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The Poet’s Descent into the Underworld in Nineteenth Century 

English Poetry 
 

Gonca Özmen 
 

ÖZ 
 

Yüzyıllardan beri ölüm teması, şairleri, yazarları ve düşünürleri 

derinlemesine ilgilendirmiştir. Ölüme bir başkaldırı olan yazma eylemi, bir bakımdan 

ölümsüzlüğe ulaşmaya çalışmaktır. Ölümsüzlük arayışında yazar, defalarca yaşam ve 

ölüm arasındaki eşiği geçer. Bir anlamda defalarca ölür, yeraltına iner ve oradan 

edindiği birikimlerle ruhani bir göz olarak yeniden doğar. Bu tezin amacı, yeraltına 

iniş öğesini Elizabeth Barrett Browning’in “An Island”, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’in 

“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” ve Alfred Lord Tennyson’ın “The Lotos-Eaters” 

adlı şiirlerinde incelemektir. Bu şiirlerdeki şairler, yeraltında sadece ölümsüzlüğü 

aramamaktadırlar; yüzeysel gerçeklerle yetinmeyen düşünürler olarak da insan 

ruhunun karanlık derinliklerini burada keşfederler. Yeraltında buldukları bir başka 

şey ise ilhamdır. Ancak ölü yazarların ve düşünürlerin bulunduğu yeraltına iniş, 

şairin özgün olma tutkusunu tehdit ederek özgün olamama korkusuna neden olur. 

Yeraltında karşılaşılan ölü şairlerin karşıt cinsten olması ile bu sorun daha karmaşık 

bir hal alır. Yeraltına inişteki bir başka tehlike ise, şairin yeraltında sanatın büyüsüne 

fazlaca kapılarak yeryüzüne geri dönememesidir.     
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The Poet’s Descent into the Underworld in Nineteenth Century 
English Poetry 

 
Gonca Özmen 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

For centuries, poets, writers and thinkers have been deeply interested in the 

theme of death. The act of writing is a revolt against death, indeed, an attempt to 

attain immortality. The writer must pass the threshold of life and death many times. 

In a sense, she/he dies, descends into the underworld, and, with the knowledge that 

she/he obtains from there, is reborn many times over. The aim of this thesis is to 

analyse the motif of the descent into the underworld in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 

poem “An Island”, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” 

and Alfred Lord Tennyson’s “The Lotos-Eaters”. However, the descent into the 

underworld, where the spirits of dead writers and thinkers exist, causes the problem 

of the anxiety of influence, which threatens the poet’s claim to originality. This  

situation is further complicated by the circumstance that, in these poems, the  dead 

poets in the underworld, who emerge as rivals to the newcomer, are of the opposite 

sex. The descent also poses an ultimate threat: the poet who descends might fall 

under the spell of art and never ascend to the surface at all.    
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FOREWORD 

 
This thesis focuses on the motif of the poet’s descent into the underworld in 

examples of nineteenth-century English poetry, both Romantic and Victorian. The 

Introduction will present the most popular and important examples of this motif, 

focusing, in particular, on early myths that persistently employ variations of it. This 

examination will also focus on the differences and the similarities of the descent 

motif in terms of gender. This descent will then be problematized in the following 

three chapters each one being devoted to one poem. In the first chapter, Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning’s poem “An Island” will be discussed in respect to the problem 

that, although the female poet descends into the underworld to discover her own 

interior space of art, she finds there the voices of the dead male writers and thinkers, 

which invade this space and stifle her creative powers. The second chapter will 

concentrate on Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “The Rime of The Ancient Mariner” 

where the problem is the exact opposite: it is the male poet’s encounter with his 

female precursor that proves to be horrific. The male poet must not only face the 

dark side of life in the underworld, but also the female poet, who threatens his 

creative powers. Alfred Lord Tennyson’s “The Lotos-Eaters” will be analyzed in the 

third chapter and it will be seen that the mariners/poets meet with art which proves to 

once again be closely associated with the female, by whom they are captivated. They 

are moreover lost within the realm of art, never being able to return to the world of 

the living. The Conclusion will review the readings of these poems by highlighting 

the similarities and the differences in their presentations of the poet’s descent.    

I would like to especially thank my parents for their support, Prof. Dr. 

Zeynep Ergun for her encouragement and Prof. Dr. Esra Melikoğlu, my supervisor, 

for her invaluable remarks and support throughout my studies.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Literature presents many different journeys towards a goal. The literary motif 

of venturing out on a journey into the unknown is a recurring pattern in practically 

every culture. Even though there are different motivations behind these different 

journeys, fascination with the unknown is the general impulse. The hero/ine, allying 

herself/himself with the unknown, sets forth from the world of everyday life to a land 

where adventures, surprises, tests, and rewards are found. These quests of the 

hero/ine are fundamentally made for adventure, knowledge, peace, wealth, glory, 

honor, or immortality. They are also undertaken in order to retrieve something or 

someone lost. All of these journeys also highlight the progress of the soul through 

different states and consequently an internal change of the self, for it is also within 

the self that the individual journeys and attains insight into human nature as well as 

the external world. They are then expressions of a deep desire for internal change 

rather than a mere change of location. They are the signs of the need for spiritual 

enlightenment and initiation. Almost in every age, an artist needs to make journeys in 

order to create new themes, find new stories, new outlooks and recognize exotic 

locations and cultures or again, in order to rediscover the old stories and ancient 

knowledge. Artists are able to inhabit different realms, imaginative places, fantastic 

worlds and thereby illuminate the ‘fair’ and dark side of life and the human being.  

The artist traditionally makes the journey to the underworld and death, either 

physically or metaphorically and sometimes in both senses, as an essential initiation 

into a new life, life and death being traditionally, in many cultures, presented as a 

journey. Rather than an end, in many myths, death is thought to be a gate to a new 

kind of life and to immortality itself. It is also the utmost unknown for the human 

beings - crossing the threshold of a gate leading to another life. Death is indeed the 

biggest mystery for the human being. The artist always tries to reach what is beyond 

her/his reach. She/he always tries to see what is unseen and to hear what is unheard, 

for the creative process is by its nature a kind of imaginative wandering within the 

mind. It is the artist’s dark and glorious destiny. The trip to the underworld not only 

promises the artist an encounter with death, but also immortality. Margaret Atwood 
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asserts that “writing itself [is], above all, a reaction to the fear of death.” (2002: 157) 

By passing from this world to the other, the artist undergoes a transformation, in fact,  

dies and becomes a different being. It is a kind of metamorphosis symbolizing the 

birth of a new being, for death is also the prelude to rebirth. The underworld, which 

lies below the horizon, is free from all the constraints of time and space and is hence 

paradoxically associated with immortality. Past, present and future no longer 

progress linearly, they encompass each other in the world of the dead. “Because they 

are outside time, the dead know both the past and the future.” (Atwood, 2002: 168-

169) The dead in the underworld know the past, as they lived in it, and also the 

present and future, since they possess the gift of clairvoyance. This gift of being able 

to link the past with the present and the future is important for the artist in search of 

immortality. 

 
To escape death and become immortal, the artist-self would somehow remove himself from 
the bonds of chronological time which drives him relentlessly from cradle to grave. 
Opposed to chronological time is subjective time, which cannot be clocked: … What the 
artist tries to do is to capture lost time and imprison it in the form of his art-work. The man 
must die, but the artist in him can achieve immortality in his works. (Beebe, 1964: 11)    
 
 

It is believed that all mysteries will be solved and all questions will be 

answered at that moment of death or rather once one has journeyed beyond it. The 

artist, who is in search of knowledge, unravelling the mysteries of life and death, 

then descends into the dark depth to find answers to her/his questions. This descent is 

also undertaken as an attempt to transcend time or mortality. 

For the Greeks, death is a separation of the soul from the body. It is not a 

frightening event, but inescapably a part of the cosmic cycle. The soul or psyche will 

enter Hades, which is the world of the shades by flying, for “the psyche’s departure 

from the body [is] visualised in terms of the last breath’s release into the air.” 

(Sourvinou-Inwood, 1995: 59) While the soul is departing for Hades, the body of the 

dead, which turns into a decomposing corpse, is cremated in the death ritual. The 

corpse is consumed by fire and the remains are buried in the earth. It is argued that 

“The corpse also functions as the metonymic sign of the whole dead person during 

the death ritual.” (Sourvinou-Inwood, 1995: 57) This burial ceremony marks the final 

separation of the dead from the world of the living. The burial place as the symbolic 
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grave is the sign of the dead, which will remind the living of her/him, for the dead 

perpetuates her/his existence in the mind of the living.  

The soul of the dead person however rests in Hades. The underworld, in 

Greek mythology, lies not only under the world of the living but also in the west. 

This world can be reached either by descending or going west. It is also beyond the 

Okeanos. (Sourvinou-Inwood, 1995: 61) There is the definite division between the 

two worlds reinforced by the images of the gates and fifty-headed dog Cerberus, who 

is the guardian of these gates. The access in and out of the land of the dead is always 

controlled. The main entrance is Tartarus “which lies in a grove of black poplars 

beside the Ocean stream.” (Graves, 1992: 120) The river, Styx, also separates the 

land of the dead from the world above. Charon ferries the dead in a boat across the 

Styx. Yet, the dead also have to pay the ferryman in order to be taken to Hades. Thus 

each dead “is supplied by pious relatives with a coin laid under the tongue of its 

corpse.” (Graves, 1992: 120) Crossing a river is then the traditional symbol of the 

descent into the underworld. There are other rivers called Acheron, Phlegeton, 

Cocytus, Aornis, and Lethe, which are also said to encircle the world below. There 

lies the palace of Hades and Persephone beyond the Asphodel Fields, “where souls 

of heroes stay without purpose”. (Graves, 1992: 121) If these souls are virtuous, they 

are sent to Elysium; but if they are evil, they are sent to the dark deep for 

punishment. They stay in the Asphodel Fields if they are neither virtuous nor evil. 

(Graves, 1992: 121) There is a hierarchy between the souls according to their sins in 

the world below, echoing the hierarchies in the world of the living. Besides, the 

underworld is governed by its own strict rules just like the world above.   

 What the artist also finds in the underworld, apart from the mystery of death, 

is the treasure of the past that is hidden here. Hence these journeys to the dark deep 

also suggest a descent into the ancient wisdom of the past, the stories of those artists 

who went before her/him and thus the hidden gift of artistic inspiration. The 

underworld is the world of memory, including the whole traces of the past, on which 

the artist who descends there can feed. Since the underworld includes the secrets, 

stories and the knowledge of all times, the one who descends into this world will be 

in touch with the past and will thereby be able to link it with the present and the 

future, which in turn, allows the artist to transcend the limitations of time and see the 
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whole picture. The descent opens a new window to a new world and the artist sees 

this new world both in its antiquity and from her/his contemporary point of view. 

Thus what the artist generally illustrates after her/his descent is the human condition, 

not only in the present state, but also in its interaction with the past. In that sense the 

artist’s work of art is not only contemporary, but also timeless.   

  The darkness in the underworld sets in motion the imagination. It cultivates 

the creativity of the artist who needs a retreat or internal space of her/his own in 

order to fend off the stifling influence of society and mass culture. The treasures for 

the artists are in particular the stories of the past hidden in the world below. Thus, the 

descent into the underworld is also the descent into the world of art. The artist, who 

wants to defeat death by writing, is trying to gain immortality and consequently 

descends into the underworld, which is a mysterious realm providing inspiration, and 

seeks for the nourishing darkness. In other words, she/he metaphorically dies, several 

times, to the world of the living by descending into the underworld and then is reborn 

as a proper artist, her/his work also being born in the dark deep, and thereby attains 

immortality.    

Descending into the underworld thus enables the artist to be nourished with  

ancient wisdom. According to the different stories of genesis, there is a bottomless 

hollow, a dark hole in the beginning of creation. Atwood, referring to other writers’s 

explanations, states the artist who is at the beginning of the writing process strives to 

find the light in a dark hole, a tunnel or a cave (2002: xxii-xxiii), because “The story 

is in the dark. That is why inspiration is thought of as coming in flashes. Going into a 

narrative -into the narrative process- is a dark road.” (2002: 176) However, the 

artist’s work of art is not really authentic, because she/he is inspired by the dead 

literary ancestors, who dwell in the underworld. It reinforces the idea that the writing 

process is inevitably intertextual, for the young artist is nourished by the stories of 

the dead. When she/he brings food from the upper world to the dead who are thirsty 

for life or blood, they give their stories and spiritual insight to this newcomer. Food 

is one of the important mediating means in the communication between the two 

worlds, for just like the living, the dead want to be nourished too, so “giving food to 

the dead is supposed to propitiate them”. (Atwood, 2002: 161) They are mainly 

thirsty for “blood poured to them by the living: when they drink they feel themselves 
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almost men again” (Graves, 1992: 121) and being thus revived, tell their stories and 

secrets to the young artist. The past is understood when the dead speak beyond the 

grave. An artist is able to hear the voices of the dead speaking to the living.  

 
dead bodies can talk if you know how to listen to them, and they want to talk, and they 
want us to sit down beside them and hear their sad stories. … –they want to be recounted. 
They don’t want to be voiceless; they don’t want to be pushed aside, obliterated. They 
want us to know. (Atwood,  2002: 163)   

 

As a consequence, the artist gains the ability of clairvoyance or reading the minds of 

the others and prophesy. Yet, this situation creates an anxiety of influence for the 

new generation, who actually deliberately seek this influence yet also feel 

intimidated by it.   

The artist who makes the descent into the underworld is like an archaeologist 

who focuses on the relics of the past, which are located under the ground, in order to 

understand the past better (Melikoğlu, 2007: 52-53), for “archaeology attempts to 

conjure up the dead in order to learn something new,” (Taylor, 2002: 4). Human 

beings and especially artists have a strong devotion to the past. They try to establish 

a reunion with the tradition in order to understand the wisdom of the past. They need 

to achieve an instinctual grasp of the universe by digging up the dark deep, for the 

roots of civilization are embedded in the world below. Digging up the earth mainly 

corresponds to the act of remembering. Both the artist and the archeologist aim to 

understand the past, illuminate the present with this knowledge and try to see the 

future. The archaeological revelation of the secret knowledge of the past is 

traditionally associated with the descent into the abode of the dead, for         

 
The imagination is at its most powerful and most fragile in writing that could be said to be 
archaeological, that digs down in the dirt to bring other worlds back to life. … 
‘archaelogical’ study mean[s] the investigation of ancient remains in their context in the 
earth in order to reach a greater understanding of the past.  (Wallace, 2004: 12-13)      
 
 

The descent of the artist is also suggestive of the shamanistic journeys into 

psychic depths. Just like an artist, a shaman tries to establish a communication with 

the spirits and the human beings in order to reveal certain truths. The shaman 

descends to the underworld and ascends to the upper world in order to illuminate life 
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and death. She/he has the gift of clairvoyance and can communicate with three 

worlds: the middle world, the world below and the world above. The shamans are 

able to mediate between the realms of the material and the spiritual worlds. They are 

the spiritual guides who try to find illuminating knowledge on behalf of their 

communities. An artist, too, has to cultivate herself/himself in the underworld in 

order to rejuvenate her/his society. Shamans -and artists- have the power to heal the 

sick, to foresee the future, plead for mercy from the deities. They receive songs, 

ideas and stories from the spirits of their ancestors in their trancelike state just like an 

artist who recollects the knowledge of the past from the dead artists by descending 

into the world below. “Thus the shaman’s activity is … an artistic one: miming, 

acting, singing, dancing, and painting” (Lommel, 1967: 147) or vice versa, the 

artist’s activity is a shamanistic one. The underworld is then, for the artist, a site of 

metamorphosis, of death and rebirth, and of wealth -the knowledge and stories of the 

past that will inspire her/his creativity.  

The artist too undertakes the journey into psychic depths. The underworld 

also represents the unconscious which is a dwelling-place of the imagination. The 

unconscious is the dark cellar -another dark deep- of the mind. According to Freud, 

the creativity of the unconscious manifests itself in the literary works. The 

functioning of the unconscious and literary processes are analogous; in other words 

creative writing, for Freud, is the product of unconscious processes. The unconscious 

transforms the repressed impulses, thwarted wishes, hidden motives or intentions 

into visual or verbal forms, and as a result of this, unconscious forces produce artistic 

correlations. Freud also associates artistic activities with dreams or visions. Literary 

works can thus be compared to dreams. Literary works and dreams assert different 

truths for the individuals. The logic of a dream and the logic of a literary work are 

identical. The underworld, in fact, can be interpreted as a dream fantasy, which 

originates in the unconscious. The artist creates alternative dimensions in the realm 

of her/his imagination, in which she/he withdraws from the ordinary activities of 

human being. She/he is shielded from contact with the outside world and is isolated 

from the familiar environment. She/he depicts the underworld as an utopian place 

within the limitless power of her/his imagination, so every representation of the 

underworld is actually different from each other.    
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This fateful region of both treasure and danger may be variously represented: as a distant 
land, a forest, a kingdom underground, beneath the waves, or above the sky, a secret 
island, lofty mountaintop, or profound dream state; but it is always a place of strangely 
fluid and polymorphous beings, unimaginable torments, superhuman deeds, and 
impossible delight. (Campbell, 1993: 58)  
 
 

The journey within the unconscious thus suggests the artist’s descent into the 

underworld. These regions are the outcomes of the artistic imagination. They are also 

the manifestations of the return of the repressed with the imaginative faculty of 

association. The irregular, irrational, mysterious and extraordinary are the products 

of the unconscious. Joseph Campbell states that “The regions of the unknown 

(desert, jungle, deep sea, alien land, etc.) are free fields for the projection of 

unconscious content.” (1993: 79) The artist draws a picture of what goes on in the 

human mind. She/he deals with the impressions of the observer, the reactions of 

her/his mind to the outward things. The constructs of the unconscious are the 

imaginative faculties of the minds of the artists, which work contrary to the rules of 

the orthodox world. The creative energy of the past is then hidden in the depths of 

the mind. Both the underworld and the unconscious emerge as alternative worlds of 

fantasy and wonder, where ideas and beliefs differ from those of the upper world. 

The interaction of the inert and unconscious forces asserts alternative human 

paradigms, and as a result,        

 
the discovery and analysis of the unconscious in the psychology of Freud and Jung parallels 
these artistic descents, with their effort to designate and describe the basic structures of the 
mind. (Smith, 1990: 3)  

 
 

They reverse the customary account of the workings of the mind current in 

orthodoxy, for social activities stifle artistic energy and creativity.   

The classical description of the underworld turns this world into a world of 

the female, although it is rather male artists like Orpheus, Dante and Virgil, than 

female characters, who are associated with the descent into it. It is mostly males who 

set out across the seas for adventure, plunge into the dark deep, climb over the high 

mountains, travel to many cities and countries, while women, doomed to be passive 

figures according to the patriarchal ideology, are caged in their domestic spheres. 

They are mainly reduced to angels in the house, who can only produce children, 



 8

rather than venture out on a journey. Still, the underworld is reminiscent of the 

female womb, for the shape of the grove, in which the main entrance lies, 

corresponds to the shape of the womb. Both are enclosed dark realms encircled with 

(amniotic) water. The underworld, just like the female womb, is a place of artistic 

nourishment, fertility, rebirth and spiritual regeneration. The yearly vegetation cycle 

of nature actually corresponds to the myths of the descent into the underworld, thus 

reinforcing its function as womb as well as tomb. These myths are, in many cultures, 

explanations for the changing of the seasons. The womb, just like the underworld, is 

a gate to secret wealth and hidden knowledge. To return to the womb is traditionally 

seen as a prelude to immortality. Echoing the symbol of a cave, the womb is also a 

place of protection and spiritual growth. Yet, while the womb offers protection, it 

also devours. The womb can indeed swallow the energy of life. The image of the 

womb is thus inseparable from the image of the tomb. It is also the horrifying, 

destroying void. The binary oppositions underlying female identity are emphasized 

by this duality. The female is thought to be giver of both life and death. In that sense, 

the female is also the mediatory force between the middle earth and the underworld, 

for both life and death come from the female.     

For women, as opposed to men, an alliance and continuity with the dead, and hence a 
rejection of canonical poetic identity and succession, dangerously reinstate the old 
Orphean associations of women with death, silence, darkness, and above all, loss of the 
body. (Zeiger, 1997: 64)        

The archetypal pattern of the descent is a persistent one in mythology  

centring on both females and more dominantly males. It underlies, for example, the 

myths of Persephone and Demeter, Isis and Osiris, Cybele and Attis, Aphrodite and 

Adonis, and Inanna and Tammuz. Even though there are differences between these 

myths, the common denominator of them are the yearly cycle of death and 

regeneration. All of these mythological descents also highlight the quest for a lost 

lover or a lost child, which is closely linked with the artist’s obsession with 

immortality or converting death to life. The one who descends courageously risks the 

probability of captivity in the underworld, for it is a difficult task to descend into the 

world of the dead and rise to the surface again. In these myths the female too 
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undertakes the dangerous task of the descent into the underworld. Both as lover and 

mother figure, the female has the power to resurrect the dead. 

 Hades, the god of the underworld, abducts Persephone while she is picking 

flowers in a meadow. Persephone’s mother Demeter, who is the fertility goddess, 

ceases to nourish the earth while she is searching for her daughter. Since, as a result,  

there occurs a great famine in the world, Zeus promises to relieve Persephone from 

the underworld, on condition that she has not tasted the food of the dead.  

Unfortunately, Persephone has eaten one pomegranate-seed in the underworld and 

this seed dooms her to stay in the underworld. She has to spend one third of the year 

in the world of the dead and the other part she will spend with her mother in the 

world above. Autumn and winter occurs during the months Persephone is in the 

underworld, for Demeter grieves in her absence. Spring and the summer occurs, 

when Persephone is with her mother Demeter in the world of the living. Although 

Persephone descends into the underworld and rules over the vegetation cycle, that is, 

over life, death and rebirth, she does not deliberately set out on a heroic journey, but 

is merely abducted.         

 Isis, a goddess in ancient Egyptian mythology, undertakes a journey in search 

of her murdered husband and brother Osiris. Osiris is the oldest son of the earth god, 

Geb, and the sky goddess, Nut, as well as the brother and husband of Isis. His jealous 

brother, Set, slays and dismembers Osiris, scattering the parts of his body all over 

Egypt. Isis gathers the dismembered parts of Osiris’ body in order to bring life to 

them. After the resurrection, Osiris becomes not only the redeemer and merciful 

judge of the dead in the afterlife, but also the underworld agency that grants life. Isis 

is considered to share his rule in the underworld. Both, then, become an emblem of 

regeneration in Egypt. Besides, Egyptians believe that death is simply a temporary 

interruption rather than complete cessation of life. They believe in rebirth after death. 

The Egyptian Book of the Dead is a collection of ancient Egyptian funerary texts 

from various periods, containing prayers, magic formulae, and hymns to be used by 

the souls of the dead for guidance and protection on their journey to the underworld. 

It is the guide book to the next life in the underworld.    

Cybele as the mother goddess once again symbolizes the chain of life, death 

and rebirth. Attis, her son and lover, castrates himself in a state of madness and 
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subsequently dies, and must descend into the underworld, and is resurrected by 

Cybele. Attis is reborn as the evergreen pine. Aphrodite as a surrogate mother takes 

Adonis, in a box, down to Persephone in Hades, when he is a child. When Adonis 

becomes a handsome young man, Aphrodite returns to Hades in order to take him 

back. Both goddesses love Adonis. In order to solve the quarrel of the two goddesses 

over him, Zeus decrees that Adonis will spend a third of the year with Aphrodite and 

a third of the year with Persephone and a third of the year with whomever he wishes. 

It is autumn and winter when Adonis is with the queen of the dead; spring and 

summer when he is with the goddess of beauty and love. Cybele, as the mother 

goddess who presides over life and death, too is linked with the underworld.  

The Sumerian goddess Inanna, commonly known as Ishtar, descends to the 

underworld, experiences death and returns to life again. She gradually undresses and 

takes off her jewels in her descent towards annihilation. Inanna and her sister 

Ereshkigal, who is the queen of the underworld, represent the opposites of light and 

dark. Inanna is allowed to return to the world of the living on condition that she 

choose one to assume her place in the underworld. As a result, Inanna’s husband, 

Dumuzi (or Tammuz), is sent to the realm of the dead for half of the year.   

Psyche who is a mortal becomes the lover of Cupid, the god of love and 

beauty on condition that she not light a lamp in order to see him. Cupid comes at 

nights to remain invisible to her. However, by the persuasion of her sisters, Psyche 

does not obey the condition, lights the lamp and sees Cupid. Then Cupid awakes and 

flies away. Psyche, having lost Cupid, hunts for him throughout the world. She finds 

Venus who is the mother of Cupid, but the jealous mother hides her son from his 

wife. Psyche is set many difficult tasks by Venus including a descent into the 

underworld in order to bring a box full of supernatural beauty to Venus. Yet, Psyche 

accomplishes all of the tasks and manages to unite with Cupid.   

All of these myths involving the descent into the underworld are concerned 

with life and death and the possibility of rebirth or immortality, which hold such a 

fascination for the artist. 

Proper artist figures make the descent as well, the stories of their trips being 

more popular than those of female characters. The myth of Orpheus and Eurydice is 

one of the best known account of the journey into the underworld. Orpheus descends   
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in order to rescue his beloved wife from the underworld. Orpheus who is the 

prototype of the poet is an extraordinary musician. When he plays his lyre which is 

the gift of Apollo, his music enchants all who hear it. He is able to make “the trees 

and rocks move from their places to follow the sound of his music.” (Graves, 1992: 

111) After their marriage, Eurydice treads on a serpent and dies of its poisonous bite. 

Eurydice “is clearly related to Eve who, tempting her passive mate, cast humanity 

out of Paradise.” (Zeiger, 1997: 33) Just like Eve’s being tempted by the serpent, 

Eurydice is bitten by the serpent and symbolically tastes its evil blood. Orpheus, 

echoing Adam’s devotion to Eve, descends into the world of the dead hoping to bring 

Eurydice back to the world of the living. The spirits of the underworld are all 

enchanted by his music, hence it does not lose its power even in the underworld. He 

manages to soften the hearts of Hades and Persephone. Yet, Hades postulates a 

condition: Orpheus should not look upon the face of Eurydice, until she ascends to 

the light of the sun. Eurydice then begins to follow the music of Orpheus up through 

the dark passages of the underworld. However, when Orpheus turns to see whether 

she follows him, she gets lost forever in the darkness of the Hades. Orpheus loses her 

for ever. Even though Orpheus successfully descends to the world of the dead and 

returns to the middle earth, he is not able to restore Eurydice to the upper world. 

“Orpheus is also … a failure and an outsider, both as a poet and as a man.” (Zeiger, 

1997: 27) The one who descends is subjected to the laws of the underworld. If she/he 

violates one of the rules, the underworld becomes a frightening and captivating 

realm. Even though he loses Eurydice within the darkness of the underworld, 

Orpheus becomes one of the influential models of the artist who can descend into the 

underworld through the enchantment of her/his art and bring the hidden knowledge 

to the world above. This myth symbolizes that there exists the possibility of a return 

from beyond the world of the dead.        
 
The poet –for whom Orpheus is the exemplary model- is the one who can bring 
knowledge held by the Underworld back to the land of the living, and who can then give 
us, the readers, the benefit of this knowledge. (Atwood, 2002: 173-174) 
 
 

However, this myth, at the same time, points to the limits of the artist’s attempt to 

convert death to life and thereby achieve to gain immortality. 
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The Epic of Gilgamesh depicts perhaps the greatest tale of a traditional 

descent into the underworld in order to find the secret of immortality. Margaret 

Atwood asserts that fundamentally Gilgamesh is the first prototype of the artist in 

literature. (2002: 176) Gilgamesh, who is a legendary king of the Sumerian city 

Uruk, seeks eternal life after the tragic death of his friend Enkidu. Gilgamesh, two 

parts god and one part man, crosses great mountains, rivers and the ocean. He 

reaches Siduri’s house who is a wise female deity. She advises him not to pursue his 

quest. She has been paralleled to Circe, a divine helper, in The Odyssey. Siduri 

sends him to Urshanabi, the ferryman, to help him cross the waters of death. Then 

Gilgamesh finds Utnapishtim living in Dilmun at the end of the earth. Utnapishtim 

has been granted eternal life by the gods. Utnapishtim who is a sage tells his account 

of the great flood and the secret of immortality. Gilgamesh descends to the depth of 

the sea and carries the flower, which promises immortality to, the world above. 

However, while he is bathing on his return home, a serpent snatches the flower away 

and it immediately sheds its skin and vanishes in the well again. It gains the secret of 

immortality and this knowledge makes the snake an agent of rebirth, for    

 
during its yearly period of hibernation the snake sheds its skin and reappears as if renewed. 
The wisdom of the serpent, which is suggested by its watchful lidless eye, lies essentially in 
mankind’s having projected this lowly creature his own secret wish to obtain from the earth 
a knowledge he cannot find in waking daylight consciousness alone. (Henderson and 
Oakes, 1990: 36) 
 
 

At the end of the epic, Gilgamesh engraves the whole story on a stone. This is a 

traditional quest story within the circle of life, death and rebirth, and the circle of the 

middle earth and the underworld. Gilgamesh returns from the underworld with a 

story. His journey echoes the imaginary journey of the artist to the depths of the 

human soul. The immortal predecessor who lives in the underworld in The Epic of 

Gilgamesh is Utnapishtim. He, just like Hermes, fulfills his duty as a guide in the 

underworld by narrating the story of the flood, thereby also functioning as a literary 

ancestor to the newcomer Gilgamesh. He yields to Gilgamesh his story at the 

threshold of the underworld. He also uncovers the secret of the flower of 

immortality. Even though Gilgamesh loses the flower, he symbolically becomes 

immortal by his story engraved on stone which is his work of art. 
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The descents into the underworld are ordeals which are repeatedly undertaken 

in many works of art in literature. Artists are always interested in communication 

with the dead, for death is the biggest mystery for them, a door to immortality, which 

they crave. It is in the underworld that they can test their powers as creators of life. 

Indeed, it is in the descent that they are born as artists and find inspiration in their 

communication with the dead who tell stories.  

In Homer’s The Odyssey, the king of Ithaca, Odysseus’ adventures, after the 

Trojan war, are depicted. He too is an artist figure, since he adopts the role of 

narrator narrating his adventures. Odysseus is able to communicate with the dead 

spirits in the underworld, thereby gaining knowledge. He and his men arrive at 

Aeaea, the island of Circe, who is an enchantress. Odysseus is given moly -the 

powerful herb- by Hermes in order to protect him from the Circe’s magic. Circe 

gives Odysseus advice to aid his quest undertaken by him to speak with the dead 

spirits. After speaking to Circe, Odysseus and his men journey to the river Acheron 

where they perform sacrifices to the dead in order to communicate with them, for the 

dead spirits want blood from the living. Odysseus meets with the spirits of the dead 

and he manages to speak especially with the spirit of the old prophet, Tiresias, who is 

a mediating force between the gods and mankind, present and future, the middle 

world and the underworld. Through Tiresias, Odysseus attains the wisdom which is 

hidden in the underworld and accomplishes his journey to his homeland. Odysseus is 

able to ascend to the world of the living with the hidden wisdom of the past.   

Aeneas, the hero in Virgil’s epic The Aeneid, desires to foresee his future by 

seeking out the spirit of his father, who dwells in the land of the dead. In Italy, 

Aeneas consults the Cumaean Sibyl, who lives in a cave, where she makes her 

prophesies. She conducts him through the underworld, also warning him that the 

return is not easy. In order to fulfill his quest, Aeneas crosses the river of the dead, 

beguiles the watchdog Cerberus and converses with the shade of his father Anchises 

who reveals to his son the destiny of Rome. All things unfold for Aeneas after his 

descent. He is endowed with the knowledge of the future. He, then, returns through 

the ivory gate to the world of the living. His visit to the world of the dead is thus 

fruitful.  



 14

Jesus Christ, the redeemer of mankind, is also a prototype of the artist who 

descends into the underworld, the place of the dead, rather than hell proper, and then 

returns to the world of the living. Jesus Christ is a story teller, for he tells parables, 

and therefore an artist albeit a didactic one. He, through his resurrection, brings the 

possibility of regeneration back to his society. He is the ultimate guide in the return 

from the underworld for the human beings. He penetrates the dark depths for the sake 

of humanity and transfers this wisdom to his society, as suggestive of the social 

mission of the artist. 

 Dante, in his epic poem The Divine Comedy, makes Virgil his guide 

through his descent to the underworld. Beatrice is also the guiding power for Dante, 

the pilgrim. He describes the underworld as “a dark forest,” (Dante, 1947: 3, Canto 1, 

l. 2) in a shadowy environment. Here, the souls’ lack of colour emphasizes their 

lifelessness. He compares these souls to “the late leaves of November fall / One after 

one” (Dante, 1947: 18, Canto III, ll. 112-113). Dante depicts the underworld as a 

place of torment which is also designed hierarchically, pursuing his Christian vision 

of the afterlife. Dante’s Hell has circular paths which are classified according to the 

sins of the dead ones. He too wishes to bring back to life a beloved he has lost, yet 

can do so only by coming back from the underworld with a story to tell about his 

adventures there, including his encounter with the dead Beatrice.    

Goethe’s Faust portrays the relationship between the two worlds. However it 

is not the mortal who makes the descent this time, but Mephistopheles, the spirit 

from hell, who ascends to the earth. Mephistopheles is the guiding figure for Faust, 

who, as a supernatural force, appears to have greater knowledge of this mysterious 

world. Faust’s endless hunger for more knowledge and inner satisfaction relate him 

to the artist figure. He searches for a different kind of knowledge. He is not satisfied 

with the limited knowledge of everyday life and hence deals with alchemy in order to 

obtain gold which symbolizes immortality. As suggestive of other artist figures, 

Faust also tries to attain immortality, for “the transmutation of base metals into gold 

equates with the transformation of the human being into pure spirit.” (Chevalier and 

Gheerbrant: 1996: 13) There is then a direct connection between alchemy and art. 

Faust is thus very similar to the traditional artist figure who, in his search for 
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immortality, needs to establish a link with the underworld, now transformed into 

Christian hell.  

Centuries later, in the nineteenth century, both in Romantic and Victorian 

poetry, the literary motif of the descent into the underworld continues, once again 

attesting to its important role in literature. In this dissertation Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning’s “An Island”, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner” and Alfred Tennyson’s “The Lotos-Eaters” will be examined as examples 

of the artist’s descent into the underworld in Romantic and Victorian poetry 

respectively. It is no surprise that the Romantic poet persona, given to obsessive self-

examination, should journey to the underworld, which is, on one level, a descent into 

the dark depths of the psyche or unconscious. The sensitiveness, loneliness, 

responsiveness, and creativeness of the poet alienates her/him from the active 

everyday life, hence, the poet journeys within herself/himself. The poet continuously 

analyses her/his self in her/his artistic withdrawal into an interior space, which the 

underworld offers. The poet needs to be passive in her/his contemplation in contrast 

to the world of action. This kind of poet who is an isolated individual in a surreal 

realm exists mainly within her/his mind and perception. The dark deep with its 

forgotten dark knowledge would also be attractive to the romantic poet, who is kin to 

such demonized figures like Lucifer and Cain.  

However, this Romantic idea of poetry as obsessive self-analysis creates a 

tension for the Victorian poets. On the one hand, they criticize this mental alienation 

of the Romantic poets, on the other hand this alienation is substantially attractive for 

the Victorians too. They are situated in between. Tennyson, as a Victorian poet, too 

evinces this ambiguity, while Barrett Browning, as a female poet, feels no such 

anxiety, since her female poet-persona is in ultimate need of an interior space, in 

which she can isolate herself from a stifling patriarchal world. However, this poet-

persona must realize that the voices and light of the patriarchal society can find her 

even in the dark deep, which is thus not isolated enough from the world above. The 

Victorians, even though they argue that the social identities totally disappear in such 

an isolation of the poet from the society, in an interior space, they also feel this need 

of isolation themselves. The Victorians then, contrary to the Romantics, hover 

between the necessity of isolation in an underworld in order to create and the 
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necessity of maintaining one’s social role and interaction with society. The poet must 

maintain her/his ties with society and responsibilities towards it. According to the 

pragmatic theories of art, what is important in a work of art is its moral effect upon 

the audience. The mimetic and pragmatic theories, although different in their focus, 

agree that a work of art is the copy of nature. Until the Romantic period, the imitative 

theories of art assigns no important role to the artist. As an imitator, the artist only 

reflects what is already found in nature. The Romantic notion of art as self-

expression, on the other hand, encourages the poet to seek isolation not only in 

nature but as we see in Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” also in the 

underworld, in order to isolate her/his self or consciousness from social influences. 

In his “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads William Wordsworth asks himself the question 

“What is a poet?” (2005: 300) and gives the following answer: He is “a man pleased 

with his own passions and volitions, and who rejoices more than other men in the 

spirit of life that is in him;” (2005: 300). Closely linked with this emphasis on the 

internal life of the poet is the notion of the superiority of the artist. Although 

Wordsworth claims that the poet is different from ordinary men only in the degree 

that he possesses imagination and sensitivity, rather than in nature, he goes on to 

elevate the poet as “the rock of defence of human nature; an upholder and preserver, 

… bind[ing] together by passion and knowledge the vast empire of human society” 

(2005: 302). P. B. Shelley even elevates the poet to a poet-prophet. Art is thus not 

something the artist copies from the external world, but what comes from within. The 

notion of the superiority of the artist as stemming from her/his independence from 

the external world is seen in the Romantic period. A poet in this period is generally 

considered as a genius, an autonomous and imaginative person. This notion 

encourages the individuality of the poet, the spontaneous creativity and his (the 

genius is exclusively defined as male) alienation from the ordinary life. The 

Romantic notion of the artist is that of a unique, ingenious, imaginative, 

authoritative, isolated and solitary figure, who possesses these qualities more than 

ordinary man. She/he feels more, she/he thinks more, she/he sees more, she/he 

responds more. Her/his mind is at work all the time. Poetry possesses the mind of the 

poet and consumes her/his all energy, and as a result the poet cuts of all her/his 

physical bond with the external world. The poet recollects an emotion which belongs 
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to the past especially and this emotion creates a thought, and then the poet creates 

her/his work of art. In other words, art springs from the poet’s mind, who, in order to 

search its mysteries, must dive to the bottom of the dark deep.   

The Victorians however, as noted above, distance themselves from such 

romantic self-absorption and self-examination, which alienates the romantic from 

her/his social role and obligations. For them, the descent into the underworld 

involves the danger of complete oblivion in it, the quester either not being able or not 

wishing to return from it to the land of the living. “Poetry is feeling confessing itself 

to itself, in moments of solitude, and bodying itself forth in symbols which are the 

nearest possible representations of the feeling in the exact shape in which it exists in 

the poet’s mind.” (Mill, 1995: 64) John Stuart Mill accentuates the severing of the 

link between poet and society, hence a complete withdraw into his own 

consciousness. However it appears that the thought of such isolation on the part of 

the poet produce anxiety in Mill who then continues to propose there must be a 

balance between isolation from and commitment to society: “Poetry, accordingly, is 

the natural fruit of solitude and meditation; eloquence, of intercourse with the 

world.” (1995: 65) A sense of ambiguity also makes its mark on the whole area in the 

nineteenth century, for it is a period of political upheaval, social unrest and structural 

changes in the institutions, which breeds the fantasy of escape and desire for ultimate 

isolation from such chaos, yet also demands active participation in society in order to 

cure its ills.  

In the Romantic and Victorian period, the continuing shift from a way of life 

based on the ownership of land to a modern urban economy based on trade and 

manufacturing brings lots of problems for people. Because of the resulting tensions 

and hypocrisies, “hope for a new terrestrial Eden faded.” (Lawall, 1998: 421) 

Industrialization not only poses the threat of mechanization of life and the human 

being, creating one type of machine-like individuals who only act out the roles that 

are forced upon them by the society, but also dramatically widens the gap between 

the social classes and this gap creates a lack of communication between the 

individuals. This lack of communication then creates alienation, fear, repression, 

mechanization and chaos for the community. This new rigid system injures human 

nature by constraining the human being’s emotions, imagination by the indifference 
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and brutality of the economic system and mechanization. This undifferentiating, 

inhumane and unaccommodating system makes everything lifeless and soulless. The 

breakdown of social wholeness and the loss of spiritual sterility strengthen the sense 

of alienation in the society. This lack of recognition in human relationships and the 

dehumanization of the human being threaten the society and victimize the 

individuals.  

 
‘The shock of the new’, currents of difficulty and doubt animate poetic history [of  the 
Victorian era], fuelled by a crisis of faith and the instability of living in a rapidly growing 
and urbanizing society within which values were becoming increasingly unstable. This 
feeling of uncertainty is indulged by the Victorians through the notion that there was once 
a time, well into the past, when certainty existed. In Tennyson’s words, Victorian poetry is 
permeated with ‘the quiet sense of something lost’. (Williams, 1994: 43)   

 

The feeling of uncertainty strengthens the sense of loss for the Victorians, but also 

for the Romantics. It is no coincidence that the Romantics and Victorians feel 

nostalgic about the medieval period, which they saw as a more individualistic and 

imaginative period. Both feel the need to escape into the past, which lies buried in 

the underworld, where the dead treasure the knowledge and stories of bygone times. 

The Romantics and Victorians have not only a deep longing to incorporate the dead, 

but also a deep desire for aesthetic detachment from this materialistic world, which 

consumes their creativity energy. The culturally marginalised introspective status of 

the poet is both a need and an anxiety, to a greater extent for the Victorian, than for 

the Romantic. Just like Jesus Christ, the society crucifies the poets who are 

consequently desirous of  total isolation in an interior space. The aesthetic idea of  art 

for art’s sake, which might be said to tentatively begin with the Romantics, is 

however unsatisfactory for the Victorians. The neglect of god and social 

responsibilities, and the condition of estrangement, in the case of the artist are causes 

of anxiety. The process of change, alienated labour, the myth of estrangement, the 

unstable relationships of power and a series of displacements lead to the fall from a 

supposedly unified culture. As a result, “The history of Victorian poetry is the 

gradual assent to self-reflexive art and the struggle against such an assent” 

(Armstrong, 1993: 8). To place art within the context of art rather than social reality 

would mean ultimate immersion in the underworld as the world of art. Although this 
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is strongly desired, the Victorians’ struggle with the Romantic values inevitably 

creates a sense of ambiguity, because the self-enclosed works of the alienated artist 

will not reach the society. The creative artist and her/his place in the actual world 

becomes ambiguous. This sense of ambiguity will be examined in Tennyson’s poem 

“The Lotos-Eaters” in detail. The poets who symbolically descend into the 

underworld undergo extensive changes, are feminized, as a result of their loss of 

interaction with the social world and withdrawal into the isolated underworld, the 

birthplace of the artist. It refers to a kind of death in life for these poets are not able 

to communicate with their society and are doomed to vanish into their art. They are 

imprisoned forever in the modes of their own minds and thus fail to return from the 

underworld.  

As it is clearly seen, almost in every century, the artists need to descend into 

the underworld, which is an interior space in order to create. They continuously 

desire to achieve an understanding of death, indeed “dead people persist in the minds 

of the living.” (Atwood, 2002: 159) Thus they always try to cross the threshold 

between the two worlds. The initiatory revelation of hidden knowledge is associated 

with the descent into the underworld, which is the storehouse of mysteries, for the 

artists. The world of the dead emerges as a world of art which holds the creative 

energy of all times. The poet’s ambition to obtaining the gift of immortality also 

corresponds to the gift of spiritual transformation. The artist attains a historicised 

consciousness and a collective imagination by hearing, in the underworld, the voices 

of the past. The descent motif helps the artist to transcend the strict boundaries 

between the two worlds and fuse them. New symbols or again the forgotten symbols 

of the past emerge from the ruins of the old. The unifying power of myths and 

archetypal images, which are hidden in the world of the dead, symbolizes the link of 

the past with the present. It reinforces the idea that everything in the present can be 

explained with reference to the past. Past, present and future stimulate one another. 

The one who descends encounters “the intermediary spirit of the dead who informs 

the development of both the individual and history itself.” (Smith, 1990: 2) The 

imaginary memory which is sown in the world of the shades comes to the surface, 

after these descents. The promise of  renewal and revelation for the artists is captured 
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by the literal fall into the unconsciousness which is reminiscent of the trip to the 

underworld.  

Nevertheless, the artist’s descent into the underworld is mainly problematic, 

as will be examined in Barrett Browning’s poem “An Island”, Coleridge’s “The 

Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, and Tennyson’s “The Lotos-Eaters”. As it will be 

seen in the following chapters, every descent has its own ambiguities in terms of 

gender differences and anxieties. These ambiguities are mainly raised by the binary 

oppositions constructed by the Western thought system between imagination and 

reason, female and male, present and past, life and death, the world of the living and 

the world of the dead.  

 The underworld is not always a nourishing or illuminating realm, for “after 

the first thrills of getting under way, the adventure develops into a journey of 

darkness, horror, disgust, and phantasmagoric fears” (Campbell, 1993: 121), as it 

does explicitly in Coleridge’s poem. The dark knowledge of the underworld and the 

limitless imaginative grasp of the universe can be very destructive for the artists. The 

underworld as an unknown territory becomes the realm of creation as well as 

destruction. The encounter with the dark, which is actually suggestive of the hidden 

dark face of civilization, life, and human nature, is also threatening for the artist. This 

darkness threatens to annihilate her/him. Exploring the dark side of one’s psyche and 

history can result in total violation of traditional morality and complete alienation 

from the world above. This total estrangement on the part of the artist brings with it 

the danger of the failure to return to the world of the living, which is a symbolic 

death for the artist. Although Coleridge’s mariner does return, he cannot settle down, 

but must stalk the earth in ultimate uprootedness. In this sense, he is still symbolic of 

the artist’s eternal exile from the land of the living, which is reinforced by the loss of 

his human qualities or ghost-like appearance, after the descent. The spirits of the 

underworld capture the artist, and as a result the artist herself/himself turns into a 

spirit who belongs to a nowhere land.       

Moreover, in all three poems, the dead precursors in the realm of the shades, 

trigger in the artist the anxiety of influence. The artist who descends into the 

underworld is kin to mythological Hercules who steals the dragon’s treasure, an 

apple- which symbolizes immortality- from the mythological garden in order to 
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purge himself. There is in this the idea that the artist achieves immortality by 

committing a crime: theft. The notion of intertextuality as theft is thus introduced 

into these descents. There is an intellectual conversation, intellectual stimulus 

between the young generation and the previous generation of the artists. They 

exchange their poetic ideas and there emerges a collaboration between these people. 

Yet, this collaboration undermines the authority of the supposedly unique, separate, 

ingenious artist and the authenticity of her/his work of art. Culture is an over-

dimensional text, which is created by collaboration rather than solitary work. This 

knowledge threatens the creativity of the new generation of artists, who feel 

intimidated by their literary ancestors. Although they actually seek the influence of 

the previous generation, they also feel overpowered and stifled by them. 

The artists who descend into the darkness also face their own dark doubles, in 

their encounters with their literary ancestors, who, at times, appear to be malevolent 

spirits, vampires demanding the blood of the newcomer, as suggestive of their desire 

to be remembered by the new generation of artists and to exert an influence over 

them:  
 
The hero, whether god or goddess, man or woman, the figure in a myth or the dreamer of 
a dream, discovers and assimilates his opposite (his own unsuspected self) either by 
swallowing it or by being swallowed. … he finds that he and his opposite are not of 
differing species, but one flesh. (Campbell, 1993: 108)  

  

The artist’s act of devouring the stories and experiences of the dead and the living, of 

eavesdropping on them and observing their every actions, to shape them into 

literature, corresponds to the vampire’s act of sucking out the blood of the living. 

The artists’ encounter with their own criminal and vampire-like nature creates a deep 

fear.  

This fear is complicated when the predecessors in the underworld, who will 

nourish them with artistic inspiration, are of the opposite sex. Coleridge’s mariner 

and Tennyson’s mariners encounter female ancestors, while Barrett Browning’s 

poet-persona is confronted with mainly male voices in the underworld. The 

sexes/genders fight over artistic authority even in the underworld. The sexual conflict 

which is as old as literature itself also emerges in the world below. Even though the 

underworld, reminiscent as it is of the womb, is a place of the female, it is 
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fundamentally invaded by male figures. The female artist suffers from the anxiety of 

authorship in the world below too, for just like the world above the dead precursors 

who she encounters are dominantly male. She can liberate her potentialities from the 

repressive patriarchal hegemony neither in the world of the living nor in the world of 

the dead. The patriarchy always tries to erase the discourse of the female and 

undermines femininity, because the female’s work of art does not fit into the male 

parameters. The female artists are “defined as mad and monstrous: freakish because 

‘unsexed’ or freakish because sexually ‘fallen’.” (Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: 63) They 

do not even have a long-established female literary tradition that they can cling to. 

Although there are a few female who descend to the underworld, in literature, the 

female cannot ultimately convert the underworld into a female realm and cannot 

create her own language or her own ideology here. As it will be seen in Barrett 

Browning’s “An Island”, this situation creates an anxiety of authorship for the female 

artists, because literature is traditionally presented as a male territory. They feel 

themselves inferior, inadequate, caged and trapped by the oppressive world of the 

male writers. 

 
Thus the loneliness of the female artist, her feelings of alienation from male predecessors 
coupled with her need for sisterly precursors and successors, her urgent sense of her need 
for a female audience together with her fear of the antagonism of male readers, her 
culturally conditioned timidity about self-dramatization, her dread of the patriarchal 
authority of art, her anxiety about the impropriety of female invention -all these 
phenomena of ‘inferiorization’ mark the woman writer’s struggle for artistic self-definition 
and differentiate her efforts at self-creation from those of her male counterpart. (Gilbert 
and Gubar, 2000: 50)             

 

Although the underworld is a feminine space defined as exterior to the patriarchal 

world, the female descends there is haunted by the male culture of the past and 

present.  

However, in Coleridge’s and Tennyson’s poems, the female also has the 

power to control and shape the poetic production of the male in the underworld. This 

feminized world of art also feminizes the male artist, as is seen in Tennyson’s poem. 

The male cannot have an identity as a male without the female, for “It is from the 

Other that the phallus seeks authority.” (Rose, 1982: 51) Yet, this other becomes a 

threat for the male. The male artist’s anxiety about his own creativity triggers in him 
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the jealousy of the womb. This creates a fear in him of the female, who is even 

biologically fertile. As opposed to the traditional definition of the female as passive 

and inferior, she masters the artistic power of the male artist, as a dead precursor, 

who gives birth to the whole literary tradition. The female’s power to transcend the 

fixities and the restrictions of the man-made constructions threatens the male artist’s 

creative powers. The female, who is very closely associated with art, can captivate 

the male artist in the underworld, therefore this feminized realm is also often the 

source of fear for the male artist. Even though he descends into this world of the 

female, he is afraid of being captivated in this immense darkness.  

Yet despite all these problematic sides of the descent into the underworld- the 

encounter with the threatening darkness or death, the desired and feared encounter 

with the literary ancestor, and the encounter with the horrific other, who is but the 

double of the vampire-like poet-  it, at least partially, fulfills its function, in all three 

poems: the one/s who descend find here the material that they then shape into a story 

to tell, a poem.   
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The Echo of the Male Voice in the Dark Deep: 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s “An Island” 

 
The unnamed female poet-persona in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem “An 

Island”, dreams of an island, where she and two or three other female poets, inspired 

by the song of birds, and “through [ ] musing, shall let float / [ ] poems” (ll. 153-

154). Her portrayal of a fertile, imaginary realm actually suggests a fantasy island 

that assures spiritual profundity, imaginative transcendence and artistic creativity. 

This is reminiscent of the female poet’s literary precursor Sappho who, together with 

a group of women, lived on the island of Lesbos, devoting themselves to poetry and 

music. The poet-persona’s dream of an island hardly inhabited also foreshadows 

Virginia Woolf’s claim for a room of one’s own as a precondition for creation, yet 

the one is a space outside civilization, while the other constitutes space for 

interiorization inmidst it.      

The poet-persona’s dream of an island, where she invokes the spirits of dead 

poets and thinkers, at the root, constitutes the traditional journey to the land of the 

dead. The ultimate descent into the underworld takes the shape of the descent into the 

cave, the dark deep that holds the treasures of the past. This depth embraces the 

poetry and wisdom of the past that shall nourish the poet’s mind. Metaphors rise 

from this darkness. As noted in the previous chapters, the underworld is traditionally 

a place of inspiration and creation for the poets. Poets die to the land of the living 

and are then reborn in the underworld, where they receive the gift of clairvoyance 

and creativity. The female poet-persona attempts to convert the dark deep, the 

deliberate descent into which is usually associated with male questers, into, at the 

same time, a female world, a space of interiority and ultimately a place of artistic 

inspiration and creation.  

 
This insistent figuring of movement across and between cultural boundaries, with its 
emphasis on travel, could be seen as a search for the exotic, an escape from restrictions 
into the ‘other’ of bourgeois society [or] … as an attempt to transcend restrictions in 
fantasy, or an effort to discover a universal womanhood which transcends cultural 
differences. (Armstrong, 1993: 325)    
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Yet strangely the dead poets and thinkers whom she invokes to nourish her 

with inspiration are all males, and, when sitting in her isolated cave, in need of the 

fertile dark deep, the male Christian “God’s great sunrise finds [her] out” (l. 180), 

invading her private female world and mind. These male voices and this male 

enlightenment provoke in her the anxiety of authorship; in the end, rather than 

pouring forth her own poem, she is reduced to a messenger of god, repeating the 

words of Jesus Christ. This creates an inner conflict: the female poet-persona is in a 

struggle to discover and define her own identity. However, she cannot assert the 

freedom of artistic creativity as a female poet, hence her descending into the 

underworld becomes problematic. She finally fails to liberate herself from the 

sabotaging voices of the patriarchal hegemony.             

Applying Hegel’s theory of dialectic, both ascending, but more particularly, 

descending should be combined in a synthesis in the mind of the poet-persona. It is 

argued that “In dreams and legends, journeys under the Earth’s surface denote entry 

into the esoteric realm; those through air and sky, entry into the exoteric realm.” 

(Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 1996: 557) In dialectical thinking everything is 

completed with its opposite: light with darkness, happiness with dejection, female 

with male, life with death and heaven with hell. New life arises from the corpses of 

the dead. New texts arise from the older texts. New artists arise from the dead ones. 

The descent into the underworld provides for the artist a bridge between past and 

present. However, the female poet-persona in “An Island” fails to achieve a state of 

harmonious synthesis, and is instead finally overcome by the ray of light or voice of 

the male christian god and the spirits of dead male writers and thinkers. God 

maintains the conventional hierarchy of gender, and hence the imaginative energy of 

the female poet-persona is stifled even in this inspiring realm that she desires to stand 

in opposition to the orthodox world of the living.      

There is no world but the father’s world of power, in life or after,  … Closure is usually 
very insistent and often overelaborate in Elizabeth Barrett’s poems, which frequently 
turn for completion to God. (Mermin, 1989: 52)  

Yet instead of “completion”, the poet-persona’s turn to God results in the loss of her 

creativity.  
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Although “The island’s edges are a-wing” (l. 85) as suggestive of artistic 

flight, it is mainly depicted as the underworld. The underworld holding dead bodies 

inside can be thought to be islands in the seas of souls. On her island, the poet-

persona dies to the world and becomes all soul, as suggested by the fact that she 

refers to “my sanguine soul” (l. 97). She also invokes the spirits of the dead such as 

Dante, Pindar, Aeschylus, Homeros and Plato and mentions the Pleiades who 

represent the Seven Sisters in Greek mythology. As an open star cluster, “The 

Pleiades’ heliacal rising in May began the navigational year; their setting marked its 

end,” (Graves, 1992: 165). The Pleiades are also associated with funerals and 

mourning in the Celtic festival known as Samhain which was dedicated to the harvest 

and the remembrance of the dead. The poet-persona has a deep poetic commitment to 

her dead poetic precursors that are, despite her evocation of The Pleiades and the 

reader’s evocation of Sappho and the sybil in the cave that the poem invites, 

dominantly male. It is not a coincidence that she invokes Dante first, as he, too, made 

the trip to the underworld. Her dead precursors inspire her artistic potentials and 

creativity; she communicates with them in order to discover her own creative power, 

but she is in a sense possessed and also castrated by their spirits. Although she does 

not appear to suffer from the anxiety of influence, as she eagerly invokes her 

precursors, this results in an anxiety of authorship, which leads her to eventually 

belittle her own artistic powers. Moreover, it is noted that “Barrett Browning always 

refers to poets with the generic ‘he’,” (Mermin, 1989: 242), for there is not a long-

established female literary tradition that she can cling to. Authors and thinkers are 

traditionally referred to as “he”, because literature is thought to be a male territory. 

The artistic potentialities of the female artist are always undermined by the 

oppressive patriarchal hegemony both in the world of the living and in the world of 

the dead. According to the patriarchal discourse, “nothing lovelier can be found / In 

woman than to study household good, / And good works in her husband to promote.” 

(Milton, 1996: 210, lll. 232-233-234) The female artist is haunted by this limiting 

discourse, and as a result she feels herself inferior and inadequate as a creative artist. 

As a result, “Victorian women writers appear continually conscious of their own 

vulnerability in the face of male potency and privilege.” (Gilbert and Gubar, 1988: 

74)   
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“The realm of the dead is a cavern of wonders,” (Atwood, 2002: 168) in fact, 

the underworld as a storehouse of the imagination is the place of the unconscious, 

interiorization and artistic creation. This is why the poet-persona and the other 

female poets “Unconsciously shall take the dyes / of [ ] prodigious fantasies.” (ll. 

142-143) They thus descend into the underworld and therefore into the unconscious. 

The island, as a dream fantasy, originates in the unconscious, which is, according to 

Freud, a dark cellar, and hence evocative of the underworld. Evidently, sleeping is a 

metaphorical death and dreaming represents the journey within the unconscious, the 

dark side of the self, so within the underworld. The poem allies the underworld with 

the imagination itself.  

That the island is the land of the dead and that here, the dominant direction is 

thus downwards and inwards is also suggested by its topography. First of all, this 

island is cut off from the land of the living by the sea, just as Hades is cut off from it 

by the river Styx. The sea/river by itself too invites the idea of the underworld. It is, 

in particular, the dark and deep sea/river’s and the cave’s association with the 

unconscious, that is, the dark cellar of the mind, and with the womb and tomb that 

point to the underworld. Hades is the place where the birth of the artist’s and her/his 

art takes place as well as the world of the dead. Indeed,  

 
The sea is a symbol of the dynamism of life. Everything comes from the sea and 
everything returns to it. It is a place of birth, transformation and rebirth. (Chevalier and 
Gheerbrant, 1996: 838).  

 
 
The sea, with its ebbs and flows, as suggestive of mortality and immortality, memory 

and the unconscious, contains all the stories and knowledge of the past. Yet it is the 

cave that emerges as the ultimate symbol of the underworld. The poet-persona 

chooses “to live within the caves” (l. 100) and she calls attention to the “long 

winding caverns” (l. 103) that are loaded with the same symbolism with as caves. 

Caves are natural underground voids which are isolated from the outside world and 

caverns are also large caves, deep and hollow places in the earth that are big, dark, 

enclosed spaces and large underground chambers. Just like the round island, “a cave 

is –as Freud pointed out- a female place, a womb-shaped enclosure, a house of earth, 

secret and often sacred.” (Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: 93) As a female poet, the poet-
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persona needs darkness, isolation in order to discover the world of inner realities. 

The female poet is in need of engaging directly with a world which stands in 

opposition to the restricting obligations and structures of domination established by 

the male. She feels the necessity of independent aesthetic contemplation and 

detachment from the world above. She consequently wants to immerse herself in the 

spiritual realm of artistic contemplation in order to liberate her imagination. 

Creativity needs darkness, a bond with the underworld, an isolation, a spiritual 

journey, hence a process of internalization in complete isolation is the poet’s lot.   

Throughout history, caves have been used for protection, secrecy and 

religious rituals. Cave paintings are the first examples of art. These drawings are 

thought to be part of religious rituals acted out in order to communicate with the 

otherworld. This attempt associates art with the underworld. The caverns in the poem 

are also “glittering far / Into a crystal distance!” (ll. 103-104). This image of the 

crystal which is the instrument of the shamans and the fortune-tellers transforms the 

poet-persona into a sybil-like priest -the ancestor of all female poets- who has the 

ability of clairvoyance. Prophecy and fortune-telling are thus associated with the 

female poet and the ability to create. The word “glittering” also emphasizes the 

unnatural, paranormal, magical and mysterious side of creativity and art. This 

fascination with what is dark, cold, unusual and the idea of being dejected through 

transcendence is called “egoistical sublime” by Edmund Burke. Indeed,  

 
Islands which can only be reached at the end of a long voyage or flight are pre-eminently 
symbols of a spiritual CENTRE or, more exactly, of the primordial spiritual centre. 
(Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 1996: 544) 

 
  
Here, the sublime, which is a kind of beauty that is grasped only by imagination can 

be reached. To seek the sublime means denying familiar behaviour patterns and 

systems of thought which threaten the individuality, creativity and originality of the 

poet. The sensitiveness and the responsiveness of the poet alienate her/him from the 

active life in the external world. For this reason, the poet-persona chooses to live 

within the inner realities of artistic imagination.    

The topography of the island is not only characterized by the sea, caves and 

caverns, but also by hills, dells, recesses, swells, stars, valleys, mountains, brooks 
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and trees pointing not only to heaven, the middle earth but also, mostly, to the 

underworld. The dominant direction remains downwards. There is the descent from 

the hills to the deep valleys. Light, which is an inspiration for the poet-persona, 

descends onto the middle earth from the stars, hence heaven. As a source of light and 

knowledge, “Those bright still stars!” (l. 5) are images pointing to the poet-persona’s 

artistic quest for light, truth and wisdom. Although these stars point upwards, 

traditionally in many cultures, they are thought to be the souls of the dead, and 

therefore also evoke the land of the dead. The wind, which is considered to be god’s 

breath going downward, gives artistic inspiration to the poet-persona. Beginning 

from the mountains that “Disrupt to an hundred hills” which are “falling from the 

skies” (ll. 21-22) and “all the roots / Of heavenly trees and flowers and fruits” (ll. 23-

24) as symbols of creativity indicate the descent into the underworld. “Deep-

fissures” (l. 27) are once again indicative of descending. Just like the stories that are 

hidden in the underworld for the artist, these fissures “hoard up some fountain 

treasure” (l. 28) which are the symbols of creativity for the artist. The brooks which 

are in “sleep, haunted through the slumber hidden” (l. 59) explicitly echo the descent 

into the underworld. The actual intensity of the water is noticeable at the bottom, 

besides sleeping, as an unconscious activity, is a reference to the dark deep. There is 

then mainly a continuous descent in the poem.   

The artist’s solitary descent into the underworld, the cave or escape to an 

island provides the isolation that is necessary for artistic contemplation and creation. 

Even the title of the poem, “An Island”, strengthens this need of seclusion on the part 

of the poet-persona, for poets have islands within themselves, they create alternative 

worlds, different dimensions and are stuck in the realm of imagination. So as an 

utopian place, the island -or the cave, the underworld- refers to an escape into an 

inner space from the turmoil of the everyday world, for the inner life is the true 

dwelling place of the poets. It is a transition from the ‘real world’ to the land of 

imagination and land of artistic creativity, for dreams are the symbols of desires, 

fantasies, wishes, and anxieties without self-restraint and social control. They reflect 

the gap between what the artist wants and what the reality is.  

For centuries, many artists have chosen to associate their yearnings for 

happiness, harmony, peace, quietude, creativity and immortality with the image of a 
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remote island. When they become weary of the everyday life, they wish to withdraw 

into the solitude of these imaginary islands. At no time, do people lose their interest 

in fictional islands, as there are no strict divisions, social hierarchies, anxieties 

generated by power relations and no clear-cut separations of time on these islands, 

just as it is in the underworld. The dead in the underworld know the past, as they 

lived in it, and also the present and future, since they possess the gift of clairvoyance. 

Past, present and future no longer progress in a linear fashion, rather they encompass 

each other. This gift of being able to link the past with the present and the future is 

important for the sybil and the romantic figure of the poet-prophet, who, emerge as 

ancestors of the poet-persona. Like a dead person who is gone from her/his family 

and society, an island is a space which is detached from the continent. Both an island 

and a grave or the underworld are suggestive of being alone, a state of being 

separate, desolate, and remote.      

Both the island and the underworld are depicted as a world of art. As noted 

above, the dead predecessors whom the poet-persona invokes are poets, authors and 

thinkers. She moreover compares nature to a musical instrument, “a harp of many 

lays, / Moving its master while he plays” (ll. 125-126), the harp being a symbol of 

poetic inspiration. Here again, the one who witholds the feminine inspiration is a 

male, like the poet-persona’s dead predecessors. This instrument also recalls the 

Aeolian harp, a musical instrument played by the wind which was very popular in the 

Romantic era. The “fairest island-birds”, who are “born singing” (ll.140-142) also 

become the prototypes of the artist. In many instances, she refers to music as a source 

of inspiration and poetic creation.  

 
Music (poetry) is, for Barrett, the language with which one speaks to God. …The act of 
writing the poem is an exercise in making music; the poet is singing her or his song. 
(Lewis, 1998: 43) 

 
 

The flora and fauna of the island also evoke the idea of art, in particular, 

female art. As milk-producers and birth-givers, cows are fertility symbols and sacred 

mother figures. Indeed, in Nordic mythology, the cow gives birth to humankind. 

These fertile cows on the island, feeding their young with milk indeed emerge as 

female poets in the poem. The milk is the symbol of the ink which is used by the 
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female poet and the young calf is her work of art. These mother cows represent the 

preceding generation of female poets. They are nourished by the vine-wreaths that 

are the sources of inspiration and intoxication which are necessary for the artist, and 

afterwards, like the poet-persona who is fed by the stories of her dead predecessors, 

they cultivate the young generation with this food. Feeding is indeed often related 

with artistic nourishment in literature. Thus, these cows are the prototype of the 

female poet who gives birth to her text. Yet there arises the problem that, unlike the 

dead male poets she invokes on the island, like Dante and Aeschylus, the female poet 

is withheld her human identity. The island-birds’ ability to sing also strenghtens their 

association with poetic talent, yet on the other hand, suggests that the female poet 

cannot use her human voice and the medium of words. As female poets who give 

birth to the poems, these older birds give birth to the young ones and feed them with 

their experience. The previous generation transfers their artistic capacities onto the 

next generation. The poet’s communication, in the underworld, with older 

generations writers likewise points to this intertextuality.       

As one of the romantic symbols of imagination, the snake, which is a most 

flexible as suggested by its shedding its skin is the archetype of the artist, who too 

inhabits different identities and masks. The snake represents the chain of life, death 

and immortality in many cultures. Its flexibility also denotes the flexibility of 

literature. In Christianity, Satan, in the form of a serpent, possesses all the 

characteristics of an artist figure. He plays different roles -he is an angel, a serpent- 

indeed is a shape-shifter, uses a powerful rhetoric, causes the fall of humankind, 

chooses dangerous ways, and descends into the underworld. The serpent is originally 

in mythology a female, which invites its identification with the female poet in the 

poem. The butterflies evoke the artist’s cult of aesthetic beauty, their being short 

lived pointing to the artist’s connection with death. It rises from its cocoon assuming 

the shape of a beautiful butterfly which refers to the poet’s death and rebirth in the 

dark deep, also another cocoon, as an artist. Going through metamorphoses, 

butterflies and snakes are like artist figures symbolizing life, death and resurrection. 

Hares, which are also found on the island, are associated with the night and darkness, 

so they also evoke the artist figure who needs darkness in order to create.   
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   The “Horned owls, rapt nightingales, / Larks bold with heaven, and peacocks 

proud,” (ll. 80-81) and doves in the poem are all prototypes of the poets. With its 

beautiful and distinctive songs, the nightingale, another prototype of the female poet, 

suggests the myth of Philomela who appears in Ovid's Metamorphoses. She is raped 

by her brother-in-law, and her tongue is cut out in order to silence her. However she 

manages to tell her sister, Procne, her secret, and Procne helps her take revenge. 

Philomela is afterwards turned into a nightingale which enables her to tell her story 

by singing. In “A Defence of Poetry”, P. B. Shelley writes that “A Poet is a 

nightingale, who sits in darkness and sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet 

sounds;” (1977: 486). Philomela’s story, however, once again accentuates the fact 

that the female artist is withheld her human identity and artistic expression in the 

medium of human language. Like travellers on a quest, birds are generally 

representatives of the soul, the spirit and divine freedom like angels in the Bible. 

They communicate through visual signs, calls and sounds. They also produce music 

which is a language in its own arrangement. Owls, on the other hand, are associated 

with darkness, witchcraft and death, but they are also regarded as wise animals. 

Moreover, “Passing successively from Earth to Heaven and from Heaven to Earth, [a 

lark] links together the two poles of existence and acts as an intermediary.” 

(Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 1996: 592) Finally, the peacock the beauty of which 

elevates it to a work of art is also a sign of peace, incorruptibility and immortality. 

These birds, then, basically suggest the poet’s journey from this world to the 

otherworld and the divine realm, her/his devotion to the cult of beauty, and 

fascination with death and immortality.  

The dove, which symbolizes the Holy Spirit in the New Testament, connotes 

purity, peace, harmony, sacredness, grace and faithfulness. In many paintings of the 

Annunciation, the Holy Spirit is shown in the form of a dove. After the Flood, a dove 

brings an olive branch, which also refers to peace, to Noah. Likewise the poet 

functions as a mediator between the different realms and as she/he is also creating 

order out of chaos, is also associated with harmony and peace. The dove in the poem 

more specifically the symbol of the female poet, because she is “answering in trust” 

to “her mate’s cooing” (ll. 91-94). The other doves observe the “red and purple fish 

go by.” (l. 90) They want to feed on the fish in the sea, just like a poet who wants to 
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feed on the stories of the dead in the underworld, which is another form of 

cannibalism. The bird symbolism that is also widely used by the Romantics reflects 

not only the freedom of the artistic flight of the mind of the poet, but also her/his 

function as a mediatory power being placed like birds between different worlds.  

Artistic fertility is also emphasized by the flowers, traditionally associated with 

the female, that blossom on the island. There are “Wide-petalled plants that boldly 

drink / The Amreeta of the sky” (ll. 49-50), “lolling buds” (l. 52) and “lilies white as 

dreams in Eden” (l. 60) that strenghten the fertility and abundance of the place. 

Establishing an analogy between a plant  and a work of art, Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

follows A. W. Schlegel in his idea that art is an organic form like a living and 

growing plant rather than a mechanical form like a machine. “To Coleridge, … a 

good poem is like a growing plant which evolves, by an internal energy, into an 

organic unity which constitutes its achieved form.” (Abrams, 1988: 69-70) Lilies 

particularly symbolize art in relation with aestheticism. Their beauty depends, as the 

sermon on the mount claims, on sleeping, inactivity and quietude in the absence of 

work. This reinforces the idea that art is an unconscious activity carried out in 

quietude. The innate realities can be achieved by immobility, rather than direct 

interaction with a physical world.    

  “The place is all awave with trees,” (l. 31) such as limes, myrtles, acacias, 

olive treess; the island has “Trees, trees on all sides!” (l. 37). They also are symbols 

of artistic fertility. Like hills and valleys, trees by virtue of their yearly cycle of life, 

death and regeneration echo the cyclic movement of the cosmos. They are nourished 

from the soil, their roots descending into the underworld and from the sun, their 

branches and leaves ascending to the light, to holiness, hence to heaven. Thus, they 

are emblems of the relationship between heaven, earth and underworld. Particularly 

“Acacias having drunk the lees / of the night-dew” (ll. 33-34)  symbolize rebirth and 

immortality, which are associated with the dark night, therefore evoking the 

underworld. On the one hand, the trees take life from above and instil it below, on 

the other hand, they take life from below and instil it above. They are also sexually 

ambivalent. By giving fruits, they become the image of a fruitful mother figure 

whereas by being erect, they are the image of the phallus, the father figure. Some 

trees are referred to as female and some are male. Similarly, there are not only 
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female and male poets, but, like Virginia Woolf’s Orlando, they must embrace a kind 

of hermaphroditism in order to be able to acquire a fuller insight into human life and 

the world. However the poet-persona in “An Island”, rather than harmoniously 

unifying the voices of the dead male writers and thinkers with her female voice, is 

overpowered by them. The trees on the island also evoke the Tree of Life, the Tree of 

Knowledge and the Tree of Death which reflect another form of ambivalence as well; 

they respectively stand for fertility, curiosity, transgression of  the  boundaries, and 

punishment, thereby, in turn, telling the story of the rebellious poet’s questing nature 

and her/his ‘fall’.  

This tree symbolism also suggests the poetic tradition, because “strong poems 

are always omens of resurrection. The dead may or may not return, but their voice 

comes alive,” (Bloom, 1997: xxiv). The roots of a tree descend into the underworld, 

so the tree blossoms with the knowledge, the memory, the stories of the past. It 

reinforces the idea that every poet has a link with her/his dead precursors and that 

  
all writing of the narrative kind, and perhaps all writing, is motivated, deep down, by fear 
of and a fascination with mortality – by a desire to make the risky trip to the Underworld, 
and to bring something or someone back from the dead. (Atwood, 2002: 156)  

 

She/he needs to pick the words of the dead poets from the darkness because this will 

strengthen the interactions between the present and the past, between the literature of 

the past with that of the present, between different languages, incidents, emotions 

and thoughts. It is one way in which the poet can become immortal. In that sense, a 

poem is both contemporary and timeless. In his important essay, “Tradition and The 

Individual Talent”, T. S. Eliot emphasizes that;    

 
the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its 
presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation 
in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer … 
This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of the 
timeless and of the temporal together, is what makes a writer traditional. (1975: 38)  

 

Poets have family trees in the tradition to which they adhere. Every poet 

inevitably inherits the words of other poets, because every word that she/he will use 

has always already been used before. It strengthens the idea of the intertextuality of 
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literature. In The Anxiety of Influence, Harold Bloom too underlines the importance 

of this interaction with the past for the poets.  

 
Without Keats’s reading of Shakespeare, Milton, and Wordsworth, we could not have 
Keats’s odes and sonnets and his two Hyperions. Without Tennyson’s reading of Keats, we 
would have almost no Tennyson. (1997: xxiii)  

 
 
It is like a chain. The life of the past inevitably persists in every consciousness in the 

present. Nevertheless, Bloom’s theory and patriarchal canon exclude the female 

tradition. According to this perception, literature is a male-tradition based on the 

father-son relationship. It is from here that the conflict in the poem springs: the 

female poet-persona cannot hear her female predecessors and cannot defend her own 

potential. Hence, she is rootless.        

     The poet-persona also uses rivers and “bounding waves” (l. 98) to 

symbolise the stream of consciousness or the bending imagination of the poet. 

Rivers, which denote fertility, death and renewal stimulate the artistic creativity. 

Death is likened to a journey in many cultures. Crossing a river is one of the 

important images of entering the underworld, for Hades is encircled by rivers and 

“Charon, the miser … ferries (the dead) in a crazy boat across the Styx.” (Graves, 

1992: 120). This river, the Styx, is the boundary between earth and the underworld. 

Besides, “The rivers of the Underworld mark the punishments reserved for the 

damned – Acheron (pain), Phlegethon (burning), Cocytus (mourning), Styx (terror) 

and Lethe (oblivion).” (Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 1996: 809) The process of 

creation is indeed an all-consuming, feverish and painful one.   

The poet-persona, moreover, seeks to transform this underworld, this world of 

art, into an autonomous female realm. Particularly in the nineteenth century, the 

female artist needs to defend her own life, her own choices and her own potential 

mainly by seclusion, because a female artist is thought to be a rebel, a monster or a 

witch who is less than both man and woman in the society. In those times women 

exist only in the domestic sphere in order to marry and produce children. They are 

traditionally doomed to be passive victims of the patriarchal power systems of the 

period. Thus, the female artist tries to shut herself away in a place in her mind, draw 

a barrier between herself and society, live secluded from the outside world in a kind 
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of island, a cave or the underworld. By seeking refuge in this imaginative world or in 

this spiritual journey to the dark deep, the female poet tries to express the tension 

between centre and margins. She needs to create her own language within her own 

realm. Thus, “Barrett Browning retains the conventional identification of woman 

with the inner, spiritual, emotional, and subjective sphere” (Mermin, 1989: 215)  

Nevertheless, she rather vainly seeks to be self-autonomous and contented in her 

seclusion, in her home, on her island, in her cave, in the underworld, as she cannot 

entirely free herself from the effects of the patriarchal hegemony.    

 The female, although it is usually males who deliberately descend into the 

underworld, while women are mostly abducted there, is, as a mystic channel between 

this world and the other, as both giver of life and death, already a traveller between 

the two worlds. In that sense, she can also be considered as a shaman figure, who is 

able to travel between these two worlds in transcendence. It can be argued that  

 
What is most important about the shaman, …, is his ability to insinuate himself into the 
energy patterns of the complex web of life and death in which humans live. In this process 
he becomes a channel of divine energies, a conductor for the “peculiar mode of activity” 
that is the daimonic. (McGahey, 1994: 6)  
 

 
The  female poet, here, becomes this kind of channel too.        

In fact, the island and the cave, which symbolize the underworld, the dark 

deep, themselves are also feminine images corresponding to the shape of the womb. 

The womb, as a place for protection and growth, is connected with fertility, 

regeneration and immortality. Nevertheless, the image of the womb is inseparable 

from that of the tomb, this duality pointing to the binary oppositions underlying the 

definition of female identity as angel or demon, virgin or whore, nurturer or 

destroyer, life-giver and life-taker. The womb is also a grave, so both life and death 

are in the hands of the female, who emerges as a god-like figure. As a sister and a 

nurse figure, the female has curative powers, but as a herb collecting witch she turns 

into a character who sows death and wickedness around her. This dualistic and 

mysterious perception of the female reconciles her both with life and death. In this 

context, she hovers between these two different outlooks and these two different 

worlds, for this patriarchal outlook 
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attempt[s] to enclose [the female poet] in definitions of her person and her potential which, 
by reducing her to extreme stereotypes (angel, monster) drastically conflict with her own 
sense of her self – that is, of her subjectivity, her autonomy, her creativity. (Gilbert and 
Gubar, 2000: 48)    

 
 

The poet-persona’s attempt to convert the island to a female world is also 

motivated by her rejection of the existing world characterized by patriarchal 

oppression and cruelty. On the island, she and her few female companions “would 

change man’s voice and use,” (l. 111) and “Man’s veering heart and careless eyes,” 

(l. 113) and turn to “Nature’s steadfast sympathies.”(l. 114). There are “No sod in all 

that island” (l. 127), “No [ ] a traitor’s oath;” (l. 129) and “No [ ] a mourner’s tread;” 

(l. 130). The Victorian period, its politics, its socio-economic structure, its uneasy 

compromise between religious faith and the new scientific discoveries that challenge 

this faith, its growing class tensions and the conflicts between genders, man and 

nature, intellect and instinct, and spirit and matter which all characterize it create a 

climate of uncertainty, struggle, doubt, insecurity, despair, loss, and unhappiness for 

individuals. It is a time of strict barriers, strange hypocrisies, oppressive dualities and 

social upheavel. Moreover, new ideas, new discoveries and critical voices threaten 

the long-believed ideas. Traditional religious beliefs are being challenged by 

scientific materialism and Darwin’s The Origin of The Species (1859). The 

scientific outlook spreads to almost every field of human thought and endeavor. The 

Industrial Revolution and its effects on the social structure, rapid urbanization, the 

impacts of laissez-faire which is a cruel ideology for the middle class based on Adam 

Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), cruel capitalism, critically analyzed in Karl 

Marx’s Das Kapital (1867), the enclosure movement, degradation of rural England, 

the rising bourgeoisie and growing poverty result in a deep pessimism. “In Barrett 

Browning’s view, the world itself is corrupt, a huge corpse, or occasionally a vast 

cemetory.” (Lewis, 1998: 151) It is an age of ruthless trade, enterprise, investment 

and profit, for which the poet-persona appears to blame men who make politics, 

rather than women.  

Browning then puts female nature against this cruel male world. They are set 

against one another. Female nature on the island- the island, the sea, the cave, being 

womb-like, are all female- is sympathetic, faithful, beautiful and musical and “Her 
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beautiful shall ne’er address the monstrous at our heart” (l. 117). The poet-persona 

and the ones who live with her will derive benefit from this nature: “Though gently 

as the moon she give / Our thoughts a light and motion:” (ll. 123-124) and nature 

does not betray anyone;  no one can say “ ‘I suffered here, - was here betrayed’ ” (l. 

132) on this island. Romanticized female nature then emerges as the source of 

ultimate goodness and faithfulness, inspiring the minds and actions of the females 

who are willing to heed her. With its periodical change, the moon, which in the 

romantic tradition liberates the intellectual and creative powers in poets, has 

feminine connotations too. It evokes Diana, the moon-goddess in mythology, who is 

a virgin, and as such, closely linked with the image of the female poet secluded in 

her cave. Indeed, the entire topography of Browning’s particular island, which is 

characterized by “green recesses, sudden swells” (l. 9), “hills” (l. 13), “deep fissures” 

(l. 27), “caverns” (l. 103), and “clefts” (l. 105), is evocative of female anatomy and 

artistic pregnancy. The circumstance that hills suggest the breasts and the dells the 

womb or vagina of a female emphasizes the idea that creative energy is overflowing 

in the female. The dells -the womb and tomb- also suggest that this creative energy is 

compatible with the darkness in the deep; indeed they emerge as a kind of 

underworld on the map of female anatomy. The creative power of the poet-persona is 

also concealed in the “green recesses, sudden swells” (l. 9) and “odorous valleys 

driven / So deep” (ll. 10-11), pointing, once again, downwards. On the island, “Mild 

cows,” (l. 69) milk their calves with love, horses are free, leopards are harmless, 

“And sheep unruled by shepherds: / Hares, lizards, hedgehogs, badgers, mice, / 

Snakes, squirrels, frogs, and butterflies” (lll. 76-77-78) are all “glad and safe” (l. 83) 

because there are “No guns nor springes” (l. 84) which are made by man. All these 

animals are fertile in their primordial world and live in a harmonious understanding 

with nature. Browning idealizes nature and those who behave according to the ways 

of nature contrary to the ways of man. She emphasizes the innate faithfulness, the 

innate beauty of nature contrary to “The monstrous at our heart”. (l. 118) This is a 

romantic notion.  

 
Barrett Browning, of course, was working quite consciously in the main stream of the 
Romantic tradition: … It is from this traditon that she derives her sense of the poet as by 
now an acknowledged legislator of mankind, her sense of imagination as indeed a spiritual 
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activity connecting the poet with nature, and her sense of a potential golden age. This last 
is curiously modified by the ugliness and hypocrisy that she satirizes in contemporary 
society. (Egan, 2002: 63)  

  
  

Browning argues that nature  

 
represents a symbolic substratum, a hypothetical territory beyond both class and gender. 
Nature does not underwrite inequalities based on sex any more than it underwrites 
injustices based on social class. (Thum, 2002: 234)  

 
 
Thus, she believes in the healing power of nature like most of the Romantics. 

 The poet-persona’s island is actually depicted as, at the same time, the 

underworld, Arcady and Eden. In one sense, “The temple interior, the belly of the 

whale, and the heavenly land beyond, above, and below the confines of the world, 

are one and the same.” (Campbell, 1993: 91-92) What is depicted is the Garden of 

Eden/Arcady with its “odorous valleys” (l. 10), “heavenly trees and flowers and 

fruits:” (l. 24), “lolling buds” (l. 52), “lilies white as dreams” (l. 60). Besides, “All 

creatures glad and safe” (l. 83). As a province of Ancient Greek, Arcadia is the 

mhytical-historical counterpart to Browning’s island. Arcadia, as also called Arcady 

in English poetry, is a magical pastoral realm and a fictional, fantastical place 

connoting harmonious integration with nature. It is a symbol of the natural life, 

utopical, unspoiled and fertile. In Greek mythology, the god of shepherds, fields and 

forests, Pan “lived in Arcadia, where he guarded flocks, herds, and beehives, took 

part in the revels of the mountain-nymphs, and helped hunters to find their quarry.” 

(Graves, 1992: 101) Pan is the prototype of the artist. With his reed pipes, he is able 

to arouse the inspiration. His rustic music is his work. Yet on the island, Pan is 

replaced by the female poet-persona and her few companions.  

 However, just like the underworld, this world of art too is haunted by the 

voices of male poets and thinkers and a male god’s ray of light, for “the patriarchal 

notion that the writer ‘fathers’ his text just as God fathered the world is and has been 

all-pervasive in Western literary civilization,” (Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: 4). The 

poet-persona attributes cruelty and carelessness to the male world, she tries to chase 

the male from this island but she paradoxically also turns to the oppressive Christian 

male god, the father and the son, Jesus Christ, at the end of the poem as yielders of 
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hope and art. The cave as symbolical of the dark and deep underworld, the female 

poet’s place of birth and artistic creation, and her unconscious, is finally invaded by 

the power from above and the light that he spreads. The poet-persona fails to resolve 

the opposition of darkness and light, depth and height, in a productive synthesis, and 

instead allows the fertile dark deep to be invaded by a patriarchal ideology 

attempting to silence female art. The resurrection motif in Christian doctrine, her 

belief in the immortal soul and the link between the natural and celestial worlds, her 

idealism about god come out wholly in the poem. She idealizes both nature and 

religion. Her longing for a personal relationship with the deity emphasizes her strong 

belief in the benevolence of the divine benefactor. For her, godly love can redeeem 

humanity and restore peace on the earth. It is argued that  

 
Barrett Browning’s poetry concerns itself with the struggle to know God and truth, as 
well as to know her own soul and to transcend spiritual limitations. She always 
maintains that art and faith are inseparable. (Lewis, 1998: 9).  

 
 

Besides, Browning shares the early idea of the artist as a prophet, a seer, a 

divine figure, who is the messenger of god. In ancient times poets were thought to be 

prophets, seers or healers possessing incomprehensible, mystic or divine powers 

bestowed by god.  

 
Until the nineteenth century, … the artist is like God; he is a kind of secondary god 
whose power comes from God. The artist imitates God, and the world-in-itself which is 
the work of art is like God’s world in that is ordered and unified by a just and benevolent 
power. Poetic justice reflects divine justice. (Beebe, 1964: 14)  
 

 
Browning, too, trusts in the notion of the poet as prophet. Serving as a prophet, she 

believes that she has the authority to condemn social evils and convey the divine 

message to human beings through her poetry. She believes that she is a healer in an 

infected world and, as a prophet, presumes to teach her fellow sufferer to reconcile 

with god. However, her understanding of herself as a messenger of god is 

problematic for, rather than exploring her own poetic talents, she chooses to merely 

repeat the words of a male christian god, who incites in her the anxiety of authorship. 

The cow and the nightingale, which are among the fauna on the island, are 
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suggestive of female poets. Yet, as noted above, the female artist is either unnamed 

like the poet-persona herself and her companions or forced to adopt an animal 

identity, while the male poets maintain their human identities and names.  

Barrett Browning’s evocation of … providence … reminds us yet again that Victorian 
women writers could not imagine female characters who might win sexual struggles 
through their own direct actions. (Gilbert and Gubar, 1988: 72)  

The female artist, after having established the island as the underworld, 

attempting to convert it into a female world of interiority and art, turns inward by 

now dwelling on herself sitting in the dark cave, ready for the creative process to 

unwind.   

 
Choose me the cave most worthy choice  
To make a place for prayer, 
And I will choose a praying voice 
To pour our spirits there (163-166)    

 

Caves are natural underground voids, which are isolated from the outside 

world, and symbols of both the womb/tomb and the underworld, and, inside, the 

poet-persona is like the sibyl foretelling the future in her cave, the prototype of the 

female poet-prophet. Then, however, the words of Jesus Christ, “Thy will be done, -

thy will be done”, (l. 168) which are italicized in the poem, to give them even greater 

authority, awake her from her dream and her island fade away in the last stanzas: 

“Gently yet strangely uttered words! / They lift me from my dream; / The island 

fadeth with its swards” (lll. 169-170-171). That these words of a male “are strangely 

uttered” (l. 169) by a female not only suggests the trance-like state that the poet is in, 

but also that they should not be spoken by, indeed ill become by female poet, who 

either lacks the authority to use them or again must not curb her own creativity by 

repeating the words of a male. God lifts her from her dream, indeed from the 

productive dark deep. Even though the cave is a feminine space, the last words 

belong to a male, Jesus Christ. There emerges an anti-climax for the female poet: she 

fails to produce her own poem and merely echoes god’s words. When god’s light 

falls into her dark cave, the dream fades away, and her desire to create is ridiculed by 

herself as a “foolish will” (l. 176) and an “idle dream” (l. 177):   
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So oft the doing of God’s will 
Our foolish wills undoeth!  
And yet what idle dream breaks ill 
Which morning –light subdueth? 
When God’s great sunrise finds him out?  (175-180)  
 

 
The island, the underworld fades away, destroyed as they are by god’s mighty 

light, indeed  “The streams are dry,” and “The fruits are fallen,” (ll. 173-174). There 

is the idea of the female artist’s loss of creativity. She submits to god’s will. “God’s 

great sunrise [which] finds [her] out” (l. 180) becomes a crippling force for the 

female poet. Her attempts to soothe herself in the lap of mother nature and her need 

to create a new language, as a female poet, are disrupted by male hegemony, and 

thus her descent to the underworld has become partly fruitless.  

Paradise (in whatever earthly form, real or mythic, remembered or imaginary) is easily 
relinquished in God’s name. “An Island”, for instance, elaborates a fantasy of paradise 
until it imagines a cave for prayer, and then it imagines a prayer …, which dissolves the 
fantasy. (Mermin, 1989: 70)  

 That “The fruits are fallen” (l. 174), on the one hand, appear to suggest that 

the work of the poet is now ripe and must be collected and also reinforce the 

connection between productivity and the fertile depth as well as the rebellious artist 

and the fall, yet the notion of creativity is undermined by the absence of the wind that 

would have introduced a more exhilarating and revolutionary spirit into these poems. 

Besides the wind would also have scattered these fruits among humankind to eat or 

read these fruits that are the works of the poet. But as it is they remain on the ground, 

unread by people. Although the underworld feeds her creativity and her artistic 

insight, she cannot free herself from the influence of the patriarchal world and the 

words of her male predecessors.    

Just as the poet seeks to feed her/his readers, the poet-persona feeds on dead 

male poets and god, as she equates the artist figure with Jesus Christ. He is the alter-

ego of the artist, because he tells stories, has the gift of clairvoyance and performs 

miracles as suggestive of the artist as a prophet and magician. This conflict always 

persists in the mind of the poet-persona. She cannot liberate her own artistic identity. 

The words of Jesus, god and the male poets echo in her mind. On the one hand, she 

wants to banish men from her island, but on the other hand only the words of the 
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male exist on her island. Even though she tries to turn to nature and the underworld 

as a feminine realm, rejecting the cruel world of men, the poem which comes into 

being in the end bears the signature of the male. The voices echoing in her mind and 

the people who constitute her art are practically all male even on this imaginary 

island. The words which belong to Christ who sustains the patriarchal hegemony in 

the outer world destroy the innate island that the female poet needs. The light of god 

that is associated with the sun finds her in the darkness of her cave and destroys her 

artictic creativity. However, she does not “murmur” as suggestive of opposition or 

even “misdoubt,” (l. 179) the greatness and divinity of god, but rather obeys him. As 

a consequence, she belittles her own creativity and instead she emulates the words of 

the male. As a female poet, she cannot oppose his authority or his power, so the 

descending into the underworld does not precisely fulfill its purpose. Browning’s 

descent is unproductive, for there is not a fundamental female tradition that she can 

cling to. The female poet cannot create her own inward space, so she is doomed to be 

unnamed, as the external patriarchal power invades the underworld.          
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The Female Precursor as a Vampire: Coleridge’s  
“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”   

 
The poet-persona in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem “The Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner” fundamentally makes a journey into the underworld, which also 

constitutes an inward journey into the dark and fertile recesses of the artistic self, for 

the direction of his passage is mainly downwards. The underworld is the place of the 

artist’s transformation, for “the descent constellates the archetypal forms of the mind 

which are the basis of all creation.” (Smith, 1990: 127) The artist acquires a larger 

outlook on life, death and art, after the descent into the world below which is actually 

not only the sphere of the suppressed powers of the personal unconscious, but also 

the collective unconscious. A treasure is hidden in the darkness of this world: the 

authors and the stories of the past representing the whole literary tradition or 

collective knowledge. The poet always delves below the smooth rational surface and 

tries to see the invisible, the repressed or forgotten: the irregular, irrational, 

mysterious, wild and extraordinary. Seeking the knowledge and stories that are 

buried in the dark deep traditionally involves renunciation of narrow orthodox 

morality and the discovery of the dark or ‘criminal’ side of the human being and life. 

The poet’s descent then results in her/his initiation into dark or hidden knowledge, 

which can be both nourishing and horrific. It offers a larger and uncensored view of 

human nature and external nature yet the price is violation of and alienation from 

traditional morality, which triggers in the poet an oppressive sense of horror. The 

exploration of the unknown results in the discovery of the unseen and demonic 

dimensions of the imagination which can be destructive for the artist. From this point 

of view the descent is both an inspiration and a terror.      

There is also a further reason why the traditional journey to the land of the 

dead creates a horrific tension and a deep fear in the poet, for there is always the risk 

that the one who descends to the underworld might be stuck there and fail to return to 

the world of the living. It is argued that  

 
Known as the harrowing of hell or the descent motif, the journey to the underworld 
requires great courage and resolve, for the heroes who undertake it do not know if they 
can ever find their way back to the world of the living. (Stookey, 2004: 198). 
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It is in particular the spirits of the underworld that might keep the quester in thrall or, 

indeed, consume her/his powers. The Mariner in his search for artistic inspiration 

crosses the threshold between the land of the living and the world of the dead, for 

“The well of inspiration is a hole that leads downwards.” (Atwood, 2002: 176) The 

stories are hidden in this darkness, and “only the bottom of the well [is] accessible to 

the human imagination, which is itself as bottomless as any [poet’s] dream” (Smith, 

1990: 75) and free from all conventions.   

In the underworld, the Mariner encounters Life-in-Death, that is, the female 

predecessor who gave birth to the literary tradition and who tends to be forgotten, 

since this tradition is usually associated with the male. This encounter alludes to the 

concept of intertextuality: the ancient sources of wisdom are never lost and they 

unavoidably reappear in the works of every succeeding poet. This ancient wisdom 

inherited from one’s literary ancestor also brings with it the gift of clairvoyance and 

spiritual insight. Similar to the poet-prophet figure in Romanticism, the poet tries to 

conceive the present by turning to the past and to foresee the future by beholding 

both the past and the present. She/he functions as the memory of her/his own culture 

by linking the past with the present and the future. The poet then becomes a spiritual 

leader who promises to regenerate her/his society, for “S/he wakens forgotten 

depths” (Smith, 1990: 133). However the Mariner’s encounter with his ancestor, in 

the underworld, in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, threatens his notion of the 

poet’s originality and autonomy and triggers in him the anxiety of influence. 

Moreover, his ancestor proves to be female, which suggests that the poetic tradition 

was begotten by a woman -another fear- inducing thought for a male poet. His 

female predecessor turns out to be a vampire desiring to return from her exile to the 

land of the living by sucking out his blood. His deliberate invocation of his ancestor 

then ironically results in ultimate horror. Finally, this is also his encounter with 

himself: as he beholds his vampire ancestor, the poet sees his double in the mirror. 

All poets and authors obsessively and secretly observing other peoples’ lives, 

listening to their stories and devouring their words are in fact vampires. And like 

vampires, they are also alienated from the traditional order of the society and exist in 

a nowhere land. 
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The mariners’ sailing on a ship, in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, 

constitutes the traditional journey into the underworld, because, as Stookey in his 

study of mythology states, “the realm of the dead is separated from the world of the 

living by a body of water – a river, lake or sea.” (2004: 2) The imagery of sea and 

ship also alludes to the unconscious world of sleep, dreams and imagination. The 

artistic ideas and the creative impulses rise from the depths of the sea of imagination. 

The sea, like the underworld itself, is the womb/tomb, where the poet who crosses it 

dies to the orthodox world and is reborn as a creative being; it is a symbol of the dark 

and deep unconscious, from which the creative energies rise; the memory in which is 

stored all the stories and knowledge of the past. The ship, which, as another female 

enclosed space, not only reinforces the womb/tomb association, but is also 

emblematic of a work of art: a poem. Its journey thus implicitly refers to the process 

of creation: like the poem and the imagination, it, at times, progresses slowly or 

speedily, but also gets stuck. The ship sails “Below the kirk, below the hill, / Below 

the lighthouse top.” (ll. 23-24) The repetition of the word “below”, as if in an 

incantation that is to enable a magical voyage, emphasizes the ultimate direction and 

destiny of this journey: the underworld. 

The mariners are going away from the kirk/church, hill and the lighthouse 

top, which are the headstones of the patriarchal traditional society. Their journey is 

towards a kind of estrangement from the orthodox world, for the direction is below. 

The church as symbolical of the kingdom of god/religion teaches the christian way of 

life to the human beings and secures the power of the patriarchy. The hill, another 

religious symbol, is the place where Jesus Christ mediates. As a phallic symbol, the 

lighthouse points to the privileges of the male: light, knowledge, and power and thus 

once again stands for the patriarchal authority. The lighthouse also secures the safety 

of the goods which the ships carry. It is there in order to secure the political and 

economic structure which governs the capitalistic society. It is there in order to 

maintain the patriarchal order which tries to erase and undermine the untraditional or 

the unusual. Yet, the mariners are leaving the established patterns of thought and are, 

as a result, alienated from social affiliation just like the Romantics, who prefer to be 

away from the public and the restrictions of the society. They believe that, echoing 

especially Jean-Jacques Rousseau, civilization puts intolerable restrictions on the 
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individual’s imagination and produces every kind of corruption. They are interested 

in the untypical, unhealthy and irregular. A romantic poet is always a rebel who 

should be free from the oppressive influence of the social institutions. This idea 

points to “a fascination with the Romanticized figure of Satan, whose revolt and fall 

had already been made into a paradigm for male artistic exertions” (Gilbert and 

Gubar, 2000: 452) If the hill, the lighthouse top and kirk represent the traditional 

order, the mariners’ journey “below” them appears to be linked with Satan’s fall.

 What is interesting is that the actual object of the mariners’ journey should 

not be mentioned, which however already suggests that it has no pragmatic function, 

such as, for example, engaging in commercial trade, as they might have transported 

goods to some other place. Yet no such load is mentioned. The poem which is “so 

fundamentally involved with issues of tale-telling and tale-listening,” (Wolfson, 

1986: 207) avoids the aim of such a sea journey. While the mariners have just begun 

to move away from the society and its institutions, the sun which represents orthodox 

reason is still ascending. The sun, which is identified with Apollo, is associated with 

rationality, order and civilization. Yet as they progress in their journey, the sun goes 

“down into the sea.”(l. 28) At one stage, the breeze stops and the sails drop down, the 

depth rots and the sea is surrounded with mist, snow, ice and silence. This is then the 

land of the dead and the world of art in one. The ship’s “sloping masts and dipping 

prow,” (l. 45) once again point downwards and, together with the other elements 

noted above, create a Gothic atmosphere. The Gothic, with its ruined castles and 

abbeys, haunted by secrets of unspeakable crimes, in particular, murder, is closely 

associated with death, presenting to the reader an irrational, supernatural world or a 

world of wonder, fantasy and horror. The Gothic also expresses what is dark and 

hidden. This Gothic element in the poem then not only points to the association 

between the poet and death, but also to the criminal nature of his journey to the 

underworld, the dark and hidden face of the human being and life.  

 
The world of the Mariner’s voyage is purely visionary; the ship is driven by a storm 
toward the South Pole and into a realm … more drastic than the natural world of 
experience. (Bloom, 1970: 207)   
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The exploration of the unknown beneath the smooth surface of orthodox 

order triggers terror in the quester. The mariners’ journey triggers an “intensely 

dramatized hysteria of horror, where the poem comes so near to screaming point,” 

(Watson, 1966: 102) which explains why the mariners are presented as being 

overtaken by a storm, which dictates their route, rather than deliberately choosing to 

progress through the land of the dead. No poet would lightheartedly decide to seek 

dark knowledge, rather this is an overpowering compulsion that she/he must obey. 

The mist that the mariners encounter suggests that their traditional, rational way of 

looking at the world will be obscured. Jean Chevalier and Alain Gheerbrant  

furthermore comment that “Some Irish literary sources associate fog or mist with the 

music of the Otherworld … or with the Otherworld itself.” (1996: 661) which 

suggests that this realm is indeed the underworld in which the artist and art are born. 

The cold and translucent ice denoting a lack of life shines in a dismal way. Life is 

absent here, “Nor shapes of men nor beasts [they] ken - / The ice is all between.” (ll. 

57-58) This gloomy shine of it, “as green as an emerald” (l. 54) again connotes the 

land of the dead as a supernatural, horrific place, for green as the colour of poison or 

supernatural spirits, traditionally considered to be the spirits of dead ancestors, and 

emerald as the stone of both Satan and Hermes -the one the ruler of hell, the other the 

conductor of the souls of the dead- evoke death and/or the sinister.    

 The death-fires and the image of soot mentioned in the poem strengthen the 

identification of this place with burning hell, hence Christian hell, rather than the 

misty and cold Greek underworld. Death and spirits pervade everywhere: there are 

ghostly spirits without a certain shape who follow the mariners under “Nine fathom 

deep” (l. 133), the skeleton of a ship gathers way without a wind or tide, the mariners 

are turned into “a ghastly crew” (l. 340). The sun is “flecked with bars, / As if 

through a dungeon-gate he peered / With broad and burning face.” (lll. 177-179-180) 

A dungeon-gate, where prisoners are held captive and often tortured, is usually 

situated in the dark depths of a castle hence evoking the underworld and the perilous 

nature of the poet’s descent. Most importantly, the mariners are finally confronted 

with Death and Life-in-Death in this “land of mist and snow.” (l. 134) Death is male 

and Life-in-Death female, for the female has the ability to exist in both worlds, the 

land of the living and the land of the dead. When Life-in-Death wins the dice game 
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and therefore the souls of the mariners, “At one stride comes the dark;” (l. 200) that 

is, annihilation in the dark deep. These symbols evidently establish the world the 

mariners travel to as the underworld and the mariners cannot survive in this horrific 

underworld except one: the Mariner. Edward E. Bostetter argues that “The crew have 

no identity apart from him; they are not important enough to be condemned to life-

in-death.” (1967: 74) They cannot survive in the horror of the world below.  

 This world of the mariners is also a world of art. The ship’s advance on the 

sea features, as noted above, is the process of creation itself. The sails of the ship 

produce “A voice like of a hidden brook” (l. 369), which reinforces the idea of the 

ship as emblematic of the poet’s work in progress. The hidden brook also evokes the 

rivers of Hades, the birthplace of the artist. The flexibility of the sea, in which the 

mariners progress, symbolizes the boundless imagination of the poet and her/his 

stories that are originally without a certain form and waiting to be born. As the 

shaping power of the imagination, the image of the stream again suggests poetic 

consciousness. The wind thought to be god’s inspiring breath is also the wind of the 

imaginative power of the poet that breathes life into her/his works. The singing sky-

lark and the little birds that the mariner notices on his journey, “with their sweet 

jargoning” (l. 362), are the prototypes of the poet who symbolically sings in her/his 

isolation to soothe her/his sorrow. The land of ice is not only phantasmagoric, but 

also endowed with a dream-like quality, which points to the connection between the 

dream, unconscious and art, as opposed to active engagement with life in the external 

world. Smith states that “Information about the underworld also comes through 

dreams” (1990: 112) Moreover,  

All the Mariner’s clearest insights into the true significance of the experiences befalling 
him occur in moments when his consciousness is suspended and the intuitive power 
(associated with words like ‘swound’, ‘dream’, ‘trance’, and ‘spell’) takes over. (Yarlott, 
1967: 160)  

Coleridge states that the physical forms of the outer world embody the poet’s 

concepts. Yet the external world gains its meaning from the poet’s internal ideas, 

imaginative perception and creative process, which are connected with the secondary 

imagination that follows the principle of creating a synthesis. This results in a 

spiritual union of the two different worlds, the external world and the realm of 
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poetry. However, Coleridge implies that the poet actually undermines the material 

side of the objects in the external, the creation process ending with depression, 

because the poet has gone beyond everything material and can’t maintain a reliable 

solid thing. They are suspended in the realm of the imagination, where the daily life 

cannot exist. By disrupting the ordinary modes of perception, poetry makes strange 

the world of the everyday, and as a result the poet being is crucified by the frightened 

society, the truths of which she/he undermines. The poet then becomes both an 

extraordinary and exceptional figure, yet also a solitary outcast. She/he is condemned 

to live in exile. It is the revenge of the limitless imagination of the poet. Thus, the 

land of ice, devoid as it is of any individual objects, whether alive or dead, points to 

the poet’s dissolving of the material dimension of life, while his sense of horror here, 

points to his sense of forlornness and alienation in the void he has himself created. 

Ice having the power to reflect, moreover evokes the idea of art, which is 

traditionally defined as a mirror held up to life. The translucent nature of ice might 

also be interpreted as the invisibility of the artist, who must hide behind her/his work. 

Moreover, the artist must also shed her/his identity in order to create different roles 

and thereby give life to different characters. The descent into the underworld results 

in the birth of art, for “a regressive descent to the original levels of human 

consciousness, [is] followed by a triumphant creation of a new reality.” (Smith, 

1990: 122)   

When returning home, the mariner receives artistic inspiration, which 

however, not only comes from below but also from above. The descent has triggered 

horror in him and thus he turns away from the underworld to the divine heavens. The 

birds’ twittering seems to him as if “all instruments” (l. 363) or “a lonely flute” (l. 

364) is/are playing, the latter reminding us of the god Pan who will soothe him with 

the softness of the divine music or again he seems to hear “an angel’s song” (l. 365). 

The perfection of the divine music which comes from the world above will bring him 

both a divinely inspiration, repose and also an enchanted sleep. Indeed, even “the 

sleeping woods all night / Sing[s] a quiet tune,”(l. 371-372) once again producing an 

association between sleeping or the unconscious and art. 

The poem, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, begins with a traditional 

wedding ceremony: 
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At the very beginning of the poem the difference between the outside logical world and 
the inner imaginative world is brought out sharply in the conflict between the actual 
order of the land world and the imaginative dreamlike world of the voyage and the sea. 
(Boulger, 1969: 11)  

The Mariner stands in opposition to this wedding which is a social, artificial 

construct, aiming to maintain the traditional order. He disrupts this social ritual with 

his story. The Mariner who cannot fit into this social life seems very eccentric, 

untraditional, and extraordinary, and is hence considered to be a “loon” (l. 11), mad 

or lunatic by the Wedding-Guest. The Mariner returning from the underworld as a 

poet, unlike the other mariners on the ship, changes profoundly. Yarlott states that  

“Elevated (by virtue of unique experience) to something like ‘poete maudit’ status, 

he must suffer ‘ever and anon throughout his future life’ ” (1967: 166). Even though 

he is privileged to live contrary to the crew, he loses the characteristic of a human 

being. He hence typifies the artist’s alienation from the society. He turns into a 

ghost-like creature, a living-dead who can live both in the world of the living and the 

dead, but actually belongs nowhere. Even 

The Mariner’s return to his “own countree” is not an act of reintegration into an intact 
local community, but a further exacerbation of his isolation and his inability to live in his 
actual place and time.” (Simpson, 1999: 157)   

The Mariner’s seeming to be “ancient” (l. 1) symbolizes that he is immortal, 

as art gives immortality to the artist. He has the wisdom brought forth from the deep 

and his “long grey beard” (l. 3) referring to the vast experience and insight he gains 

there reinforces the idea that he brings the images of literary tradition back to life 

from the inspiring past. When they see the Mariner after his return, the Hermit begins 

to pray, the Pilot falls into a fit and the Pilot’s boy, who later becomes crazy, calls 

the Mariner “The devil [who] knows how to row.” (l. 569) He is like a frightening 

spirit. His “glittering eye” (l. 3), suggesting an unnatural and sinister quality in him, 

also associates him with a supernatural being. Eyes being the mirrors of the soul and 

the medium through which human beings perceive the world, the Mariner’s glittering 

eyes also suggest that his soul and perception of the world has changed. The glitter 

moreover point to their power in penetrating the secrets of life and death. Indeed, the 

Mariner is also referred to as “bright-eyed” (l. 20), which emphasizes the 

illuminating and instructing role of the poet, who sees more than ordinary human 
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beings. His “skinny hand” (l. 9) suggests that he is a ghost. On his return home, he 

tells the Wedding-Guest, “I thought that I had died in sleep, / And was a blessèd 

ghost”. (l. 307-308) As an immortal poet and a poet, who feeds on the stories and 

knowledge of others, he is furthermore associated with a vampire who is still hungry, 

wanting more blood and flesh. In Slavic tradition,  

 
these spirits, and those of suicides, murderers, and sorcerers, belong neither to the world 
of the living nor to that of the dead – and thus they are regarded as the “undead.”  
According to tradition, undead spirits, or vampires, sustain themselves by preying on the 
living, drinking their lifeblood or devouring their flesh. (Stookey, 2004: 6)  
 

The Wedding-Guest, who is a kin of the bridegroom, has not yet made a 

choice  himself. Like this bridegroom who becomes a part of and upholds the social 

pattern by marrying and the Mariner’s nephew, who, instead, chooses to venture out 

into the unknown -and dies on the journey- this Wedding-Guest has the chance to 

choose between these two alternative worlds. However “the Wedding Guest stands in 

these lines as a man concerned with externals, that is, with the merriment and 

festivities of the occasion” (Radley, 1966: 58). The story of the Mariner induces the 

Wedding-Guest, who is about to join this traditional world, to make a different 

choice rather than a traditional one. The Mariner detains and overpowers him with 

his hypnotic “glittering eye” (l. 3). The Wedding-Guest is constrained to listen to the 

Mariner’s tale as if he falls under a spell. He is likened to “a three years’child:” (l. 

15), for the child easily believes in stories, that is, in alternative worlds and options, 

and can be more easily influenced. The poet-Mariner actually also becomes an 

omnipotent force, a tyrannical person who desires to rule the Wedding-Guest’s mind. 

He is a kind of conqueror wanting to be worshipped like a god. He wants to have  

limitless power over human beings like a vampire. After feeding the Wedding-Guest 

with his story, with the wisdom of the underworld, the Mariner turns him into 

another artist, thereby another vampire. He introduces the Wedding-Guest to the 

mysteries of a universe beyond the reach of narrow understanding. The Wedding-

Guest too experiences the descent into the world of the dead by listening to the 

Mariner’s story. As the Mariner is changed by his experience in the world below, so 

is the Wedding-Guest changed by the Mariner’ story. He is finally “stunned” (l. 622) 
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and “forlorn” (l. 623) becoming “A sadder and a wiser man,” (l. 624). Wolfson 

argues that “the Mariner is doomed to eternal exclusion … Ironically, he isolates and 

terrifies his auditors,” (1986: 204). Like the Mariner, who feels horrified by his 

initiation into dark knowledge, this man too experiences a widening of his 

consciousness, achieved, however, at the price of alienation from the traditional 

world and superficial bliss. The Mariner tells the Wedding-Guest that things are 

turned upside down with the Storm-Blast who is referred to as “he” (l. 41). The 

storm, appearing as the romantic symbol of vitality and creative force, is introduced 

as tyrannous, governing, strong and destructive. It is beyond control like poetry and 

art. The mariners lose their direction geographically, spiritually and artistically. The 

inspiration that they search for is powerful beyond all measure so that they lose their 

own authority on their work of art. The poem is drifting in the open sea, until the ice 

renders impossible any further progress. For the ship/poem to continue the ice must 

be broken. An Albatross, coming through this fog, is not only a bird of good omen 

and a symbol of good luck, but stands for Jesus Christ. The mariners welcome it “As 

if it had been a Christian soul” (l. 65). The Mariner’s shooting the bird without 

apparent reason refers to breaking free from the influence of orthodox religion. He 

has to kill this bird, which stands for religion, in order to be a true artist, a non-

conforming spirit. However, this urge to deny religion creates an anxiety in him, as it 

will lead to endless alienation. This “hellish thing” (l. 91) or murderous act creates a 

pain and suffering foreshadowing the pain that the existentialist’s abandoning of god 

and her/his subsequent sense of being totally abandoned by god triggers.  

 After the killing of the bird, the inspiration ceases for a while and the 

mariners are stuck “As idle as a painted ship / Upon a painted ocean.” (ll. 117-118)  

In that weary state, the Mariner notices that “slimy things did crawl with legs / Upon 

the slimy sea” (ll. 125-126). He encounters his own dark reflection on the water, 

which functions as a mirror, for the artist destroys every traditional way of thought 

and turns into a demonic figure in the underworld. The slimy things in the sea then 

emerge as the dark double and criminal self of the artist. Their creeping and crawling 

upon the water point to the primitive stage of evolution, when orthodox morality did 

not exist. This criminal self of the artist creeping in the dark cellars of her/his mind 

also points to the dualistic understanding of art as both holy and demonic. It is holy 
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because it encourages the progress in the unfolding of human capacity and it helps to 

enlighten the society, however it is demonic because it breaks the traditional social 

order and uncovers the dark knowledge associated with the rebellious and anarchic 

unconscious. The ambiguous power of the imagination can be a curse as well as a 

blessing.           

 In this dreamy and weary state, the mariners are confronted with Death and 

Life-in-Death, sailing on a skeleton ship that forgoes ahead into that “silent sea” (l. 

106) without a breeze or a tide. This encounter totally blurs the boundaries between  

the familiar and the exotic, the factual and the magical, the material and the 

transcendental, the world of the living and the world of the dead. “From the 

Mariner’s glittering eye, to the dreamed-of-spirit, to this obviously unnatural 

skeleton ship, the transition from the natural to supernatural has taken place.” 

(Radley, 1966: 60) This skeleton ship is another emblem of a poem of the dead past 

and the spirits on it are the dead or half-dead predecessors of the Mariner who will 

feed him with their stories, for the dark powers of the underworld inspire the poets. 

Death is male and, as “that woman’s mate” (l. 189), of secondary status; he loses the 

dice game and therefore the right to exercise control over the Mariner. Yet he can 

claim the other mariners who cannot wholly free themselves from the traditional 

world view and die on the ship cursing the poet-Mariner with their eyes. They cannot 

reconcile themselves with the logic of his dark knowledge or survive the violation of 

their previous ordinary perception. The world of art, where a game decides matters of 

life and death, is devoid of the cause and effect relationships that the logic of their 

orthodox rational world is based on, and this ultimately destroys them.   

 The winner in the game, female Life-in-Death becomes a guide who directs 

the mariner in the world of the dead; she is a dead predecessor -yet only half-

forgotten by the succeeding generations- who promises to inspire the young poet. 

She also emerges as a female artist who is exiled from the patriarchal society and a 

vampire who remains at the threshold between life and death.  

insofar as women are imagined as extrarational –as being at once incapable of ‘male’ 
reason and possessed of powers to see into the world of the supernatural- they become 
an exploitable resource but a perilous one, uncanny in their otherness. (Zeiger, 1997: 
47)   
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Indeed, female Life-in-Death emerges as an intermediary force between the 

middle earth and the underworld, thereby being situated in between. She acts out the 

traditional role of the female, who, as a mediating force, is traditionally split into an 

angel in the house and a monster/devil/vampire haunting obscure spaces. The 

underworld itself, as noted in the introduction, as womb/tomb, is rather female than 

male, although those who willingly descend into it are generally male. Even though it 

is Pluto who rules the underworld, the role of Hecate, the goddess of witches who 

guards the underworld (Graves, 1992: 122) and has “destructive powers at the 

expense of her creative ones” (Graves, 1992: 124) and who is “associated with deeds 

of darkness” (Hamilton: 1998: 32) is not limited, in the world of the dead. Hecate as 

“the Goddess of the Crossways, which were held to be ghostly places of evil magic” 

(Hamilton: 1998: 32) too is associated with the female’s ability to cross thresholds. 

Moreover, art which is born in the underworld, is associated with the female, as the 

inspired male artist is traditionally likened to a pregnant woman, the process of the 

creation of a work of art being represented in terms of child-labour. The ship that the 

mariners sail on and which, it is argued above, symbolizes the work of the artist, is 

like the sea and underworld also emblematic of the womb/tomb and hence reinforces 

the association between art and the female. The mariner also mentions “the Moon 

[that] did glitter” (l. 437), and which is associated with several different goddesses 

such as Isis, Ishtar, Artemis, Diana and Hecate, all powerful goddesses, thus pointing 

to artistic inspiration as female. It manipulates the artistic creativity.  

 
In myth, legend, folklore, folktale and poetry the Moon is the symbol of the female deity 
and the fruitful forces of life incarnate in the deities of plant and animal fertility and 
mingled in the worship of the Great Mother goddess. (Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 1996: 
673).  
 

The periodical change of the moon denotes the universal cycle and consequently 

represents ultimate regenerative power. It also refers to the unconscious, imagination, 

dreams, and inspiration for the deep caverns of the artistic mind and “This 

underworld of the mind had a great fascination for Coleridge.” (Adair, 1968: 120) 

Thus the female becomes the source of inspiration for the Mariner in his journey and 

he comes back with a story from the world below. However, the male poet’s 
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encounter with the demonized magical female world of art and his female 

predecessor creates horror in him.       

 The Mariner actually prays to “Heaven’s Mother” (l. 178) to rescue him and 

his crew, when the breeze fails and their ship gets stuck and “every tongue, through 

utter draught, / Was withered at the root” (ll. 135-136). Lack of mobility and the 

draught evidently refer to writer’s block or lack of inspiration, which causes the 

Mariner to invoke Virgin Mary as muse. The fact that she shall “send us grace” (l. 

178) rather than arrive on a ship of her own, as Life-in-Death does, suggests that she 

shall only send inspiration and thereby function merely as a muse, rather than a poet 

in her own right. Nevertheless, the Mariner must still accept his reduction to an 

infant, as Virgin Mary is “Heaven’s Mother” (l. 178), in particular, suckling her male 

child. Yet Life-in-Death appears to be a greater threat to his creative male powers, as 

she possesses a ship/work of art of her own and thus emerges as rival to him. The 

Mariner’s physical description of her indeed strengthens Life-in-Death’s association 

with art, the artist and vampire.  

    Her lips were red, her looks were free,  
  Her locks were yellow as gold:  
  Her skin was as white as leprosy,  
  The Night-mare LIFE-IN-DEATH was she,  
  Who thicks man’s blood with cold. (190-194)   
 

Despite her physical description as an art-object with her golden yellow locks and 

white skin, she has a diseased side introduced with the word “leprosy”. Her beauty 

has supernatural features echoing the  

 
fatal females whose beauty … is both sinister and tempting. … [It also reveals] the 
Romantics’ fascination with the fatal female and the deathly principle she represents. 
(Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: 460)  

 

Her free looks stress her connection with the rebellious outlook of the artist, 

who turns upside down the traditional value systems. The whiteness of her skin is 

reminiscent of death as well as immortality. Her red lips associate her with the 

vampire, who subsists by feeding on the blood (and flesh) of the living. She is an 

alien creature of the lower world with an alien way of thinking as an antithetical 
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image of the angel in the house. She is profoundly reminiscent of the goddess Robert 

Graves identifies as the White Goddess -Albina- “an elf-woman [who] is connected 

with the Greek words alphos, meaning ‘dull-white leprosy”. (1966: 67) This female 

precursor who is also a vampire, is moreover associated with Hecate, the mother of 

“the filthy demons called Empusae” (Graves, 1992: 189). The Empusae are also 

sucking men’s vital sources of life out of them, after lying with them. (Graves, 1992: 

189-190)  Since art is associated with the underworld, where not only the dead, but 

also vampires, determined to return fully to life by sucking out the life energies of 

the descended poet, reside, the poet is afraid of vanishing in the underworld forever. 

Moreover, these vampires, it is suggested in the poem, are the female precursors who 

incite “male anxieties about female autonomy [that] probably go as deep as 

everyone’s mother-dominated infancy,” (Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: 28).  

Instead of feeding the Mariner with artistic inspiration, this female precursor, 

exiled as she is from the tradition of literature that, as many critics still argue, was 

begot by fathers, desires to suck out his blood, and thereby return from oblivion to 

life. Even if this ancestor had been male, there would still have been the anxiety of 

influence that would have created terror in the succeeding poet. That the dead 

predecessor rises again in the mind of the succeeding artist and that she/he takes 

nourishment from her/his dead predecessors indicates the theme of intertextuality 

which threatens especially 

 
 the Romantic conception of authorship, with its stress on individuality, on uniqueness 
and originality, on the conscious intention of the autonomous subject, … as a part of 
more general development of the idea of the self. (Bennett, 2005: 56-57)  
 

A poet in the Romantic period is then generally considered as a genius, an original, 

autonomous, imaginative person who creates his own text and his own meaning with 

his own imagination. This notion encourages the individuality of the poet and it also 

emphasizes spontaneous creativity and imagination. In Biographia Literaria, S. T. 

Coleridge emphasizes that “ ‘Imagination’ … dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order  

to recreate; … it struggles to idealize and unify.” (1956: 167) Imagination can go in 

any direction it wants. It is believed that “The mind is its own place, and in itself / 

Can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.” (Milton, 1996: 14, ll. 254-255) 
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Nevertheless, the descent of the Mariner underlines that the imagination of a poet is 

not pure or original. The idea of a living past defines literature as intertextual, so 

every writer inevitably inherits the literature of those who went before her/him. This 

view undermines the authority of the unique, separate, ingenious artist. The young 

generation who are possessed by the spirits of the dead, feel an oppressive anxiety 

before their ancestors, who appear like a force overshadowing their own works of art.   

The Mariner’s encounter with his female ancestor Life-in-Death then 

becomes horrific, for after winning the Mariner in the dice game, Life-in-Death 

guides the rest of his journey, hence he loses control over his own creation. Melissa 

F. Zeiger argues that “Women are repeatedly held to blame for men’s misfortunes, 

and are projected as hostile, threatening, or inadequate.” (1997: 15) The horror 

increases when he must not only accept the power of his ancestor, and even worse, a 

female one, but must also discover that he himself turns into a vampire, because 

“Traditionally the vampire’s victims become vampires themselves, being 

simultaneously drained of their own blood and polluted.” (Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 

1996: 1060) Both of them are reciprocally nourished with their blood and they are 

dependent on each other. In one sense, they produce collaboratively. This 

collaboration also extends to the living human beings, whom the artist obsessively 

feeds on, as she/he watches them and listens to them. This experience turns into a 

nightmare, when the Mariner finds out that this female precursor is actually his own 

reflection in the mirror as a vampire.  

Female inspiration is also depicted as satanic by the image of the water-

snakes moving under the light of the moon that gives off an elfish light. As it is noted 

above, elves “which cause mortals … to die of fright” (Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 

1996: 350) refer to the boundless imagination and attraction of the unconscious. The 

snake was originally an emblem of the mother goddess, the ultimate creator, and only 

later became masculinized. Its association with art then produces a connection 

between the female and art. As a shape-shifter the serpent is a becoming symbol of 

the artist who creates and inhabits different characters and roles, and, evoking as it 

does Lucifer, who can adopt the shape of a serpent, it also points to the artist’s as a 

rebellious and demonic force. The snake’s flexibility furthermore suggests the artist’s 

bending imagination. Originally disgusted with these water-snakes, the Mariner later 
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blesses these creatures that are suggestive of the dark and female power of creativity. 

His blessing represents his invocation of them as his source of inspiration, this kind 

of invocation of the muse also traditionally opening a classical poem. He has thus 

also begun to create a poem, and it is at this moment that the Albatross falls from his 

neck and he becomes at least temporarily free from oppressive religion. He then falls 

unconscious in his sleep, which is a refreshing prelude to ultimately assuming 

creative powers. His newly begun poem must be finished. In fact, he transcends to a 

different level by the power of his prayer or invocation and artistic inspiration comes 

to him again in the shape of the rain and the “roaring wind” (l. 309). As a result, 

“The silly buckets on the deck / I dreamt that they were filled with dew; / And when 

I awoke, it rained.” (lll. 297-299-300) He also says that “My lips were wet / Sure I 

had drunken in my dreams” (ll. 301-303). The ship’s moving beneath the light of the 

moon too evidently refers to artistic creation. Yet the ship is moved by the spirits, 

who, like Life-in-Death, are his predecessors in the underworld and help him in his 

artistic development, thereby negating the idea of originality. He experiences the 

dissociation of personality, for there emerges an internal dialogue. He wants to know 

the source of his inspiration because the power of this inspiration is so powerful, he 

loses all his own control on his work of art as an artist.  

At the end of the journey the Mariner manages to return to his country, but 

“he returns only to a guilt-haunted half-life, always in the power of the Nightmare 

Life-in-Death.” (Harding, 1967: 64) He envisages a godless universe in its horror of 

utter solitude of his desolation. The hill, the kirk, the lighthouse have remained the 

same, although he cannot believe that this is truly the same place that he departed 

from; yet it is actually the Mariner himself who has changed, has died and has been 

reborn in the world of art. He has lost his human quality and become a spirit like 

Life-in-Death, who haunts the crossroads between the two worlds belonging 

nowhere. Despite this dark knowledge, he is capable of going on living, but belongs 

nowhere.   

Self-exiled from society and spiritual comfort the Mariner must face his universe of 
death alone, this being the price he pays for having offended against society, religion, 
and the harmony of the undivided life. (Yarlott, 1967: 162-163)  
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The mariner is still possessed by Life-in-Death, as he tells the Wedding-Guest, “a 

frightful fiend / Doth close behind him tread” (ll. 450-451). On the other hand, there 

is a deep longing for the comfort of religion in him; he wants to go to church and 

pray together with a social community, but after all these experiences in the 

underworld, he cannot integrate himself with the traditional social life. He is an alien 

being in his former home.  

 
Whether dream or myth, in these adventures there is an atmosphere of irresistible 
fascination about the figure that appears suddenly as guide, marking a new period, a new 
stage, in the biography. That which has to be faced, and is somehow profoundly familiar 
to the unconscious –though unknown, surprising, and even frightening to the conscious 
personality- makes itself known; and what formerly was meaningful may become 
strangely emptied of value: … Thereafter, even though the hero returns for a while to his 
familiar occupations, they may be found unfruitful. (Campbell, 1993: 55-56)   
 
 

The Hermit, who shall purify the Mariner, actually emerges as a rival to him. 

He too, is in search of transcendence, and therefore inhabits a different world: he has 

isolated himself from the society and lives in a wood. Even though he is part of 

traditional ideology, the Hermit, meditating in the woods, makes an internal journey 

of transcendence just like an artist figure. Moreover, “He loves to talk with marineres 

/ That come from a far countree.” (ll. 517-518), which shows that he too is after a 

different kind of knowledge, spiritual insight. As the rival of the Mariner, he too 

enters into an unknown dimension. The Hermit as a wise old man detached from the 

ordinary life symbolizes hermetic wisdom. He analogically refers to Hermes, the 

messenger of gods. In fact, like Life-in-Death, who is the inspiring guide of the 

Mariner in the world below, Hermes is “also the solemn guide of the dead, the 

Divine Herald who led the souls down to their last home.” (Hamilton, 1998: 35)      

The Mariner’s descent ends with Life-in-Death, as he says “I pass like night, 

from land to land” (l. 586), the night suggesting his exile from the land of the living, 

to which he returns only in order to tell his horrific story to his chosen victims, who 

fall captive to his “strange power of speech” (l. 587), and after listening to his tale, 

too turn into exiles, ghosts and vampires. Although the descent into the underworld is 

so horrific, it results in the creation of a story. The Mariner returns from the 

terrifying dark depth with a story to tell others, thereby continuing the oral tradition, 

rather than resorting to the written word. He does not physically repeat his journey 
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into the underworld, the ship sinking after his return, but each telling of the story to 

different listeners in different countries connotes yet another repetition of this 

compulsive imaginative descent into the world of the dead.   
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Falling Under the Spell of Female Art: 

Tennyson’s “The Lotos-Eaters” 
 

Alfred Lord Tennyson’s poem “The Lotos-Eaters” depicts an archetypal 

journey narrative, which is “always and everywhere a passage beyond the veil of the 

known into the unknown.” (Campbell, 1993: 82) This journey constitutes an allegory 

of the poet’s development. The artist is compelled to make the descent into the 

underworld, as we have seen, in order to obtain the treasures of the past, the ancient 

wisdom, artistic inspiration and the archetypal patterns governing art. It is here that 

the seed of artistic creativity is hidden. The artist needs to plunge to the bottom of the 

unknown in order to find the new, for “the descent to the underworld is the basic 

structure of the imagination,” (Smith, 1990: 19). The creative process, by its nature, 

demands isolation from the limiting knowledge of ordinary life in the world of the 

living. Conversing with the past, going ever deeper into the limitless world of the 

imagination and crossing the line between the visible and invisible worlds 

correspond to the ancient poetic urge to obtain immortality. The underworld, in this 

respect, is a place of transformation and revelation of fundamental ideas, a storage 

room of the knowledge and stories of the past and, as such, the realm of the 

collective consciousness. The revelation of this secret knowledge of the past is 

traditionally associated with the descent to the world of the dead. The underworld is 

the locus where the writers and stories are born, hence the descent into the 

underworld is parallel to the descent into the dark cellar or unconscious of the artist 

which is considered to hold the creative energy.  

However, this experience in the underworld does not end successfully every 

time. There is always the risk that the one who descends will not be able to return to 

the middle earth. She/he can be lost within the world of the imagination and unable 

to convey the knowledge and experience of this world to her/his society, in fact, be 

rendered unable to create, and hence unable to reach immortality as an artist. The 

poet who descends might thus fall under the spell of art and never ascend to the 

surface at all. In Tennyson’s poem, art indeed keeps the poet in thrall; he is plunged 

into a world of art ultimately cut off from physical action and civic duties that are 
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associated with a loathed society. The underworld emerges as an interior space and a 

world of art, but if the artist plunges deeply into this world, she/he is captivated by 

art and gets lost within the depths of the imagination.          

In “The Lotos-Eaters”, the underworld as the world of art, which is moreover 

closely associated with the female, captivates Odysseus and his men, who are lost in 

intoxication and aesthetic delight. They are totally drawn into this dreamy 

atmosphere and eventually prove reluctant to return to the world of the living. The 

mariners, drugged by the lotus, which is the source of poetic inspiration, cannot 

detach themselves from its captivating effect. The lotus, which is at root a female 

symbol, is identified with female art, which holds all the artistic insight of the past. 

The feminine power of the lotus plant traps the mariners in a world of art that denies 

the world of material reality, turning them into passive receptacles. In fact, Morgan 

claims that “They abandon the Victorian standard of ascetic manhood with its duties” 

(2000: 216). Art, inspiration, immersion into the sensual world of art and death to the 

external world are associated with the female as symbolic of the womb/tomb in the 

poem. Odysseus and his men, in a sense, also adopt the passive role of the female in 

her private domestic sphere, for these men of action returning from war, are not only 

rendered physically inactive but are moreover feminized. This transformation then 

also symbolizes the introspective artist’s separation from the public sphere. Odysseus 

and his crew are situated outside the active male sphere and such inactivity ‘unmans’ 

them. It also points to the notion that   

 
Victorian male poets inhabited an ambiguous cultural space: as poets, they were expected 
to express deep feelings and explore private states of consciousness, yet this was identified 
in domestic ideology as the perverse of the feminine. (Morgan,  2000: 204-205)  

 

Another issue that the poet’s descent into the underworld is associated with, 

in Tennyson’s poem, is that Odysseus and his men cannot or rather will not 

undertake a social task, for they refuse to return to the upper world to put their works 

that ought to contain the wisdom of the underworld in the service of readers. They 

reject the social functions of art. They are, thus, drowned in the idea of art for art’s 

sake, which is a reaction to the utilitarian conception of art. Art for art’s sake 

“explore[s] the concept of the poem as a heterocosm, a world of its own, independent 
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of the world into which we are born, whose end is not to instruct or please but simply 

to exist” (Abrams, 1953: 27). Art, according to this approach, serves no social, 

political and moral function and there is no connection between art and morality. 

Beginning from Kant and Ruskin, this idea develops the cult of beauty in art, also 

following Walter Pater’s ideal of beauty. Oscar Wilde, as one of the leading artists of 

aestheticism, praises the beauty and uselessness of art contrary to the understanding 

of art as functional and moral. According to Wilde, the artist is restricted by 

institutionalism and the demands of the public, which he obeys in order to be socially 

acceptable. He argues that art should cut off all its links with any values, conventions 

and aims except beauty.  

Aesthetic is derived from the Greek aistetikos, meaning perceptible to the senses; 
aesthetic approaches to literature are ones which concern themselves primarily with the 
work’s beauty and form, rather than with exra-textual issues such as politics or context. 
(Wolfreys, 2004: 8)    

This approach also suggests that sensation is prior to artistic creation. In order to 

contemplate the innate realities, the artist should totally withdraw from the active 

world into an interior landscape of her/his mind. She/he should ignore the material 

and social realities. Julian Wolfreys also argues that  

Aesthetics, which involves the exploration of beauty and nature in literature and the fine 
arts, involves two theoretical approaches: (a) the philosophical study of the nature and 
definition of beauty; and (b) the psychological examination of the perceptions, origins, 
and subjective effects of beauty. (2004: 8)  

This poetic commitment to the artistic perceptions demands passivity and immobility 

in a profound darkness within the world of the imagination. The artist desires to 

cultivate her/his creativity in the process of artistic contemplation. The thinking mind 

turns to the innate realities in order to escape from the growing pains of the rapidly 

industrialized utilitarian society of the Victorian period. This desire for escape from a 

world dominated by laissez-faire capitalism points to the desire for stability in an 

industrial age in turmoil. The instability of life in this rapidly urbanizing society 

creates also “a nostalgia for a return to an oceanic maternal womb” (Ebbatson, 1988: 

10), which is associated with the underworld. The individual voice is drowned in this 

undifferentiating system and the social crisis mingles with the crisis of faith. The 
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breakdown of social wholeness and spiritual sterility strengthen the sense of 

alienation in the society. The lack of mutual recognition in human relationships 

threatens the society and victimizes the individuals as well as the classes. The mass 

production of advanced technology also affects the intellectual climate of the 

Victorian period. As a result of, the aesthetic understanding of art leads the artists to 

create illusory lands or to seek refuge in the cut off underworld, rejecting civilization, 

in which the imagination is the dominant force. It inevitably brings a            

 
separation of self from world so famously promulgated by Cartesian idealism, the 
dualistic consequences of the formulaic cogito ergo sum (“I think, therefore I am”), 
where the thinking mind turns in upon itself. (Slinn, 1999: 308)  

  

The isolation of art from the public world and the rejection of the sense of 

responsibility towards the public also creates a dilemma for the artist. Seeing art 

solely as an object of beauty and total submission to art results in being lost within 

the realm of art. This idea of art serves to distance the artist from the social 

responsibilities from which the poet’s imagination must liberate itself. Aesthetic 

disengagement is a problematic detachment from the world which is also a denial of 

historical and social consciousness. This idealization of art and the artist creates a 

dilemma for the Victorians. Slinn argues that “Tennyson’s repeated theme of loss 

into symbolic mythos of changing order” (1999: 320) and his dilemma how to 

reconcile social responsibility and the poet’s need for introspection, create an 

ambiguity. This ambiguity is one of the leading characteristics of  Victorian poetry.    

Tennyson’s poem “The Lotos-Eaters” explores the mythological past by 

rewriting a myth: The Odyssey. Even though Tennyson’s mariners are unnamed in 

the poem, the references to Troy and the Lotos-land identify these mariners with 

Odysseus and his men. Tennyson especially expands the two issues in the lotus-

eaters episode in Homer’s work, that of the loss of memory and identity and of the 

loss of the will to return to the homeland owing to the effects of the intoxicating fruit. 

Tennyson fuses the past with the present, myth with poetry, and the upper world with 

the world below, for “loss in the present is as important a stated element in Victorian 

verse as the creation of the past.” (Williams, 1994: 46) He not only brings back to 

life Homer’s ancient tale, but modifies the work of his predecessor, making it the 
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story of the artist’s traditional descent. The fertile underworld becomes the source of 

fascination, yet also ambiguity arising from the clash between the poet’s need for 

introspection and his sense of neglecting his duty towards the external world. The 

poem then reflects “the contradictory urges he feels towards participation and 

escape.” (Ebbatson, 1988: 14)  

In Homer’s work, Odysseus and his men, on their long journey to Ithaca 

following the fall of Troy, are overtaken by a storm for nine days until they reach the 

country of the Lotus-eaters. In Greek mythology, the Lotophagi (lotus-eaters) are a 

race of people from an island near North Africa nourished by the lotus plant. They 

are the racial other. Odysseus sends three of his men to survey the land and its 

inhabitants. They are warmly welcomed by the natives and offered the lotus-plant to 

taste. The effect of this plant is such that the men lose their interest in continuing 

their journey and wish to remain on that island. Unlike Tennyson’s Odysseus who 

does not force his men to return to their homeland, Homer’s protagonist drags them 

back onto the ship and orders his men to set sail before others too eat the lotus and 

decide to abandon the journey to Ithaca. Homer’s Odysseus also sacrifices to the 

dead and summons the spirit of the old prophet Tiresias, who is mediating between 

the gods and mankind, present and future, the middle world and the underworld, at 

the western edge of the world, which is traditionally the domain of the dead. 

Odysseus meets with the spirits of the dead, attains the wisdom which is hidden in 

the underworld, returns to the surface and accomplishes his journey by returning to 

his homeland. His descent to the underworld is fruitful: he emerges from it with new 

knowledge that he can make use of in the world of the living. The mariners of 

Tennyson, on the other hand, produce art in the underworld, but are captivated in it 

and feminized after tasting the lotus plant. Moreover, moly- the powerful herb- 

which is given to Odysseus by Hermes in The Odyssey in order to protect him from 

the witch Circe’s magic, which nevertheless turns his men into swine, turns into the 

lotus, a plant of enchantment responsible for Tennyson’s Odysseus’ and his men’s 

endless oblivion and captivity.   

The symbolism in the poem stresses that the land which the mariners come to 

is indeed the underworld. The direction predominantly points downwards. There is a 

dreamy, “languid air” (l. 5), “the slender stream” (l. 8) falls along the cliff like “a 
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downward smoke” (ll. 8-9), the sun lingers “low adown” (l. 19), the music “softer 

falls” (l. 46), the apple “Drops in a silent autumn night” (l. 79), the flower “Ripens 

and fades, and falls,” (l. 82), and “the wind breathes low / Through every hollow 

cave” (ll. 147-148). It is a land “In which it [is] always afternoon” (l. 4) and “where 

all things always seem[s] the same!” (l. 24). Time has stopped and nothing changes 

in this world, which is situated “Beneath a heaven dark and holy,” (l. 136). The sun 

which is the source of light and reason is setting towards the world of the dead. A 

light and dark contrast in the images of the sun and moon helps to establish the island  

completely surrounded by water as a separate realm from the world of the living, and 

hence as the underworld. The sun is setting in contrast with the “full-faced” (l. 7) 

moon which illuminates the island and which is associated with the dark night, in 

turn, closely associated with death. The dominant twilight on the island establishes a 

link between this dreamy realm and the underworld. The mariners’ inward passage is 

made through water, echoing the conventional descent into the underworld, because 

traditionally “the dead travel beyond the seas to a remote Land of the Dead,” 

(Sourvinou-Inwood, 1995: 37). The sea as a symbol of the dark cellar of the mind 

where creativity is hidden, the ship as an enclosed space and the round island remind 

us of the underworld as womb/tomb. The sea is also the cultural and collective 

memory which stores, retains and retrieves the knowledge of the past. It is an 

allusion to the unconscious world of imagination from which the creative impulses 

rise. The flexibility of the sea symbolizes the boundless imagination of the artist 

whose stories are waiting to be born. The very remoteness of the island makes it a 

place of retreat and isolation which is vital for the artist. The land of the lotus-eaters 

is hence a romantic escape from a life of toil to a life of imagination, this escape 

becoming an overpowering compulsion. Ebbatson states that Tennyson himself was 

caught in a dilemma: “Tennyson always sought to retain a central position within his 

society, but there was much within him and in the very act of writing that was 

forcing him towards the margins.” (Ebbatson, 1988: 13)    

The island of the Lotos-Eaters is depicted as “A land of streams” (l. 10)  

which break through the “wavering lights and shadows” (l. 13). The streams not only 

refer to the limitless flowing of artistic imagination, but they are the streams of life 

and death and are also reminiscent of the rivers of Hades, which “holds the keys to 
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the granary in which the mythic structures of life are stored.” (Smith, 1990: 118) 

Crossing the river is a true passage to the underworld. There are also caves on the 

island which suggest the unconsciousness, the womb/tomb and hence the 

underworld. The caves are the places of initiation. Entering a cave corresponds to the 

descent into the underworld. In fact, “To hear the dewy echoes calling /  From cave 

to cave” (ll. 139-140) refers to the ebb and flow of the poetic mind in its seclusion 

within the dark deep of this enclosed space.  

Here, “All day the wind breathes low with mellower tone: / Through every 

hollow cave” (ll. 147-148). The wind- the creative force as suggestive of god’s 

inspiring breath- blows poetic inspiration into the artistic mind, which is described as 

a “hollow cave”. The mind of the artist needs to be filled with this inspiration during 

the process of artistic contemplation. During such intellectual and spiritual 

contemplation, for the artist,   

 
every corner in a house, every angle in a room, every inch of secluded space in which we 
like to hide, or withdraw into ourselves, is a symbol of solitude for the imagination; that is 
to say, it is the germ of a room, or of a house.  (Bachelard, 1964: 136) 
   
 

The dreamy atmosphere of the island- which echoes the underworld- enables the poet 

to retreat to an unconscious state, which provides deeper insight than waking 

consciousness. If the mind is dedicated to the imaginative life, it needs to withdraw 

from active life in order to contemplate the spiritual dimension of the world. Dreams, 

sleep, oblivion, weariness and even death itself can become necessary retreats for 

aesthetic withdrawal. The many references to dreaming through the use of words 

such as “languid” (l. 5), “swoon” (l. 5), “weary” (l. 6), “slumbrous” (l. 13), “deep-

asleep” (l. 35), “tired eyelids upon tired eyes” (l. 35), “half-shut eyes” (l. 100) or 

“brood” (l. 110) stress the mariners’ dreamy states on the island and the connection 

between the dream, unconscious and art. Dreams inspire imaginative creativity by 

connecting the world of the dead and the living. This journey within the dark cellar 

of the mind -the storehouse of the poetic imagination- corresponds to a journey to 

and within the underworld. The poem metaphorically conveys a deep wish for 

dream, sleep and death as opposed to active engagement with life; therefore, the 

island becomes a place of retreat from ordinary activities and concerns of men, 
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where inspiration can move freely. This state of ‘idleness’ leads the mariners to 

innate contemplation which is necessary for artistic creation. Yet, there is always the 

risk that the artist may be lost within the realm of art in a state of complete 

alienation. She/he can be drowned within the dark void she/he has entered.      

Indeed, the mariners in Tennyson’s “The Lotos-Eaters” cannot escape from 

falling under the spell of female art and are imprisoned within a lotus-dream in the 

underworld. Moreover, in this poem, the masculine mariners of Homer are 

transformed into effeminate characters. Morgan argues that the poem “puts classical 

virility into question  … Ulysses’s mariners are effeminized by pleasure and … they 

embrace inertia” (2000: 216). Odysseus’ leadership and bravery as a commander is 

established in the very first lines just like in Homer’s work: “ ‘Courage!’ he said, and 

pointed toward the land, / ‘This mounting wave will roll us shoreward soon’ ” (ll. 1-

2). His world and that of his men is still that of male bravado. When they reach the 

island, the natives offer the “enchanted” (l. 28) fruit, which is the primary food of the 

island to the weary sailors, just as “the charmed sunset lingered low adown / in the 

red West” (ll. 19-20), the time thus pointing to both death and the underworld. The 

inhabitants are characterized by sexual ambivalence, since they are identified as 

neither women nor men, while the fact that their faces are dark and pale mark them 

as the racial other. The encounter with the other is always a transforming experience 

and often a threat. The mariners who taste the lotus, which is offered by “The mild-

eyed melancholy Lotos-eaters” (l. 27) hear the waves as if they are “Far far away” (l. 

32) and their shipmates’ voices strike them like “voices from the grave;” (l. 34). The 

idea of death, which involves renunciation of action and mobility, both considered 

the attributes of the male, is thus reinforced. Once the mariners taste the fruit, they 

complain that their own journey towards the homeland is burdensome. They 

associate their journey with “heaviness” (l. 57),  “sharp distress” (l. 58), “perpetual 

moan” (l. 62) and “sorrow” (l. 63). After tasting the drugging effect of the lotus, they 

wish to remain in inactivity and they plead for “long rest or death, dark death, or 

dreamful ease.” (l. 98). They prefer an aesthetical and contemplative life devoid of 

the manliness of work. They reject their upperworld identities by excluding the 

element of struggle and action, which “belongs to the public sphere of the 

masculine;” (Morgan, 2000: 218). Even their commander, the adventurous Odysseus, 
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himself falls under the influence of the lotus and accepts to remain in this inactive 

state: “Oh rest ye, brothers, we will not wonder more.” (l. 173). They now prefer the 

idleness on the island to the social unrest that characterizes their own world. They 

forget their traditional identities, masculine roles and heroic deeds committed in the 

name of social duty and turn into the other, which suggests the fragility of their 

former identity. Their connection with their own past then breaks away under the 

spell of this enchanting plant.   

The mariners have actually violated one of the rules of the underworld: the 

rule that they should not taste the food of the dead.  

 
According to the myths of several traditions, those mortals or gods who do make their 
way to the underworld must refuse all food and drink there, for after consuming the food 
of the dead, it is no longer possible to return to the earth.  (Stookey, 2004: 198)   
   

The powers of the underworld have seized the mariner for good after they have eaten 

the food of the dead. They become totally alienated from the world of the living. 

Their accepting the food of the Lotos-eaters is reminiscent of the myth of 

Persephone. Hades, the queen of the underworld abducts her while she is picking 

flowers in a meadow. After the efforts of her mother Demeter, Zeus promises to 

release Persephone from the underworld on the condition that she has not tasted the 

food of the dead. Unfortunately, Persephone has eaten one pomegranate-seed which 

dooms her to stay in the underworld. She has to spend however only one third of the 

year in the world of the dead thanks to Zeus’ intervention. Whoever eats anything in 

the land of the dead cannot return to the land of the living, for “those who accept 

what is offered in the underworld are thereafter subject to its laws.” (Stookey, 2004: 

3) The  mariners’ energies are robbed by the lotus and they pledge to remain on the 

island in a morally ambiguous torpor, utterly divorced from their families and 

friends. Artistic inspiration is also traditionally identified with food and nourishment. 

The dead precursors nurture the young ones with different food which will give them 

artistic inspiration and insight. Nevertheless, this feeding enslaves the young ones to 

the dead precursors.    
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Between men and women in many cultures, food is both means of differentiation and a 
channel of connection. … Food is an extremely important component of reciprocal 
exchanges.  (Counihan, 1999: 13-14)    
 
 

Food is also a channel between the dead and the living. In many cultures there 

are special days and festivals such as All Souls’ Day, Halloween or the Day of the 

Dead, in which the living offer food to the dead in order to show their respect and 

honour them. In these days, food becomes the means of communion with the dead. 

Like the round and red pomegranate seed which Persephone eats, “the food of the 

dead is often, … round and also red”, like blood. (Atwood, 2002: 164) The dead are 

thought to be hungry, unsatisfied and revengeful, so they want to be heard. They 

often desire to return to life again by sucking out the blood of the living. Preparing 

food for the dead is a way of ensuring good relations with them. Yet the ones who 

descend into the underworld should not accept the food offered to them, for the food 

of the dead -just like the lotus- is intoxicating and devastating for the living which 

prevents them from returning to the world above.   

 The lotus is “the archetypal sexual organ or vulva, pledge of continuity of 

birth and rebirth.” (Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 1996: 616) As the source of life and 

death and the source of nourishment is traditionally female, the dead precursor of 

Tennyson’s mariners too emerges as ultimately female. Although the dead living in 

the underworld are presented as sexually ambiguous lotus-eaters, the lotus they offer 

the mariners is not, as Chevalier and Gheerbrant  persuasively argue. Yet this female 

precursor who has an intoxicating and hypnotic influence captivates the mariners in 

this land. This female potency creates male impotence, for their great male deeds 

disappear in this world of fantasy. The oppressed males’ wills are destroyed by the 

female. The lotus plant, which is the dominant symbol of “The Lotos-Eaters”, is a 

metaphor for the artistic imagination. The lotus fruits and water lily-like flowers are 

narcotic and addictive, causing the people to sleep in peaceful apathy and “dreamful 

ease” (l. 98). It produces a sense of release from anxiety, inactivity, indifferent 

weariness and permanent repose.  

 
‘The Lotos-Eaters’ is both the expression of the addictive desire in which drug  requires 
further drugging, and an analysis of the conditions under which the unhappy 
consciousness and the unhappy body come into being. The unhappy consciousness is 
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forced to construe experience in terms of passivity and consumption, a consumption 
which becomes consuming. (Armstrong, 1993: 87)   

 

The lotus is the national flower of India and an emblem of, in particular, the 

Indian goddess Padma, thus reinforcing its female nature, and other gods. In Greek 

mythology, “The [lotus] tree was really the nymph, Lotis, who fleeing from a pursuer 

had taken refuge in this form.” (Hamilton: 1998, 431) The ‘Berlin Goddess’ and 

Phrasikleia both holding a lotus flower are associated with Persephone who, as the 

bride of Hades, is the goddess of the underworld. (Sourvinou-Inwood, 1995: 248-

249) However, apart from these associations of the lotus, the dominant identification 

of it is made with the lotus-goddess, Padma, who is also called Lakshmi or 

Mahalakshmi in Hinduism. She sits on a fully bloomed lotus and holds a lotus in her 

right hand. She is the goddess of eternity, purity, divinity and spiritual 

enlightenment. Hindu philosophy defines the male god as passive and powerless, 

unless activated by the goddess, therefore god Vishnu’s power to maintain and enrich 

life only functions when Lakshmi, his wife, inspires it. In Tennyson’s poem, it is the 

lotus plant as representative of the female principle, which inspires the mariners 

spiritually, so that they can activate their artistic energy. The lotus, which is widely 

used as a symbol of life, fertility, purity and divinity describes feminine beauty and 

the 
descriptions of the lotuses by those who have experienced them carry the conviction of a 
reality, not indeed of a gross material (sthula), but of a subtle (sukshma), dream like, 
visionary kind.  (Campbell, 2002: 65)  
 
 

Moreover, the cross-legged sitting posture that originated in meditative 

practices of Hinduism resembles a lotus and is called the Lotus position. This famous 

posture is associated with Shiva, the meditating aesthetic god of Hinduism and the 

Buddha, the founder of Buddhism. This identification emphasizes the meditative or 

spiritual side of art and the artist. Joseph Campbell develops this identification of the 

lotus with Buddhism uncovering the meaning of the Buddhist prayer ‘Om mani 

padme hum’, as ‘The jewel is in the lotus’. (1993: 149-150) The androgynous 

Bodhisattva, the divine presence in Buddhism, “holds in one of his left hands the 

lotus of the world.” (Campbell, 1993: 150) He is a shape-shifter who can traverse 

between different worlds and just like the shaman, represents an illuminating and 
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curative influence for his community. As a shaman, he is also a kind of prototype of 

the artist. It is possible for the shaman to visit distant places while his body lies in a 

deathlike sleep. The tendency to depict inner realities leads to a shamanistic 

spiritualization. Like the artist who descends to the underworld to bring new stories 

from there,   

 
The shaman visits the ‘spirits’ of the ancestors in the ‘underworld’ and receives songs 
from them. … It is, then, a kind of recollection, but a productive one: the myths and ideas 
handed down from previous generations are given new and individual shape by the 
shaman.  (Lommel, 1967: 145)    

 

The dream state of Tennyson’s mariners, once they fall under the effect of the lotus, 

represents the spiritual trance of the shaman, who too traditionally uses drugs in 

order to produce this trance. The shaman’s power over his community corresponds to 

the power of the artist over her/his readers. Artistic creativity dwells in interiority, in 

enclosed spaces separated from the factual world and the artist seeks to take shelter 

in this world of interiority, which, as a spiritual location, is identified with the 

underworld. This trance-like, half-conscious state which is produced by the lotus 

plant enables the mariners to create a work of art: the Choric song. Yet, they are 

overdosed with the lotus and ultimately surrender to the dreamy realm of the 

imagination. They cannot but choose to remain in this state of ecstasy and thus can 

never return to communicate with their society.  

         The absorption of the lotus and subsequent encounter with the female source of 

art creates ambivalence, for this enthralling female plant captivates the whole crew 

within a dreamy land, hence the female emerges as a temptress they envisage in a 

dream. The female masters the mariners with the lotus plant. They can no more 

escape from her presence or her intoxicating influence. The lotus is thus inspiring for 

the male artist, yet it also triggers “the fear of emasculation” (Gilbert and Gubar, 

1988: 43). Even “Nature”, contaminated by female sexuality”, as represented by the 

lotus, drowns the male subject” (Gilbert and Gubar, 1988: 32). The mariners also 

notice the moon that stands for the imaginative unconscious symbolizing the creative 

force of artistic inspiration. As a feminine symbol associated with many female 
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deities, the inspiring light of the moon, rather than the light of the sun, reinforces the 

idea that inspiration comes from a female precursor.  

The dualistic outlook on the female is bound up with other dichotomies that 

create ambivalence in the poem: the unreconciled dichotomy of life and death, dream 

and deed, aesthetic seclusion and social duties. Although the mariners’ encounter 

with the female source of art through the lotus flower is not presented as a horrific 

one, still the feminization of art and the male artist, as signified by their surrender to 

a sensuous world of beauty and languid physical inactivity, brings with it a 

renunciation of the external world, familial and social bonds, duties, indeed, of 

participation in it as well as a renunciation of the reader. The artist is thus dead to the 

land of the living and cannot enter into communication with it in order to share his 

art and make it thus come to life.  

The mariners are lost in the Lotos-land, the world of imagination. It is an 

artistic landscape where “The flower ripens in its place” (l. 81). The branches with 

the burden of fruit and flower, the ivies, the roses, the pine, the poppy, “the long-

leaved flowers”(l. 55), “the full-juiced apple” (l. 78) and “the fruitful soil” (l. 83) 

emphasize the fertility on the island. Artistic fertility is associated with the 

abundance on the fruitful island. Nature is fertile. The flowering of a plant is closely 

associated with child-birth, which in turn is associated with the creation of a work of 

art. Flowers are regarded as a source of inspiration for the artist and they are 

emblems of perfection and beauty. They bloom, fade and fall, leaving behind seeds, 

thus suggesting the natural cycle of life, death and rebirth. They are feminine images 

which represent female fertility and aesthetic beauty. This celebration of female 

beauty and fertility corresponds to the image of the Romantic poet as effeminate. 

Roses are mainly used to define feminine physical beauty. They also symbolize the 

perfection of the soul, the heart and love. Poppies are in mythology related to 

Demeter, the goddess of corn, “since they grow in cornfields;” (Graves, 1992: 96). 

Demeter is also a fertility goddess and as such represents the cycle of life, death and 

rebirth. As it is green all year round, the pine tree symbolizes immortality that the 

artists try to attain. The ivy with its evergreen foliage is also the symbol of 

immortality. Its flowering in late autumn associates it with death and rebirth. Some 

ivies are also poisonous, which reinforces the idea that the lotus as suggestive of the 
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poet’s attractive female precursor too is poisonous, that is, infecting the mariners 

with the all-consuming love of art.  

Moreover, the flowers’ aesthetic beauty thrives in a world of quietude and 

passivity, in an absence of work. They ripen, fade and fall “and hath no toil,” (l. 82). 

This association between beauty and passivity is associated with the artist’s cult of 

beauty and passivity or renunciation of participation in a utilitarian world. In other 

words, it suggests art for art’s sake, which is “the emblem of a dangerous 

aestheticism that deliberately turns its back on social reality.” (Byerly, 1997: 16) 

Therefore there is no toil, there is no more wandering, there is no physical work in 

this world of art: “All things have rest, and ripen toward the grave” (l. 96). This 

passive state on the island reinforces the idea that art is an intellectual and spiritual 

activity that requires physical immobility and quietude. Physical work hinders artistic 

creation, because an artist needs immobility for spiritual contemplation in order to 

discover the innate realities. Contrary to the active life devoid of artistic 

contemplation, the Lotos-land promises the mariners inactivity so that they can 

contemplate and create. Thus “the world of change is rejected for a world of 

sameness, but a sameness which promises ecstasy.” (Ebbatson, 1988: 52) The 

mariners wish to lie perpetually “in slumber’s holy balm: / harken what the inner 

spirit sings,” (ll. 66-67). Like the Romantics who tended to believe that poetry 

emerges from an inner source, the mariners want to hear these innate songs of 

themselves. The fact that they wish to leave behind all the cares of their previous 

lives and desire to remain in this world of imagination stresses that the art for art’s 

sake assumption that art is ultimately divorced from active social life. According to 

aesthetic theory, art has an intrinsic value of its own. Art should cut off all its bonds 

with any social values and conventions. It is only beauty that the artist should be 

concerned with. 

 
Nineties poetry in particular embraced the idea of poetry as estranged from the real 
world. The earlier notion of poetry … reversed by aesthetic doctrine… they prioritized 
beauty over goodness, the aesthetic rather than the ethical. (Williams, 1994: 54)   

 

Yet this aesthetic doctrine can be a dangerous thing, which can lead the poets to 

drown in poetry. Leaving behind all the values of the traditional world may result in 
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the artist’s vanishing in the world of art or within  “the hypnotically egocentric 

delights of art for art’s sake. The soul’s idea in alienating itself from the world is one 

of disdain for humanity.” (Ebbatson, 1988: 33) Going beyond the social reality and 

complete isolation can lead the artist to depression, disintegration and perpetual 

darkness.  

Yet, on the island “There is sweet music here that softer falls / Than petals 

from blown roses on the grass,” (ll. 46-47). Music as an art form is a perfect, 

harmonious articulation of sounds and an expression of emotions. Moreover, “music 

is frequently gendered female, an association with a long history in Western culture.” 

(Byerly, 1997: 37) It is also stated that  “even in its developed form, music remains 

essentially the formalized expression of passion, and that, in consequence, music is 

the sister art of poetry.” (Abrams, 1953: 92-93) The island’s sweet music, which is a 

celebration of poetic inspiration, indicates its soporific effect. It produces a kind of 

artistic sleep. The mind is activated artistically in this dreamy atmosphere of the 

island. This gentle music also “brings sweet sleep down from the blissful skies.” (l. 

52) It is the divine music coming from heaven with a perfect harmony as  

 
the part of a mediator which widens contact until it borders upon the divine. … The mode 
which brought sleep was linked to the Otherworld, it was the music of the gods which 
brought enchanted sleep.  (Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 1996: 688)  
 
 

The divine music of the Lotos-land as reminiscent of poetry with its perfect order- 

for “Music is integral to the imaginative process” (Byerly, 1997: 40)-  brings 

enchanted sleep to its inhabitants, which is associated with creativity, Although sleep 

connotes the unconscious and the world below, the inspiration for the artist not only 

comes from the underworld but also from the world above.     

The mariners are able to create in this dreamy world, and the Choric song is 

their work. In the Choric Song, sung by those who have eaten of the lotus, they 

describe the charms of the Lotos-land, and they express their determination never to 

depart. The song, as their work of art, explicates the effects of the inspiration coming 

from a female precursor. The feelings and moods of those who taste it are also 

described in detail. They are engrossed by an inner music, they dream, they 

remember, they smile in a half-dream state. They turn towards their inner world. By 
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eating the lotus, the active, heroic adventurers join the lotus-eaters in a semi-sleep 

state, “careless of mankind,” (l. 155) and ignorant of trouble, pain, and responsibility. 

They become the “mild-eyed melancholy Lotos-eaters” (l. 27) just like a kind of 

classical opium-eaters. Memories of their wives, children, households, and fatherland 

fade. They lose their will to return under the influence of the lotus inducing a feeling 

of drowsiness. Their memory begins to be erased and they are feminized, because art 

is, as noted above, associated with the female. As a consequence, these once active 

muscular mariners emerge as effeminate characters who listen to gentle music, 

appreciate the flowers, lie languidly in a passive dream-like state. They are totally 

alienated from the middle-class life, which is based on familial and social duty, 

physical action and moral struggles. This island requires no toil, no work and 

consequently its inhabitants do not labour, hence the drugged mariners are left to 

dream on the island. Their identities are lost, their ties with their past loosened. They 

hardly remember their past identities. This creates an anxiety about the all-

consuming power of art, in particular art presented as a bewitching female, who 

keeps the male poet in thrall.      

Each mariner turns into an aesthete whose only aim is to leave behind all 

social considerations. An aesthete scorns the duties of the ethical sphere of existence, 

withdraws into isolation and becomes contemptuous of the world, for it is the 

imaginative mind which shapes the outer world and must thus be given primacy. The 

mind attributes certain qualities to the outer objects and sees beyond the material. 

“The Lotos-Eaters” echoes this idea by associating the intoxication and aesthetic 

experience with release from the active life. The mariners’ minds can move freely by 

escaping from reason and responsibility. Similarly “aesthetic experience, for Kant, is 

a ‘a harmonious free play’ of our imagination (percepts) and our understanding 

(concepts).” (Shiner, 2001: 146).    

However the mariners turned aesthetes lose their individuality in the 

collectivity of their choric song. They are defined by a specific group behaviour. 

They even do not have a proper name as independent artists. There is the loss of 

individual identity, which is welcomed in Hinduism, yet a source of anxiety in the 

western world. These once muscular questers attempting to go beyond the limits of 

worldly knowledge by descending into the underworld are captivated in that world 
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by the feminine, as they have accepted the food offered in the underworld. The 

internalized precursor can be destructive, indeed, the dreamy inertia of the Lotos-

eaters’ life suggests death, especially the concept of life-in-death. Their perpetual 

stay becomes inevitable in this land of dusk, as they, like the lotus, become “fast-

rooted in the fruitful soil” (l. 82). They lead themselves “beyond the sunset, and the 

baths / of all the western stars” (ll. 60-61) which refers to death, because “the land of 

the dead lies to the west, where the sun makes its descent into the netherworld.” 

(Stookey, 2004: 197) Even though they create a song as a work of art, they cannot 

communicate with the living, and thus their work wastes away towards death too.   

Lotus-eating is a respite from suffering, from a struggle that is considered a 

moral duty for the individual and from the rigours of active life “in slumber’s holy 

balm;” (l. 66). The mariners are weary from making ‘perpetual moan, / Still from one 

sorrow to another thrown’ (ll. 62-63). They see the active life as one of 

disengagement from the effortless cycles of birth and death in the world of the living. 

Nature’s eternal cycles of the growth, ripening, falling of fruit and re-seeding, on the 

other hand, are peaceful and without struggle. The outside world is a wasteland, a 

world of wars, hatred, “Blight and famine, plague and earthquake,” (l. 160). It is 

based on an endless struggle. The human-beings “cleave the soil, / Sow the seed, and 

reap the harvest with enduring toil,” (ll. 165-166). The mariners who get tired of this 

life seek refuge in the underworld. They descend to the underworld in order to find a 

shelter for themselves. However, the underworld becomes a world of imprisonment 

and captivity. So, this dream of a shelter is suffused with a spirit of unease and 

ambiguity.  

There is also the romantic arrogance of the artist in “The Lotos-Eaters”. The 

poet-persona identifies the artists with “Gods together, careless of mankind.” (l. 155) 

Artists, just like gods, dwell on the hills, smile secretly and carelessly at the endless 

toil of the common people, listening to their own inner music in sweet slumber. This 

kind of indifference on the part of the artist turns art, at least, their art, into an 

egocentric activity, which is exclusively meant for the happiness of the creator. Art 

loses its beneficial role for all human beings. Art is thus detached from the life of the 

people who are scorned as common and ordinary. Indeed, “Tennyson’s own sense of 

ambivalent belatedness towards his great Romantic precursors,” (Gilbert and Gubar, 
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1988: 11) is emphasized in these ambiguities that the poem conveys. He is situated in 

between the tempting fantasy of escape and his social responsibilities as an artist. 

Ebbatson also states that “The desire to escape this self, and the equally strong desire 

to hold on to it, simultaneously energize the contradictions which are at the center of 

Tennyson’s poetic power.” (1988: 26) 

The inner struggle of the lotus-eating mariners stems from the wish to 

withdraw from the sorrowful world represented by their ship ploughing through the 

waves and the moral responsibilities that they have towards their community. The 

dual images are those of the journey to and away from the island and of the stasis on 

this island. The mariners’ search for a new world symbolically results in a perpetual 

dreamy state akin to death. This dreamy state corresponds to “a wide spread cultural 

assumption of female passivity.” (Gilbert and Gubar, 1988: 48) The active and 

according to Tennyson manly struggle is rejected by the mariners. They are 

feminized and immersed within the darkness of the world below.  

They are not able to hoist their work of art to the middle earth and their 

descent, though not fruitless, is not followed by a return and interaction with the 

reader. They “lend [their] hearts and spirits wholly / To the influence of mild-minded 

melancholy;” (ll. 108-109) and, therefore they symbolically turn into “two handfuls 

of white dust, shut in an urn of brass!” (l. 113). Their journey to the underworld is 

alienating. It is rather a dramatic rendering of the seductions and the temptations of 

female inspiration. The lotus-dream of the mariners, thus, results in their being lost 

within the world of art. The artist’s evasion of social ties and responsibilities and 

urge to deny traditional life create an anxiety, as it will lead to endless alienation and 

dejection. Even though Tennyson’s image of the lotus-eating evokes artistic 

contemplation, the feminization of the male artist within the underworld threatens 

male power and the mariners are left in a dream-like immobility which means that 

they cannot bring their works of art up to the land of the living from the underworld.   
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CONCLUSION 
 

As it is seen in the previous chapters, Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem 

“An Island”, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and 

Alfred Lord Tennyson’s “The Lotos-Eaters” each portrays the artist’s traditional  

descent into the underworld, which is the site of problematic poetic creation. The 

world of the dead emerges as a world of art, which is considered to hold the creative 

energy and impulse of the literary tradition of the past. The need of going-ahead in 

art is related with the need of going downwards. This realm beneath and beyond the 

phenomenal world, which can be entered generally through lakes, seas, caverns, 

holes, tunnels, labyrinths or islands, promises spiritual transcendence and the birth of 

the artist, for “the patterns governing life [and art] … are revealed by the descent, 

through storytelling and tradition, into the underworld of the past.” (Smith, 1990: 74)  

The poet needs to pick the hidden words of the dead poets and thinkers from the 

darkness in order to strengthen the interactions between the past and the present, and 

consequently between the literature of the past and that of the present. This is one 

way in which the poet can create works of art, after being nourished by this ancient 

wisdom of the past, and become immortal. The infinity of the artistic imagination 

also corresponds to the flow of the repressed, for the underworld, which includes 

secrets and mysteries, is also the place of the personal and social unconscious. 

Campbell states that “Equally, the birth, life and death of the individual may be 

regarded as a descent into unconsciousness and return.” (1993: 259) The poet can 

attain an artistic identity with this imaginative dark knowledge of the underworld 

after an internal journey. She/he is reborn out of this darkness with the light of  

inspiration. Thus, the threshold between the middle earth and the world below is 

crossed in each one of the above mentioned poems in order for the artist to attain this  

inspiration, and the ultimate direction of the journeys in these three poems points 

downwards: the realm of the dead.  

 In the three poems above, the descent, which functions as the metaphor for 

the artist’s seclusion, provides a spiritual retreat from the hostile industrial world of 

the nineteenth century. This retreat is one that takes place in the interior space of the 
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poet’s own mind, because the poetic imagination demands a landscape or mindscape 

of isolation. Read in this way, these poems can be seen as aesthetic manifestos, 

redefining the creation process for the poets. The world is waiting for a new 

meaning, a new perspective, a new connection to be established by the poets. In other 

words, poetry, which demands the highest and richest use of language, has, in one 

sense, the power to change the world. A tree is not only a tree, a mountain is not only 

a mountain, a river is not only a river for the poet. They are the instruments which 

force the poet to create a work of art. The physical forms of the outer world embody 

the poet’s conception and words gain their meaning from the internal ideas, and 

imaginative perceptions of the poets. The inner life informs the outer. The mind, 

perception and imagination of a creative poet connect the outer and inner world. All 

three, Barrett Browning, Coleridge and Tennyson, in their poems, try to achieve an 

artistic unity between an object and an artistic response to that object. Moreover, 

these poets try to unite these two separate worlds, the inner and the outer, in them. 

Indeed, the world of the living and the world of the dead support each other, although 

the relationship between the two is, to some extent, problematic. What is aimed for is 

a spiritual union which takes place within the poet’s mind and reveals a realm which 

is the realm of poetry. The artistic progression is circular like the movement of the 

water. All fragments speak for themselves and at the same time they form a pattern 

within the mind of the poet. The creative process is not linear, for the impact of the 

past upon the present stresses the distortion of one-sided reality and the linearity of 

artistic creation. However, such interior spaces in the mind of the poet always carry 

within them the dangers of complete alienation and solipsism which is fatal to 

her/him. As it is seen in “The Lotos-Eaters”, the poet might fall under the spell of the 

idea of art for art’s sake and be doomed to be lost within the realm of art. She/he 

cannot convey the artistic wisdom to the readers, so the descent becomes partially 

fruitless.  

The imaginative time in the underworld surpasses the chronological societal 

time in the world above, for “dead people are situated outside of time, whereas living 

people are still immersed in it.” (Atwood, 2002: 159) There are no strict divisions of 

time in the underworld. There are flashbacks and foreshadowing in the form of 

digressions. There is a cyclical nature of time, a cyclical connection between past, 
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present and future, in these poems. Time actually constantly goes backwards, thus 

pointing to the underworld, contrary to the notion of linear time, which is a 

patriarchal and social construct in the world of the living. This also means the denial 

of linear history, which is created by the male-oriented ideology and reflects the 

impossibility of such linear history. Barrett Browning, Coleridge and Tennyson 

underline this difference between the actual clock time of the world above, which is 

measurable and divided chronologically, and time which is experienced artistically in 

the world below. All the poet-personae, who descend to the world of the dead, are 

also plunged in a whirlpool of their imagination, coming and going in endless 

repetitions and in cyclic movements. This is an artistic and creative cycle that repeats 

itself again and again in their active minds.  

The fear of death equals the fear of the unknown in these descents into the 

underworld, for “dying opens the portals of the imagination. … The deep structures 

of psyche are activated by the process of death,” (Smith, 1990: 127) This fear is also 

coupled with the fear of being confined to the infinite darkness of the underworld, for 

the descent into the world of the dead is not an easy task. The one who descends 

cannot be sure that she/he will return to the world of the living again. The other fear 

for the poets who descend is the anxiety of authorship or the anxiety of influence, 

which is triggered by their encounter with their dead precursors, who threaten their 

claim of being authentic. Though the female poet-persona in “An Island” cannot 

liberate herself from the influence of the male-oriented literary tradition as 

symbolized by the voices of the male poets and thinkers in her cave, hers is not 

presented as a horrific descent. On the other hand, the mariners in Tennyson’s poem 

suffer from a latent anxiety of the feminization of art. Even though the female 

inspiration of the lotus plant captivates them in the underworld, they are not 

horrified, instead they are content in their effeminate dreamy state there. However 

the encounter with the vampire-like female ancestor creates a deep horror in 

Coleridge’s Mariner.  

The descents in these three poems also highlight how identity is constructed 

socially through language and systems of thought in the upper world. Although the 

underworld is different from the world above in many respects, many dualities of the 

upper world continue in the underworld, for the underworld is itself a construct 
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which is shaped by the language and ideology of the dominant patriarchy. As it is 

seen in the poem “An Island”, patriarchy that has to keep things fixed and orderly 

erases the discourse of the female even though the female can offer an alternative 

light, insight and knowledge. The voices of the dead male predecessors, which 

symbolize male power, stress the fear of the creative female under this male 

oppression. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s female artist has her vision just for a 

moment, this vision being actually merely an epiphany in her dream. When she is 

woken up by the male voices, she loses this vision. She can cling to this vision just 

for a short space of time, in her dream, which is after all an unconscious state. It is a 

momentary consolation for the female artist. Yet, her attempt to create poetry and 

unity between opposites is interrupted by the voices of the patriarchal hegemony. 

This interruption indicates the patriarchal authority and brutal force of this authority 

exercised upon the female even in the underworld.  

These dualities emphasize the dualities in the gender roles even in the world 

below. There is a war going on between the sexes, which is as old as literature itself, 

in the underworld too, for language, culture and ideology shape the subjectivity of 

the individuals, within the established constructs of the binary oppositions in the 

Western thought system. Our identities, our subjectivities, our ideas are created and 

shaped by language, which is itself a male-oriented construction. We are the products 

of the discourses which are socially constructed. The female poet in “An Island” is, 

thus, doomed to repeat the words of the male, which creates an ambiguity for her. 

The traditional patriarchal outlook always suppresses the female, who is thought to 

be inadequate, unreasonable, unscientific and whose only duty is “pleasuring either 

men’s bodies or their minds, their penises”. (Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: 9)  The 

journey narrative too excludes the female, who is reduced to the Victorian “angel in 

the house”, who is a beautiful, giving, caring mother/wife figure. The ones who 

descend into the underworld are mainly males, whereas the female is often carried 

away to this realm by abduction, for “the bourgeois domestic ideology … immured 

women in the home while men could wander free.” (Slinn, 1999: 318)  

However, as it is seen in the poems of Coleridge and Tennyson, the female is 

also thought to be a captivating threat or a vampire, who sucks out the male’s 

creative energy. The male poet’s anxiety about his own creativity triggers in him fear 
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and jealousy of the womb, which is associated with biological and artistic fertility.  

The underworld, which is the place of creativity also symbolizes the womb as an 

enclosed space. It is like an immense darkness, like an absence, a hole- and therefore 

linked with the female- and therefore this feminized realm is the source of fear for 

the male artists. Even though they want to descend into this darkness in order to be 

nourished with artistic inspiration, they are afraid of being captivated in this 

darkness. It constitutes an ultimate ambiguity for them. The Ancient Mariner and 

Odysseus and his men are threatened by the female force in the underworld. Hence 

the encounter with the female is terrifying for them. As seen in Tennyson’s poem, 

the feminization of art also symbolizes the artist’s introspective separation from the 

public sphere. The spiritual dimension of life is traditionally associated with the 

female, who is supposedly passive and has enough leisure time in order to 

contemplate the spiritual world. Yet, the feminization of art and the artist in the 

underworld threatens male power, Homer’s muscular warriors being transformed 

into effeminate males.  

The ambiguous position of the female is caused by the ambiguity of the 

patriarch itself, for this imperial parasitical male ideology is always in need of an 

other, a mirror, a sacrifice, in order to survive. The patriarchs who are created by this 

system are also problematic, inadequate and ambiguous. A male cannot have an 

identity as a male without the female which is the other. “It is from the Other that the 

phallus seeks authority.” (Rose, 1982: 51) The image of the self can only exist in the 

construction of the other. The male cannot be a male without the process of othering.  

As a consequence, as it is seen in all three poems, all of the descents into the 

underworld in search of artistic inspiration are problematic. Every descent has its 

own ambiguities and anxieties and, although the motif of the descent is 

problematized differently in these poems. The descent enables the poet-personae to 

create a work of art: the dream of the female poet-persona in “An Island”, the oral 

story of the Ancient Mariner and the Choric song of the mariners in “The Lotos-

Eaters”. Nevertheless, the dream of the female is interrupted by the male voices, the 

female poet belittling her own artistic powers by repeating the words of the patriarch 

instead of creating her own words. The Ancient Mariner is doomed to repeat 

eternally the only story that he attains from the underworld. He also turns into a 
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ghost-like creature as reminiscent of his female ancestor, the vampire Life-in-Death. 

He is completely alienated from the traditional social life just like a vampire and 

belongs nowhere. Though he attains immortality, he is not able to integrate with the 

society in the upper world. The mariners in “The Lotos-Eaters” are captivated by the 

female force of the underworld, are effeminized and reject their personal and social 

identities. They choose to remain in the underworld, so their song is not heard by the 

living in the world above. They are drowned, in their drugged state, within the 

vastness of the realm of art. Thus, the artist’s descent in the three poems discussed in 

this dissertation are partially fruitless. This points not only to the power of orthodox 

ideology to reach and stifle the poet even in the supposedly isolated underworld, as 

seen in “An Island”, but also to the ambiguous status of art, the artist and artistic 

creation. This ambiguity arises out of the dualistic nature of the artistic imagination, 

which is both creative and destructive.     
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