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MATTHEW ARNOLD  As  A CRITIC 

Mathew Arnold (1822-1888)  is an important critic of English Literature. Before 

him, English criticism was in fog, and was predominantly based on personal 

notions than on any consistent methods. Dryden is regarded as the first critic of 

English, but his criticism is based on personal notion-sympathy and knowledge 

rather than on any formula. It is the reason that even in his age, the authority of 

Aristotle remained unquestioned. The romantic critics besides their valuable  

criticism were more lost in their theory of imagination and love for metaphysics. It 

is in Arnold that English literature could have a critic of real nature, who laid down 

certain principles following which poetry could be criticized. Herbert Paul very 

pertinently remarks, " Mr. Arnold did not merely criticize books himself. He taught 

others how to criticize. He laid down principles…... Nobody, after reading " Essays 

in Criticism " has any excuse for not being a critic. " 

Arnold's criticism, literary, social and religious, represents his determined and 

inspired endeavour to combat the forces operative in society, which, as a poet, he 

viewed and commented upon in a spirit of helpless, pensive melancholy. At the 



back of his mind was the image of the heroes of forlorn causes who wage a 

careless war with the odds around them till they fall down broken but unbent. 

The vision of the future set-up which prompted the critical efforts of Arnold was 

that of a society in which the function of consoling, tranquillising and elevating 

the mind of man by giving him an insight into the beauty, dignity and nobility of 

human life, has been taken up by poetry. But poetry to be able to take up this 

grand office must be built on sound principles and must flourish in a society 

replete with ideas and the free play of the mind. The mission of  creating social 

conditions favourable for the birth, growth and expansion of the new poetry was 

assigned by him to the critics of art and literature. Thus there runs a continuous 

thread of unity through all the critical works of Arnold . 

In the preface of the poems(1853) , Arnold outlines the nature of the new classical 

poetry, deliberately in opposition to the romantic poetry which Victorian age had 

inherited. Then came his oxford lecture, On translating Homer (1861) which 

expounds the qualities of the grand style to be the vehicle of the new poetry. The 

next course of lectures, On the study of celtic literature (1867), an excursion into 

the domain of primitive poetry. His articles and miscellaneous essays were 

collected and published in three series, under the title, Essays in criticism, first 

series (1865); second series (1888) and third series after his death (in 1910). 

These essays deal mainly with the poets, continental and English, and reveal his 

strength and limitations as a literary critic. Among his essays in social criticism the 

most significant is Culture and Anarchy (1869), a detailed and impassioned plea 

for that cultural perfection which may make English society worthy of great 

poetry, at once its progeny and its spiritual nurse. 

The poetic reform suggested by Arnold implies negatively a rejection of the 

romantic ideals of the classical Greece, represented by Homer and Sophocles. His 

criticism of the Romantic Movement in English poetry of the early 19th century is 

directed against its subjectivism and emotionalism . Additionally ,  the romantic 

poetry  also lacks ordomance or architectonic. 



The new poetry based on the practice of the Hellenic poets is anatomised in the 

1853 Preface  . It has below-mentioned  qualities- 

 Firstly , the poet should select an excellent action. 

 Secondly,  the poet should proceed to arrange its various parts in such a 

way as to produce the sense of a whole with its various parts mutually 

bound together and each contributing to the effect of the design. This is a 

quality which is technically known as the 'architectonic'- a quality which 

Goethe has described as the distinguishing mark of a genuine artist. 

 Thirdly , the style must be in consonance with the  subject and willingly 

subservient to its purpose and never trying to claim attention beyond its 

moderate limit . Arnold recommended  'the grand style'. 

 Fourthly , in addition to the Aristotlian quality of poetry , as the imitation or 

representation of life it should be a representation from which men can 

derive enjoyment. 

 Fifthly , according to Arnold ,the best poetry ,  will be found to have a 

power of forming, sustaining and delighting us as nothing else can.  If 

poetry is to fulfil its high destinies it must be 'a criticism of life. 

 Sixthly , Poetry to be really great must be a grand application of ideas to 

life, to the great question of how to live; and it must possess high 

seriousness. 

 The term 'moral' in a general and broad sense is an integral part of life and 

consequently as a touchstone to other poetry. Lines from Homer, Dante, 

Shakespeare and Milton and other poets whose excellence and eminence 

have been accepted by readers of all countries and times. 

 

Arnold belongs to the class of those critics, who, may properly be described as 

Platonist that is critics who like Plato, the great greek philosopher and the first 

eminent critic of art and letters, consider poetry in relation to life. Poetry must 

contribute to the moral and spiritual development of the readers; cultivate in 

them qualities requisite for fashioning a good citizen, healthy, balanced and 

discriminating, loving virtues and abhorring  vices of all kinds. 



In spite of his many and serious limitations no student of English literature can 

question his eminence as a critic and the tremendous influence he exerted on the 

subsequent developments of criticism in England. In an age of scientific 

intellectualism and growing debasement of taste in art and literature he pleaded 

vehemently for the creation, cultivation and perusal of great poetry which alone 

can save the soul of humanity in an age of agnosticism and religious decline.  

 

Even T.S. Eliot, his worst critic, and I.A. Richards, the two pillars of criticism in the 

present century, are in direct line of descent from Arnold and represent his 

moralistic approach, based on the social value of poetry. 

 

The method of comparative criticism, implying handsomely anticipate an 

important critical trend in modern criticism. 

 

Equally fruitful and modern is his opposition to the romantic ideas on poetry, and 

commendation of objectivity, impersonality, universality and structural unity, 

which became the criteria of the new poetry which pound and Eliot succeeded in 

building in the second decade of the present century. 

 

Arnold's eminence as a critic lies not so much in his power of analysis and 

exposition of the individual poets and poems, but in the valuable service he 

rendered to his age as a trustworthy guide in a period of critical confusion. 

  

THANK YOU  


