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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Author / Work: Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ‘Kubla Khan’ 

Theme: The Composition of ‘Kubla Khan’ 

Rationale 
This activity, which aims to develop students’ understanding of ‘Kubla Khan’ after completing 

an initial study of Coleridge’s poem, will encourage students to make links between the poem 

and a number of historical sources. Students will produce an annotated version of the poem 

that shows how Coleridge drew on writings about the Far East and its culture, considering how 

Coleridge’s work is influenced by descriptions of Oriental legends, landscapes, architecture and 

design. They will go on to explore Coleridge’s thoughts on the nature of poetic diction in his 

prose work Biographia Literaria, applying these to ‘Kubla Khan’. This ‘layering’ of historical 

sources will encourage students to develop increasingly close, sophisticated readings of this 

complex and challenging poem, placing it in its historical and cultural context and considering it 

in the light of the author’s own aesthetic philosophy. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Manuscript of S T Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ (c. 1797-1804) 

 Purchas his Pilgrimage; or, Relations of the World and the Religions by Samuel Purchas 

(1613)  

 Designs of Chinese Buildings, Furniture, Dresses, Machines and Utensils by William 

Chambers (1757) 

 Biographia Literaria by Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1817) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

The Romantics by Dr Stephanie Forward 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ‘Kubla Khan: or A Vision in a Dream’ by Dr Seamus Perry 

‘Kubla Khan’ and Coleridge’s exotic language by Daljit Nagra 

External links: 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge: Preface to ‘Kubla Khan’ (1816) 

Marco Polo: ‘Of the City of Chandu, and the Kaan's Palace There’, from The Travels of Marco 

Polo 

‘Romantic Orientalism: Overview’, from The Norton Anthology of English Literature 

‘Orientalism in Nineteenth-Century Art’, from the Metropolitan Museum of Art website 

http://www.bl.uk/discovering-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-of-s-t-coleridges-kubla-khan
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/purchas-his-pilgrimage-or-relations-of-the-world-and-the-religions
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/purchas-his-pilgrimage-or-relations-of-the-world-and-the-religions
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/designs-of-chinese-buildings-and-furniture
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/designs-of-chinese-buildings-and-furniture
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/biographia-literaria-by-samuel-taylor-coleridge
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-romantics
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/samuel-taylor-coleridge-kubla-khan-or-a-vision-in-a-dream
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/kubla-khan-and-coleridges-exotic-language
http://www.english.uga.edu/~nhilton/232/stc/im-34.htm
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Travels_of_Marco_Polo/Book_1/Chapter_61
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Travels_of_Marco_Polo/Book_1/Chapter_61
http://www.wwnorton.com/college/english/nael/romantic/topic_4/welcome.htm
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/euor/hd_euor.htm
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Key questions 

 How did Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s reading of the accounts of the travellers Samuel 

Purchas, William Chambers and Marco Polo influence the scenes he describes in ‘Kubla 

Khan’? 

 What did Coleridge say about the nature of poetic diction in Biographica Literaria? 

Does he succeed in upholding these aims in ‘Kubla Khan’? 

Activities 
1) Students should read Coleridge’s account of the composition of ‘Kubla Khan’, as 

outlined in his 1816 preface to the poem. To what factors does Coleridge attribute the 

poem’s composition? 

2) Provide students with the following (see links to these sources above): 

 A copy of ‘Kubla Khan’, enlarged onto A3 paper and printed with wide margins so 

that there is ample space for annotation  

 Samuel Purchas: Purchas his pilgrimage, or Relations of the world and the religions 

observed in all ages and places discovered (1626) 

 William Chambers: Designs of Chinese Buildings, Furniture, Dresses, Machines and 

Utensils (1757) 

 Marco Polo: ‘Of the City of Chandu, and the Kaan’s Palace There’, from The 

Travels of Marco Polo 

Students, perhaps working in groups, should make specific connections between 

Coleridge’s poem and the three historical sources, focusing on their descriptions of 

landscapes, buildings and objects, and how Purchas and Marco Polo convey a sense of 

the power and majesty of Kubla Khan. Particularly able students should be asked to 

focus on the exoticism of Coleridge’s descriptions and their echoing of the rich sensual 

imagery of the historical sources. 

3) After sharing their observations, students should read the extracts from Coleridge’s 

Biographia Literaria and explore what he says about the nature of poetic diction. On 

what grounds did critics object to Coleridge’s Poems of 1794? 

4) Students should then consider the extent to which Coleridge has succeeded in avoiding 

the ‘obscurity’, ‘turgidness of diction’, ‘excess of ornament’ and ‘strained and elaborate’ 

language that allegedly marred his earlier work. Has he managed to ‘tame the swell and 

glitter’ of his ‘thought and diction’? If not, is this a failing?  

Extension activities  

 Students could go on to consider ‘Kubla Khan’ in the light of Coleridge’s distinction 

between imagination and fancy, as described in Chapter 4 of Biographica Literaria, and 

between the primary and secondary imagination, as described in Chapter 13. How do 

these concepts illuminate our understanding of Coleridge’s poem? 
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 The concept of orientalism offers a number of possibilities for further study. Students 

could begin with reading the ‘Overview on Romantic Orientalism’ from the Norton 

Anthology of English Literature (see ‘External links’) and go on to explore some of the 

texts mentioned. An exploration of orientalism in the visual and decorative arts might 

also illuminate the exoticism of Coleridge’s imagery: students can begin by exploring 

the page on orientalism on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s website (see ‘External 

links’) and go on to locate other examples. 

 

 


