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Im, Bora. “William Wordsworth and S. T. Coleridge in the Newspaper War.” Studies in English 
Language & Literature 43.2 (2017): 245-263. 1802 was the year when newspaper war broke out between 
Britain and France; Napoleon banned all British newspapers from France, while the British press replied to 
the attack from French newspapers with strong words. To explore the historical event I want to read 
William Wordsworth’s sonnets composed in 1802: “I Grieved for Buonaparté,” “I Grieved for Buonaparté,” 
and “Calais, August, 1802.” I hope my discussion will find out how Wordsworth supported Britain's war 
effort by publishing those patriotic sonnets, which are filled with Francophobia. My reading of Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge's essay, “Comparison” will facilitate the understanding of Wordsworth's sonnets mentioned 
above. In “Comparison” Coleridge showed his patriotism by criticizing the present state of France and 
praising the British constitution. (Chonbuk National University)
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I

  To William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 1802 was the 

year when they confirmed their patriotism publicly for the first time in 

their literary lives. Wordsworth in belligerent sonnet sequence of 1802-3 

and Coleridge in a series of four essays titled “Comparison of the Present 
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State of France with that of Rome under Julius and Augustus Caesar” 

(1802) demonstrated their patriotic spirit, which was provoked by the 

newspaper war fought between the British and French governments. 

French newspapers published by émigrés in London particularly infuriated 

Napoleon, such as Paris Pendant l’Année and L’Ambigu, or Atrocious and 

Amusing Varieties, both edited by Jean-Gabriel Peltier, which used 

classical and poetical allusions to call for his assassination. The English 

press drove Napoleon into a fury. Eventually, “in August 1802 he banned 

all British newspapers from France” (Roberts 500). The British press 

replied to the attack from French newspapers with strong words to defend 

national pride and criticize Francophilia that gained popularity in Britain at 

that time to a considerable extent. I want to begin with arguments about 

the publishing date of “I Grieved for Buonaparté” (1802), one of 

Wordsworth’s sonnet cycle. I hope my discussion about the publishing 

date of the sonnet will find out Wordsworth’s bitter hatred of Francophilia 

hidden in it. The discussion will be followed by the analysis of “Calais, 

August, 1802” (1802), which belongs to the cycle too. Wordsworth’s 

detestation of Francophilia was based upon his patriotism. In Coleridge’s 

“Comparison” patriotism took on the character of militancy. 

II

  When Wordsworth published “I Grieved for Buonaparté” in the Morning 

Post on 6 September 1802 he must have expected that the sonnet could 

make an impact on its readers as it dealt with contemporary political 

events (Brustein 200). It is remarkable that the poet published his poem in 

a conservative newspaper such as the Morning Post. My suggestion is 

that one of those events was the arrival of Napoleon’s aide-de-camp, 
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General Lauriston, in Britain on 10 October 1801 with the ratification of 

the Preliminaries of the Peace of Amiens of 1 October. According to The 

Annual Register General Lauriston’s carriage “was followed by a 

numerous concourse of people, who afterwards took the horses from his 

carriage, and drew it down Bond-street, St. James’s-street, and to 

Downing-street, expressing on the occasion the most tumultuous joy” 

(Maccoby 12). At night there was “a general illumination”,  abstainers 

from which had their windows broken by the mob (Maccoby 321). The 

illumination was repeated on 12 October. As Maccoby points out, “having 

brought an exhausting war to a not undignified conclusion, the Addington 

Government might now hope to have established an independent basis for 

its existence” (Maccoby 154). The British people were wearied of the 

French Revolutionary Wars waged against France since 1793. They 

expected that the Peace Preliminaries would ensure them a peaceful 

period to come. So they responded to the appearance of the envoy with 

jubilant and enthusiastic demonstration. But not all of them were 

comfortable with the Preliminaries and the definitive Treaty. The critical 

attention given to the terms of the peace is reflected in Coleridge’s letter 

to Thomas Poole on 21 October 1801: “We, i.e. Wordsworth and myself, 

regard the Peace as necessary; but the Terms as most alarming” (CL 

771). Concern for the behaviour of the British public who were exultant at 

the anticipation of the peace regardless of its terms is articulated in 

Wordsworth’s sonnet, “I Grieved for Buonaparté”. The poet’s sister, 

Dorothy, in her journal for 21 May 1802, writes that “William wrote two 

sonnets on Buonaparte after I had read Milton’s sonnets to him” 

(Moorman 127). Wordsworth gave a fuller account of the event in 1843:

 

In the cottage of Town End, one afternoon in [May 1802], my sister read to 

me the Sonnets of Milton. I had long been well acquainted with them, but I 
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was particularly struck on that occasion by the dignified simplicity and 

majestic harmony that runs through most of them,--in character so totally 

different from the Italian, and still more so from Shakespeare’s fine Sonnets. 

I took fire, if I may be allowed to say so, and produced three sonnets the 

same afternoon, the first I ever wrote except an irregular one at school. Of 

these three, the only one I distinctly remember is “I Grieved for 

Buonaparté.” (Selincourt 417).

 

In the time of invasion crisis of 1802, Wordsworth needed to appropriate 

Miltonic, masculine, and patriotic voice, rather than Shakespeare’s fine 

tone.  

  On 21 May 1802 Wordsworth wrote in the very beginning of “I Grieved 

for Buonaparté” that he grieved for Napoleon because of the events of 10 

and 12 October 1801 mentioned above. 

I grieved for Buonaparté, with a vain

And an unthinking grief! The tenderest mood

Of that Man's mind--what can it be? what food

Fed his first hopes? what knowledge could he gain?

'Tis not in battles that from youth we train

The Governor who must be wise and good,

And temper with the sternness of the brain

Thoughts motherly, and meek as womanhood.

Wisdom doth live with children round her knees:

Books, leisure, perfect freedom, and the talk

Man holds with week-day man in the hourly walk

Of the mind's business: these are the degrees

By which true Sway doth mount; this is the stalk

True power doth grow on; and her rights are these. (Selincourt 110).

The poet exploits Napoleon’s fame as a soldier to disqualify him from the 

status of “The Governor.” Instead Wordsworth states that the Governor 
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must be “wise and good,” which cannot be thought of as Napoleon’s 

characteristics. As Simon Bainbridge aptly points out, the poet’s grief in 

the sonnet is not “sympathetic grief” (73) put paid to when Wordsworth 

recognized Napoleon’s evil propensities. When the poet criticizes 

Napoleon, however, he seems to have grieved more for the excited 

British people than for the general. Certainly Wordsworth grieved for 

Napoleon’s acts of aggression evinced in the coup d’état of 9 November 

1799, by which he installed himself as the First Consul under a new 

constitution. As Dwyer points out, “the coup of 1799 had brought General 

Napoleon to power as First Consul of France, and, as most historians 

speculate, ended the French Revolution. The bloodless coup  d’état had 

overthrown the French Directory by replacing it with the French 

Consulate. The event had occurred on 9 November 1799, which was 18 

Brumaire, Year VII under the French Republican Calendar” (300). 

Napoleon’s aggressive disposition shown in the coup is the exact opposite 

of “the tenderest mood,” which Wordsworth thinks is the virtue of an 

ideal ruler in the sonnet. But its publishing date, 6 September 1802, 

requires a more cautious reading. Wordsworth had tried to give his poems 

currency by bringing contemporary social and political issues into them 

throughout his poetic career. 

  In the sonnet sequence to which “I Grieved for Buonaparté” belongs he 

amplified the sonnets’ currency by publishing them only a short time after 

composition. The sonnets were written and published in the Morning Post 

and The Poetical Register between 1802 and 1803. (These were eight: 

“Calais August, 1802,” “I Grieved for Buonaparté,” “Calais, August 15, 

1802,” “To Toussaint L'Ouverture,” “September 1, 1802,” “It is not to be 

thought of that the Flood,” “When I have borne in memeory what has 

tamed,” “Anticipation.”) For example “I Grieved for Buonaparté” was 

written on 21 May 1802, and was in print on 6 September 1802. And 
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“Calais, August, 1802” was composed  in August 1802 and published on 

29 January 1803. The short interval between the composition and 

publishing is very unusual for Wordsworth. Compared with The Prelude, 

which began to germinate in 1798 but did not come to the world until 

1850, the sonnets are published without much delay. The two-part 

Prelude of 1799 that is an early form of The Prelude began to be written 

on October 1798 (Reed 42). If he had not published the sonnets speedily 

they might not have obtained immediate impact upon his contemporaries. 

Wordsworth seems to have thought that he could influence his readers 

with a timely publication of the sonnets. Social and political occurrences 

of some importance happened in and out of Britain while Wordsworth 

composed and published “I Grieved for Buonaparté”: a number of the 

British people visited France following the Peace of Amiens signed on 25 

March 1802; and Napoleon proclaimed himself Consul for Life on 2 August 

1802. Maccoby suggests that “Napoleon had displayed his capacities to 

make peace, the prerequisite for stability in France. Grateful citizens 

voted overwhelmingly to transform the first consul's constitutional position 

into that of consul for life” (22). 

  As J. R. Watson points out, “I Grieved for Buonaparté” contrasts 

between one who had been trained in battles and one who can “temper 

with the sternness of the brain / Thoughts motherly, and meek as 

womanhood” (90). If Wordsworth had not thought that it was dealing with 

current issues of the time when it was published, he might not have 

brought it out with such a speed. He must have found that public 

admiration at Napoleon shown in Britain in 1801 was repeated in 1802: 

the British people’s crowding into France to see Napoleon who ascended 

to Life Consul recently. The awareness of the similarity between the two 

events must have been a biting experience to Wordsworth and made him 

see the public folly. Wordsworth seems to have felt some social 
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responsibility to guide and rectify the public misconduct. He needed to do 

that without delay; and it explains why the sonnet had to be published 

promptly. Wordsworth had already thought of himself as a teacher for the 

public in Lyrical Ballads (1798). As Stuart Allen points out, “poetry is a 

form of teaching in Lyrical Ballads. The poet advises and disciplines, 

calling people back to a traditional attitude of humility and responsibility 

towards nature” (83). Now in “I Grieved for Buonaparté” Wordsworth 

advises the British people and calls them back to patriotism. When the 

attention is focused on the publishing date and the political incidents 

around it “I Grieved for Buonaparté” can be read as Wordsworth’s 

expression of lament for Francophilia shown in the enthusiastic hailing in 

1801 and the visit of the British people to France in 1802. In other words 

his grief was due to the British people who flocked into France to see 

Napoleon who the poet believed did not deserve warm acceptance from 

them. Wordsworth’s anxiety about or scoff at Francophilia is also shown 

in a sonnet composed around the time when “I Grieved for Buonaparté” 

was published. “Calais, August, 1802,” which was written in August 1802, 

is a diatribe against the British travellers who went to France. 

  In “Calais, August, 1802” Wordsworth attacks them as “feeble Heads”:

Is it a reed that’s shaken by the wind,

Or what is it that ye go forth to see?

Lords, lawyers, statesmen, squires of low degree,

Men known, and men unknown, sick, lame, and blind,

Post forward all, like creatures of one kind, 

With first-fruit offerings crowd to bend the knee

In France, before the new-born Majesty.

’Tis ever thus. Ye men of prostrate mind!

A seemly reverence may be paid to power;

But that's a loyal virtue, never sown
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In haste, nor springing with a transient shower:

When truth, when sense, when liberty were flown

What hardship had it been to wait an hour?

Shame on you, feeble Heads, to slavery prone! (Selincourt 115).

Wordsworth arrived in Calais on 1 August 1802 to meet Annette Vallon 

and her daughter Caroline. While in France in 1792, Wordsworth had 

fathered an illegitimate daughter by Vallon. This discovery caused 

scholars to look again at the whole corpus of his works (Beer 42). From 

then on and until he left Calais a month later he must have seen at first 

hand the flood of British visitors, which was offensive to his pride as an 

Englishman. And it is probable that on witnessing the group of the British 

people in France he was reminded of the enthusiastic demonstration of 

1801 and that the event of 1801 conflated with what he was seeing in 

1802 while increasing the intensity of his anger at the latter. The harsh 

criticism in “Calais, August, 1802” of “the new-born Majesty” and of the 

British sympathizers of him, which is implied in such words as “Ye men of 

prostrate mind” and “feeble Heads” can be understood in the context of 

the newspaper war that was carried on between the British and French 

governments. “I Grieved for Buonaparté” was the product of the 

newspaper war too. Wordsworth published it in the Morning Post on 6 

September 1802 when the war of journalism was fought vigorously. 

Coleridge’s “Comparison,” which was in the Morning Post in four 

instalments from 21 September 1802, was participating in the newspaper 

war too. Coleridge was intensely involved with the Morning Post from 

1799 until 1802; as Heidi Thomson points out, “Coleridge's intense 

involvement with the Morning Post during this period is a useful window 

for unlocking his personal and poetic interests (5).” Already in 1998, Paul 

Magnuson argued for the importance of reading Romantic poems in their 

original publications because the “public significance of a literary work 
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rests, not in itself, not within its own generic boundaries, but in its 

locations for the simple reason that without precise location, there is no 

cultural significance (3).”

  On 25 July 1802 the then British Prime Minister Henry Addington’s 

Foreign Secretary Hawkesbury was given an official note of complaint 

from Otto, the French ambassador. According to New Annual Register, 

“Towards the latter end of July 1802, Otto received an order from his 

government to demand the punishment of M. Peltier, editor of a periodical 

paper in the French language. It was declared that it was not to Peltier 

alone, but to the editor of the Courier Français de Londres, to Cobbett 

and to other writers who resembled them, that he had to direct the 

attention of his majesty’s government” (Maccoby 213). The émigré 

Peltier’s L’Ambigu was published in London but it certainly anticipated the 

French readership because it was written in French. A French counterpart 

of L’Ambigu was Argus, which was brought out in Paris and printed in 

English. L’Ambigu and Argus contributed to provoking and aggravating 

mutual hostilities between the two governments while enjoying secret 

encouragements from their own countries. 

  Peltier’s paper, with other belligerent publications such as the Morning 

Post and the Times, was successful in getting a rise out of Napoleon. On 

17 August 1802 Otto presented Hawkesbury with a list of six demands, 

the first of which pressed the British government to “adopt the most 

effectual measures to put a stop to the unbecoming and seditious 

publications with which the newspapers and other writings printed in 

England were filled” (Maccoby 161). The response of Hawkesbury was 

straightforward: “the king neither would nor could, in consequence of any 

representation or menace from a foreign power, make any concession 

which could be in the smallest degree dangerous to the liberty of the 

press, justly dear to every British subject” (Maccoby 162). 
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  The verbal warfare between the two countries helped Britain to 

strengthen her position in diplomatic affairs with France. Conrad Gill 

writes: “The dispute had only aroused ill-feeling in England and France, 

and its chief importance at that moment was that it brought the English 

ministry for the first time to a firm attitude in opposition to the French. As 

long as they showed any disposition to conciliate the French government, 

greater and greater demands were put upon them. Now at last they were 

driven to resist the importunity of France, and the First Consul became 

more moderate in his terms” (66). In other words the uncompromising 

tone of Britain in the negotiation heightened her confidence in her 

diplomatic and military power for the first time in the struggle with France 

that had continued since 1793. 

  I think the influence of the newspaper war was not confined to the 

British government. It was also meaningful to Wordsworth and Coleridge. 

For the first time in their literary careers Wordsworth and Coleridge 

affirmed their patriotism in the works written or published during the 

newspaper war. My suggestion is that “Calais, August, 1802,” “I Grieved 

for Buonaparté” and “Comparison” are the first works where Wordsworth 

and Coleridge showed their pro-British bias. Now Wordsworth and 

Coleridge were not republicans who devoted themselves to the 

Revolutionary cause as they had done in their past, but patriots who were 

committed to unite Britain against France and Napoleon. They could not 

but be aware of national alarm caused by the precariousness of the Peace 

behind which the possibility of the renewal of war with France was 

looming. During the newspaper war the British press was full of patriotic 

spirit that was often mixed with the vituperation and underestimation of 

France to come up against the attacks of French newspapers, among 

which the most notorious was the Moniteur (Hampson 70). “Calais, 

August, 1802,” “I Grieved for Buonaparté” and “Comparison” reflect this 
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tendency. After Wordsworth’s patriotism was proclaimed for the first time 

in these works it became a recurrent sentiment in his later poems. The 

patriotism of the two sonnets is the harbinger of the stronger patriotic 

tone of Wordsworth’s “Lines on the Expected Invasion,” “Anticipation,” 

“To the Men of Kent,” and “October 1803,” which were composed in 

October 1803 when the threat of French invasion was at its height 

(Behrendt 113).

  In “Calais, August, 1802” Wordsworth refers to Napoleon as “the 

new-born Majesty.” The adjective “new-born” is ambiguous. Napoleon 

was “the new-born Majesty” in that he elevated himself to Consul for Life 

recently with a view to set up a dynasty however imperfect and imitative 

it might be. But Wordsworth must have aimed at another meaning at the 

same time: the phrase “new-born” makes a mockery of the shortness of 

Napoleon by associating him with a newly born and small baby. It also 

correlates Napoleon with the immaturity a newly born baby connotes. 

Napoleon’s immaturity is derided in association with the abruptness the 

coup involved. He lacked “a loyal virtue, never sown│In haste, nor 

springing with a transient shower.” Napoleon was immature because he 

came to power so suddenly without having enough time to teach himself 

“a loyal virtue.”

  To Wordsworth and the British public Napoleon was not a qualified 

leader. In “I Grieved for Buonaparté” Napoleon is depicted as a ruler who 

does not come up to a virtuous governor. As quoted above, the poet 

wrote that “the Governor” “must be wise and good” and possess 

“thoughts motherly, and meek as womanhood.” Wordsworth’s conception 

of a good leader as a man whose military valor is in harmony with mild 

disposition is found once more in his description of Michel Beaupuy, who 

was a republican soldier and the poet’s philosophic mentor during his stay 

in the Revolutionary France. As Nicholas Roe points out, Wordsworth must 
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have met Beaupuy shortly after, February 1792, and they had parted by 

27 July when Beaupuy's regiment left for the Rhine frontier (24).  In 

October 1804 Wordsworth praised Beaupuy in The Prelude for his 

meekness.

  Even though Beaupuy was a soldier who fought for the revolutionary 

principles he was tempered by “thoughts motherly, and meek as 

womanhood” unlike Napoleon. Wordsworth recollects in The Prelude: 

 

A meeker man

Than this lived never, or a more benign—

Meek, though enthusiastic to the height

Of highest expectation. Injuries

Made him more gracious, and his nature then 

Did breathe its sweetness out most sensibly,

As aromatic flowers on alpine turf

when foot has crushed them. He through the events

Of that great change wandered in perfect faith

As through a book, an old romance, or tale

Of fairy, or some dream of actions wrought

Behind the summer clouds. (Prelude 362).

My suggestion is that the reason why Wordsworth emphasized Beaupuy’s 

benignity in 1804 was to magnify Napoleon’s bellicosity. By June 1804 the 

abhorrence of Napoleon was rampant in Britain: the French army’s 

invasion of Switzerland in October 1802 and the renewal of the French 

Revolutionary Wars on 18 May 1803 added to his bad reputation as a 

warmonger.

  Wordsworth must have had Beaupuy’s meekness in mind when he was 

writing “I Grieved for Buonaparté,” Beaupuy was a model soldier against 

whom Napoleon’s demerit was judged and reprimanded. To Wordsworth, 

Napoleon was a half-formed commander whose military zeal was not 
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counterbalanced by tenderness. “I Grieved for Buonaparté” and “Calais, 

August, 1802” are ill-concealed attacks on Napoleon for having such a 

defect. But as shown at the close of the poems, the reproof is directed to 

the British public who are blind to the blemish of the First Consul. 

Considering that the two sonnets were engaged in the newspaper war 

waged at that time, Wordsworth’s tactics of rebuking both Napoleon and 

the British supporters of him seem wise. Wordsworth knew that the 

accusation of the moral misdeeds of his fellow countrymen was an 

effective way of attacking the enemy of whom they were in favor, 

Napoleon.

  His attack on Napoleon and the British supporters of him is based on 

patriotism. The heated atmosphere of the battle of pens seems to have 

stimulated Wordsworth’s patriotism that had never been publicly affirmed. 

Before he entered the battlefield armed with his sonnets Wordsworth had 

never expressed such a complete attachment to his country as evinced in 

them. His own country was the object of his bitter criticism even though 

the basis of it must have been the love of it. Wordsworth attacked Britain 

as a republican in Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff (1793); and the poet 

attacked his own country in “Adventures on Salisbury Plain” (1793-94) as 

a sympathizer of Godwinian philosophy. But once in the arena he was fully 

aware who the enemy was and whom he should support: his assault was 

made upon the enemy of his own country. 

  Coleridge responded to “I Grieved for Buonaparté” favourably. In a 

letter to William Sotheby written on 19 September 1802 he stated: “Did 

you see a very fine Sonnet on Buonaparte in the Morning Post of 

Wednesday or Thursday last? It was written by Wordsworth—& comes 

upon my Feelings, as in the spirit of the best of Milton’s Sonnets.” On 21 

September Coleridge launched his own attack against the French 

government and the First Consul in the Morning Post under the title of 
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“Comparison of the Present State of France with that of Rome under 

Julius and Augustus Caesar”, which appeared in the serial form until 2 

October 1802. “Comparison” was not Coleridge’s first criticism of France. 

For example, when the new constitution was planned in France following 

the coup of 1799 Coleridge did not conceal his scepticism of it: in “On the 

French Constitution” published in the Morning Post for 7 December 1799 

he stated that he could not expect “a system productive of quietness from 

intriguers, or a constitution favourable to genuine liberty from a 

Commander in Chief” (CL 869). The language of the four essays published 

serially under the same title was pungent and aggressive. In the third 

article published on 27 December he did not hesitate to refer to the 

outline of the new French constitution as “the mere ornamental outworks 

of a military despotism” (Erdman 53). In other words the militant tone of 

“Comparison” was not without precedent in Coleridge’s works. 

  Coleridge’s patriotism is intimated by the frequent use of the words, 

“we” or “our”, as shown in the opening essay of the “Comparison” series. 

The first “Comparison” published on 21 September 1802 concludes with 

the passionate celebration of his own identity an Englishman: 

 
But we will not voluntarily cease to think freely and speak openly. We owe 

grateful hearts, and uplifted hands of thanksgiving to the Divine Providence, 

that there is yet one European country (and that country our own) in which 

the actions of public men may be boldly analysed, and the result publicly 

stated. And let the Chief Consul . . . learn to submit to it [his FATE], if he 

finds that it is still his FATE to struggle with the spirit of English freedom, 

and the virtues which are the offspring of that spirit! If he finds, that the 

GENIUS of GREAT BRITAIN, which blew up his Aegyptian navy into the air, 

and blighted his Syrian laurel, still follows him with a calm and dreadful eye. 

(Erdman 319-20). 

The words, “we” and “our” provoke a call for national unity against the 
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attack from the French press. Coleridge had never before exploited the 

words with such heightened awareness of emotional ties between him and 

his country. 

  Coleridge’s praise of the free press of Britain where one can “think 

freely and speak openly” is the reconfirmation of Lord Hawkesbury’s 

strong defence of “the liberty of the press, justly dear to every British 

subject.” In the first “Comparison”, Napoleon whose “employment of spies 

and informers” (Erdman 314) has fortified his military despotism, is 

compared to Tiberius. Britain itself had the history of the suppression of 

political publications and meetings. It also had set spies upon political 

enemies. And Coleridge was under the observation of a government spy, 

James Walsh in 1797. But in the essay Coleridge holds back his and his 

country’s past while accusing France of such repressive policies. To 

Coleridge, Britain’s freedom of speech from which “the spirit of English 

freedom” originates needed to be celebrated at all costs to make 

Napoleon’s military despotism salient by contrast. The word, despotism, is 

repeated throughout the four articles entitled “Comparison.” 

  There is something particularly intense in Coleridge’s emphasis on 

national solidarity and Napoleon’s bad repute as a despot. Compared with 

“Calais, August, 1802” and “I Grieved for Buonaparté” the tone of the four 

essays entitled “Comparison” is very strong and militant. In “I Grieved for 

Buonaparté” Wordsworth controls his antipathy to Napoleon: even though 

the poet’s “grief” at Napoleon conceals his indignation at the latter, he 

expresses it in a roundabout way. For example, instead of calling 

Napoleon a despot Wordsworth lists the qualities of an ideal ruler: “the 

tenderest mood”, wisdom, goodness, “the sternness of the brain,” 

“thoughts motherly,” and meekness. In “Calais, August, 1802” Wordsworth 

expresses his animosity to Napoleon by scolding his countrymen while not 

attacking the former directly. The two sonnets are militant but the 
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militancy is regulated.

  Unlike Wordsworth, Coleridge is direct in his denunciation of Napoleon 

in the four essays: the belligerency is not concealed and national unity is 

guarded passionately in them. The intensity of the essays was heightened 

by the attack from “the infamous article in the Moniteur of the 9th [8th] 

of August” 1802, in which Napoleon boasted that “the French Government 

will last longer than the English” (Erdman 322). Coleridge pretends to be 

serene: in the second essay he says that “Many Englishmen were made 

merry, but none angry” and that “It is easy to forgive accusations that are 

altogether unfounded” (Erdman 323). But actually he was neither made 

merry nor could forgive the accusations.  

  “Comparison” series is Coleridge’s systematic attacks on the 

threatening condemnation from France. It was written to prove that the 

British government would last longer than the French, and that France 

could never defeat Britain because its despotism, as Coleridge argues, 

would contribute to its own collapse. In the second article published on 25 

September he writes, “France cannot justify her despotism by the same 

necessity as Rome could and the despotism, which cannot be justified—

cannot be permanent” (Erdman 328). He confirms his faith in the decline 

of France in the fourth essay of 2 October: “We believe, that this new 

Roman Empire will be of short duration” (Erdman 334). Coleridge seems 

to have thought that it was important to defeat France in the paper war as 

well as in the war of bayonets. It explains why he was so earnest in 

highlighting Napoleon’s despotism and in asserting the national strength in 

the four essays. He must have supposed that his “Comparison” could do 

much for weakening the pre-eminence of Napoleon in world affairs 

around 1802. As David Erdman points out, Coleridge “must . . . have 

supposed that he was reaching a French audience including Bonaparte” 

(228). Coleridge was fighting a battle of his own with France even before 
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the French War was resumed on 18 May 1803.

III

  Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s patriotic statements cultivated in “Calais, 

August, 1802,” “I Grieved for Buonaparté” and “Comparison” attained 

more  patriotic vehemence in later days. In “Letter II. to Mr. Fox” 

published on 9 November 1802 Coleridge was more bold in his strictures 

on Napoleon and more energetic in defending national unity than he was 

in “Comparison.” Napoleon is derided as a man “who has availed himself 

of his military fame, bought for him by the soldiers of liberty with rivers 

of blood” (Erdman 395). And Coleridge professes his strong love of his 

country: “in a foreign land, I have always felt, and always understood, that 

party animosities cease to have existence in the breast of an Englishman. 

. . . It [His King] is the particular man no longer: it is the Majesty of his 

Country” (Erdman 397).

  The patriotism of “Calais, August, 1802” and “I Grieved for Buonaparté” 

becomes much stronger in Wordsworth’s later works. For example in “To 

the Men of Kent” Wordsworth’s patriotic fervor was such that he desired 

“victory or death” in case of being invaded by France. The courageous 

and militant voice that calls for “victory or death” is different from 

derision shown in “Calais, August, 1802” and “I Grieved for Buonaparté.” 

Wordsworth’s language of patriotism became bolder as he felt comfortable 

with the conservative ideology of his own country; and it was the same 

with Coleridge.
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