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Have you ever wondered what truly makes a poem great? What separates the memorable verses from the
quickly forgotten? Matthew Arnold, a towering figure of Victorian literature, grappled with these
questions in his seminal essay, "The Study of Poetry." This isn't just a dusty relic of 19th-century criticism;
Arnold's insights remain remarkably relevant today, offering a framework for understanding and
appreciating poetry across different eras and styles. This post will provide a deep dive into "The Study of
Poetry," exploring its central arguments, its lasting legacy, and its ongoing significance for readers and
critics alike. We will unpack Arnold's key concepts and consider their application to modern poetic
landscapes.

Arnold's Context: Victorian Society and the Crisis of Faith

To fully understand Arnold's essay, we must consider the historical context. Victorian England was a
period of rapid industrialization, social upheaval, and a growing crisis of faith. Traditional religious beliefs
were challenged by scientific advancements and the rise of secularism. In this turbulent environment,
poetry, for Arnold, held a crucial role: it could provide solace, moral guidance, and a sense of enduring
human values. His essay, therefore, isn't simply an aesthetic treatise; it's also a reflection on the social and
spiritual needs of his time.

The Search for Poetic Excellence: Arnold's Criteria

Arnold's primary concern in "The Study of Poetry" is establishing criteria for evaluating poetic merit. He
rejects subjective or purely emotional responses, advocating instead for a more rigorous and objective
approach. He proposes that great poetry possesses a unique combination of qualities:

High seriousness: The poem must grapple with significant themes and explore profound human



experiences. This doesn't necessarily mean it needs to be overtly moralistic, but it must engage with
questions of human existence in a meaningful way.
Authenticity of emotion: The poem's emotional impact must ring true; it must feel genuine and deeply
felt, not contrived or artificial.
Intellectual power: A great poem displays intellectual depth and complexity. It challenges the reader to
think critically and engage with its ideas.
Artistic perfection: Arnold emphasizes the importance of formal mastery. The poem's structure, language,
and imagery must be skillfully crafted to achieve aesthetic beauty.

These criteria, while seemingly straightforward, are subtly interconnected and require careful
consideration. Arnold doesn't offer a simplistic checklist; rather, he suggests a holistic approach to evaluating
poetic excellence.

The Concept of "Touchstones": A Practical Application

To guide readers in their appreciation of poetry, Arnold introduces the concept of "touchstones." These are
short passages from widely acknowledged great poems, acting as benchmarks against which other poems
can be measured. By comparing a lesser-known poem to a recognized "touchstone," the reader can develop
a more refined sense of poetic quality. This method emphasizes the importance of comparative analysis and
the development of a cultivated literary taste. Arnold believed that through careful study and comparison,
one could develop a heightened sensitivity to the nuances of poetic language and expression.

The Social Function of Poetry: A Moral Compass

Arnold saw poetry as playing a vital role in society. He believed that great poetry could act as a moral
compass, guiding individuals towards a deeper understanding of themselves and their place in the world.
By engaging with profound themes and expressing universal human experiences, poetry could foster
empathy, moral awareness, and a sense of shared humanity. This view reflects Arnold's concern with the
social and spiritual challenges of his time, emphasizing the potential of poetry to offer both aesthetic
pleasure and ethical insight.

The Lasting Influence of "The Study of Poetry"

Arnold's essay, despite its Victorian origins, continues to resonate with readers and critics today. His
emphasis on objective criteria, comparative analysis, and the social role of poetry remains highly relevant.
While some of his specific judgments may be debated, his framework for understanding and evaluating
poetic excellence offers a valuable starting point for anyone seeking a deeper appreciation of the art form.
His emphasis on "high seriousness" and "authenticity of emotion" is a persistent challenge to contemporary
poetry, encouraging a focus on meaningful engagement with the human condition. The "touchstone"
method, although requiring a degree of prior literary knowledge, provides a potent tool for developing
critical skills and appreciating the subtle nuances of language and form.



Conclusion

Matthew Arnold's "The Study of Poetry" transcends its Victorian origins to offer a compelling and
enduring framework for understanding and appreciating poetry. His emphasis on objective criteria, the
significance of "touchstones," and the social role of poetry provide valuable insights for both seasoned critics
and newcomers to the field. By grappling with Arnold's ideas, we can refine our own understanding of
poetic excellence and deepen our appreciation for the art form's enduring power.

FAQs

What are some examples of "touchstones" that Arnold uses in his essay? Arnold uses passages from1.
Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, and Milton, amongst others, to illustrate his points about poetic
excellence. He specifically cites lines that exemplify his criteria of "high seriousness," "authenticity of
emotion," and "artistic perfection."

How does Arnold's view of poetry differ from Romantic approaches? While acknowledging the1.
Romantic emphasis on emotion and imagination, Arnold moves beyond purely subjective responses,
advocating for a more rigorous and objective approach to critical evaluation, focusing on craftsmanship
and intellectual depth alongside emotion.

Is Arnold's emphasis on "high seriousness" too restrictive? Some critics argue that Arnold's criteria1.
might exclude lighter forms of poetry or works that prioritize other aesthetic qualities. The debate
continues on whether a certain "seriousness" is essential for poetic greatness or whether other forms
of aesthetic merit can stand on their own.

How relevant is Arnold's concept of "touchstones" in the digital age? The "touchstone" method, while1.
still valuable, needs adaptation for the digital age. Readers can now access a vastly wider range of
poetry, requiring a more nuanced selection of benchmark texts relevant to specific poetic
movements or styles.

What is the significance of Arnold's essay within the broader context of Victorian literary criticism?1.



"The Study of Poetry" stands as a landmark work in Victorian literary criticism, shaping subsequent
critical approaches to poetry and establishing a framework for objective and comparative analysis that
continues to influence literary studies today. It effectively bridges the Romantic era's emphasis on
emotional expression with a more analytical and rigorous approach to evaluating poetic merit.
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