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Matthew Arnold was one of the foremost poets and critics of the 19th century. While often regarded as the father of modern literary 

criticism, he also wrote extensively on social and cultural issues, religion, and education. Arnold was born into an influential English 

family—his father was a famed headmaster at Rugby—and graduated from Balliol College, Oxford. He began his career as a school 

inspector, traveling throughout much of England on the newly built railway system. When he was elected professor of poetry at Oxford in 

1857, he was the first in the post to deliver his lectures in English rather than Latin. Walt Whitman famously dismissed him as a “literary 

dude,” and while many have continued to disparage Arnold for his moralistic tone and literary judgments, his work also laid the foundation 

for important 20th century critics like T.S. Eliot, Cleanth Brooks, and Harold Bloom. His poetry has also had an enormous, though under-

appreciated, influence; Arnold is frequently acknowledged as being one of the first poets to display a truly Modern perspective in his work. 

Perhaps Arnold’s most famous piece of literary criticism is his essay “The Study of Poetry.” In this work, 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. Arnold’s 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 (as distinct from the description of writers of the ancient world). 

Arnold’s classic poets include Milton, Shakespeare, Dante, and Homer; and 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: “The superior 

character of truth and seriousness, in the matter and substance of the best poetry, is inseparable from the superiority of diction and 

movement marking its style and manner.” 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. At the root of Arnold’s argument is his 

desire to illuminate and preserve the poets he believes to be the touchstones of literature, and to ask questions about the moral value of 

poetry that does not champion truth, beauty, valor, and clarity. Arnold’s belief that poetry should both uplift and console drives the essay’s 

logic and its conclusions. 

The Study of Poetry 

“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, not an 

accredited dogma which is not shown to be questionable, not a received tradition which does not threaten 

to dissolve. Our religion has materialised itself in the fact, in the supposed fact; it has attached its emotion 

to the fact, and now the fact is failing it. But for poetry the idea is everything; the rest is a world of illusion, 

of divine illusion. Poetry attaches its emotion to the idea; the idea is the fact. The strongest part of our 

religion to-day is its unconscious poetry.” (Arnold, The Hundred Greatest Men, 1879.) 

Let me be permitted to quote these words of my own as uttering the thought which should, in my 

opinion, go with us and govern us in all our study of poetry. In the present work [The English Poets] it 

is the course of one great contributory stream to the world-river of poetry that we are invited to follow. 

We are here invited to trace the stream of English poetry. But whether we set ourselves, as here, to 

follow only one of the several streams that make the mighty river of poetry, or whether we seek to know 

them all, our governing thought should be the same. We should conceive of poetry worthily, and more 

highly than it has been the custom to conceive of it. We should conceive of it as capable of higher uses, 

and called to higher destinies, than those which in general men have assigned to it hitherto. More and 

more mankind will discover that we have to turn to poetry to interpret life for us, to console us, to 

sustain us. Without poetry, our science will appear incomplete; and most of what now passes with us 

for religion and philosophy will be replaced by poetry. Science, I say, will appear incomplete without 

it. For finely and truly does Wordsworth call poetry “the impassioned expression which is in the 

countenance of all science”; and what is a countenance without its expression? Again, Wordsworth 

finely and truly calls poetry “the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge”; our religion, parading 

evidences such as those on which the popular mind relies now; our philosophy, pluming itself on its 

reasonings about causation and finite and infinite being; what are they but the shadows and dreams and 

false shows of knowledge? The day will come when we shall wonder at ourselves for having trusted to 

them, for having taken them seriously; and the more we perceive their hollowness, the more we shall 

prize “the breath and finer spirit of knowledge” offered to us by poetry. 
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But if we conceive thus highly of the destinies of poetry, we must also set our standard for poetry high, 

since poetry, to be capable of fulfilling such high destinies, must be poetry of a high order of excellence. 

We must accustom ourselves to a high standard and to a strict judgment. Sainte-Beuve relates that 

Napoleon one day said, when somebody was spoken of in his presence as a charlatan: “Charlatan as 

much as you please; but where is there not charlatanism?”—“Yes” answers Sainte-Beuve, “in politics, 

in the art of governing mankind, that is perhaps true. But in the order of thought, in art, the glory, the 

eternal honour is that charlatanism shall find no entrance; herein lies the inviolableness of that noble 

portion of man’s being” [Les Cahiers]. It is admirably said, and let us hold fast to it. In poetry, which 

is thought and art in one, it is the glory, the eternal honour, that charlatanism shall find no entrance; that 

this noble sphere be kept inviolate and inviolable. Charlatanism is for confusing or obliterating the 

distinctions between excellent and inferior, sound and unsound or only half-sound, true and untrue or 

only half-true. It is charlatanism, conscious or unconscious, whenever we confuse or obliterate these. 

And in poetry, more than anywhere else, it is unpermissible to confuse or obliterate them. For in poetry 

the distinction between excellent and inferior, sound and unsound or only half-sound, true and untrue 

or only half-true, is of paramount importance. It is of paramount importance because of the high 

destinies of poetry. In poetry, as in criticism of life under the conditions fixed for such a criticism by 

the laws of poetic truth and poetic beauty, the spirit of our race will find, we have said, as time goes on 

and as other helps fail, its consolation and stay. But the consolation and stay will be of power in 

proportion to the power of the criticism of life. And the criticism of life will be of power in proportion 

as the poetry conveying it is excellent rather than inferior, sound rather than unsound or half-sound, true 

rather than untrue on half-true. 

The best poetry is what we want; the best poetry will be found to have a power of forming, sustaining, 

and delighting us, as nothing else can. A clearer, deeper sense of the best in poetry, and of the strength 

and joy to be drawn from it, is the most precious benefit which we can gather from a poetical collection 

such as the present. And yet in the very nature and conduct of such a collection there is inevitably 

something which tends to obscure in us the consciousness of what our benefit should be, and to distract 

us from the pursuit of it. We should therefore steadily set it before our minds at the outset, and should 

compel ourselves to revert constantly to the thought of it as we proceed. 

Yes; constantly in reading poetry, a sense for the best, the really excellent, and of the strength and joy 

to be drawn from it, should be present in our minds and should govern our estimate of what we read. 

But this real estimate, the only true one, is liable to be superseded, if we are not watchful, by two other 

kinds of estimate, the historic estimate and the personal estimate, both of which are fallacious. A poet 

or a poem may count to us historically, they may count to us on grounds personal to ourselves, and they 

may count to us really. They may count to us historically. The course of development of a nation’s 

language, thought, and poetry, is profoundly interesting; and by regarding a poet’s work as a stage in 

this course of development we may easily bring ourselves to make it of more importance as poetry than 

in itself it really is, we may come to use a language of quite exaggerated praise in criticising it; in short, 

to overrate it. So arises in our poetic judgments the fallacy caused by the estimate which we may call 

historic. Then, again, a poet or poem may count to us on grounds personal to ourselves. Our personal 

affinities, likings and circumstances, have great power to sway our estimate of this or that poet’s work, 

and to make us attach more importance to it as poetry than in itself it really possesses, because to us it 

is, or has been, of high importance. Here also we overrate the object of our interest, and apply to it a 

language of praise which is quite exaggerated. And thus we get the source of a second fallacy in our 

poetic judgments—the fallacy caused by an estimate which we may call personal. 


