The Study Of Poetry By Matthew Arnold

The study of poetry by Matthew Arnold Matthew Arnold, one of the most influential Victorian poets
and literary critics, made significant contributions to the understanding and appreciation of poetry through
his critical works. His study of poetry is characterized by a deep philosophical approach, emphasizing the
moral and cultural importance of poetry as a civilizing force. Arnold believed that poetry serves as a vital
link between art and ethics, shaping the moral fabric of society. This article explores Arnold's approach to
the study of poetry, his critical principles, and his enduring influence on literary criticism.

Introduction to Matthew Arnold’s Critical Philosophy

Matthew Arnold’s critical philosophy is rooted in the belief that poetry is not merely an aesthetic pursuit
but a moral endeavor. He viewed poetry as a reflection of universal truths and as a means of elevating
human consciousness. Arnold’s approach to studying poetry is both analytical and moralistic,
emphasizing the role of poetry in fostering cultural and spiritual development. Key Aspects of Arnold’s
View on Poetry - Poetry as a reflection of universal truths: Arnold held that poetry expresses profound
human experiences and moral insights. - The moral function of poetry: He believed poetry should serve
as a guide for moral betterment. - The importance of taste and culture: Arnold emphasized the cultivation
of taste and the appreciation of high art as essential for a balanced and civilized society.

Major Works on the Study of Poetry by Matthew Arnold

Matthew Arnold’s critical essays and works laid the foundation for modern literary criticism. His most
notable works include: 1. The Study of Poetry (1880) This seminal essay is considered Arnold’s most
influential work on the subiject. It outlines his principles for the appreciation and study of poetry. 2. Essays
in Criticism (1865 and 1888) A collection that demonstrates Arnold’s critical approach to various poets
and literary works, emphasizing moral and cultural values. 3. Poetry and Prose (1871) A collection
showcasing Arnold’s own poetic output alongside his critical essays, reflecting his philosophy of poetry.

Core Principles in Arnold’s Study of Poetry

Arnold’s approach to studying poetry is guided by several core principles that distinguish his criticism
from others of his time.

1. The Culture and Anarchy Approach

Arnold believed that poetry plays a vital role in fostering cultural development, which in turn promotes
social harmony. He argued that a cultivated taste for poetry enhances moral and intellectual life.

2. The Three Unities of Poetry

Arnold identified three essential qualities that make poetry great: - Truth: Poetry must refiect universal
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truths and human realities. - Fineness of Taste: The appreciation of beauty and aesthetic excellence. -
Moral Power: Poetry should inspire ethical growth and moral improvement.

3. The Role of the Critic

For Arnold, the critic’s role is to discern and promote poetry that elevates the human spirit. Critics should
possess taste, moral insight, and cultural awareness.

4. The Function of Poetry in Society

He emphasized that poetry is a civilizing influence that can elevate the masses and foster moral values,
helping society progress morally and spiritually.

Arnold’s Criticism of Contemporary Poetry

In his critical essays, Arnold expressed his views on the poetry of his time, advocating for a higher
standard of poetic excellence. Critique of Victorian Poetry - Overemphasis on Form: Arnold criticized
Victorian poetry for its excessive focus on ornate style and superficial themes. - Lack of Moral Depth: He
lamented that many Victorian poets lacked moral seriousness and spiritual insight. - The Need for Artistic
and Moral Balance: Arnold urged poets to combine aesthetic beauty with moral purpose. Appreciation of
Classic Poets Arnold admired poets like Homer, Dante, and Milton, considering their works as exemplars
of the moral and artistic ideals he championed.

The Influence of Arnold’s Study of Poetry on Literary Criticism

Matthew Arnold’s critical methodology has had a lasting impact on the development of literary criticism.
Key Contributions - Emphasis on Moral Responsibility: Critics should evaluate poetry based on its moral
and cultural significance. - The Importance of Taste and Culture: Cultivating taste is essential for
appreciating true art. - Distinction Between High and Popular Art: Arnold distinguished between ‘high’
poetry that elevates the soul and ‘popular’ literature aimed at entertainment. Legacy Arnold’s ideas laid
the groundwork for modern criticism, encouraging critics to analyze not just form and style but also the
moral and social implications of literary works.

Arnold’s Poetic Philosophy

Beyond criticism, Arnold’s own poetry reflects his philosophical views on the study of poetry. Major
Themes in Arnold’s Poetry - The Struggle Between Science and Religion: Poems like "Dover Beach"
explore the crisis of faith in the modern age. - The Loss of Faith and the Search for Truth: Arnold’s poetry
often grapples with existential questions and the search for moral grounding. - The Role of Nature: Nature
is depicted both as a source of solace and a reminder of human limitations. Notable Poems - "Dover
Beach" - A meditation on faith, doubt, and the human condition. - "The Scholar-Gypsy" - Reflects on the
pursuit of knowledge and the importance of spiritual fulfillment. - "To Marguerite" - Emphasizes the moral
and spiritual significance of love.



Modern Relevance of Arnold’s Study of Poetry

Although written in the Victorian era, Arnold’s principles remain relevant today. Contemporary
Applications - Moral and Ethical Criticism: Modern critics continue to evaluate poetry based on its moral
and cultural impact. - Cultural Criticism: Arnold’s emphasis on culture and taste influences contemporary
discussions on art and society. - Educational Approaches: His ideas promote the importance of moral
and cultural education through literature. Critiques and Limitations - Some critics argue Arnold’s
emphasis on morality can overshadow the aesthetic and artistic value of poetry. - Others believe his rigid
distinctions between high and popular art are outdated in a diverse literary landscape.

Conclusion

Matthew Arnold’s study of poetry represents a profound and influential approach that combines aesthetic
appreciation with moral and cultural critique. His belief that poetry is a vital civilizing force continues to
resonate, encouraging readers and critics alike to seek depth, truth, and moral insight in poetic works.
Arnold’s legacy persists in the ongoing dialogue about the purpose of poetry and its role in shaping
society, making his critical principles an enduring foundation for literary criticism and poetic appreciation.
Meta Description: Discover the comprehensive study of poetry by Matthew Arnold, exploring his critical
principles, influential works, and lasting impact on literary criticism and cultural appreciation. Keywords:
Matthew Arnold, study of poetry, literary criticism, Victorian poetry, moral criticism, cultural criticism,
Arnold’s critical principles, poetry and society, Dover Beach, poetic philosophy

The Study of Poetry by Matthew Arnold is a seminal work that continues to influence literary criticism and
the study of poetry to this day. Published in 1880, Arnold's treatise marks a significant turning point in the
way poets, critics, and readers approach poetry, emphasizing its moral and cultural responsibilities. As a
critic and poet himself, Arnold combines personal insight with a philosophical outlook, making his work a
foundational text for understanding the purpose, function, and value of poetry in society. This article aims
to explore the core ideas of Arnold's study, analyze its themes, assess its contributions, and examine its
relevance in contemporary literary discourse.

Introduction to Matthew Arnold and His Critical Philosophy

Matthew Arnold (1822-1888) was a Victorian poet, cultural critic, and educator. His work reflects a
profound concern about the moral and spiritual state of Victorian society, which he believed was in
decline due to the rise of scientific rationalism and materialism. Arnold's critical philosophy, as
exemplified in The Study of Poetry, is rooted in the belief that poetry is fundamentally a moral discipline
and a means of elevating human consciousness. In his view, poetry is not merely entertainment or
aesthetic pleasure but serves a vital social function. Arnold advocates for a balanced approach that
appreciates the artistic qualities of poetry while recognizing its moral and civilizational significance. His
emphasis on the "disinterested" nature of true criticism—criticizing works based on their intrinsic merit
rather than personal bias—forms the backbone of his critical methodology.
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Main Themes in The Study of Poetry

The Moral and Civilizational Role of Poetry

One of Arnold's central assertions is that poetry is a reflection of the highest human ideals and a means
of moral development. He contends that great poetry cultivates the human spirit, fosters empathy, and
elevates societal values. Features: - Poetry as a moral force: Arnold believes that the best poetry
embodies universal truths and moral lessons. - Civilizing influence: He sees poetry as essential for the
moral progress of society, helping individuals develop "sweetness and light," a phrase borrowed from
Matthew’s friend, Matthew (discussed as a metaphor for cultural refinement). Pros: - Emphasizes the
importance of moral values in literature. - Encourages poets and critics to consider the societal impact of
their work. Cons: - Risk of undervaluing aesthetic qualities in favor of moral didacticism. - May impose a
moral framework that limits diverse poetic expressions.

The Concept of the "Poetry of Reflection” vs. the "Poetry of Passion"

Arnold distinguishes between two types of poetry: - Poetry of Passion: Spontaneous, emotional, and
often chaotic; exemplified by the Romantic poets. - Poetry of Reflection: Thoughtful, measured, and
morally reflective; exemplified by classical poets like Homer and Milton. Arnold champions the poetry of
reflection, asserting that it offers a more enduring and morally instructive form of poetry. Features: -
Emphasizes intellectual and moral discipline. - Values balance, harmony, and clarity in poetic expression.
Pros: - Promotes a mature and thoughtful approach to poetry. - Encourages poets to craft works that
endure beyond fleeting passions. Cons: - May undervalue the emotional intensity found in Romantic
poetry. - Could be seen as dismissive of passionate or experimental poetic forms.

The Criteria for Great Poetry

Arnold offers specific standards for evaluating poetry, rooted in his belief that poetry should serve a moral
and civilizational purpose.

Unity of Form and Content

He stresses that great poetry must have harmony between its form and content. The form should
complement the theme, enhancing its moral and aesthetic effect. Features: - Artistic coherence: The
arrangement of ideas and language should be cohesive. - Moral clarity: The message should be
conveyed with moral integrity.

Elevation of Thought and Language

Arnold values poetry that elevates the reader's thoughts and uses refined, precise language. Features: -
Thoughtfulness: Poetry should stimulate the intellect. - Musicality: The language should have a pleasing
rhythm and harmony.



The Use of Imagination

While Arnold criticizes overly emotional or sensational poetry, he recognizes the importance of
imagination in creating compelling and morally meaningful works. Features: - Imaginative power that
illuminates moral truths. - Balance between imagination and reason.

Critique of Contemporary Poetry

Arnold criticizes many of the poetic trends during his time, particularly Romanticism, which he views as
overly emotional and lacking in moral purpose. Features of Arnold’s Critique: - He praises classical poets
for their balance, discipline, and moral seriousness. - He criticizes Romantic poets for their emphasis on
individual emotion and spontaneity, which he sees as lacking moral restraint. Pros: - Provides a clear
standard for evaluating poetic quality. - Encourages poets to consider the moral implications of their
work. Cons: - Sometimes dismisses innovative or unconventional poetic styles. - Can be seen as
conservative, favoring classical ideals over modern experimentation.

Relevance and Impact of Arnold’s The Study of Poetry

Influence on Literary Criticism

Arnold's work laid the groundwork for a more disciplined and morally conscious approach to literary
criticism. His emphasis on the moral and civilizational role of poetry influenced subsequent critics and
educators. Features: - Shifted criticism from subjective personal taste to objective standards. - Promoted
the idea that literature should serve societal and moral progress. Pros: - Elevated the standards of literary
evaluation. - Fostered a sense of responsibility among poets and critics. Cons: - Some critics argue it
imposes rigid moral hierarchies on literature. - May overlook the subjective and emotional dimensions of
poetry.

Contemporary Perspectives

While Arnold's strict criteria and moral emphasis may seem limiting today, his core ideas still resonate in
debates about the purpose of poetry and literature. Relevance: - The idea that poetry can serve as a
moral and civilizing force remains relevant. - His advocacy for discipline and reflection influences modern
poetic practices. Criticism: - Modern critics often favor a more pluralistic approach, valuing emotional
authenticity and experimental forms. - Arnold’s emphasis on morality may be viewed as constraining
artistic freedom.

Conclusion

The Study of Poetry by Matthew Arnold is a foundational text that champions the moral and civilizational
importance of poetry. Arnold’s insistence that poetry should elevate human thought and serve society’s
moral progress offers a compelling vision of literature as a vital cultural force. His criteria for poetic
excellence—unity, elevation, imagination—continue to influence literary criticism, inspiring debates about
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the purpose of poetry and its societal responsibilities. However, Arnold’s approach also has limitations.

His preference for classical standards and moral didacticism can sometimes stifle innovation and

emotional expression. Nonetheless, his emphasis on the reflective and moral aspects of poetry remains a

vital contribution to literary thought, reminding us that poetry’s highest aim is not only aesthetic pleasure

but also moral and spiritual enrichment. In sum, The Study of Poetry remains a vital text for anyone

interested in understanding the role of poetry within culture, and Arnold’s insights continue to inspire both

critique and admiration in the ongoing dialogue about the art and purpose of poetry.

Questions & Answers About the study of poetry by matthew

arnold

No Question Answer

1 What is the main focus of Matthew | Matthew Arnold's study of poetry primarily focuses on the
Arnold's study of poetry? moral and cultural value of poetry, emphasizing its role in

shaping human character and its connection to the highest
ideals of society.

2 | How does Matthew Arnold define | Arnold defines poetry as a criticism of life, aiming to elevate
the purpose of poetry in his the reader's understanding and to promote moral and
essays? spiritual growth through artistic expression.

3 | What is Arnold's view on the Arnold believes that poetry should serve as a moral force
relationship between poetry and within society, helping individuals to attain a higher sense of
society? purpose and fostering social harmony.

4 | Which poets does Arnold consider | Arnold regards poets like Homer, Dante, and Milton as the
the greatest, and why? greatest because of their profound moral insight, universal

themes, and their ability to elevate and instruct humanity.

5 | How does Arnold distinguish Arnold considers 'high' poetry to be intellectually and morally
between 'high' and 'popular’ challenging, aiming at universal truths and moral excellence,
poetry? whereas 'popular' poetry is seen as more superficial and

primarily designed for entertainment.

6 | What role does Arnold believe Arnold emphasizes that education is crucial for cultivating an
education plays in the understanding and appreciation of poetry's moral and
appreciation of poetry? aesthetic qualities, enabling individuals to engage with

poetry meaningfully.

7 | In what way does Arnold connect | Arnold sees the study of poetry as integral to the broader
the study of poetry to the concept | pursuit of culture, which involves moral and intellectual
of 'culture'? development and the cultivation of refined taste and moral

sensibility.

8 | Whatis Arnold's critique of the Arnold critiques Victorian poetry for often lacking moral
Victorian approach to poetry? seriousness and for being overly didactic or sentimental,

advocating instead for poetry that combines artistic
excellence with moral depth.




9 | How does Arnold's "The Study of
Poetry' influence modern literary
criticism?

Arnold's essay laid the foundation for evaluating poetry
based on its moral and aesthetic qualities, influencing
modern literary criticism by emphasizing the importance of
moral purpose and artistic integrity.

10 | Why is Matthew Arnold's study of
poetry considered relevant today?

Arnold's emphasis on the moral and educational value of
poetry continues to resonate, encouraging contemporary
readers and critics to consider poetry's role in shaping
ethical and cultural values.

Matthew Arnold, poetry analysis, Victorian poetry, literary criticism, cultural theory, aesthetic theory,

literary canon, poetic themes, 19th-century literature, poetic form
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