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About the Play

Meet the Creators

Albatross brings to life a vibrant, dynamic adventure inspired by the words of Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge’s mariner, the 18th-century sailor cursed with immortality to forever ponder his own 
isolation, regret, and the vast interconnection between the natural and human worlds.  Thrust 
into modernity, the mariner weaves a tale of centuries past and present amidst the striking 
environment of a sensory otherworld, punctuated by cutting-edge multimedia technology and 
stagecraft that accentuates the profound relevance of his call to cultivate mindfulness, compassion, 
and a deep awareness of the lasting impact of our choices and our actions. Audiences set sail on a 
whirlwind torrent of vivid imagination and maritime adventure, brought to life by a powerful 
performer, and all intertwined with the creative reinvention of a narrative masterpiece and the 
imaginative brilliance of the modern American stage.

Albatross
By Matthew Spangler

&

Benjamin Evett

Get to know the co-creators of Albatross. Co-playwrights Matthew Spangler and Benjamin Evett 
reimagined Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner to speak through a new 
medium, exploring the power and resonance of Coleridge’s classic story for the audiences and 
technology of today.

Matthew Spangler (Co-Playwright):
Matthew is a playwright, director, and professor of performance 
studies based in the San Francisco Bay Area.  His plays have been 
produced at Wyndham’s Theatre (London West End), Playhouse 
Theatre (London West End), 59E59 in New York (Off-Broadway), 
San Diego Repertory Theatre, Arizona Theatre Company, Actors 
Theatre of Louisville, Cleveland Play House, San Jose Repertory 

Benjamin Evett in Albatross. Photo by Garole 
Goldfarb Photography.

Playwright Matthew Spangler.
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Theatre, New Repertory Theatre (Boston), Theatre Calgary, Western Stage Company, Glouces-
ter Stage Company, Gesher Theatre (Israel), Citadel Theatre, Nottingham Playhouse, Liverpool 
Playhouse, Oxford Playhouse, Birmingham Repertory Theatre, the National Steinbeck Center, the 
Brighton Festival, the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, and the Avignon Theatre Festival, among many 
others.

His adaptation of Khaled Hosseini’s novel The Kite Runner ran for six months on London’s West 
End and had previously received five San Francisco Bay Area Theatre Critics’ Circle Awards, in-
cluding Best Original Script, Best Overall Production, and awards for Lighting, Scenic, and Sound 
Design (produced by San Jose Repertory Theatre under the direction of David Ira Goldstein).  
His other plays include one-person adaptations of James Joyce’s Dubliners and Finnegans Wake; A 
Paradise It Seems, an adaptation of John Cheever’s short stories; Mozart, a musical theatre adapta-
tion of Mozart’s letters; stage adaptations of fiction by John Steinbeck, Ernest Hemingway, Jasmin 
Darznik, and Marjan Kamali, as well as T.C. Boyle’s novel Tortilla Curtain (Edgerton Foundation 
New American Play Award; finalist for San Diego Theatre Critics’ Circle Award for Best New Play).

Some of Matthew’s recent directing credits include an adaptation of T.C. Boyle’s short story 
“Killing Babies” for Word for Word Performing Arts Company at the Z Space in San Francis-
co; Martin McDonagh’s The Lieutenant of Inishmore for San Jose State University; and David
Mamet’s Glengarry Glen Ross for the San Jose Stage Company.

Matthew has also written a number of articles about the adaptation of literature for the stage, 
Irish theatre, and intercultural theatre that have appeared in books and journals, including: 
Theatre Journal, The James Joyce Quarterly, The New Hibernia Review, Text and Performance Quar-
terly, The South Atlantic Review, Nineteenth Century Literature, and Theatre Survey. His book Stag-
ing Intercultural Ireland: New Plays and Practitioner Perspectives (co-edited with Charlotte McIv-
or) was published by Cork University Press.

Mathew holds a Ph.D. in Performance Studies from the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, an M.Phil. degree in Theatre from Trinity College in Dublin, Ireland, and a B.A. in 
Performance Studies from Northwestern University.  He is represented by Mark Orsisi at Bret Ad-
ams Ltd. in New York. www.matthewspangler.org
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ASP, Ben was a member of the Resident Acting Company at American Repertory Theatre 
from 1993-2003, where he appeared in more than fifty productions and worked alongside 
some of the greatest creative minds of the era, including Julie Taymor, Anne Bogart, Robert 
Wilson, and Dario Fo.

As a writer and performer, Ben created, co-wrote, produced, and directed Blood Rose Rising, a 
serial ghost drama that embraces the cutting edge of multimedia performance technology. He 
has taught acting and directing at Emerson College, The Boston Conservatory, and the American 
Repertory Theatre Institute, in addition to numerous master classes teaching audition technique, 
Shakespeare, and scene study.

Ben began acting when he was 10 years old at the Cleveland Playhouse, and “never looked back.” 
Favorite performance credits include the roles of C.S. Lewis in Freud’s Last Session and Alan in 
God of Carnage with Arizona Theatre Company and San Jose Repertory Theatre, as well as per-
formances with Missouri Rep, Virginia Stage Company, Alley Theatre, New Repertory Theatre, 
Stoneham Repertory Theatre, Taiwan National Theatre, and Moscow Art Theatre. 

Ben is a graduate of Harvard College with a degree in Classics.  After graduation, he joined the 
pilot class at the ART Institute for Advanced Theatre Training at Harvard and performed with the 
company. He is married to Kelli Edwards, has two boys, Dashiell and Spencer, and a dog named 
Spike. When not involved in his creative endeavors, he enjoys cooking (and cooking shows), play-
ing tennis, and staying caught up with science, technology, and current events. He is also an avid 
sailor and loves the sea, which both informs and supports his creative work on Albatross.

Ben is a well-known actor, director, and producer in the Boston 
area.  Before joining the Poets’ Theatre in June 2014, he was the 
Founding Artistic Director of the Actors’ Shakespeare Project, 
which he shepherded from a small start-up to a 1.2-million-dollar 
organization, and a mainstay of the regional theatre scene. From 2004 
to 2009, he produced 22 productions and appeared in numerous roles, 
including Hamlet, Coriolanus, Petruchio, Edmund, 
Caliban, and Cassius, among others. Prior to his work with 

Benjamin Evett (Co-Playwright & Performer):

Playwright and performer 
Benjamin Evett.
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Samuel Taylor Coleridge (Poet):
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, widely regarded as one of the founders of 
the Romantic Movement in Britain, was born in Devon, England, on 
October 21, 1772 as the youngest of 10 children from his father’s sec-
ond marriage. Coleridge developed a passion for poetry at a young 
age, though he eventually enrolled at Jesus College at the University 
of Cambridge to pursue his father’s wish that he become a clergyman. 
Coleridge instead developed more liberal and Unitarian beliefs that 
were contrary to his intended career path, prompting him to leave 
without finishing his degree and influencing much of his later work. 

During the 1790s, Coleridge became fervently interested in what were considered radical ideas 
of philosophy and theology. In 1794, he met a student named Robert Southey, with whom he 
detailed a framework of a utopian society called Pantisocracy, drawing inspiration from Plato’s 
Republic. As marriage was an important aspect of the commune they planned to establish in the 
New World to exercise their political and social ideology, Coleridge quickly married Sara Fric-
ker – the sister of Southey’s betrothed – in 1795. Southey would soon abandon their plans, and 
Pastisocracy would never come to fruition.

Coleridge met the poet William Wordsworth in 1795, who would become a dear friend and 
a great influence on Coleridge’s writing. Coleridge published his first volume of poetry the 
following year, Poems on Various Subjects (1796), as well as the first of ten issues of a lib-
eral political periodical called The Watchman. Coleridge and Wordsworth remained good 
friends through the next years, considered to be the greatest period of Coleridge’s writing 
career. The duo published Lyrical Ballads in 1798, a collaborative volume of poetry that is gen-
erally regarded as the first great Romantic poetry, and contained Coleridge’s famous epic poem, 
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. He also wrote his symbolic poem Kubla Khan as an expres-
sion of an opium-fueled dream, thought it would not be published until much later in 1816. 

In 1798, Coleridge and Wordsworth traveled to Germany, and Coleridge became intensely 
interested in the German transcendental idealism and critical philosophy of Immanuel Kant. 
He would later be noted for bringing ideas from German philosophy and literary criticism to 
England, and he is still considered one of the most influential literary critics of all time. 

Coleridge returned to England in 1800 and settled in the Lake District, near Word-
sworth’s home in Grasmere. He spent the next decades as a visiting lecturer on 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge.
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Meet the Creators

philosophy and literature, and continued to author numerous works of religious and po-
litical theory. During this period, he also developed a serious opium addiction that he would 
fight for the rest of his life, symptoms of which included intense depression and terrible 
nightmares, and exacerbated what some scholars believe was undiagnosed bipolar disorder. 

In the early 1800s, Coleridge worked as secretary to the governor on the island of Malta, and en-
joyed brief stints as publisher of a weekly journal called The Friend and as a literary lecturer. In 
1816, Coleridge moved to Highgate, London to live under the care of physician James Gillman, 
who was partially able to control Coleridge’s rampant opium addiction. While there, Coleridge 
composed numerous works of prose and poetry, as well as philosophical and religious writ-
ings, including Sibylline Leaves (1817), Aids to Reflection (1825), and Church and State (1830). 
He also worked on his “Opus Maximum,” an ambitious piece that was meant to synthesize the 
philosophical and political issues that he had explored for much of his life. 

Coleridge died in Highgate at the age 61 on July 25, 1834, from heart failure complicated by a sus-
pected lung disorder. He is celebrated as one of the most important English poets in history, and 
while he didn’t live to see it, his “Opus Maximum” was eventually published in 2002 as part of his 
continuing and prolific contribution to the fields of literature, philosophy, religion, and criticism.

Rick served for six seasons as the artistic director of San Jose 
Repertory Theatre. Favorite productions include The Snow Queen 
(co-writer), which was a featured selection at the 2014 New York 
Musical Theatre Festival and received numerous productions 
around the world, including its New England Premiere at New Rep; 
Game On by Tony Taccone and Dan Hoyle (2014 TBA Awards’ Best 
New Play); and The Death of the Novel (starring Vincent Kartheis-
er), Disconnect, God of Carnage, A Christmas Carol, Spring Awak-

ening, The Dresser, Black Pearl Sings!, The Weir, and As You Like It. Rick was also the Produc-
ing Artistic Director of the New Repertory Theatre, and received the Norton Prize for Sustained 
Excellence from the Boston Theatre Critics Association in 2009. His award-winning productions 
at New Rep include Sweeney Todd, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, A Streetcar Named 

Rick Lombardo (Director):

Director Rick Lombardo.
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Desire, Ragtime, Waiting for Godot, and The Weir, and his world premiere of Bill W. and Dr. Bob 
enjoyed an extended Off-Broadway run. 

Rick holds an undergraduate degree from Georgetown University and an MFA in Stage Direction 
from the Boston University College of the Arts. He is the current Chair and Artistic Director of 
the Department of Theatre and Performance Studies at Kennesaw State University in Georgia, 
where he is an Associate Professor of Directing and Acting. 

Michael Seiden (Producer):

Cristina Todesco (Set Designer):
Cristina has worked in theater and film for over 20 years.  Recent projects include Pinocchio 
(Wheelock), A Future Perfect and Necessary Monsters (SpeakEasy Stage Company), Phedre 
(Actors’ Shakespeare Project), and Twelfth Night (Commonwealth Shakespeare).  She has 
designed with the Actors’ Shakespeare Project, ART Institute, Commonwealth Shakespeare 
Company, Company One, Huntington Theatre, Lyric Stage Company, New Repertory Theatre, 
Nora Theater, Orfeo Group, SpeakEasy Stage, Stoneham Theater, Wheelock Family Theater, 
Boston College, Boston Conservatory, Boston University, Harvard University, Suffolk University, 
Opera Boston, Williamstown Theatre Festival, Summer Play Festival, the Culture Project at the 
Barrow Street Theater, and the Olney Theatre Center in Maryland. She is the recipient of four 
Elliot Norton Awards for Outstanding Design for The Clean House (New Rep), The Aliens (Com-
pany One), Twelfth Night (Actors’ Shakespeare Project), and The Flick (Company One). She was 
also an assistant art director on the feature film Black Mass, and the ABC pilot See Kate Run. 
Prior to designing, she was a scenic artist and worked on many feature films, including The Cru-
cible, The Spanish Prisoner, State and Main, The Perfect Storm, The Brotherhood, Underdog, 21, The 

Mike served as the President of Western International University 
for 15 years. Previously, he was Executive Director for Technology 
Programs at the University of Phoenix, Managing Consultant 
for Berger & Co., and Director of Information Systems for Johns 
Manville Corporation. He has taught for Regis University, Uni-
versity of Phoenix, Western International University, and North-
ern Arizona University. He is actively involved on the boards 
of several not-for-profit organizations and is a past chair of the 

board of Arizona Theatre Company. He has published articles for the Arizona Republic, Ari-
zona Business Magazine, and others. Mike is a proud graduate of Lehigh University and Rut-
gers University, and is excited to have Albatross mark his first venture into theatrical production.

Producer Michael Seiden.
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Leslie’s Off-Broadway credits include Sons of the Prophet (Roundabout). Regional: Albatross 
(Michael Seiden/The Poets’ Theatre); Private Lives (Shakespeare Theater Co.); A Raisin in the Sun, 
Invisible Man, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, Private Lives, Sons of the Prophet, Fences, A Civil War 
Christmas, The Miracle at Naples, The Corn is Green (Huntington Theater Co.); The Four of Us (Old 
Globe). Opera: Ariadne auf Naxos, Don Giovanni, Cosi fan tutti (Tanglewood Music Center); as 
well as three seasons with Boston Lyric Opera and several productions with Boston Early Music 
Festival.  Leslie is a graduate of Boston University.

Ari has designed productions of Dear Elizabeth and Chinglish (Lyric Stage Company), Tribes 
(SpeakEasy Stage Company), Ryan Landry’s M (Huntington Theatre Company), and Sugar (ArtsE-
merson). They hold a BFA in Theatre Design/Technology from Emerson College, where they also 
currently work as the Lighting and Projection Supervisor for the Office of the Arts. 
www.ariherzig.com

Pink Panther 2, The Box, Mall Cop, and Zoo Keeper. She worked as a scenic charge artist for six 
years at VDA, the Event Design Group, during which she charged projects and installations with 
clients that include “Waterfall” for L.L. Bean, Freeport, ME; “Bourbon Street” for Jordan’s Fur-
niture, Natick, MN; “Arthur: The World Tour” permanent and national traveling shows for the 
Boston Children’s Museum; “The Woods” permanent installation for the Cincinnati Children’s 

Frances McSherry (Costume Designer):
Frances is a professional costume designer who has worked in theaters from Boston to Califor-
nia, and she is delighted to be part of the Albatross team.  Frances is a professor at Northeastern 
University in Boston where she teaches theater design and fashion courses.  Frances received her 
MFA in Theater Design from NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts.  She is also a member of United 
Scenic Artists Local 829. www.francesnelsonmcsherry.com

Ari Herzig (Lighting and Projection Designer):

Leslie Sears (Stage Manager):
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Behind the Scenes: From Page to Stage

What initially drew you to Coleridge’s poem, and 
what inspired you to develop Albatross for the stage?

Playwright Matthew Spangler, co-writer and performer 
Benjamin Evett, and director Rick Lombardo share their in-
sight on the creative process, and how they brought Albatross 
to life from poem, to page, to stage.

MS: Rime of the Ancient Mariner is a poem I have long wanted 
to stage.  Its epic story, its message about the interrelated nature 
of all living things, and the crushing weight of guilt, all seemed 
powerfully theatrical to me.  

BE: Matt originally suggested it. I was looking for a subject for a 
one man show with a strong central character and the possibil-

ity of using multimedia in the stage production. I was really struck with the almost hallucinogenic 
imagery. I also really responded to the message of the story, which [is so] timely and important.

MS: I first started thinking about staging this piece over twenty years ago, so to have the opportu-
nity to do it now is an incredible gift.  And now, two decades later, with climate change, the global 
displacement of people, and our divisive politics, the poem’s themes of interconnection and re-
sponsibility seem even more urgent now than they [perhaps] have ever been. 

What was the developmental process like? How do you know each other, and what 
iterations did the script and then the production go through to become the story 
that it is now?
RL: Ben and I had a decades-long artistic relationship from my years in Boston, and I got to know 
Matthew after I produced his adaptation of The Kite Runner at San Jose Rep. Ben was acting in a 
show at the Rep and told me about his idea to create a one-man show, and I recommended he meet 
Matthew.

MS: To begin with, I love writing for Ben…it’s an amazing luxury for a playwright to write for 
a specific actor because you can really craft lines that you know will work.  And Ben is a terrific 
collaborator.  Basically, I would write a section and email [it to him], he’d make some changes and 
send it back.  Then I’d make some more changes and send it to him again, and so on. This process 
has been one of the most rewarding of my career.  

Ben Evett in Albatross. Photo by Brilliant 
Pictures.
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BE: The process took about two years start to finish. We decided to work on the project in the fall 
of 2012 [and] did about six months of research on the poem, and on sailing in the 1700s. Matt 
wrote the opening in May of 2013, and then wrote out the basic while I added a few pieces and 
helped figure out which [parts to include in the final draft]. We did a reading[s] at San Jose State 
and Arizona Theatre Company…the show premiered in Boston in 2015 [and] we really haven’t 
stopped working on it.

RL: [Matt and Ben] invited me [to see a staged] reading of an early draft, and ultimately brought 
me on board to direct the world premiere. The three of us went through a very deep dive in 
development during (and just prior to) rehearsals for the first production, and have subsequently 
continued to revise based on learnings from the various stagings over the last two years.

Were there any challenges or surprises that 
you found during the script or production de-
velopment?

MS: In terms of surprises, well, the piece really works.  
As a writer, you never quite know what the ultimate 
product is going to be like, and I have to say, with the 
design and Ben’s performance, this piece has far ex-
ceeded my initial conception, which is great.  The-
atre is a highly collaborative form so, as a writer, you 
hope people will bring incredible things that you never 
imagined [to your work].  I’d say the main challenge is the challenge with most plays – figuring 
what to cut and what to keep in.  That’s always difficult, made all the more difficult here because 
Ben delivers a performance that makes just about any piece of text work on stage.

Why does this story translate so well into a theatrical context, and what about it 
speaks particularly to a modern audience?

MS: I think it has to do with the combination of an epic story and the intimacy of an individual’s 
story of guilt and responsibility.  The epic things that happen on stage – battles between ships and 
storms at sea, the ghosts of 200 sailors leaving their bodies and rising high into the sky, the sea 
literally being transformed into a massive bed of slithering snakes – all of these things lend them-
selves to an immense theatricality, which this piece really embraces though our amazing designers 
[and Rick’s direction]. But Albatross is also an intimate piece in which a single actor relives his 
[personal] story of guilt, remorse, and eventual acceptance of responsibility.  So it’s both of these 

Ben Evett in Albatross. Photo by Brilliant 
Pictures.
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Why did you decide to make it a one-actor show, and what impact does that add to 
the play and/or the performance?

things – a large canvas of epic theatricality and an intimate character study – that make it great for 
the stage. 

BE: It’s a very exciting story – lots of action, characters, different tones and qualities – that makes it 
very theatrical.  I also think it’s incredibly timely - it’s all about our personal responsibility and the 
impact of our actions on each other and world. With climate change and a lot of clear examples of 
selfishness having big impact in the news, it’s incredibly relevant [to the world today].

RL: It is epic! There are both natural and supernatural forces at play in the narrative, and bringing 
these to life makes the piece inherently and deeply theatrical. It is also a classic “everyman” tale, 
and it is easy for an audience to empathize with the plight of the mariner.  With naval battles, 
horrific storms at sea, a journey to Antarctica – this short piece takes the audience on a thrilling 
and immersive ride. And the themes [like] our responsibility to protect the planet and the seas, 
[these speak] directly to a modern audience.

MS: The one-person show allows the piece to be intimate and framed by the storyteller, so that 
everything that happens on stage is part of his memory and imagination, which heightens the 
intimacy even more.  There’s a kind of magic to a one-person show in which specific verbal and 
visual cues ignite the audience’s imagination.  That kind of magic lends itself well to the other-
worldly nature of this poem. 

BE: It’s storytelling at its best – allowing the audience to use their imagination to get them [even] 
more involved in the story. 

Why did you decide to make it a one-actor 
show, and what impact does that add to the 
play and/or the performance?

MS: The primary challenge for the playwright is that 
you don’t have multiple voices through which to create 
conflict on stage, so it has to be done purely through 
the storytelling of the single actor. So the actor has to 
not tell his story so much as relive it.  And the writer 
has to keep this distinction in mind – so that the 

Ben Evett in Albatross. Photo by Carole Goldfarb 
Photography.



11

language of the piece is the active language of reliving in the present moment and not just telling. 

RL: [Also from a performance perspective], one challenge of this show is the sheer physicality 
and athleticism that the production demands of the actor. The staging is highly kinetic, and Ben is 
always in the process of physically doing something at almost every moment of the performance. 

BE: [That creates] a really unique relationship with the audience, because [all of us are] in it 
together. And the journey is amazing, it demands absolutely everything of me for every 
performance, and there’s no better feeling than leaving it all out there on the stage.

Ben: As a co-creator, how does having such deep 
involvement in the development of a show change 
your experience as a performer?

BE: It’s great. I’m incredibly invested in the show, and I love 
seeing and feeling how it grows and changes over time. 
Also, since it was written for me, I feel a connection to the 
character and the story unlike I’ve ever [felt before].

Tell us a little bit about the aesthetic of the play 
and/or production, how it developed, and how it 
helps tell the Mariner’s story.
BE: I was interested from the beginning in creating a show 
that explored the possibilities of live performance and so-
phisticated multimedia. We worked incredibly close-
ly with the director Rick Lombardo, who’s been a central 
collaborator since the first reading. We wanted [to create a scene] that would support my 
storytelling as an actor and really help the audience get lost in the world without overwhelming 
the acting. We also wanted to make it clear that the story was being told NOW – that the mariner 
was talking to them, on that day and in that place, so we set it up as if the theatre was in the middle 
of a strike – tearing down the set after the run of a play –  and the mariner and the spirits come in, 
take it over, and transform the space. 

RL: [With my background] as a sound designer and composer, I decided early on to create a com-
pletely immersive sound and music score that would begin once Ben actually enters the world of 
the story. In a sense, the sound score often represents the unseen forces in the world of the play 

Benamin Evett in Albatross. Photo by 
Brilliant Pictures.
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MS: Spoiler alert: [my favorite moment] is when the mariner shoots the albatross.  For me, this 
scene is a reminder of the irreversible destruction and pain all of us can cause with a mere flick of 
the wrist.  And of course, in the poem as with the play, this action of killing the albatross brings 
the wrath of the universe down on the mariner’s head. 

BE: My favorite part is the ending. After all the action, the storms and battles, and monsters and 
spirits, there is such a perfect quiet – both actor and audience are exhausted – where we really 
connect on the essential message of the piece.

that work upon the mariner. It quickly became clear that sound was often Ben’s scene partner 
in many sequences. The lighting and media also had to be carefully calibrated to quickly take 
the audience from location to location, and reflect [the changing] mood and emotional content 
[throughout] the show. But while media, lights and sound were designed as quite sophisticated 
elements, the physical elements were kept intentionally simple and iconic. A mariner’s trunk, a 
coil of rope, a ladder, a ghost light – these elements [can all] be used and transformed in a host of 

Do you have a favorite moment, element, or theme? What about it do you find 
meaningful, and why?

The world of the play is so complex and transitory, sometimes serving as “real” 
space, both in memory and the present, and sometimes as a “sensory otherworld.”  
How do you navigate all of that on a single stage with just one set?

RL: That was the original directorial idea. That we would be able to paint this vast palette with 
minimal physical elements, and aided by immersive sound and lighting, invite the audience to 
fully engage their imaginations to enter into this world that is both physical and metaphysical.
MS: The design helps, of course, to shape how we respond to each of these “real” vs. “sensory” 

RL: For me the most powerful is the moment I call 
“the baptism” or “the rebirth” – when the mariner 
suddenly finds himself bathed in a stream of pure 
water from the heavens after the death of all his ship-
mates. [I also love] the beautiful simplicity of the fi-
nal moment with Ben lit just by the low glow of the 
ghost light – the image of a man bereft. The power of 
nature in the storm sequence. Benjamin Evett in Albatross. Photo by Brilliant 

Pictures.
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moments in the play.  The scenic design, sound, lights, and projections all help tell this story as 
much as anything else.  But we are also able to move back and forth between recognizable and 
fantastical spaces though the mariner’s language and storytelling. 

BE: One of the great things about the theatre is that you can take people very quickly to very dif-
ferent places. Some blue lights, wind noise, some images of snowflakes and some good acting and 
boom – you’re in the Antarctic. Make the light yellow, change the sound and change the acting and 
you’re becalmed in the South Pacific. Our set is designed to be simple but versatile – we have the 
trunk and the ladder to allow us to do whatever we need – change levels, suggest different places 
and different points of view, and then the video, sound and lighting to give you the quality of the 
environment. 

What about the story and/or the production excites you the most as an artist, and 
why?
MS: Frankly, what excites me most is the chance to 
work with these other artists!  What a team I’ve been 
so incredibly lucky to work with over these two plus 
years. 

BE: It’s such a communal experience we have. We 
go on the journey together every time, and it’s so 
satisfying. The story is an epic – it’s a huge and im-
portant story – it’s an Everyman kind of story that 
touches everyone’s life.

RL: I love that the piece has such deep, important, fundamental themes about humanity and 
our place in the universe, while also functioning as a rollicking seafaring yarn. It is sneaky and 
subversive, in the best possible way.

Albatross has been described as a “timeless story that is vital for all of us to hear.”  
What about the story supports its longevity, and why is it an important story for 
us to hear today?

MS: To some extent, we live in an age of division. We are divided by our politics, by the Internet 
and the time we spend online and away from face-to-face interactions, divided by our nation states 
and religions, the list goes on.  Coleridge’s poem and the play Albatross are reminders that we as 

Ben Evett in Albatross. Photo by Brilliant Pictures.



14

What do you hope that the audience takes away from the play?

people are in fact linked together, that our actions matter, and that we all have an ethical duty and 
responsibility toward each other.  The play is a call for the recognition of our social responsibility.  

BE: Never before has the impact of people’s actions been so important – every choice we make has 
serious consequences for us as individuals, as a society, and as a planet. The essential message of 
the piece – that love of all living things is a vital necessity for our health and happiness – for our 

BE: That theatre can tell as big a story as any epic movie, that what they do in their lives matters, 
and they must be mindful of how they live in the world.

RL: What the final words of the poem ask us to do – love all things equally. To me, at a time when 
we are dangerously damaging our planet, and irreversibly hurting certain ecosystems and species, 
we need to be reminded of the responsibility we all share for our individual actions.

Anything else that you’d like to share?

BE: …That’s enough, isn’t it?

Benjamin Evett in Albatross. Photo by Brilliant Pictures.
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Inspiration: “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”

Albatross was inspired by The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner, the longest major poem and one of the 
best-known works of English poet Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge. The poem first appeared in 1798 in the 
original edition of Lyrical Ballads, a collection of 
poetry authored by Coleridge and his friend and 
contemporary William Wordsworth, the two writers 
generally considered to be the founders of the Ro-
mantic Movement.

Several possible inspirations for the poem have 
appeared in literary criticism, but perhaps the 
most popular potential source is explorer James Cook’s second voyage of discovery, a scientific 
expedition led on behalf of the British Royal Society in 1772 to seek the hypothetical Terra 
Australis continent, which proved to be a myth but would later be used as the namesake for the 
continent of Australia.  

Other critics assert that Coleridge’s true inspiration was Thomas James’ account of his own ar-
duous voyage into the Arctic, while William Wordsworth pointed instead to a book entitled A 
Voyage Round the World by Way of the Great South Sea (1726) by Captain George Shelvocke, in 
which a sailor shoots an albatross.  Still other scholars assert connections to the legend of the 

Flying Dutchman, a ship crewed by the dead and forbidden to 
ever make port, and that of the Wandering Jew, condemned to 
wander the earth until the Judgement Day as punishment for 
taunting Jesus at his Crucifixion.

The original publication was met with initial distaste for the 
poem’s odd structure and presentation.  Coleridge intention-
ally wrote the piece with archaic language and syntax to pro-
duce a sense of antiquity and encourage the reader to per-
ceive it as an ancient ballad. It was also regarded as an unusual 
expression of morality for its bizarre narrative and moral 
ambiguity. A later version printed in 1817 further confused 
scholars with Coleridge’s addition of a Latin epigraph and 
“scholarly” glosses (notes) in the margins from a fictitious edi-
tor, to better explain the poem’s meaning.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth, 
as painted by James Northcote.

Engraving of a scene from The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner by Gustave Doré.
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Literary Devices
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner also uses numerous literary devices and technique to create 
layers of meaning and draw the reader or listener into the story: 

Alliteration is the use of repeated letters or sounds at the beginnings of adjacent words, or words 
that are near one another. 

Assonance is when two or more words repeat the same vowel sound to create a noticeable 
similarity in sound, although they start with different letters.

Dissonance is the use of harsh or unusual words in poetry to produce a jarring effect. 

Elision is the omission of a sound or a syllable, often so that the meter, rhythm, or rhyme of poetry 
can remain intact. 

Enjambment is the continuation of a sentence without pausing to acknowledge the end of a line, 
couplet, or stanza, often used to maintain forward narrative momentum. 

Imagery is the use of language that is visually descriptive or figurative. 

Internal rhyme is a pair of rhyming words located in the middle of lines, or in the middle and end 
of a line, rather than the usual use of rhyming words at the ends of lines. 

Inversion, also referred to as anastrophe, reverses the normal order of words to lend emphasis or 
fit into the meter of a poem. 

Metaphor is the comparison of things to represent an abstract relationship, likeness, or similarity. 
Onomatopoeia is a word that imitates a natural sound, like “boom” or “crash.” 

Parallelism is the use of elements that are similar in structure, sound, meaning, or meter, to lend 
balance and symmetry to a poem that enhances its effectiveness or emotional impact.
 
Repetition is to repeat a word, phrase, or idea to emphasize its presence or meaning in a poem.

Rhyme is the repetition of words with similar sounds at the ends of lines in a poem that helps 
create a sense of rhythm or musicality. 

Simile is a comparison between two items using “like” or “as.”

Symbolism is the use of a thing or object to represent something else, to signify ideas or qualities 
beyond a literal meaning. 

Syntax refers to the word choice and the order of words in a poem. 
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“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” (Full Text)

It is an ancient mariner
And he stoppeth one of three.
– “By thy long grey beard and glittering eye, 
Now wherefore stoppest thou me?

The bridegroom’s doors are opened wide,
And I am next of kin;
The guests are met, the feast is set:
Mayst hear the merry din.”

He holds him with his skinny hand, 
“There was a ship,” quoth he.
“Hold off ! unhand me, grey-beard loon!” 
Eftsoons his hand dropped he.

He holds him with his glittering eye – 
The wedding-guest stood still,
And listens like a three-years’ child:
The mariner hath his will.

The wedding-guest sat on a stone:
He cannot choose but hear;
And thus spake on that ancient man,
The bright-eyed mariner.

“The ship was cheered, the harbour cleared, 
Merrily did we drop
Below the kirk, below the hill, 
Below the lighthouse top.

The sun came up upon the left,
Out of the sea came he!
And he shone bright, and on the right
Went down into the sea.

Part I
Higher and higher every day,
Till over the mast at noon – “
The wedding-guest here beat his breast, 
For he heard the loud bassoon.

The bride hath paced into the hall,
Red as a rose is she;
Nodding their heads before her goes
The merry minstrelsy.

The wedding-guest he beat his breast,
Yet he cannot choose but hear;
And thus spake on that ancient man,
The bright-eyed mariner.

“And now the storm-blast came, and he 
Was tyrannous and strong; 
He struck with his o’ertaking wings, 
And chased us south along.

With sloping masts and dipping prow,
As who pursued with yell and blow
Still treads the shadow of his foe,
And forward bends his head,
The ship drove fast, loud roared the blast,
And southward aye we fled.

Listen, stranger! Mist and snow,
And it grew wondrous cold:
And ice mast-high came floating by,
As green as emerald.

And through the drifts the snowy clifts
Did send a dismal sheen:
Nor shapes of men nor beasts we ken – 
The ice was all between.
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Part II

The ice was here, the ice was there, 
The ice was all around:
It cracked and growled, and roared and howled, 
Like noises in a swound!

At length did cross an albatross,
Thorough the fog it came;
As if it had been a Christian soul,
We hailed it in God’s name.

It ate the food it ne’er had eat,
And round and round it flew.
The ice did split with a thunder-fit;
The helmsman steered us through!

And a good south wind sprung up behind;
The albatross did follow,
And every day, for food or play, 
Came to the mariners’ hollo!

In mist or cloud, on mast or shroud,
It perched for vespers nine;
Whiles all the night, through fog-smoke white,
Glimmered the white moon-shine.”

“God save thee, ancient mariner! 
From the fiends, that plague thee thus! – 
Why lookst thou so?” – “With my crossbow 
I shot the albatross.

And the good south wind still blew behind,
But no sweet bird did follow, 
Nor any day for food or play
Came to the mariners’ hollo!

And I had done an hellish thing,
And it would work ‘em woe:
For all averred, I had killed the bird
That made the breeze to blow.
Ah wretch! said they, the bird to slay,
That made the breeze to blow!

Nor dim nor red, like an angel’s head,
The glorious sun uprist:
Then all averred, I had killed the bird
That brought the fog and mist.
‘Twas right, said they, such birds to slay,
That bring the fog and mist.

The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew,
The furrow followed free;
We were the first that ever burst
Into that silent sea.

Down dropped the breeze, the sails dropped 
down, 
‘Twas sad as sad could be;
And we did speak only to break 
The silence of the sea!

All in a hot and copper sky,
The bloody sun, at noon,
Right up above the mast did stand,
No bigger than the moon.

The sun now rose upon the right:
Out of the sea came he,
Still hid in mist, and on the left
Went down into the sea.
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Day after day, day after day,
We stuck, nor breath nor motion;
As idle as a painted ship
Upon a painted ocean.

Water, water, everywhere,
And all the boards did shrink;
Water, water, everywhere,
Nor any drop to drink.

The very deeps did rot: O Christ!
That ever this should be!
Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs 
Upon the slimy sea.

About, about, in reel and rout
The death-fires danced at night;
The water, like a witch’s oils,
Burnt green, and blue and white.

And some in dreams assured were
Of the spirit that plagued us so;
Nine fathom deep he had followed us
From the land of mist and snow.

And every tongue, through utter drought,
Was withered at the root;
We could not speak, no more than if
We had been choked with soot.

Ah! wel-a-day! what evil looks
Had I from old and young!
Instead of the cross, the albatross
About my neck was hung.

Part III

There passed a weary time. Each throat
Was parched, and glazed each eye.
A weary time! A weary time!
How glazed each weary eye,
When looking westward, I beheld
A something in the sky.

At first it seemed a little speck,
And then it seemed a mist;
It moved and moved, and took at last
A certain shape, I wist.

A speck, a mist, a shape, I wist!
And still it neared and neared:
As if it dodged a water sprite,
It plunged and tacked and veered.

With throats unslaked, with black lips baked,
We could nor laugh nor wail;
Through utter drouth all dumb we stood!
I bit my arm, I sucked the blood,
And cried, A sail! a sail!

With throats unslaked, with black lips baked,
Agape they heard me call:
Gramercy! they for joy did grin,
And all at once their breath drew in,
As they were drinking all.

See! see! (I cried) she tacks no more!
Hither to work us weal;
Without a breeze, without a tide,
She steadies with upright keel!
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Part IV

The western wave was all aflame.
The day was well nigh done!
Almost upon the western wave
Rested the broad bright sun;
When that strange shape drove suddenly
Betwixt us and the sun.

And straight the sun was flecked with bars,
(Heaven’s mother send us grace!)
As if through a dungeon grate he peered
With broad and burning face.

Alas! (thought I, and my heart beat loud)
How fast she nears and nears!
Are those her sails that glance in the sun,
Like restless gossameres?

Are those her ribs through which the sun
Did peer, as through a grate?
And is that woman all her crew?
Is that a Death? and are there two?
Is Death that woman’s mate?

Her lips were red, her looks were free,
Her locks were yellow as gold:
Her skin was as white as leprosy,
The nightmare Life-in-Death was she,
Who thicks man’s blood with cold.

The naked hulk alongside came, 
And the twain were casting dice; 
‘The game is done! I’ve won! I’ve won!’ 
Quoth she, and whistles thrice.

The sun’s rim dips; the stars rush out:
At one stride comes the dark;
With far-heard whisper, o’er the sea,
Off shot the spectre bark.

We listened and looked sideways up!
Fear at my heart, as at a cup,
My lifeblood seemed to sip!
The stars were dim, and thick the night,
The steersman’s face by his lamp gleamed 
white;
From the sails the dews did drip – 
Till clomb above the eastern bar
The horned moon, with one bright star
Within the nether tip.

One after one, by the star-dogged moon,
Too quick for groan or sigh,
Each turned his face with ghastly pang,
And cursed me with his eye.

Four times fifty living men,
(And I heard nor sigh nor groan)
With heavy thump, a lifeless lump,
They dropped down one by one.

Their souls did from their bodies fly – 
They fled to bliss or woe!
And every soul, it passed me by,

Like the whizz of my crossbow!”
“I fear thee, ancient mariner! 
I fear thy skinny hand!
And thou art long, and lank, and brown, 
As is the ribbed sea-sand.
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I fear thee and thy glittering eye, 
And thy skinny hand, so brown.” – 
“Fear not, fear not, thou wedding-guest! 
This body dropped not down.

Alone, alone, all, all alone,
Alone on a wide wide sea!
And never a saint took pity on
My soul in agony.

The many men, so beautiful!
And they all dead did lie:
And a thousand thousand slimy things
Lived on; and so did I.

I looked upon the rotting sea,
And drew my eyes away;
I looked upon the rotting deck,
And there the dead men lay.

I looked to heaven, and tried to pray;
But or ever a prayer had gushed,
A wicked whisper came, and made
My heart as dry as dust.

I closed my lids, and kept them close,
Till the balls like pulses beat;
For the sky and the sea, and the sea and the sky
Lay like a load on my weary eye,
And the dead were at my feet.

The cold sweat melted from their limbs,
Nor rot nor reek did they:
The look with which they looked on me
Had never passed away.

An orphan’s curse would drag to hell
A spirit from on high;
But oh! more horrible than that
Is the curse in a dead man’s eye!
Seven days, seven nights, I saw that curse,
And yet I could not die.

The moving moon went up the sky,
And nowhere did abide:
Softly she was going up,
And a star or two beside – 

Her beams bemocked the sultry main,
Like April hoar-frost spread;
But where the ship’s huge shadow lay,
The charmed water burnt alway
A still and awful red.

Beyond the shadow of the ship,
I watched the water snakes:
They moved in tracks of shining white,
And when they reared, the elfish light
Fell off in hoary flakes.

Within the shadow of the ship
I watched their rich attire:
Blue, glossy green, and velvet black,
They coiled and swam; and every track
Was a flash of golden fire.

O happy living things! No tongue
Their beauty might declare:
A spring of love gushed from my heart,
And I blessed them unaware:
Sure my kind saint took pity on me,
And I blessed them unaware.
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Part V

The selfsame moment I could pray;
And from my neck so free
The albatross fell off, and sank
Like lead into the sea.

Oh sleep! it is a gentle thing,
Beloved from pole to pole!
To Mary-Queen the praise be given!
She sent the gentle sleep from heaven,
That slid into my soul.

The silly buckets on the deck,
That had so long remained,
I dreamt that they were filled with dew;
And when I awoke, it rained.

My lips were wet, my throat was cold,
My garments all were dank;
Sure I had drunken in my dreams,
And still my body drank.

I moved, and could not feel my limbs:
I was so light – almost
I thought that I had died in sleep,
And was a blessed ghost.

And soon I heard a roaring wind:
It did not come anear;
But with its sound it shook the sails,
That were so thin and sere.

The upper air bursts into life!
And a hundred fire-flags sheen,
To and fro they were hurried about!
And to and fro, and in and out,
The wan stars danced between.
And the coming wind did roar more loud,
And the sails did sigh like sedge;
And the rain poured down from one black cloud;
The moon was at its edge.

The thick black cloud was cleft, and still 
The moon was at its side:
Like waters shot from some high crag,
The lightning fell with never a jag, 
A river steep and wide.

The loud wind never reached the ship,
Yet now the ship moved on!
Beneath the lightning and the moon
The dead men gave a groan.

They groaned, they stirred, they all uprose,
Nor spake, nor moved their eyes;
It had been strange, even in a dream,
To have seen those dead men rise.

The helmsman steered, the ship moved on;
Yet never a breeze up-blew;
The mariners all ‘gan work the ropes,
Where they were wont to do;
They raised their limbs like lifeless tools – 
We were a ghastly crew.
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The body of my brother’s son
Stood by me, knee to knee:
The body and I pulled at one rope,
But he said nought to me.”

“I fear thee, ancient mariner!” 
“Be calm, thou wedding-guest! 
‘Twas not those souls that fled in pain, 
Which to their corses came again, 
But a troop of spirits blessed.

For when it dawned – they dropped their arms,
And clustered round the mast;
Sweet sounds rose slowly through their mouths,
And from their bodies passed.

Around, around, flew each sweet sound, 
Then darted to the sun;
Slowly the sounds came back again, 
Now mixed, now one by one.

Sometimes a-dropping from the sky
I heard the skylark sing;
Sometimes all little birds that are,
How they seemed to fill the sea and air
With their sweet jargoning!

And now ‘twas like all instruments,
Now like a lonely flute;
And now it is an angel’s song,
That makes the heavens be mute.

It ceased; yet still the sails made on
A pleasant noise till noon,
A noise like of a hidden brook
In the leafy month of June,
That to the sleeping woods all night
Singeth a quiet tune.

Till noon we silently sailed on,
Yet never a breeze did breathe:
Slowly and smoothly went the ship,
Moved onward from beneath.

Under the keel nine fathom deep,
From the land of mist and snow,
The spirit slid: and it was he
That made the ship to go.
The sails at noon left off their tune,
And the ship stood still also.

The sun, right up above the mast,
Had fixed her to the ocean:
But in a minute she ‘gan stir,
With a short uneasy motion – 
Backwards and forwards half her length
With a short uneasy motion.

Then like a pawing horse let go, 
She made a sudden bound:
It flung the blood into my head, 
And I fell down in a swound.
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How long in that same fit I lay,
I have not to declare;
But ere my living life returned,
I heard and in my soul discerned
Two voices in the air.

‘Is it he?’ quoth one, ‘Is this the man? 
By him who died on cross, 
With his cruel bow he laid full low 
The harmless albatross.

The spirit who bideth by himself
In the land of mist and snow,
He loved the bird that loved the man
Who shot him with his bow.’

The other was a softer voice,
As soft as honeydew:
Quoth he, ‘The man hath penance done,
And penance more will do.’

Part VI

‘But tell me, tell me! speak again, 
Thy soft response renewing – 
What makes that ship drive on so fast? 
What is the ocean doing?’

‘Still as a slave before his lord, 
The ocean hath no blast; 
His great bright eye most silently 
Up to the moon is cast – 

If he may know which way to go;
For she guides him smooth or grim.
See, brother, see! how graciously 
She looketh down on him.’

‘But why drives on that ship so fast, 
Without or wave or wind?’
The air is cut away before,
And closes from behind.

Fly, brother, fly! more high, more high!
Or we shall be belated:
For slow and slow that ship will go,
When the mariner’s trance is abated.’
I woke, and we were sailing on
As in a gentle weather:
‘Twas night, calm night, the moon was high;
The dead men stood together.

All stood together on the deck,
For a charnel-dungeon fitter:
All fixed on me their stony eyes,
That in the moon did glitter.

The pang, the curse, with which they died,
Had never passed away:
I could not draw my eyes from theirs,
Nor turn them up to pray.

And now this spell was snapped: once more
I viewed the ocean green,
And looked far forth, yet little saw
Of what had else been seen – 

Like one, that on a lonesome road
Doth walk in fear and dread,
And having once turned round walks on,
And turns no more his head;
Because he knows a frightful fiend 
Doth close behind him tread.
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But soon there breathed a wind on me,
Nor sound nor motion made:
Its path was not upon the sea,
In ripple or in shade.

It raised my hair, it fanned my cheek
Like a meadow-gale of spring – 
It mingled strangely with my fears,
Yet it felt like a welcoming.
Swiftly, swiftly flew the ship,
Yet she sailed softly too:
Sweetly, sweetly blew the breeze – 
On me alone it blew.

O dream of joy! is this indeed
The lighthouse top I see?
Is this the hill? is this the kirk?
Is this mine own country?

We drifted o’er the harbour bar,
And I with sobs did pray – 
O let me be awake, my God!
Or let me sleep alway!

The harbour bay was clear as glass,
So smoothly it was strewn!
And on the bay the moonlight lay,
And the shadow of the moon.

The rock shone bright, the kirk no less,
That stands above the rock:
The moonlight steeped in silentness
The steady weathercock.

And the bay was white with silent light,
Till rising from the same,
Full many shapes, that shadows were,
In crimson colours came.

A little distance from the prow
Those crimson shadows were:
I turned my eyes upon the deck – 
O Christ! what saw I there!
Each corse lay flat, lifeless and flat,
And, by the holy rood!
A man all light, a seraph man,
On every corse there stood.

This seraph band, each waved his hand:
It was a heavenly sight!
They stood as signals to the land,
Each one a lovely light;

This seraph band, each waved his hand,
No voice did they impart – 
No voice; but oh! the silence sank
Like music on my heart.

But soon I heard the dash of oars,
I heard the pilot’s cheer;
My head was turned perforce away
And I saw a boat appear.

The pilot and the pilot’s boy,
I heard them coming fast:
Dear Lord in heaven! it was a joy
The dead men could not blast.



26

I saw a third – I heard his voice:
It is the hermit good!
He singeth loud his godly hymns
That he makes in the wood.
He’ll shrieve my soul, he’ll wash away
The albatross’s blood.

‘Dear Lord! it hath a fiendish look,’ 
The pilot made reply, 
‘I am a-feared’ – ‘Push on, push on!’ 
Said the hermit cheerily.
The boat came closer to the ship,
But I nor spake nor stirred;
The boat came close beneath the ship,
And straight a sound was heard.

Under the water it rumbled on,
Still louder and more dread:
It reached the ship, it split the bay;
The ship went down like lead.

Stunned by that loud and dreadful sound,
Which sky and ocean smote
Like one that hath been seven days drowned
My body lay afloat;
But swift as dreams, myself I found
Within the pilot’s boat.

Upon the whirl, where sank the ship,
The boat spun round and round;
And all was still, save that the hill
Was telling of the sound.

I moved my lips – the pilot shrieked
And fell down in a fit;
The holy hermit raised his eyes,
And prayed where he did sit.

I took the oars: the pilot’s boy,
Who now doth crazy go,
Laughed loud and long, and all the while
His eyes went to and fro.
‘Ha! ha!’ quoth he, ‘full plain I see,
The devil knows how to row.’

Part VI
This hermit good lives in that wood
Which slopes down to the sea.
How loudly his sweet voice he rears!
He loves to talk with mariners 
That come from a far country.

He kneels at morn, and noon, and eve – 
He hath a cushion plump:
It is the moss that wholly hides
The rotted old oak stump.

The skiff boat neared: I heard them talk, 
‘Why, this is strange, I trow! 
Where are those lights so many and fair, 
That signal made but now?’

‘Strange, by my faith!’ the hermit said – 
‘And they answered not our cheer! 
The planks look warped! and see those sails, 
How thin they are and sere!
I never saw aught like to them, 
Unless perchance it were

Brown skeletons of leaves that lag
My forest-brook along;
When the ivy tod is heavy with snow,
And the owlet whoops to the wolf below,
That eats the she-wolf ’s young.’
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And now, all in my own country,
I stood on the firm land!
The hermit stepped forth from the boat,
And scarcely he could stand.

‘Oh shrieve me, shrieve me, holy man!’ 
The hermit crossed his brow. 
‘Say quick,’ quoth he, ‘I bid thee say – 
What manner of man art thou?’

Forthwith this frame of mine was wrenched
With a woeful agony,
Which forced me to begin my tale;
And then it left me free.

Since then, at an uncertain hour,
That agony returns:
And till my ghastly tale is told, 
This heart within me burns.

I pass, like night, from land to land;
I have strange power of speech;
The moment that his face I see,
I know the man that must hear me:
To him my tale I teach.

What loud uproar bursts from that door!
The wedding-guests are there:
But in the garden-bower the bride
And bridemaids singing are:
And hark the little vesper bell,
Which biddeth me to prayer!

O wedding-guest! This soul hath been
Alone on a wide wide sea:
So lonely ‘twas, that God himself
Scarce seemed there to be.

Oh sweeter than the marriage feast, 
‘Tis sweeter far to me, 
To walk together to the kirk 
With a goodly company! – 

To walk together to the kirk,
And all together pray,
While each to his great Father bends,
Old men, and babes, and loving friends
And youths and maidens gay!

Farewell, farewell! but this I tell
To thee, thou wedding-guest!
He prayeth well, who loveth well
Both man and bird and beast.

He prayeth best, who loveth best
All things both great and small;
For the dear God who loveth us,
He made and loveth all.”

The mariner, whose eye is bright,
Whose beard with age is hoar,
Is gone: and now the wedding-guest
Turned from the bridegroom’s door.

He went like one that hath been stunned,
And is of sense forlorn:
A sadder and a wiser man,
He rose the morrow morn.
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Relevance Today

Imagine that you’re working on a key project that must be 
completed on a tight timeline. You’re at a team meeting, and 
almost everyone is pushing hard to get their components com-
pleted on time. But there’s one team member who was assigned 
to the project because there was no other place to put them; 
they are not meeting deadlines, and they don’t seem to care. You 
throw your hands up in frustration and say to yourself, “What 
did I do to deserve this? He’s a damn albatross around my neck.”

“Old Metaphors for Modern Times”

Coleridge’s poem and the themes represented within it are 
sprinkled liberally throughout the English language and 
modern stories.  Producer Michael Seiden shares his thoughts 
on the endurance of the mariner and the albatross, and how the 
story translates so well into a contemporary context.

Or imagine that you’re watching the news and seeing reports about the latest environmental 
disaster; birds covered with black, gooey oil, dead fish, poisoned water. You listen to those who 
deny global warming, and who want fewer environmental controls regardless of the harm that 
pollution might cause to people, plants and animals. You recall some words that you once heard: 
“Water, water, everywhere, but not a drop to drink.”

In our modern technology-saturated society, we take for granted these words that have floated 
around our society for hundreds of years - a close, if not exact excerpt from Coleridge’s poem. 
In today’s Internet age, we absorb words of wisdom from anyone who has a Twitter account or a 
Facebook post or writes a LinkedIn article, and it’s easy to forget the wisdom of the ages or rush 
past the detailed pictures conjured by the words of great poets and authors of the past.

One might ask, “Why do the lines from poems and stories from the distant past stay with us 
through the centuries?” They stay with us because these words create pictures in our minds akin 
to posts on our internal Facebook pages. A lesson taught through a well-structured metaphor, 
a well-crafted story, or a beautifully written poem can build images that stay with us and form 
lessons that we will never forget, long after the specific words – or the name of the author – have 
slipped our minds.

-Mike Seiden

Engraving of a scene from The Rime 
of the Ancient Mariner by Gustave 
Doré.
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Coleridge & Romanticism: Historical Context

The emergence of Romanticism was heavily influenced by the changing politics and altered social 
attitudes of the time. The philosophical and critical transitions that inform much of Coleridge’s 
work and writing have roots in the political, and its relationship to literature, philosophy, and 
theology.

The Politics of War
The late 18th and early 19th centuries held Britain and much 
of Europe in a nearly continuous state of war. The first of many 
such conflicts was the American Revolution, officially declared 
in 1776, that was followed quickly by the French Revolution, 
the Napoleonic Wars in France, and the War of 1812.

The Politics of Progress

Coleridge and his contemporaries came of age at the tail end of 
what is known as the Age of Reason or the Enlightenment, a pe-
riod of cultural shift that attempted to reform society through 
reason rather than the more traditional dependence on faith, 
religion, and revelation. Enlightenment principles first emerged 
in politics and literature between 1650 and 1700, and the Age of Reason is generally agreed to have 
ended around 1800, many scholars citing either the French Revolution (1789) or the beginning of the 
Napoleonic Wars (1804) as the conclusion.  England’s John Locke was one of Britain’s most in-
fluential enlightenment thinkers, and reflections of his liberal political theory represented by the 
phrase “Life, Liberty, and Property” can be seen in the French and American politics of the time 
as well.  In terms of social and cultural politics, the Enlightenment emphasized the importance 
and presence of the public sphere and inclusivity, egalitarianism, and a focus on the “common 
concerns” of men.

In addition to the political and philosophical transitions brought about by numerous wars 
and nearly continuous fighting, the onset of the Industrial Revolution brought with it massive 
changes in social relationships as well by expanding economic access that blurred lines between 
traditionally stringent social classes.

The Industrial Revolution took place roughly 1750-1850, and its emergence had a significant im-
pact on Coleridge and the emergence of Romanticism.  Beginning in Great Britain, an econom-
ic shift occurred as dependence on manual labor and farming was replaced with a newfound 

Enlightenment thinker, John Locke.



30

The Emergence of Romanticism

dependence on machine based manufacturing, particularly within the textile and iron industries, 
and resulting in heavy use of refined coal.  The concepts of interchangeable parts and the steam 
engine first appeared at the turn of the 19th century and paralleled the development of a stronger 
transportation infrastructure, catapulting Britain into a period of economic success.

The Romantic Period, 1785-1830, emerged as a reaction to the objective reasoning of the previ-
ous neoclassic period that paralleled the Age of Enlightenment, and which emphasized order and 
reason, restraint, common sense, and conservative political and economic philosophy.  In 
contrast, Romanticism instead emphasized the importance of imagination, invention, 
experimentation, and the natural world, and was succeeded by Realism in the mid-1800s.

Romanticism was first defined in literary criticism around 1800 in France and Britain, and was 
concerned with the power, beauty, and extremism exhibited by the natural world, that could 
inspire awe in both its benevolence and brutality.  This aesthetic translated into social and 
religious philosophy, and became a frequent motif in literary and artistic expression of the 
era. Creative endeavors of the time were noted for evoking intense emotion through graphic 
explicitness, and often a preoccupation with the hero, genius, or exceptional figure.

Individuality is one of the central tenets of Romanticism, which emphasized personal perspectives 
and subjective reasoning, in contrast to the rationalism of the previous era. Personal stories and 
portraits of individuals became popular, as they could become vehicles through which to express 
emotional and psychological states, and to explore emotional and behavioral extremes. Romantics 
were typically skeptical of the constructs of the human world and prized a sense of freedom from 
classical artistic form. Many works of Romanticism lean on the concepts of inevitability and zeit-
geist, with a conscious reflection of the here and the now and a parallel appreciation for originality.

Romantic literature is also often described as escapist in its aesthetic, represented by compelling 
and imaginative stories that transport the reader to other places or times. It is also noted as a 
period of great diversity in terms of subject and style, that blurs the line between fact and truth and 
instead prioritizes the feelings that creative work can elicit, especially intense emotions like awe, 
horror, and apprehension, which spurred the development of the Gothic sub-genre.

Other frequent themes that emerged in Romantic literature include isolation, the supernatural or 
occult, human psychology, or things that were grotesque, mysterious, or exotic.  Romantics stories 
also frequently emphasized women and children, as characters typically associated with strong 
perceptiveness and responsiveness, and the heightened value of the senses rather than intellect. 
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Poetic Classification: Narrative, Balad, Lyric, or Epic?

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner can be difficult to categorize as 
a poem, made even more difficult by the diversity inherent to 
Romantic literature. The poem itself is often used as a prime ex-
ample of the English ballad, a usually lengthy type of poem that 
tells a complete narrative or story, but updated to include the emo-
tional tenets of Romanticism as exhibited by a somewhat loose 
structure that favors impact over technical form. Traditional 
ballads are meant to follow in the tradition of sung stories per-
formed by balladeers, are tragic, comic, or heroic in tone, and 
describe dramatic stories with a focus on a single great event. The 
Rime also shares similarities with lyric poetry, which is general-
ly devoted to emotional or personal experiences, and dramatic 
poetry, which uses characters to tell a story. 

The form of the poem is fairly loose, but most of Coleridge’s stan-
zas are quatrains (which consist of four lines) and follow a rhyme 
scheme of ABCB so that the second and fourth lines rhyme. The first and third lines usually 
have eight syllables, while the second and fourth lines have six. The meter is also relatively loose, 
but generally consists of iambs, which are the most common meter in English poetry.  An iamb 
consists of two syllables, with the first unaccented and the second accented, sometimes described 
to mimic a human heartbeat.  

The Rime is also occasionally referred to in literary criticism as an epic poem, which is a long nar-
rative poem that is usually serious in tone, and that describes heroic deeds or events of great signif-
icance to a particular culture. Classic epics typically recount a journey, that can be either physical 
or mental in nature, and the roots of the genre reach back to the Ancient Greek Iliad and Odyssey, 
and epic poems by Homer, Virgil, and Dante. Many forms of verse have appeared in epic poetry, 
which experienced a resurgence in popularity among writers during the Romantic Era.

Coleridge’s handwritten draft of his 
famous poem, Kubla Khan.
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Diagram of common ship structures.

Symbolism: The Albatross and the Mariner

Architecture of a Ship

Literary scholars have long debated the many layers 
of potential symbolism in Coleridge’s original poem, 
with interpretations that span from political allegory 
to Christian parable to a commentary on the inter-
pretable nature of history and the past. It is wide-
ly acknowledged that no single symbolic reading of 
the piece is definitively “correct,” nor actually nec-
essary to the story, but the poem remains a favorite 
example of literary symbolism in British literature.

The potential symbolisms described by literary 
scholars are many and varied, but one favorite theme delves into the relationship between the sun, 
moon, and stars, their traditional use by sailors for navigation, and their frequent appearances in 
Greek and Roman mythology. Scholars also often describe the ocean as having symbolic mean-
ing, as well as the various ways in which water and nature appear throughout the poem. Even the 
presence of the mariner and the albatross themselves are often interpreted as representations 
of greater concepts of good and evil, negligence or indifference, and the relationship between 
humans, animals, and the divine. 

Engraving of the albatross by Gustave Doré.
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1. Flying Jib
2. Outer Jib
3. Inner Jib
4. Fore Topmost Staysail
5. Foresail
6. Lower Fore Topsail
7. Upper Fore Topsail
8. Fore Top-Gallant Sail
9. Fore Royal
10. Mainsail

11. Lower Main Topsail
12. Upper Main Topsail
13. Main Top-Gallant Sail
14. Main Royal
15. Main Skysail
16. Mizzen Topsail
17. Missen Top-Gallant Sail
18. Mizzen Royal
19. Spanker or Driver

Depictions of the rigging of common ships.
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Themes in the Play

Coleridge’s poem depicts the power of the nat-
ural world, and the way that nature asserts itself 
as a consequential presence that acts almost as a 
character within the text. This sense of natural 
power intertwines with imagery of the spiritual 
world and the metaphysical world to explore the 
relationship between humans, the world around 
them, and spirituality.

The Natural and the Spiritual

Sin and Penance
Many scholars have described a possible Christian allegory in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner 
and the possible interpretation of the story as a depiction of the wrathful anger and benevolent 
forgiveness of the Christian God. Ideas of penance and redemption appear in numerous contexts 
throughout the poem, and Coleridge often used language that typically appears in a religious 
context.  For example, the mariner compares the spirits to seraphim who appear at “vespers nine,” 
suggesting that they come and go on a schedule based on a tradition of daily prayer.

Isolation
The ideas of vast space, solitude, and isolation of many kinds – physical, spiritual, and emotional 
– uccur throughout the poem, both in the real and the metaphysical worlds. 

Retribution
The concept of consequences for even the most thoughtless of actions is reiterated through-
out the poem, leading many scholars to describe the poem as a warning or as a lament of the 
thoughtlessness of the human race.

Liminal Space
The Rime, and Romantic poetry in general, is very conscious of the liminal space, which is a 
concept of the space between two places, options, or ideas in which anything is possible but noth-
ing is real.  The combination of the real and metaphysical worlds is often used in poetry to height-
en emotional impact by appealing to both the mind and the emotions of the reader. 

Benjamin Evett in Albatross. Photo by Brilliant Pic-
tures. 
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Theatrical Elements

Storytelling and Interpretation
Coleridge’s original poem builds a story within a story through its use of different speak-
ers that is sometimes used in literature to disorient the reader. For example, the speaker of the 
first line in the poem offers a limited third-person perspective, telling the story from an outside 
perspective, but the poem also jumps into the mariner’s thoughts from a first-person perspective.  
The poem also occasionally references itself, so not only does the reader experience the story, 
but also understands that the mariner also experienced the story that he is telling. This idea of 
multiple simultaneous levels of meaning is reiterated through the title of the poem, in which the 
word “rime” means both a coating, as of frost – a reference to the numerous temperature and sen-
sory aspects of the story – but could also refer to the nature of the piece as a poem that “rhymes.”  

Time
Instead of providing order and structure, time in the poem is fluid and mysterious. Coleridge 
further plays with the concept of time by making it hard to follow the timeline throughout the 
poem as the mariner shifts through the physical and metaphysical worlds, creating a sense of 
emotional impact and urgency.  He also intentionally used old-fashioned language that would 
make the poem feel old – as old as the mariner claims to be – which develops a perception of 
timelessness and age in the mind of the reader. 

A play is an intricate combination of artistic elements that 
unite to tell a single story, led by the vision presented by the 
director, and then carried out by a team of artistic design-
ers and presented by the actors on stage.  Here is some 
information about the various disciplines that were involved in 
the conception and creation of Albatross.

Director
The director is responsible for imagining the world of the 
play and the overall story that they want the audience to 
experience. They then lead conversations with each of the 
designers and with the entire creative team to figure out how 
those ideas can be communicated through the words, tone, and 
look of the play, and how they can work together to make those 
things engaging for an audience.

Benjamin Evett in Albatross.  Photo by 
Carole Goldfarb Photography.



36

The set designer is responsible for imagining the physical world of the play, so that the space helps 
tell the story and allows the actors to move and interact with one another and with all of the things 
in the play. The set designer also has to include safety considerations, and make sure that every 
part of the set is both practical and visually connected to the story. The designer usually creates 
sketches of what they want the set to look like, and will sometimes build a small-scale model so 
that they can show the director and the rest of the creative team what they want things to look 
like.  Some scenic designers build iterative models – one “white model” that shows structures and 
spatial arrangements, and then one complete scale model that includes also things like color and 
texture.  The set designer also produces specific scale drawings that provide exact size and height 
specifications, so the carpenters in the scene shop know exactly what to build. The scenic designer 
is often also involved in the process of choosing or fabricating props for the show, if there isn’t a 
specific Prop Designer, which applies to everything that an actor holds or moves during the show.

Set Designer

Costume Designer
The costume designer is responsible for imagining all of the 
things that an actor wears, including clothing, jewelry, and 
often wigs and hairstyles as well. They need to make sure that 
the actor has time to change in and out of various costumes as 
necessary to fit the timing of the play, and that the actor can 
move comfortably and safety through all of their movements 
in the show. Costume designers must be very familiar with 
the action of the show as well, to make sure that the clothing 
can accommodate things like pockets, microphone belts, or 
kneepads if the action of play requires them. 

Lighting Designer
The lighting designer is responsible for arranging the light-
ing instruments and making sure that the mood creat-
ed by the lights matches the action of the play.  They usu-
ally have preliminary conversations with the director about important moments that should 
be highlighted or hidden by lighting or anything that might need special lighting equipment, 
and then create a lighting plot.  The lighting plot provides a map for all of the lighting instru-
ments that need to be hung above the stage, including the type and size of light, and any gels 
(colored sheets of plastic) that must be attached to the light to give it the correct tone and col-
or. After the lights are hung, they must all be focused, which means they have to be adjusted 

Benjamin Evett in Albatross.  Photo by 
Carole Goldfarb Photography.
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Sound Designer

to the correct angle so that they light the specific area of the stage in the way that was intend-
ed. During technical rehearsals, which are rehearsals specifically designated to incorporate the 
design elements, the lighting designer arranges the combination and intensity of the lights on and 
around the actors to match their blocking (movement), and enhance the storytelling. Also during 
tech, the lighting designer and the director will specify the time and duration of every light cue 
and program the specifics into the light board, which will have a designated operator during the 
show so that the exact same cues can be repeated each performance. The lighting designer is often 
responsible for any fog or haze effects as well.

The sound designer is responsible for arranging and/or 
creating any of the music, sound effects, live instruments, 
and any microphones in the show to make sure that they help 
the actors be heard, and enhance the storytelling.  Sound 
designers usually have conversations with the director to 
identify any specific things they want to include, and then 
builds a preliminary cue list with rough sound effects or mu-
sic clips to listen to with the director.  They continue adjust-
ing or rearranging those cues all the way through technical 
rehearsals, when they will finalize the volume and duration 
of each specific sound cue and program the specifics into the 
sound board, which will have a designated operator for every 
performance to make sure that each cue is replicated exactly 
as the director and designer intended.

Projection Designer
The projection designer is responsible for imaging and creating any projections that are used 
during the show, and are usually very involved in the placement of the projector to make sure that 
everything looks the way they intended. They must be very conscious of the lighting used in the 
show, because light can dilute or enhance the projection image. They also need to be very familiar 
with the blocking of the show, because the timing of projections is often integral to setting a good 
pace for the action.

All of these elements work together to visually tell the story alongside the words and movement 
of the actors to create a cohesive, clear, and compelling story for the audience to watch. Each of 
the elements can be used to help tell the story by emphasizing themes, propelling or disrupting 

Benjamin Evett in Albatross.  Photo by 
Carole Goldfarb Photography.
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Glossary
Aftdeck: Any of the platforms built on a vessel, located toward 
the stern or rear of the boat.

Albatross: A large oceanic bird with long, narrow wings and 
found primarily in the southern hemisphere.
 
Belaying pin: A pin or rod used to secure a rope fastened around 
it, used on board ships and in mountaineering. 

Betwixt: Between.

Blighter: A person regarded with pity, contempt, or irritation.

Bowels: The intestine, or a part located deep inside of something 
large.

Bowsprit: A spar (thick, strong pole) that extends forward from 
the bow of a ship, to which the forestays (front ropes on a sailing 
vessel) are fastened.

Bridegroom: A man on his wedding day, usually shortened to 
“groom” after the 16th century, and derived from the Old English 
“guma,” meaning “man,” from which the word “human” was also 
eventually derived.

Brig: A square-rigged ship with two masts, and an additional gaff 
sail on the mainmast.

Bristol: A city in southwestern England that was a common 
starting place for sea voyages.

the story, and drawing the audience’s attention to specific places or moments in the play. Together, 
they create much of the impression that the audience will subconsciously experience, and provide 
a three-dimensional world that the actors will populate to make the play come to life.

An Albatross making a water land-
ing.

A depiction of a brig.
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Bristol Channel: A major inlet in Great Britain, over 30 miles 
across at its widest point, which separates South Wales from Dev-
on and Somerset in southwestern England.

Bulwarks: An extension of a ship’s sides that goes beyond the 
level of the deck.

CGI: Computer-generated imagery, or visual effects created with 
computer software applications.

Codger: An elderly man, usually used in reference to someone 
old-fashioned or eccentric.

Coleridge: Samuel Taylor Coleridge, an English poet, philoso-
pher, theologian, and literary critic known as a founder of the 
Romantic Movement.

Colors: An item of a particular color or color combination that 
identifies an individual or thing as a member of a group or orga-
nization, such as the flag on a ship.

Conscription: Mandatory and not necessarily voluntary 
enlistment for service, used often in reference to the armed forc-
es.

Cornish: From Cornwall, the most southwesterly area of En-
gland, in the United Kingdom.

Crux: The most important, decisive, or difficult point at issue.

Cur: A contemptible man.

Custom House: The office at a port where customs duty or im-
port tax is collected.

Geographical depiction of the Bristol 
Channel.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, c. 1806, as 
painted by Washington Allston.
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Daft: Silly, foolish, stupid, or crazy.

Death and the Maiden: a concept derived from a late-medie-
val Danse Macabre, an allegory about the universality of death, 
popularized in artistic representations that typically consist of 
a personified Death who summons representatives to dance to 
the grave, uniting people from all walks of life in their common 
Dance of Death. The maiden represents the Greek mythological 
abduction of Persephone by Hades, the god of Hell, and often 
used to represent the fact that life is as short as human beauty 
when viewed in relation to the state of death.

Deconstructionism: A philosophical or critical methodology 
which posits that meaning, metaphysical ideas, and hierarchies 
are always unstable because they depend on arbitrary signifier. 
More simply, it is an analytical examination of something in or-
der to clarify its inadequacy, often applied to philosophical or lit-
erary theory. 

Destroyer: A fast, easily maneuverable, long-endurance warship 
used to escort larger vessels in a naval fleet or battle group to 
defend them against smaller short-range attacks.

Diomedes: Greek mythological hero best known for participat-
ing in the Trojan War. He is depicted in Homer’s Iliad as an elite 
warrior, more capable in battle than anyone except Achilles.

Double share: Twice the normal rate of pay.

East India Company: English company formed in 1600 to take 
advantage of trade opportunities with Southeast Asia and India. 
It is known for heavy involvement in politics and for acting as an 
agent of aggressive British imperialism in India and China during 
the 18th and 19th centuries.

Death and the Maiden by Hans 
Baldung Grien, 1517.

Diomedes, King of Argos, Roman 
copy of a statue by Kresilas, 430 BC.
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Empire: Reference to the territories under the control and 
leadership of the British crown. Formerly the largest empire in 
the world, the British empire reached its greatest extend at the 
end of World War I and comprised more than a quarter of the 
both the world’s land mass and the world’s population. 

Erstwhile: Former.

Falkland Islands: An archipelago in the South Atlantic Ocean 
known for later controversy regarding its colonization by 
Europeans, and whose sovereignty is an ongoing and contentious 
political dispute between Argentina and the United Kingdom. 

Fathom: A unit of length equal to six feet, often used to measure 
the depth of water or distance across bodies of water.

Frigate: A warship originally built for speed and maneuverabil-
ity, generally used in reference to ships that were too small to 
stand in the line of battle of naval warfare.

Gangrene: Localized necrosis or death of body tissue, resulting 
from obstructed circulation or bacterial infection. Gangrene is 
potentially life-threatening if not treated by removal of the infect-
ed tissue.

Hull: The main body of a ship, not including the masts, 
superstructure, rigging, or other fittings. 

Humours: Middle English reference to the four humours or 
bodily fluids – blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm – that 
were believed to influence health and mood or temperament.

Imperialism: The extension of a country’s power and influence 
through diplomacy, colonization, or military force. 

Map depicting the Falkland Is-
lands, near the southestern edge of 
South America.

The Frigate ‘Triton’ as depicted by 
painter Nicholas Peacock, 1797.
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Industrial Revolution: A period of major industrialization 
during the late 1700s and early 1880s with major effects on social, 
cultural, and economic conditions through the rapid mechani-
zation of agriculture and textiles, and the introduction of steam 
powered machinery, ships, and the railroad.

Irish Sea: The body of water that separates Ireland from Great 
Britain.

Ivory Coast: A West African country officially known as The 
Republic of Cote d’Ivoire.

Jolly Roger: Traditional English name for a flag that designates a 
pirate ship, most commonly depicted as a black flag with a white 
skull and crossbones symbol.

Josephus: Titus Flavius Josephus was a first-century scholar and 
historian who notably recorded Jewish history, and whose works 
provide insight on Judaism of the first century and the back-
ground of Early Christianity.

Keel: The structure that runs along the centerline of the bottom 
of a ship’s hull, on which the rest of the hull is built.  The phrase is 
often also used in reference to a boat or ship that has turned over 
on its side or capsized.

Kin: Relation or family.

Kirk: A church, used historically to specify the Church of Scot-
land as a distinct entity apart from the Episcopal Church in Scot-
land or the Church of England.

Laceration: A deep cut or tear in flesh or skin.

The Jolly Roger, a traditional symbol 
of piracy.

Bolton Kirk (Church of Scotland).
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Lackey: A servant, often used as a derogatory reference to 
someone who does menial tasks or blindly follows orders in ex-
change for favor.

Laid low: Caused to topple or fall, knocked out, or made weak.

Leprosy: A contagious disease of the skin, nerves, and mucous 
membranes that causes discolored lumps in the skin, which can 
lead to disfigurement or deformity in extreme cases.

Lesions: An area of tissue or an organ that has suffered damage 
from disease or injury. 

Letter of marque: A government license to arm a vessel and le-
gally use it to capture enemy merchant vessels, acts that would 
otherwise be characterized as illegal acts of piracy.

Makeshift: A temporary substitute.

Mariner: Sailor.

Michael Psellus, Platonic Constantinopolitan: Byzantine Greek 
monk, writer, philosopher, politician, and historian from the 11th 
century, who reintroduced the study of ancient philosophy into 
Byzantine society, particularly the works of Plato. Also one of the 
explanatory glosses included by Coleridge on a later edition of 
the published poem. 

Mizzen: The mast aft of a ship’s mainmast or the lowest sail on a 
mizzenmast (the aftmost mast on a ship).

Nervy: Bold or impudent; with great nerve.

Opium: An addictive drug derived from the juice of the opium 
poppy, used as an analgesic and a narcotic.

Depiction of Michael Psellus (left) 
with his student, Byzantine Emperor 
Michael VII Doukas.

The poppy plant, from which opium 
is derived.
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Penny under the mast: The ceremonial placement of coins under 
the mast was a traditional symbol of good fortune and blessing 
to the ship.

Portofino: An Italian fishing village known as a holiday resort 
and for its beautiful harbor and visits by celebrities and artists. 

Postmodernism: A broad philosophical, artistic, architectural, 
and critical movement that emerged during the mid-to-late 20th 
century and is generally characterized by a sense of irony, 
skepticism, and distrust of universalism, asserting that knowl-
edge and truth are instead products of interpretation that are so-
cially and contextually construed.

Powder monkey: A boy employed to carry powder to the guns 
on a sailing warship.

Privateer: A privately owned and operated ship that was 
commissioned by the government and authorized for use in war, 
particularly by capturing enemy merchant ships. A privateer is 
distinct from a pirate in that their actions are officially sanctioned 
by government, while a pirate’s actions are illegal.

Protestant: A member of the Baptist, Presbyterian, Lutheran, 
or other Western Christian church that separated from Roman 
Catholicism and follows the principles of the Reformation.

Purloined: Stolen.

Rigging: The entire system of ropes, chains, and cables that 
supports the masts of a sailing ship.

Rime: Coleridge used a play on words in the poem’s title to 
reference both “rime,” which is a coating of ice or frost and relat-
ed to the many temperature and weather references in the poem, 
and to make the reader think of the word “rhyme” as a reference 
to the poem itself and the literary devices that are used to tell the 
story. 

Image taken on the coast of Portofi-
no, Italy.

A sailing ship with complex rigging 
on display.
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Romanticism: An artistic and literary movement that developed 
in the late 18th century and emphasized subjectivity, inspiration, 
and individualism.

Schooner: A sailing ship with at least two masts, with gaff-rigged 
lower masts, and usually with a foremast that was smaller than 
the mainmast.

Seraph: An angelic being. Traditional Christian descriptions 
describe seraphim as belonging to the highest order of the celes-
tial hierarchy, with qualities of purity, light, and ardor. 

Shallop: A large heavy boat, usually with two masts and lugsails.  
Can also refer to a particularly light boat, used in shallow water 
for rowing. 

Shanghaied: Coerced, kidnapped, and forced to serve as a sailor 
through trickery, violence, or threats; also known as “crimping.”

Shoal: A place where a body of water is shallow, perhaps due to 
the underwater presence of a sandbank or sandbar.

Slake: To quench or satisfy, as in to satiate one’s thirst. 

Spanish Inquisition: Formerly known as the Tribunal of the Holy 
Office of the Inquisition, a court of justice established in 1478 to 
maintain Catholic orthodoxy in Spain, often noted for its broad 
scope and brutality in the persecution of non-Catholics. 

Starboard: The right side of a ship, when one is facing forward.

Trim: To adjust the sails so that their angle in relation to the wind 
achieves the greatest possible power.

Uno a uno: One by one, or one at a time.

St. Francis’ vision of a seraph, as de-
picted in a 1337 fresco attributed to 
Giotto.

A schooner.
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Further Reading

Romantic Writers

Upper East Side: A neighborhood in the borough of Manhattan 
in New York City, known for its particular affluence. 

Vespers: A sunset evening prayer service in the Catholic, 
Anglican, and Lutheran churches.

West Indies: Reference to the area and the nations included in 
the Caribbean Basin which includes three major archipelagos: 
Greater Antilles, Lesser Antilles, and Lucayan Archipelago. 
The present-day Caribbean Basin comprises some 33 nations, 
including the Bahamas, the United States Virgin Islands, Jamai-
ca, Puerto Rico, Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and the 
Cayman Islands.

Yardarm: Horizontal timbers or spars on a sailing ship from 
which the square sails are hung. 

Romantic Artists
• Alexandre Dumas 
• Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
• Edgar Allen Poe  
• Jane Austen 
• John Keats
• Lord Byron 
• Mary Shelley
• Nathaniel Hawthorne 
• Percy Bysshe Shelley
• Robert Burns 
• Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
• Sir Walter Scott 
• Thomas Chatterton 
• Victor Hugo 
• Walter Scott
• William Blake 
• William Wordsworth

• Antione-Louis Barye
• Caspar David Friedrich
• Edwin Landseer
• Eugène Delacroix
• Francisco Goya
• Freidrich Schelling
• Horace Vernet
• J.M.W. Turner
• Johann Gottlieb Fichte
• Johann Gottlieb von Herder
• Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
• John Constable
• Théodore Gericault
• Thomas Jones

Map depicting the West Indies.
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