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Geraldine: Demon or Divine?


In Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Christabel, we meet Geraldine, a woman shrouded in mystery.  She comes to young Christabel near the beginning of the poem, and for the remainder of the story, Coleridge makes it rather difficult to discern whether she is a benevolent spirit or a malevolent specter.  She never makes her intent clear at anytime during the story and an explanation of why she does the odd incantations in the poem is never offered by her or the narrator. So this leaves the decision to the reader as to what would be Geraldine’s ultimate purpose in Christabel.  


When she appears to Christabel, Coleridge’s description of Geraldine paints an innocent picture: 



“There she sees a damsel bright,



Drest in a silken robe of white,



That shadowy in the moonlight shone;



The neck that made the white robe wan,



Her stately neck, and arms were bare;



Her blue-veined feet unsandal’d were,



And wildly glittered here and there



The gems entangled in her hair”(58-65).

Geraldine is obviously a beautiful woman, almost angelic in appearance, with her white robe and pale complexion.  White has always been the color associated with innocence, and it is also linked to virginity in women.  The pale skin and bare feet help lend to the innocent look, as most beautiful women in any poem are attributed with pale skin; the bare feet could be an obscure reference to pregnancy, since it is often believed that women who are pregnant are usually seen barefoot.  All of these attributes lead the reader at this point to find it hard to believe that Geraldine is anything other than harmless.  Coleridge keeps this theme throughout the poem, making Geraldine seem frail and helpless, like when she faints as she crosses the threshold of Christabel’s castle: “And Christabel with might and main/Lifted her up, a weary weight,/Over the threshold of the gate:”(130-132).  A woman fainting can be interpreted as a weakness due to their weak constitution and frailty.  Though this particular fainting spell could signal to the reader that something is amiss, it can also be seen as a result of the trial that Geraldine has supposedly been through at the beginning of the poem. 


Geraldine’s behavior once she is inside the castle is what makes her appear to be some type of witch or serpent.  As soon as she gets inside, strange things start to happen, such as when Christabel attempts to get Geraldine to pray for her own safety: “Alas, alas! Said Geraldine,/I can not speak for weariness.”(141-142) and the reaction of the guttered flame in the fireplace: “But when the lady passed, there came/A tongue of light, a fit of flame;”(158-159).  These two occurrences cause the reader to carefully reassess Geraldine’s apparent benign nature.  It is believed that witches could not pray to God or any other saints associated with him and the significance of the flame reacting to her presence is the association of flame and Hell.  It was thought that witches made a deal with the devil, and therefore the flame is a representation of Hell and the afterlife that awaits the witch.


Perhaps the oddest happening in the poem is what occurs once Geraldine and Christabel are in Christabel’s bedroom.  Geraldine seems to be something rather frightening underneath her robe: “Behold! her bosom and half her side--/A sight to dream of, not to tell!/O shield her! shield sweet Christabel!”(252-254).  Though it is not said what Geraldine is like underneath her robes, it must be something great and frightening since the narrator cannot say.  Some witches were said to gain a third nipple that allowed their familiar, an animal that was the witch’s link to her power, to partake of the witch’s blood.  Perhaps this is what Christabel saw as Geraldine disrobed, but again, Coleridge never reveals what it was.  But though this may shed a bad light on Geraldine, Coleridge clouds the water further by writing: “Yet Geraldine nor speaks nor stirs;/Ah! what a stricken look was hers!”(255-256).  So now it seems that Geraldine is a monster, but also a monster that seems to be having second thoughts or is perhaps being coerced into what she is doing.  After this event, Geraldine proceeds to cast a spell on Christabel: “In the touch of this bosom there worketh a spell,/Which is lord of thy utterance, Christabel!”(267-268), which places the young maiden into a trance, preventing her from telling anyone, including her own father, about what she sees in Geraldine as the poem progresses.  Later on, it seems that Geraldine even has serpentine aspects, further attributing her to Satan: “I know not how, in fearful wise/So deeply has she drunken in/That look, those shrunken serpent eyes,(600-602).  In the story of creation in the Bible, Satan takes the form of a snake and instruments the ejection of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden, so Geraldine’s serpentine metamorphosis further paints a picture of an evil, malevolent spirit.


The evidence in the poem is heavily weighted towards Geraldine being an evil force, but there are several factors that make her look benevolent as well.  Before the conclusion to Part II in the poem, the lines read: “And turning from his own sweet maid,/The aged knight, Sir Leoline,/Led forth the lady Geraldine!”(653-655) thus showing that Christabel’s own father seems to have fallen under Geraldine’s spell as he turns his back on his own daughter.  It seems that in the end, Geraldine is indeed an ill omen, as she has seemingly removed Christabel from her father’s good graces.    

