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ARNOLD’S TOUCHSTONE METHOD 

The Touchstone Method , similar in use to an acid test or litmus test , in generic 

sense , may refer to any physical or intellectual measure by which the validity or 

merit of a concept can be tested. A touchstone is a small tablet of dark stone such 

as fieldstone, slate, or lydite, used for assaying precious metal alloys. An example 

in literature is the character of Touchstone in Shakespeare's As You Like It, 

described as "a wise fool who acts as a kind of guide or point of reference 

throughout the play, putting everyone, including himself, to the comic test". 

The coinage and introduction of “The Touchstone Method” in the realm of English 

Literature and Criticism by Matthew Arnold was tantamount to set the cat among 

the pigeons. Matthew Arnold (1822-1888), the Victorian poet and critic, was 'the 

first modern critic, and could be called 'the critic's critic', being a champion not 

only of great poetry, but of literary criticism itself. The purpose of literary 



criticism, in his view, was 'to know the best that is known and thought in the world, 

and by in its turn making this known, to create a current of true and fresh ideas', 

and he has influenced a whole school of critics including new critics such as T. S. 

Eliot, F. R. Leavis, and Allen Tate. He was the founder of the sociological school 

of criticism, and through his touchstone method introduced scientific objectivity to 

critical evaluation by providing comparison and analysis as the two primary tools 

of criticism. His prose works include Essays in Criticism (1865, 1888) ;Culture and 

Anarchy (1869);Friendship's Garland (1871). 

The critical-analytical tool of literary comparison –The Touchstone Method- 

occurs in Arnold’s The Study of Poetry (1888) which opens his Essays in 

Criticism: Second series, in support of his plea for nobility in poetry. For Arnold 

there is no place for charlatanism in poetry. To him poetry is the criticism of life, 

governed by the laws of poetic truth and poetic beauty. It is in the criticism of life 

that the spirit of our race will find its stay and consolation. The extent to which the 

spirit of mankind finds its stay and consolation is proportional to the power of a 

poem's criticism of life, and the power of the criticism of life is in direct proportion 

to the extent to which the poem is genuine and free from charlatanism. Arnold also 

cautions the critic that in forming a genuine and disinterested estimate of the poet 

under consideration he should not be influenced by historical or personal 

judgments. Historical judgments fallacious because we regard ancient poets with 



excessive veneration, and personal judgements being fallacious when we are 

biased towards a contemporary poet. If a poet is a 'dubious classic, let us sift him; 

if he is a false classic, let us explode him. But if he is a real classic, if his work 

belongs to the class of the very best . . . enjoy his work'. 

To overcome the shortcomings of the personal and historical estimates of a poem , 

and to enable the real estimate , Arnold recommended  Touchstone Method as a 

comparative method of criticism to judge the quality of poetry. A goldsmith hit the 

gold against stone to know the quality or purity of gold, he uses this method to 

know about the purities and impurities of gold. In the same way, Arnold uses this 

method to know about the qualities of poetry.  

According to this method, in order to judge a poet's work properly, a critic should 

compare it to the passages taken from the works of great masters of poetry. Even a 

single line or selected quotation can serve the purpose. If the other work moves us 

in the same way as these lines and expressions do only then it is a real classic 

otherwise not. According to this method , in order to judge a poet’s work properly , 

a critic should compare it to passages taken from works of great masters of poetry 

,and that these passages should be applied as touchstone to other poetry. Even a 

single line or selected quotation will serve the purpose. If  the other work moves us 



in the same way as these lines and expressions do, then it is really a great work , 

otherwise not.  

Some of Arnold's touchstone passages are: Helen's words about her wounded 

brother, Zeus addressing the horses of Peleus, suppliant Achilles' words to Priam, 

and from Dante; Ugolino's brave words, and Beatrice's loving words to Virgil. 

From non-Classical writers he selects from Henry IV Part II (III, i), Henry's 

expostulation with sleep - 'Wilt thou upon the high and giddy mast . . . '. 

From Hamlet (V, ii) 'Absent thee from felicity awhile . . . '. From Milton's Paradise 

Lost Book 1, 'Care sat on his faded cheek . . .', and 'What is else not to be overcome 

. . . ' 

 

To apply this method on various poets and ages, Arnold takes passages from the 

works of the great classics like Homer and Dante. The passages that Arnold takes, 

have these qualities in common: 

 The possession of the very highest poetical quality. 

 Characters of high quality. 

 Both substance and matter on one hand, style and manner on other hand, 

have a mark, accent of HIGH BEAUTY, WORTH and POWER. 



 High Truth and HIGH SERIOUSNESS.   

By keeping these qualities in center, Arnold applies Touchstone Method on 

Chaucer first. According to Arnold, Chaucer is genuine source of joy and strength. 

There is an excellence of style and subject in his poetry. He has divine fluidity of 

movement and diction. But, he cannot be called a classic, because his poetry lacks 

high seriousness which according to Aristotle is very important. 

After Chaucer, he applies the method on Elizabethan Age. . According to Arnold, 

Shakespeare from Elizabethan and Milton from Puritan Age are Classic poets 

.They have all the qualities including high truth and high seriousness. 

Then he applies the method on The Age of Dryden. Arnold says that Dryden and 

Pope are the famous poets of this age. But this age was full of rules and 

regulations. The restrictions that were imposed on the poets were uniformity, 

regularity, precision and balance. This age is famous as AGE OF PROSE and 

Arnold also says that Pope and Dryden are not poet classics but 'prose classics'. 

Then Arnold applies the method on Gray. He is our Classic poet. According to 

Arnold. He lived with the great poets, with the Greeks, studying and enjoying them 

and caught their poetic point of view and poetic manner. He is scantiest and frailest 

of classics in our poetry but he is a classic. 



Then he applies the method on Burns. His poems deal with Scottish dress, Scottish 

manner and Scottish religion. The Scottish World is not beautiful one according to 

Arnold. Burns moralizes in some of his poems and disregarded morality in actual 

life. So it seems insincere. His pathos is intolerable. Like Chaucer, he lacks high 

poetic seriousness. So he is not a classic.  

In this way Arnold applies Touchstone Method on various poets and finds out that 

poets like Shakespeare, Milton and Gray are Classic Poets, while Chaucer, Dryden, 

Pope and Burns are not classics. 

Thus, The Touchstone Method introduced scientific objectivity to critical 

evaluation by providing comparison and analysis as the two primary tools for 

judging individual poets.  By using this method, Arnold identifies the difference 

between classics (Shakespeare, Milton, Gray) and others (Chaucer, Dryden, Pope, 

Burns, Shelley).Arnold’s ideal poets are Homer and Sophocles in the ancient 

world, Date and Milton , and among the moderns, Gothe and Wordsworth. Anold 

puts Wordsworth in the front rank not for his poetry but for his “criticism of life”.  

However, many eminent scholars and critics have claimed that Arnold’s 

Touchstone Method is not free from limitations. Many tenable charges have been 

levelled against this method. Arnold's inordinate love of classicism made him blind 

to the beauty of lyricism. He ignored the importance of lyrical poems, which are 



subjective and which express the sentiments and the personality of the poet. Judged 

by Arnold's standards, a large number of poets both ancient and modern are 

dismissed because they sang with 'Profuse strains of unpremeditated art'.Secondly, 

all great work cannot be of same type and cannot be squeezed or fixed in the same 

frame of classical great works. Thirdly, judging a poetic work on the basis of only 

classical works can be harmful for any well-written work . Finally, the method of 

comparing passage with a passage is not a sufficient test for determining the value 

of a work as a whole . Arnold himself insisted that we must judge a poem by its 

“total impression” and not by its fragments.  

In conclusion, it may be said that “The Touchstone Method”, despite its associated 

limitations, has withstood the test of time and continue to exist as an unbiased and 

valid tool for judging a work of art.  
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