PAGE  
2

Candace Doby

English 21

Marti Greene

September 26, 2000

The Pains of Sleep

Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s, The Pains of Sleep, explores how fantastic nightmares during sleep can result in agony and grief of the sleeper, especially if he is innocent.  Through analysis of the poem’s inconstant tone and diction, the tension between innocence and guilt and Coleridge’s supportive feelings toward the speaker’s blamelessness come into focus.

The first stanza possesses a sentimental, venerating tone, which is illustrated through the speaker’s description of his feelings during prayer.  “My spirit I to Love compose, in humble trust mine eye-lids close” (lines 5-6).  The author’s choice wording of this phrase indicated that he wants the reader to know the speaker is not merely praying to a distant, eternal being, but rather his spirit (I) communicated exclusively and directly to God (Love).  This phrase also derives a sense of innocence.  The author further develops the speaker’s virtuousness through the diction of subsequent, euphonious phrases in the first stanza.  Instead of simply stating that the speaker prays nightly upon going to sleep, the author discloses that he prays “with reverential resignation, no wish conceived, no thought exprest, only a sense of supplication”  (lines 7-9).  Using “reverential resignation” in this phrase not only illustrates the speaker’s deep respect for God, but also his total submission to Him.  Wishes do not distract the speaker, nor do thoughts of any kind.  He only retains a “sense of supplication,” which is a humble prayer addressed to God (OED).  Take notice of the word “sense.”  Having a sense of something without it being coupled with thought, suggest that it can only be achieved through the soul.  In the last part of the first stanza, the speaker confesses that he is weak, but because God lives in him and around him, he is blessed.  The author describes the speaker’s innocence before the dream, assuming that the reader would more easily accept his purity.


The first word of the second stanza, “but,” indicated to the reader that s/he should expect a change in tone.  Indeed, the tone of this stanza is far from solemn; instead, culpable best characterizes it because the speaker seems overwhelmed with discomfort as he reveals his dream.  Before discussing the evidence of the speaker’s guilt, though, it is also important to note the sense of urgency this stanza presents.  First, there are more exclamation marks in this section than the others, which alludes to the horrific excitement the speaker feels.  Next, the stanza consists of lists and independent phrases, suggesting his desire to explain the dream with great rapidity.  The speaker doesn’t have enough time to make whole sentences. 

Now, the first signal of guilt comes in line 14 which states that last night, the speaker “prayed aloud.”  This is something that he is not accustomed to doing because he told the reader in lines 2 and 3 “It hath not been my use to pray with moving lips or bended knees.”  With the change in tone, the author also changes his diction, using more cacophonous words in stanza two than in stanza one.  Two examples of these harsh sounding words, “agony” and “anguish,” appear in line 15.  The author wants to be sure the reader understands to what degree the speaker’s discomfort is.  Lines 16 through 32 describe the speaker’s dreadful dream that serves as the cause of his guilt.  Specific phrases such as the “fiendish,” or devilish, “crowd,” “loathing,” “hateful,” and “scorned” exemplifies the abhorrence the speaker possesses for his dream.  Along with enmity, the dream also brings feelings of guilt to the speaker.  Line 19 states that he felt a “sense of intolerable wrong.”  This serves as a prime indication of the speaker’s shame because he considers the thoughts accompanied with his dream as sinful.  As the speaker confesses his guilt, though, he also attempts to evoke sympathetic feelings in his reader so that they might continue to believe his innocence  

In line 20, the speaker portrays a weakness different from that in stanza one (line 11).  The latter weakness makes the speaker feel remorseful because it surfaces from his inability to cast away the fantastic thoughts of his dream, causing him to despise the strong.  “And whom I scorned, those only strong!”   On the contrary, the weakness depicted in stanza one occurs in response to his submission to God.  Another hint of the speaker’s guilt appears in line 26, “and shame and terror over all!”  This line simply summarizes the speaker’s feelings toward the dream.  Lines 27 through 29 explain how the speaker tries to use the idea of suffering to remedy his feelings of shame; however, the overwhelming guilty emotions prevent him from doing so, leaving him with “life-stifling fear, soul-stifling shame.”  


But why does the speaker feel so guilty about having such a nightmare?  One reason why he might feel as guilty as he does about seeing such tortuous objects is because he not only expresses disgust towards them, but also desire.  Evidence for this claim appears in lines 23-24 revealing, “desire with loathing strangely mixed on wild or hateful objects fixed.”  Another reason for his guilt may be due to his high level of innocence.  Stanza one provides a god deal of evidence, previously stated, that supports the speaker’s innocence; therefore, it only seems logical for someone who isn’t used to the type of thoughts and visuals described in the poem to feel guilty upon having and seeing them.  For whatever reason, though, it remains true that the dream frightened and irritated the speaker.


The third stanza serves as the speaker’s reflection of his dream.  The reader also learns from this stanza that the “fiendish dream” has been the speaker’s source of disturbance for three consecutive nights.  “The third night when my own loud scream had waked me from the fiendish dream…” (lines 37-38).  After glancing over the this stanza, it seems safe to assume that it, too, possesses a tone of dismay because it contains words that illustrate anxiety such as, “saddened,” “distemper’s,” and “calamity;” however, the speaker is calmer now than in stanza two, giving the poem a partially placid tone.  Evidence of his calm disposition appear in lines 39-42, “O’ercome with sufferings strange and wild, I wept as I had been a child; and having thus by tears subdued my anguish to a milder mood.”  Lines 43-50, though, suggest a different tone, one of disbelief.  The author offers the tone of wonder because it reinforces the speaker’s innocence.  Only an innocent person would be in such disbelief about the speaker’s dream.  In line 46, the author describes the speaker’s dream as the “unfathomable hell within.”  This reveals that the speaker never thought that such a terror would be bestowed upon him.  Next, the speaker doesn’t include himself in the group he considers “deepliest stained with sin (line 44)” because in lines 47 and 49, he refers to “their deeds” and “such men.”  These specific words indicate his exclusion from that category.  In line 50, the speaker poses the only question in the poem, asking Sleep why he possessed him with such a terrible dream.  Again, this illustrates his disbelief that Sleep could do such a thing to his innocent soul.  The last two lines of the poem represent a plea the speaker tries to make to Sleep because he will guarantee the return of his love once Sleep displays his adoration.  He concludes the poem asserting that his love for Sleep is real and sincere, hoping that Sleep (and his reader) will trust him.


The Pains of Sleep allows reader to see how carefully chosen words and phrases uncover the tone of a poem.  Diction also permits him to understand the degree to which an author wishes to express a specific point.  So, with the help of tone and diction, the reader must decide which part of the tension best describes the speaker.  Is he innocent or guilty?  It is obvious that the author wants the reader to perceive the speaker as innocent.  He does seem rather pure in the first stanza; however, the question remains whether his innocence is strong enough to excuse his guiltiness.

