Kubla Khan Summary & Analysis

"Kubla Khan" is considered to be one of the greatest poems by the English Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who said he wrote the strange and hallucinatory poem shortly after waking up from an opium-influenced dream in 1797. In the first part of the poem, the speaker envisions the landscape surrounding the Mongol ruler and Chinese emperor Kubla Khan’s summer palace, called "Xanadu," describing it as a place of beauty, pleasure, and violence. The speaker suggests that these qualities are all deeply intertwined and, in the final stanza, announces a desire to build a "pleasure palace" of the speaker's own through song. The poem is one of Coleridge's most famous, and has been interpreted in many different ways. Overall, though, it's possible to think of it as speaking to the creative ambitions of poetry itself—as well as to its limitations.

Summary

In a place called Xanadu, the Mongolian leader Kubla Khan ordered his servants to construct an impressive domed building for pleasure and recreation on the banks of the holy river Alph, which ran through a series of caves so vast that no one could measure them, and then down into an underground ocean. So they created a space with 10 miles of fertile earth surrounded by walls and towers. And in it there were gardens with sunny little streams and fragrant trees, as well as very old forests with sunny clearings in the middle.

But, oh, how beautiful was that deep, impressive gorge that cut through the green hill, between the cedar trees! It was such a wild place! A place so sacred and bewitching that you might expect it to be haunted by a woman crying out for her satanic lover beneath the crescent moon. And out of this gorge, with its endlessly churning river, a geyser would sometimes erupt, as though the ground itself were breathing hard. This geyser would send shards of rock flying into the air like hail, or like grain scattered as it is being harvested. And as it flung up these rocks, the geyser would also briefly send the water of the holy river bursting up into the air. The holy river ran for five miles in a lazy, winding course through woods and fields, before it reached the incredibly deep caves and sank in a flurry into the much stiller ocean. And in the rushing waters of the caves, Kubla Khan heard the voices of his ancestors, predicting that war would come. The shadow of Kubla Khan's pleasure palace was reflected by the waves, and you could hear the sound of the geyser mingling with that of the water rushing through the caves. This was truly a miraculous place: Khan's pleasure palace was both sunny and had icy caves.

In a vision, I once saw an Ethiopian woman play a stringed instrument and sing about a mountain in Ethiopia. If I could recreate within myself the sound of her instrument and her song, it would bring me so much joy that I would build Kubla Khan’s pleasure palace in the sky above me: that sun-filled dome, those caves full of ice! And everyone who heard the song would look up and see what I had built, and they would cry out: “Be careful! Look at his wild eyes and crazy hair! Make a circle around him three times and refuse to look at him: he has eaten the food of the gods and drunk the milk of Heaven!”

Themes

Pleasure and Violence

“Kubla Khan” begins by announcing that it is a poem about “pleasure.” It proposes to describe the Mongol leader’s summer palace, along with all its luxurious—and, for the speaker, exotic—pleasures. However, the poem soon takes a curious turn. Instead of describing sumptuous decorations or brilliant jewels, it focuses mainly on the river that runs through the grounds of the palace. What’s more, instead of describing that river in pleasant terms, it often focuses on the river’s violent energy. Through these descriptions, “Kubla Khan” suggests that pleasure and beauty are neither simple nor uncomplicated. Rather, the poem shows that pleasure and beauty come from the conflict between opposing forces—and that they always contain some degree of violence and ugliness.
The grounds of Kubla Khan’s “pleasure-dome” are not quite as pleasant as one might expect. True, they encompass “twice five miles of fertile ground” and “gardens bright with sinuous rills.” But the speaker moves quickly beyond these pleasant places, devoting only six rather formulaic lines to describing them. Instead, the focus of the poem—and the speaker’s energy—lies in the poem’s middle stanza, where the speaker describes what happens to those “sinuous rills” (small streams) when they exit the pleasant gardens.

They become a violent river, which has cut a deep gorge into the earth; its geysers throw up massive boulders. The speaker describes this place in unsettling terms: it is a “savage place,” “as holy and enchanted / As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted / by woman wailing for her demon lover!” In contrast to the bright, sunny gardens, the chasm is a haunted, uncivilized place.

As the river continues its journey, the unsettling description intensifies. The river enters unfathomable caves, where its rushing sounds like “ancestral voices prophesying war.” From the bright gardens where it runs in little “rills,” the river quickly becomes a powerful and violent force—both “holy” and terrifying.

Given these descriptions, one might think that Khan’s “pleasure” must lie in the bright gardens at the start of the river’s course. But Khan himself does not seem to take this view. It turns out that his palace is not in the “gardens bright” where the river is peaceful. Instead, in lines 31-34, the reader learns that the “shadow of the dome” of Khan’s palace hangs “midway” over the river, so that Khan can hear “the mingled measure / From the fountain and the caves.” That is, Khan does not want to hear only beauty or only violence: he wants both. And the pleasure he takes from his palace presumably comes from his appreciation of the fraught interaction between the two.
In carefully describing the geography of the grounds of Khan’s pleasure dome (and not saying much about the dome itself), the speaker thus makes a subtle argument about pleasure itself. Pleasure, the poem claims, does not exclude violence. Rather, it comes from the tension between beauty and chaos; it demands—and includes—both.

Creativity and Reason

Though the speaker describes the grounds of Kubla Khan’s palace in detail, the speaker also hints that these physical features are not entirely literal. Indeed, the poem’s dreamlike, hallucinatory tone seems to invite the reader to treat the speaker’s descriptions an allegory for creativity and the human mind. People may act like they're in control on the surface, the poem seems to say, but dig a bit deeper and human beings aren't all that reasonable. And the tension between these two parts of the mind—the rational and the irrational—is where creativity comes from.
To understand how the poem can work as an extended metaphor, first note how the description of the palace and its grounds focuses on the “sacred river” named “Alph.” There is no real river called “Alph”; Coleridge invented it for the poem. But the name sounds a lot like the Greek name for the first letter of the alphabet, alpha. This is an important letter in Christian theology: in the Book of Revelation, God describes Himself as the “Alpha and the Omega”—the first and the last, the source of all things and their end. In this sense, the river's name hints that it is symbolically aligned with God’s creative power—which is both the model for and the source of human beings’ creativity.

The speaker then describes the river's course in detail. Along the way, the speaker offers a few hints that the river is not just a symbol of human creativity: it also provides a map of the human mind, showing where that creativity actually comes from. The river begins close to Khan's "gardens," which is important because, at the time the poem was written, gardens often served as symbols of reason: they represent people's power to organize, dominate, and control nature. In this sense, the river begins with rationality—the reasonable parts of the human mind. The river ends, however, in icy caverns, "measureless to man," where "ancestral voices" prophecy "war." This seems like an image of the subconscious—which is violent, uncontrollable, and unknowable to the rational mind.
Between the two elements erupts a "mighty fountain," which could serve as an image of the meeting point between the rational and the irrational parts of the human mind. The results of their meeting are spectacular—and strikingly human. In describing the fountain, the speaker personifies the river, making its bursts sound like "fast thick pants"—the heavy breaths of an exhausted or passionate person. Furthermore, the fountain throws shards of rock into the air, which the speaker describes as "dancing." The fountain doesn't just randomly throw rocks into the air, but rather produces artful, choreographed motion. Together, this all suggests that the speaker sees the mind as something that is divided, with its two halves in tension—and suggests that creativity emerges directly from this tension.
