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ARNOLD’S THE STUDY OF POETRY   

According to Matthew Arnold (1822-1888) , criticism is “ the endeavor, 

in all branches of knowledge, theology, philosophy, history, art, science, 

to see the object as in itself it really is.” He goes on to add that  

psychological, historical and sociological backgrounds are immaterial. 

Criticism ought to be a ‘dissemination of ideas, an unprejudiced and 

impartial effort to study and spread the best that is known and thought in 

the world’ . According to him, criticism did not come from the branch of 

philosophy. It was not even a craft; it was a form of art, the art of 

judgment. He says that a critic should belong to no party whether 

intellectual, religious or political. He should learn to think objectively, 

he should demonstrate that this is better than that. 
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As a critic, Matthew Arnold is unsurpassed. His literary criticism is 

closely associated with society and life in general. He was the first critic 

to declare that people could be consoled, healed and changed by reading 

literature. Arnold says that criticism is nothing if  it is not related to life. 

Life is the main thing. So his criticism of literature, society, politics, and 

religion all tends towards being a criticism of life. Thus criticism with 

Arnold denotes a comprehensive activity which embraces all the 

departments of life. 

“ The crown of literature is poetry…… Poetry is simply the most 

beautiful, impressive, and widely effective mode of saying things….” 

Said  Arnold. In consonance with this, in his critical work , “The Study 

of Poetry”(1880s), Arnold visualizes an irreplaceable important role for 

poetry which in future will perform the inevitable functions hither to 

allocated to religion. He declares ,”… ‘The future of poetry is immense, 

because in poetry, where it is worthy of its high destinies, our race, as 

time goes on, will find an ever surer and surer stay. There is not a creed 

which is not shaken…. Our religion has materialized  itself in the fact, in 

the supposed fact… and now the fact is failing it. But for poetry the idea 

is everything…The strongest part of  our religion today is its 

unconscious poetry.” 

The essay  “The Study of Poetry”, was originally published as the 

introduction to T. H. Ward’s anthology, The English Poets (1880). It 

appeared later in Essays in Criticism, Second Series. 



3 
 

In  his essay “The Study of Poetry”, Arnold is fundamentally concerned 

with poetry’s “high destiny”.He believes that “mankind will discover 

that we have to turn to poetry to interpret life for us, to console us, to 

sustain us” as science and philosophy will eventually prove flimsy and 

unstable. The essay thus, concerns itself with articulating a “high 

standard” and “strict judgment” in order to avoid the fallacy of valuing 

certain poems (and poets) too highly, and lays out a method for 

discerning only the best and therefore “classic” poets .  

Arnold has enumerated  certain  qualities for poetry to be called of  

higher excellence . They include- 

 It should be criticism of life . 

 It must be grand application of  ideas to life, to the problem , how 

to live! 

 It must have high seriousness in both matter and manner.  

 And lastly, it must posssess grand style.    

Accoding to Arnold, the best poetry must have the  power of forming , 

sustaining and delighting . Poetry must be a criticism of life if it has to 

fulfill its high destinies. However, the conditions  for such a criticism are 

fixed by the laws of poetic truth and poetic beauty. To Arnold, criticism 

means interpretation .Poetry is the interpretation of life, natural and 

moral , which heightens our interest in and deepens our understanding of 

human life and human nature . But this criticism should have poetic 
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beauty which arises from the largeness of the view point and the beauty 

of form and expression in the communication  of this view to the 

readers. The second law is poetic truth which is poetic truth  which  is 

different from the truth of philosophy or of science. 

The poet is not interested in abstract truths and he is not a dealer in mere 

precepts. His truth is ‘concrete and sensuous ; it is embodied in a story , 

dramatic or narrative which is interesting in itself  and charges the truth 

with passion and  emotion , so that it is ‘carried alive into the heart of the 

reader’ ,as  Wordsworth puts it .  

Secondly, Arnold says that great poetry is grand application of ideas to 

life ,to the problem , how to live ! Here he means that great poetry with 

the help of its verbal magic and passion-winged truth  must fill the 

readers with noble ideas about human life,human  nature and human 

duties . This way they may learn to live nobly and contribute their own 

share  to the beauty , dignity and  nobility of  human life .Thus , poetry 

will be able to achieve Wordsworthian  aim “….to make men wiser , 

better , and happier.” 

Thirdly , the great poetry must possess  high seriousness which informs 

its matter and manner . Here seriousness means universality . He goes on 

to add that seriousness walks with sincerity . It is not only the revelation 

of  the depth of  things , but also an interpretation springing from the 

depth of  the poet’s own heart.  He  must have felt the deep mystery in 
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the depth of  his own heart so that his accents are the echoes of his own 

deep feelings . But Arnold also means by ‘seriousness’ a tragic view of 

life .Human existence is tragic because suffering is a permanent part of  

human life . Wordsworth rightly observes , a deep suffering has  

humanized my soul . Aristotle is right in placing tragedy in the highest 

rank of the poetic forms .  

Lastly, great poetry should possess  grand  style . To Arnold , it refers to 

a style which arises when a noble mind , poetically gifted treats some 

great subject with simplicity or severity . He mentions Homer as the 

exemplar of  the  simple  grand style and Milton of the severe grand 

style .  

Arnold proposes the ‘touchstone’ method of analyzing poetry in order to 

determine whether it is of a high standard or not. He borrows this 

method from Longinus who said in his idea of the sublime that if a 

certain example of sublimity can please anyone regardless of habits, 

tastes or age and can please at all times then it can be considered as a 

true example of the sublime. This method was first suggested in England 

by Addison .  

 Arnold applies the touchstone method by taking examples from the time 

tested classics and comparing them with other poetry to determine 

whether they possess the high poetic standard of the classics. He says 

that the poems need not resemble or possess any similarity to the 
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touchstones. Once the critic has lodged the touchstones in his mind in 

order to detect the possession of high poetic quality he will have the tact 

of finding it in other poetry that he compares to the touchstones.  

Arnold quotes Homer, Dante, Shakespeare and Milton in an attempt to 

exemplify touchstone poetry. He says that the examples he has quoted 

are very dissimilar to one another but they all possess a high poetic 

quality . However , the passages he presents from each are intended to 

show how their poetry is timeless and moving. For Arnold, feeling and 

sincerity are paramount, as is the seriousness of subject . An example of 

an indispensable poet who falls short of Arnold’s “classic” designation 

is Geoffrey Chaucer, who, Arnold states, ultimately lacks the “high 

seriousness” of classic poets. Arnold observes that Dryden and Pope 

were better prose writers than poets.  

After Dryden and Pope , Arnold speaks about Gray. Gray did not write 

much but what he wrote has high poetic value. Arnold therefore 

considers Gray to be a classic.  Burns, according to Arnold, is a better 

poet in Scottish than in English. Like Chaucer Arnold does not consider 

Burns to be a classic as he also  lacks the high seriousness desired of 

poetry . Then Arnold moves on to speak about Byron, Shelley and 

Wordsworth but does not pass any judgement on their poetry. Arnold 

believes that his estimate of these poets will be influenced by his 

personal passion as they are closer to his age than the classics and also 

because their writings are of a more personal nature. 
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Arnold asserts that any amount of good literature will not be able to 

surpass the supremacy of the classics as they have already stood the test 

of time and people will continue to enjoy them for the ages to come. 

Arnold says that this is the result of the self preserving nature of 

humanity. Human nature will remain the same throughout the ages and 

those parts of the classics dealing with the subject will remain relevant at 

all times thus preserving themselves from being lost in time.  

T.S Eliot praised Arnold’s objective approach to critical evaluation , 

particularly his tools of comparison and analysis . Similarly , Allen Tate 

in his essay Tension in Poetry imitates Arnold’s Touchstone Method to 

discover ‘tension’ , or the proper balance  between connotation  and  

denotation  in poetry.  

However , critics have levelled serious charges against Arnold and his 

critical masterpiece , “The Study of  Poetry” .As a critic , Arnold is 

essentially a moralist , and has very definite ideas about what poetry 

should and should  not be . He believes that a poetry of revolt against 

moral ideas is a poetry of revolt against life . Similarly , a poetry of 

indifference to moral ideas is a poetry of indifference to life. 

Moreover , Arnold was unable to practice disinterestedness in all his 

essays . In his essay on Shelley , he displayed a lamentable lack of  

disinterestedness  . In his essay on Keats too Arnold failed to be 
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disinterestedness  . The sentimental letters of  Keats to Fanny Brawne 

were too much for him .   

Oliver  Elton called  Arnold a ‘bad great critic’. T. S Eliot said that 

Arnold is a ‘Propagandist and not a crater of ideas’ . According to 

Walter Raleigh , Arnold’s method  is like  that of a man who took a 

brick to the market to give the buyers an impression of the  building . 

 

THANK YOU…. 


