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Study Of Poetry By Matthew Arnold

Study of Poetry by Matthew Arnold The study of poetry by Matthew Arnold represents a significant
milestone in literary criticism and aesthetic philosophy. Renowned as one of the foremost Victorian poets
and critics, Arnold's insights into the purpose, nature, and value of poetry have influenced generations of
readers and scholars. His approach emphasizes the moral and educational role of poetry, asserting that it
serves as a bridge between the human soul and the larger truths of existence. This comprehensive
exploration of Arnold's perspective on poetry offers a profound understanding of his critical principles,
poetic ideals, and enduring legacy.

Introduction to Matthew Arnold's View on Poetry

Matthew Arnold's conception of poetry is rooted in his belief that poetry is an essential means of moral and
spiritual development. He perceives poetry not merely as an art form for aesthetic enjoyment but as a vital
instrument for elevating human consciousness and fostering ethical growth. Arnold’s criticism reflects a
deep engagement with both the artistic qualities of poetry and its societal function.

The Critical Principles of Matthew Arnold Regarding
Poetry

Arnold's critique of poetry is characterized by a set of guiding principles that underpin his understanding of
its purpose and value. These principles can be summarized as follows:

1. Poetry as a Reflection of Moral and Spiritual Truths
- Arnold believed that the primary function of poetry is to express moral and spiritual truths. - Poetry
should serve as a moral guide, inspiring individuals to lead better lives. - The moral elevation of the reader
is central to Arnold's aesthetic philosophy.

2. The Concept of the "Sweetness and Light"
- Borrowed from the Enlightenment thinker Matthew Prior, Arnold adopted this phrase to describe the ideal
qualities of literature. - "Sweetness" refers to the aesthetic beauty and harmony in poetry. - "Light"
signifies intellectual clarity, truth, and moral insight. - An ideal poem balances these qualities to achieve
moral and aesthetic excellence.

3. The Role of Criticism in Poetry
- Arnold emphasized the importance of critical judgment in appreciating poetry. - Critics should evaluate
poetry based on its moral and aesthetic merits. - The aim of criticism is to discern the best poetry that
contributes to moral and intellectual growth.



The Nature of Poetry in Arnold's Thought

Arnold’s conception of poetry encompasses both its form and its function, emphasizing the harmony
between art and morality.

1. Poetry as a Didactic Art
- Arnold believed poetry has an educational role, shaping character and moral sensibility. - It should teach,
ennoble, and uplift the human spirit.

2. The Ideal of the "Poetry of Culture"
- Arnold advocates for a "culture" that combines aesthetic enjoyment with moral improvement. - Poetry
should elevate the individual’s understanding of life and universal truths.

3. The Balance of Art and Morality
- The best poetry, according to Arnold, maintains a balance between aesthetic beauty and moral
seriousness. - Excessive focus on form without moral substance diminishes a poem’s value.

Arnold’s Analysis of Poets and Poetry

Arnold distinguished between different types of poets and their approaches to poetry:

1. The "High" Poet
- Poets who aim to express universal truths and elevate human consciousness. - Examples include Milton
and Wordsworth, who exemplify moral and spiritual profundity.

2. The "Popular" Poet
- Poets who are primarily entertainment-oriented, appealing to transient tastes. - Arnold criticizes the
superficiality of some popular poetry that lacks moral depth.

3. The "Poetry of Action"
- Poetry that inspires social change and moral action. - Arnold values poetry that motivates individuals to
improve society.

The Aesthetic and Moral Aspects of Poetry

Arnold’s study of poetry emphasizes the importance of both aesthetic beauty and moral seriousness.
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1. Aesthetic Quality
- Beauty in poetry is essential for engaging the reader and facilitating moral uplift. - Artistic excellence
enhances the moral impact of poetry.

2. Moral Content
- Moral themes should be integrated into poetic expression. - The moral message should not overshadow
artistic beauty but complement it.

The Criticism of Contemporary Poetry

Arnold was critical of certain trends in Victorian poetry, advocating for a return to serious, morally engaged
poetry.

1. Opposition to Romantic Excesses
- Arnold criticized some Romantic poets for their emphasis on personal emotion over moral universal
truths. - He favored poetry that was rooted in reality and moral earnestness.

2. Emphasis on Classicism
- Arnold admired classical ideals of restraint, balance, and universality. - He believed modern poetry should
emulate these qualities to achieve moral and artistic excellence.

Legacy and Influence of Arnold's Study of Poetry

Matthew Arnold’s critical principles continue to influence literary criticism and poetic standards.

1. The Moral Function of Literature
- Arnold’s emphasis on morality in poetry laid the groundwork for later literary critics who explore
literature’s social and ethical responsibilities.

2. The Aesthetic-Moral Balance
- His insistence on balancing aesthetic beauty with moral purpose remains a guiding principle in evaluating
poetry.

3. Influence on Educational Philosophy
- Arnold’s ideas support the inclusion of morally and aesthetically enriching literature in educational
curricula.



Conclusion

The study of poetry by Matthew Arnold underscores the transformative power of poetry as an art form that
shapes individual character and societal values. His advocacy for poetry as a moral and educational tool
elevates it beyond mere entertainment, emphasizing its role in fostering "sweetness and light" in human
life. Arnold’s critical insights continue to resonate today, reminding us that poetry is not just an aesthetic
pursuit but a vital instrument for moral and spiritual development. His balanced appreciation of art and
morality, his emphasis on criticism rooted in moral seriousness, and his advocacy for serious, meaningful
poetry make his study of poetry a timeless contribution to literary theory and criticism.

Study of Poetry by Matthew Arnold When exploring the realm of 19th-century literary criticism, one name
consistently emerges as a pioneer in shaping modern poetic thought: Matthew Arnold. Renowned for his
analytical depth, philosophical insight, and unwavering commitment to aesthetic and moral standards,
Arnold's Study of Poetry remains a cornerstone in understanding poetic excellence and its role in society.
This work, written in 1880, not only offers a comprehensive critique of poetry but also sets forth enduring
principles that continue to influence literary criticism today. In this article, we will delve into Arnold’s Study
of Poetry as a critical masterpiece, examining its core themes, structure, and lasting significance through
an expert lens reminiscent of a detailed product review.

Overview of Matthew Arnold’s Study of Poetry Matthew
Arnold’s Study of Poetry is more than just a critique; it is
an intellectual manifesto on what poetry is, what it
should aim for, and how it benefits society. Published
during a period of rapid cultural and technological
change, Arnold’s work responds to the anxieties of his
time, emphasizing the moral and aesthetic
responsibilities of poets. Framed as an accessible yet
profound treatise, the book aims to guide both critics and
poets in elevating poetry to its highest potential. Key
Objectives of the Work - Define the nature and purpose of
poetry. - Establish criteria for evaluating poetic quality. -
Advocate for the moral and cultural role of poetry within
society. - Provide a framework for understanding the
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relationship between poetry and truth.

Core Themes and Concepts in Arnold’s Study of Poetry
Arnold’s Study of Poetry is built around several
interconnected themes that collectively form a
comprehensive philosophy of poetic art. These themes
can be explored as critical pillars supporting his aesthetic
and moral vision.

1. The Function and Purpose of Poetry

Arnold posits that poetry serves a dual purpose: it is an
art form that should delight and instruct simultaneously.
Unlike mere entertainment, poetry must elevate the
reader’s sensibilities and contribute to moral and
intellectual growth. Arnold famously describes poetry as
“a criticism of life,” meaning that it reflects, interprets,
and imparts understanding of human experience.
Important points include: - Poetry as a mirror to life’s
truths, expressed through beauty and imagination. - The
importance of moral upliftment and spiritual insight. -
The balance between aesthetic pleasure and moral
purpose, avoiding superficiality. Arnold emphasizes that
the highest poetry harmonizes these functions, blending
form and content to produce a work that is both beautiful
and morally instructive.

2. The Concept of ‘Disinterestedness’



A pivotal idea in Arnold’s critical outlook is
disinterestedness, a term borrowed from Kantian
philosophy. In the context of poetry, it refers to the
poet’s ability to appreciate and depict beauty for its own
sake, without selfish motives or personal bias. Arnold
asserts that true poetic appreciation requires a degree of
disinterestedness—an impartial, morally upright stance
that elevates the poet’s work beyond mere personal
expression. Significance of disinterestedness: - Ensures
objectivity in aesthetic judgment. - Maintains the
integrity and universality of poetic truth. - Fosters moral
seriousness in poetic creation. This concept underscores
Arnold’s belief that poetry must transcend personal or
political agendas to attain genuine artistic value.

3. The Role of the Poet and the Poet’s Moral Responsibility

Arnold champions the idea that poets are moral teachers,
entrusted with guiding society through their work. He
draws inspiration from the Romantic tradition but
advocates a more disciplined and morally conscious
approach. Key aspects include: - Poets as interpreters of
life’s deeper truths. - The importance of moral
seriousness and discipline in poetic craft. - The role of the
poet in fostering cultural and spiritual renewal. Arnold’s
view elevates poetry from mere entertainment to a vital
societal function, emphasizing that poets should aim for
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moral and intellectual influence.

4. The Aesthetic and Moral Balance

A distinguishing feature of Arnold’s critique is his
emphasis on the harmony between aesthetic beauty and
moral purpose. He criticizes poetry that sacrifices moral
depth for superficial prettiness and vice versa. He
advocates: - Artistic excellence that does not compromise
moral seriousness. - Poets who craft works that are both
beautiful and morally meaningful. - An integrated
approach where form and content serve a higher
purpose. This holistic approach remains influential,
guiding critics and poets to pursue excellence that is
ethically grounded.

Structural Analysis of Arnold’s Study of Poetry Arnold’s
Study of Poetry is structured methodically, reflecting its
purpose as both a guide and a philosophical treatise. It
combines theoretical discourse with practical examples,
creating a layered and accessible critique. Main
Structural Elements: - Introduction: Outlines the
importance of poetry and sets the tone for critical
inquiry. - Part I: The Nature of Poetry: Explores what
constitutes poetry, its sources, and its relationship to
truth. - Part II: The Standards of Poetry: Discusses
criteria for evaluating poetic excellence—such as



imagination, sincerity, and moral intent. - Part III:
Historical and Poetic Examples: Analyses of poets like
Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, and others, illustrating
Arnold’s principles in practice. - Conclusion: Reiterates
the moral and aesthetic obligations of poets and critics.
This logical progression from theory to practice enhances
the work’s clarity and effectiveness, making complex
ideas approachable for readers and aspiring poets alike.

Major Critical Perspectives and Impact

Arnold’s Study of Poetry has received both praise and
critique over the years, but its influence remains
undeniable in shaping modern literary criticism.

1. Enduring Contributions

- Moral Criticism: Arnold’s insistence that poetry has
moral responsibilities has paved the way for subsequent
debates on the ethical duties of writers and artists. -
Aesthetic Criteria: His emphasis on disinterestedness and
harmony between form and content continues to
underpin aesthetic evaluations. - Historical Context: The
work contextualizes poetry within a societal framework,
emphasizing its cultural importance.

2. Criticisms and Limitations - Some critics argue Arnold’s
standards are overly rigid or idealistic, potentially dismissing
innovative or unconventional poetic forms. - The emphasis on
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moral seriousness might undervalue poetry’s capacity for
personal expression or political activism. - His classical
inclinations have been critiqued for marginalizing contemporary
or experimental poetry. Despite these critiques, Arnold’s Study of
Poetry remains a foundational text, offering enduring insights
into the moral and aesthetic dimensions of poetic art.

Relevance of Arnold’s Study of Poetry Today

In the modern literary landscape, Arnold’s principles continue to
resonate, particularly in discussions about the social
responsibilities of writers and the criteria for artistic excellence.
His call for poetry that balances beauty with moral purpose
challenges contemporary poets and critics to consider the ethical
implications of their work. Contemporary Applications include: -
Evaluating poetry not only for aesthetic merit but also for its
social and moral impact. - Encouraging poets to pursue
disciplined craft rooted in sincerity and moral seriousness. -
Recognizing poetry as a means for cultural reflection and societal
critique. Moreover, Arnold’s emphasis on disinterestedness
remains pertinent in an era often characterized by subjectivity
and personal branding, reminding critics and poets alike of the
importance of genuine artistic integrity.

Conclusion

Matthew Arnold’s Study of Poetry stands as a monumental
achievement in literary criticism, blending philosophical rigor
with practical insight. Its core themes—poetry’s moral function,
the importance of disinterestedness, and the harmonious balance
of form and content—continue to inform debates about the



purpose and value of poetry. By advocating for poetry as a moral
and aesthetic pursuit, Arnold elevated the critic’s role from mere
evaluator to moral guide, emphasizing that true poetry fosters
both individual enlightenment and societal betterment. In
assessing Arnold’s critical work, one finds a timeless blueprint for
understanding poetry’s enduring power. Whether approached as
a historical document or a living guide, the Study of Poetry
remains an essential reference point for anyone invested in the
art of poetic expression and its role within human culture. As a
critic’s tool or as a poetic standard, Arnold’s masterpiece endures
as a testament to the moral and aesthetic ideals that underpin
the highest art forms. Note: For those seeking to deepen their
understanding, exploring Arnold’s Poetry and Criticism collections
and subsequent interpretations will reveal the evolution of his
thought and its influence on modern literary theory.

Questions & Answers About study of poetry by matthew
arnold

No Question Answer

1 What is the main focus of Matthew
Arnold's essay 'The Study of
Poetry'?

Matthew Arnold's essay emphasizes the importance of
studying poetry to cultivate moral and spiritual development,
advocating for poetry's role in enriching human life and
fostering aesthetic appreciation.

2 How does Arnold distinguish
between 'sweetness' and 'truth' in
poetry?

Arnold argues that poetry should balance 'sweetness'
(pleasure and beauty) with 'truth' (moral and intellectual
insight), suggesting that true poetry combines emotional
appeal with meaningful content.

3 What role does Arnold believe
poetry plays in society?

Arnold sees poetry as a vital cultural force that elevates the
moral and spiritual values of society, serving as a bridge
between individual experience and universal truths.
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4 How does Matthew Arnold define
the 'touchstone method' in the
study of poetry?

Arnold's 'touchstone method' involves comparing poems to a
set of standard literary works to evaluate their quality and
moral worth, emphasizing the importance of moral and
aesthetic criteria.

5 According to Arnold, what qualities
should a good poet possess?

Arnold believes a good poet should possess both artistic skill
and moral insight, with the ability to inspire and elevate
human consciousness through their work.

6 What is Arnold's view on the role of
imagination in poetry?

Arnold considers imagination crucial in poetry as it enables
poets to perceive deeper truths and connect with universal
human experiences, thus enriching the moral and aesthetic
value of their work.

7 How does Arnold's 'The Study of
Poetry' influence modern literary
criticism?

Arnold's emphasis on moral and aesthetic criteria, as well as
the importance of moral purpose in poetry, laid foundational
ideas for modern literary criticism and the study of literature's
role in society.

8 What criticisms have been directed
at Arnold's approach to studying
poetry?

Critics argue that Arnold's emphasis on morality and
standards of taste can be overly prescriptive, potentially
limiting the diversity of poetic expression and neglecting the
political or revolutionary aspects of poetry.

9 How is Arnold's approach to poetry
relevant today?

Arnold's focus on the moral and educational value of poetry
remains relevant, encouraging readers and poets to consider
how poetry can contribute to personal growth and societal
betterment in contemporary times.

Matthew Arnold, poetry analysis, Victorian poetry, literary criticism, Dover Beach, poetic themes, 19th-
century poetry, aesthetic theory, poetic form, literary essays
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