,
is closely entwined with death and concepts of mortality. Banks highlights here the powerful
undercurrent of death that goes with discovery, and the costs of committing to an expedition
at this time in history.

He continues on the 10® of September:

that thought [of never seeing Europe again| demands a sigh as a tribute due to the
memory of friends left behind and they have it; but two cannot be spard, twold give

more pain to the sigher, than pleasure to those sighd for. Tis Enough that they are

63 Banks, Endeavour, 1, 158.
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remembered, they would not wish to be too much thought of by one so long to be

separated from them and left alone to the Mercy of winds and waves.**

Banks expands his joke of dining in Africa, despite being several hundred miles off the
African coast, with a discussion of sighs as an economy of remembrance. The tone of the
entry suggests that the fear of the ‘winds and waves’ is real. But the satirical element
emb