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biographia literaria chapter 14 summary sparknotes offers an insightful overview of one of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s most significant works. This chapter delves into the poet’s critical
reflections on imagination, fancy, and the creative process, topics central to the Romantic literary
movement. The summary provided by SparkNotes helps to clarify Coleridge’s complex ideas,
especially his distinctions between primary and secondary imagination, and the role these play in
poetry and artistic creation. Understanding this chapter is crucial for students and scholars seeking
to grasp Coleridge’s influence on literary theory. This article will explore key themes, definitions,
and philosophical arguments presented in chapter 14, synthesizing them into an accessible format.
Additionally, it will highlight the chapter’s relevance within the broader context of the *Biographia
Literaria* and its impact on literary criticism. The following sections break down the main concepts
and provide a structured summary aligned with SparkNotes’ analysis.

Overview of Biographia Literaria Chapter 14

Primary and Secondary Imagination

Distinction Between Imagination and Fancy

The Role of Imagination in Poetry

Philosophical Influences and Literary Context

Significance of Chapter 14 in Literary Criticism

Overview of Biographia Literaria Chapter 14
Chapter 14 of *Biographia Literaria* is a pivotal section where Coleridge elaborates on his theories
about the imagination, which he considers the foundation of poetic creativity. This chapter serves as
a critical reflection on literary theory, particularly the nature and function of imagination compared
to fancy. According to the summary in SparkNotes, Coleridge uses this chapter to challenge existing
notions of poetic inspiration and to establish a philosophical framework for understanding artistic
genius. The chapter not only defines key terms but also situates Coleridge’s thought within the
Romantic tradition, emphasizing the active and transformative power of the imagination.

Primary and Secondary Imagination

Definition of Primary Imagination
Coleridge introduces the concept of the primary imagination as the fundamental human ability to



perceive and create reality. SparkNotes highlights that the primary imagination is described as a
spontaneous, unconscious power that unifies sensory input into a coherent experience. It is
essentially the living power of perception itself, "an echo of the eternal act of creation," according to
Coleridge. This faculty is not limited to poets but is inherent in all human beings, forming the basis
upon which all further imaginative activities are built.

Explanation of Secondary Imagination
The secondary imagination, in contrast, is a conscious, deliberate faculty employed by the poet or
artist. SparkNotes clarifies that this type of imagination dissolves, diffuses, and recreates the
material provided by the primary imagination, thus acting as a creative and reconstructive power. It
is this secondary imagination that allows poets to produce original works of art by reshaping reality
and infusing it with new meaning. Coleridge regards the secondary imagination as a "shaping and
modifying power," essential for genius and artistic creation.

Distinction Between Imagination and Fancy

Imagination as Creative Power
According to the SparkNotes summary, Coleridge draws a clear distinction between imagination and
fancy. Imagination is a vital, dynamic force that synthesizes and transforms perceptions, enabling
profound creative expression. It is a unifying power that blends the conscious and unconscious,
producing works that transcend mere replication of the external world. Imagination engages with
the essence of things, offering fresh insights and deeper truths.

Fancy as Mechanical Recombination
In contrast, fancy is described as a mechanical and superficial faculty that merely rearranges
existing ideas without creating anything new. SparkNotes emphasizes that fancy lacks the power to
unify or transform; it operates by associating images and thoughts in a decorative or playful manner.
Fancy is considered inferior to imagination because it does not involve the profound creative act that
defines poetry and true artistic genius.

The Role of Imagination in Poetry

Imagination as the Source of Poetic Genius
Chapter 14 underscores the central role of imagination in the creation of poetry. SparkNotes notes
that Coleridge sees poetry as an expression of the poet’s ability to harness the secondary
imagination to produce works that reveal universal truths. Poetry, therefore, is not just an imitation
of nature but a transformative act that reflects the mind’s power to reinterpret and reshape reality.



Imagination and the Poet’s Function
The poet is portrayed as a mediator between the external world and the realm of ideas, using
imagination to bridge sensory experience and intellectual insight. SparkNotes highlights that
Coleridge attributes the poet’s uniqueness to their capacity to exercise the secondary imagination
with conscious mastery, producing meaningful and original artistic creations. This elevates the
poet’s role beyond mere craftsmanship to that of a visionary creator.

Philosophical Influences and Literary Context

Influence of German Idealism
Coleridge’s discussion in chapter 14 is deeply influenced by German Idealist philosophers such as
Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schelling. SparkNotes explains that Coleridge adapts and expands
upon their ideas about the mind’s role in constructing reality. The notion of imagination as a creative
power resonates with Kant’s concept of the mind actively shaping experience, while Schelling’s
philosophy of nature and self-consciousness informs Coleridge’s understanding of the creative
process.

Romanticism and the Emphasis on Creativity
The chapter reflects key Romantic values, including the emphasis on individual creativity, emotion,
and the sublime. SparkNotes points out that Coleridge’s theories challenge the Enlightenment’s
rationalist approach to art, advocating instead for a view of poetry as a product of the mind’s
imaginative synthesis. This philosophical context situates *Biographia Literaria* within a broader
cultural shift toward valuing artistic innovation and subjective experience.

Significance of Chapter 14 in Literary Criticism

Foundational Text for Romantic Literary Theory
Chapter 14 of *Biographia Literaria* is widely regarded as a foundational text in the study of
Romantic literature and literary criticism. SparkNotes emphasizes that Coleridge’s articulation of
imagination as both a universal human faculty and a special poetic gift has influenced generations of
critics and writers. His nuanced distinctions continue to shape discussions about the creative
process and the nature of artistic inspiration.

Enduring Impact on Modern Literary Thought
The ideas presented in this chapter have enduring relevance in contemporary literary theory.
SparkNotes notes that Coleridge’s exploration of imagination prefigures later critical movements
that explore the relationship between mind, language, and creativity. His work remains a touchstone
for understanding the complexities of poetic genius and the transformative power of art.



Imagination integrates sensory input into coherent perception.1.

Secondary imagination reshapes material into original artistic expression.2.

Fancy is a lesser faculty, involving mechanical recombination of ideas.3.

Poetry is a creative act that reveals universal truths through imagination.4.

Coleridge’s ideas are influenced by German Idealism and Romanticism.5.

Chapter 14 is a cornerstone for literary criticism and theory.6.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Chapter 14 in Biographia Literaria
according to SparkNotes?
Chapter 14 primarily focuses on Samuel Taylor Coleridge's theory of imagination, distinguishing
between 'primary' and 'secondary' imagination and their roles in creativity and poetic composition.

How does Coleridge differentiate between primary and
secondary imagination in Chapter 14?
Coleridge describes primary imagination as the living power and prime agent of human perception,
a spontaneous act of the mind. Secondary imagination is an echo of the primary, coexisting with
conscious will, enabling the poet to reshape and unify images creatively.

What role does the 'tertiary' or 'fancy' imagination play
according to Chapter 14?
In Chapter 14, Coleridge contrasts imagination with 'fancy,' which he sees as a mechanical and
unoriginal faculty that simply rearranges existing ideas without creating anything new.

Why is Chapter 14 considered significant in understanding
Coleridge's poetic theory?
Chapter 14 is significant because it lays out Coleridge's foundational ideas about imagination,
creativity, and the poetic process, influencing Romantic literature and subsequent literary criticism.

How does SparkNotes summarize Coleridge's views on the



relationship between imagination and perception in Chapter
14?
SparkNotes summarizes that Coleridge sees imagination as a vital power that shapes and interprets
sensory perception, transforming raw data into meaningful artistic expression.

What examples or illustrations does Coleridge use in Chapter
14 to explain his theory of imagination?
Coleridge uses metaphors such as the 'living power' and the 'echo' to illustrate the dynamic and
reflective aspects of imagination, emphasizing its active role in the creative mind.

How does SparkNotes explain the impact of Chapter 14's ideas
on later literary criticism?
SparkNotes explains that the ideas in Chapter 14 influenced the Romantic emphasis on individual
creativity and the importance of imagination in literature, shaping future critical approaches to
poetry and art.

Additional Resources
1. Biographia Literaria by Samuel Taylor Coleridge
This is the original work where Coleridge explores literary theory, philosophy, and criticism. Chapter
14 specifically delves into the nature of imagination and creativity, contrasting it with fancy. The
book is essential for understanding Romantic literature and Coleridge’s impact on literary criticism.

2. The Romantic Imagination: Essays in Literature and Art by Harold Bloom
Bloom’s collection of essays examines the Romantic period’s emphasis on imagination, a theme
central to Chapter 14 of Biographia Literaria. The book discusses key figures like Coleridge and
Wordsworth, providing insight into how Romantic writers viewed creativity and artistic expression.

3. Coleridge and the Philosophy of Poetic Imagination by Kathleen Hart
This scholarly work focuses on Coleridge’s concept of imagination as presented in Biographia
Literaria, especially in Chapter 14. Hart analyzes Coleridge’s philosophical ideas, highlighting the
distinction between primary and secondary imagination and its significance in poetic creation.

4. Romanticism and the Forms of Ruin: Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Romantic Literary Theory by
Anne Janowitz
Janowitz explores the literary theories of Wordsworth and Coleridge, including their views
articulated in Biographia Literaria. The book considers how Romantic writers theorized about
creativity, imagination, and the transformative power of literature.

5. Literary Theory: An Introduction by Terry Eagleton
Eagleton’s comprehensive guide to literary theory includes discussions on Romanticism and
Coleridge’s contributions. The book provides context for understanding Biographia Literaria’s
theoretical framework, especially the ideas presented in Chapter 14 about imagination and the
creative process.



6. Imagination and Literary Theory: The Coleridgean Legacy edited by Michael O’Neill
This collection of essays explores how Coleridge’s ideas about imagination have influenced literary
theory. It offers detailed analyses of Biographia Literaria, focusing on the philosophical and
aesthetic concepts introduced in Chapter 14.

7. Samuel Taylor Coleridge: A Critical Introduction by Richard Holmes
Holmes provides a detailed biography and critical analysis of Coleridge’s works, including
Biographia Literaria. The book helps readers understand the context and significance of Chapter 14
by exploring Coleridge’s life, intellectual influences, and literary philosophy.

8. Wordsworth and Coleridge: Lyrical Ballads and the Romantic Movement by James Engell
This book examines the collaborative work of Wordsworth and Coleridge, emphasizing their shared
and divergent ideas about poetry and imagination. It situates Chapter 14 of Biographia Literaria
within the broader Romantic movement and its aesthetic goals.

9. The Philosophy of Literature: Contemporary and Classic Readings edited by Peter Lamarque and
Stein Haugom Olsen
This anthology includes key texts and commentaries on literary philosophy, featuring discussions on
Coleridge’s theories of imagination from Biographia Literaria. It offers a multidisciplinary approach
to understanding literary creativity and interpretation.
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