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Introduction

Blended learning is commonly understood as a  synergistic combination of standard

classroom teaching and experiential learning through projects, field works and practical

including student self study facilitated through appropriate guidance by teachers. For BA

English honours the entire second unit of each subject and paper is earmarked for

students' self study. Therefore no regular classroom teaching shall be held for the 2nd

unit of each paper. Synergetic combination of textbooks and e-learning resources like

PPTs, recorded video  lectures, animated videos etc shall be prescribed to students for

self study.

To ensure proper self study, teachers shall provide necessary guidance to the students

through 4/5 classes in physical classroom teaching mode.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

This module will provide a comprehensive view of the literature of the Victorian Age.

The poets like Tennyson, Robert Browning and Matthew Arnold have played a very

important role in transforming Victorian literature.

This will enable you to analyse, identify and appreciate Victorian poetry.

Students will be aware of elegy, its tradition past and present.

Students will get an idea about the dramatic monologue.

The students will be able to understand the concept of literary Criticism particularly

Matthew Arnold's theory of Poetry.
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ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON

About the Poet
Alfred Tennyson, 1st Baron Tennyson (6 August 1809 – 6 October 1892) was a British poet. He was the
Poet Laureate during much of Queen Victoria's reign and remains one of the most popular British
poets. In 1829, Tennyson was awarded the Chancellor's Gold Medal at Cambridge for one of his first
pieces, "Timbuktu". He published his first solo collection of poems, Poems Chiefly Lyrical in 1830.
"Claribel" and "Mariana", which remain some of Tennyson's most celebrated poems, were included in
this volume. Although decried by some critics as overly sentimental, his verse soon proved popular and
brought Tennyson to the attention of well-known writers of the day, including Samuel Taylor Coleridge.
Tennyson's early poetry, with its medievalism and powerful visual imagery, was a major influence on
the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.
Tennyson also excelled at penning short lyrics, such as "Break, Break, Break", "The Charge of the Light
Brigade", "Tears, Idle Tears", and "Crossing the Bar". Much of his verse was based on classical
mythological themes, such as "Ulysses", although "In Memoriam A.H.H." was written to commemorate
his friend Arthur Hallam, a fellow poet and student at Trinity College, Cambridge, after he died of a
stroke at the age of 22.Tennyson also wrote some notable blank verse including Idylls of the King,
"Ulysses", and "Tithonus". During his career, Tennyson attempted drama, but his plays enjoyed little
success.
A number of phrases from Tennyson's work have become commonplaces of the English language,
including "Nature, red in tooth and claw" (In Memoriam A.H.H.), "'Tis better to have loved and lost /
Than never to have loved at all", "Theirs not to reason why, / Theirs but to do and die", "My strength is
as the strength of ten, / Because my heart is pure", "To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield",
"Knowledge comes, but Wisdom lingers", and "The old order changeth, yielding place to new". He is
the ninth most frequently quoted writer in The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations.

Major Works

● From Poems, Chiefly Lyrical (1830):
○ "Nothing Will Die"
○ "All Things Will Die"
○ "The Dying Swan"
○ "The Kraken"
○ "Mariana"

● "Lady Clara Vere de Vere" (1832)
● From Poems (1833):

○ "The Lotos-Eaters"
○ "The Lady of Shalott" (1832, 1842) – three versions painted by J. W. Waterhouse (1888,

1894, and 1916)
○ "St. Simeon Stylites" (1833)

● "Break, Break, Break" (1842)
● From Poems (1842):

○ "Locksley Hall"
○ "Vision of Sin"[43]

○ "The Two Voices" (1834)
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○ "Ulysses" (1833)
● From The Princess; A Medley (1847)

○ "The Princess"
○ "Godiva"
○ "Now Sleeps the Crimson Petal" – it later appeared as a song in the film Vanity Fair, with

musical arrangement by Mychael Danna
○ "Tears, Idle Tears"

● "In Memoriam A.H.H." (1849)
● "Ring Out, Wild Bells" (1850)
● "The Eagle" (1851)
● "The Sister's Shame"
● From Maud; A Monodrama (1855/1856)

○ "Maud"
○ "The Charge of the Light Brigade" (1854) – an early recording exists of Tennyson reading

this
● "Idylls of the King" (1859–1885; composed 1833–1874)
● From Enoch Arden and Other Poems (1862/1864)

○ "Enoch Arden"
○ "Tithonus"

● "Flower in the Crannied Wall" (1869)
● The Window – song cycle with Arthur Sullivan (1871)
● Harold (1876) – about King Harold
● Montenegro (1877)
● The Revenge: A Ballad of the Fleet (1878) – about the ship Revenge
● Becket (1884)
● Crossing the Bar (1889)
● The Foresters – a play with incidental music by Arthur Sullivan (1891)
● Kapiolani (published after his death by Hallam Tennyson)

(Source https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfred,_Lord_Tennyson)
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The text of the poem

Break, Break, Break
BY ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON

Break, break, break,

On thy cold gray stones, O Sea!

And I would that my tongue could utter

The thoughts that arise in me.

O, well for the fisherman's boy,

That he shouts with his sister at play!

O, well for the sailor lad,

That he sings in his boat on the bay!

And the stately ships go on

To their haven under the hill;

But O for the touch of a vanish'd hand,

And the sound of a voice that is still!

Break, break, break

At the foot of thy crags, O Sea!

But the tender grace of a day that is dead

Will never come back to me.

(https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45318/break-break-break)
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Introduction

Tennyson wrote ‘Break, Break, Break’ in 1835 and published in 1842. It is often

considered to be an elegiac lament for his deceased friend, Arther Hallam (for whom ‘In

Memoriam A.H.H.’ was written). In ‘Break, Break, Break’, Tennyson delves into themes

of death, the power of nature, and change.

In the first lines of the poem the speaker addresses the waves, a technique known as

anaphora, he tells them to continue crashing against the shore while also meditating on

his deeper thoughts. He wishes that he could express how he’s feeling. While he looks

over the water he sees a fisherman’s son yelling and a young sailor singing—life is going

on all around him.

The speaker also notices some larger boats sailing and considers, imaginatively, that they

are headed to a better world. Unfortunately, all of these sights can’t distract him from

the pain he’s feeling. The poem concludes with a repetition of the first lines and an

expression that he’s never going to feel past happiness again.

Analysis of Break, Break, Break

Stanza One

In the first stanza of ‘Break, Break, Break’ the speaker begins by talking directly to the

waves. This is a technique known as anaphora. He speaks to them although they are

unable to respond. The speaker directs them to continue breaking powerfully against the

“cold gray stones” of the shore. They hold a gloomy power that speaks to his emotional

state at that time. He wishes, in lines three and four, that he could get his tongue to

“utter / The thoughts” that are haunting him. He has thus far been unable to express his

emotional state. It is too complex, or perhaps too dark, for him to find the words.

Stanza Two

In the second stanza, there is a good example of anaphora with the repetition of “O, well

for the” at the start of linesmen and three. This phrase introduces the two different

experiences that he sees around him. The “fisherman’s boy,” his “sister” and the “sailor

lad” are all experiencing the sea differently than he is. These are good examples of

juxtaposition, especially the young man who is singing “on the bay”. He’s finding joy in

his life and the ability to express his emotions.
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Stanza Three

In the third stanza of ‘Break, Break, Break,’ the speaker takes note of “stately ships” that

are sailing off into the distance. They too are living differently than he is. He hopes that

they are going to a new land, somewhere sorrow can’t touch. But, the lovely sight of the

ships doesn’t keep the speaker’s mind occupied for long. He is quickly brought back to

the experiencing of touching a “vanish’d hand”. Tennyson might have been thinking of

the hand of Arthur Hallam, his deceased friend. The voice that is now lost also comes to

his mind. It appears that no matter what the speaker does, he can’t escape the

memories of the person he lost.

Stanza Four

The fourths stanza begins with the repetition of the line “Break, break, break” which

began the poem. He tells the waves again to break against the shore at the “foot of thy

crags”. Tennyson used an exclamation point at the end of line two in order to emphasize

his, or his speaker’s, passion.

Despite the power of the waves, the damage they do, or the sights that he sees around

him, he can’t get back to the “grace of a day” that happened before his close friend died.

Things are different now and that time “Will never come back to [him]”.

Structure of Break, Break, Break

‘Break, Break, Break’ by Alfred Lord Tennyson is a four stanza poem that is separated into

sets of four lines, known as quatrains. These quatrains do not follow a strict rhyme

scheme but there are some good examples of perfect rhymes, such as “Sea” and “me” in

stanza one. In regards to the meter, there are various patterns that change throughout

the poem. There are many instances of trimeter, although the stresses change locations,

there are other lines with more or fewer syllables.

Literary Devices in Break, Break, Break

Tennyson makes use of several literary devices in ‘Break, Break, Break’. These include but

are not limited to repetition, juxtaposition, and enjambment. The first of these,

repetition, is clearly sen through the use of the refrain “Break, break, break” in line one

of the first stanza and fourth stanza. It helps create a strong rhythm to the lines, one that

mimics the movement of the waves.
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Juxtaposition is seen through the contrast of different experiences. For example, the

speaker is in a deep and un-abating depression which is quite different from the sailing

who is singing “on the bay” or the ships that he images are going to a better land.

Enjambment is a commonly used technique that can be seen in this poem in the

transition between lines three and four of the first stanza as well as lines one and two of

the third stanza.

(Source - https://poemanalysis.com/alfred-tennyson/break-break-break/ )

Themes

The poem describes feelings of loss. He is standing on the rocky sea shore and writing

this poem. It has a strong biographical connection, containing Tennyson's feelings of

melancholy and nostalgia. Tennyson captures his strong emotions in other poems,

including Morte D' Arthur, "Tithonus", and "Ulysses". The suffering felt within the poem

is connected to the suffering described in Tennyson's In Memoriam, in that they both

describe longing for Tennyson's deceased friend Hallam. This longing is voiced in the

third stanza of "Break, Break, Break".

"Break, Break, Break" can be classified as an elegy on the subject of Tennyson's feelings

about Hallam. Like "On a Mourner," written a year before, both poems use a very simple

style and describe a scene in minimalistic terms. This technique is later used in later

elegies written by Tennyson, including "Crossing the Bar", "In the Garden at Swainston",

and "To the Marquess of Dufferin and Ava". In several of his works, including "On a

Mourner", Tennyson uses a myth to illustrate themes of the poem. However, this

technique and other decorative aspects are dropped in "Break, Break, Break." This

distinguishes the poem from other poems Tennyson wrote around the same time, such

as "Tithonus" and "Ulysses".

(https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Break,_Break,_Break)

Theme of loss and Impermanence

The poem implies that the speaker is mourning someone’s death and being forced to

face the fact that this person will never return. Although the poem doesn’t clarify the

circumstances of the speaker’s loss, it’s clear that it has thoroughly unsettled the
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speaker, who can’t even stare out at the ocean without feeling tormented by the

knowledge that everything in life eventually comes to an end.

Everything around the speaker serves as a reminder that life is fleeting. Even the waves

crashing against the shoreline represent this idea of impermanence, since these waves

no longer exist in their original form once they’ve broken over the rocks. This reinforces

the idea that nothing in the natural world lasts forever. And because people obviously

exist in the natural world, this also holds true for everyone who has ever lived.

With this in mind, the speaker watches two children playing happily together and knows

that someday their youth will be a thing of the past. Similarly, the young sailor singing

nearby will someday be an old man, and the speaker will soon lose sight of the grand

boats in the bay as they disappear from the horizon on their way to some unknown

destination. Affronted by all of these ideas of change and transition, the speaker is

unable to deny the impermanence of all things. This thought process is made evident by

the fact that the speaker goes from considering the retreating ships to wistfully

remembering the “touch of a vanish’d hand”—a phrase that underscores the speaker’s

dismay that humans effectively “vanish” through death. In the same way that the ships

fade into the distance, humans also drift away from life.

Of course, most people are well aware that nothing lasts, but not everyone finds this so

troubling. It is, after all, a fact of existence, something many people simply accept. The

speaker, however, is particularly unnerved by this because a close acquaintance has

recently died, making it difficult for the speaker to stop thinking about the relentless

passage of time—there is, the speaker knows, no way to revisit the past to spend more

time with this friend, and this greatly upsets the speaker. In this way, loss changes the

way the speaker sees the world, suddenly making it harder to accept the reality that all

things come to an end.

Ironically enough, though, the only kind of permanence in the speaker’s life is loss itself,

since nothing will ever reverse the death of this friend. No matter what happens, this

person will “never come back” to the speaker. In turn, loss actually emerges as the only

dependable thing in life, even if it forces people like the speaker to recognize that

everything else about existence is impermanent.
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The meaning of symbol "Sea"

For the speaker, the sea represents the impermanence of life. Looking out at the water,

the speaker recognizes that all things eventually come to an end—an idea embodied by

the waves themselves, which crash against the rocks and, in doing so, lose form, thereby

ceasing to exist as waves. Accordingly, the sea comes to stand for the inevitability of

death. In the same way that even the most powerful waves break apart when they

splash against the shore, all human lives someday come to an end.

Interestingly, though, some of the poem's happiest images take place on (or perhaps in)

the sea, as a sailor sings in the bay and children play with one another while spending

the day with their fisherman father. Similarly, beautiful and impressive boats sail away to

unknown paradises. Consequently, the sea's embodiment of impermanence takes on a

new layer, ultimately representing the fact that this impermanence is simply a fact of

existence, one that shouldn't stop people from living their lives. In other words, the

mere idea of impermanence is just a backdrop against which people should let their lives

unfold.

(Source - https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/alfred-lord-tennyson/break-break-break)
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Important questions

1. Define elegy. Find out the elegiac elements in the poem Break Break Break.

2. Write a critical appreciation of "Break, Break, Break" by Alfred, Lord Tennyson.

3. What is the central idea of the poem "Break, Break, Break" by Alfred, Lord

Tennyson?

4. Why is the sea a useful symbol in "Break, Break, Break"? Does the sea comfort the

speaker?

5. How does the poem show that life and nature go on despite what happens to

human beings?

6. Why does the poet ask the sea waves to break in Tennyson's "Break, Break,

Break"?

7. Do you think the title of the poem is appropriate?

8. Why does the poet repeat the word "Break"?

9. Why does the poet ask the sea waves to break in Tennyson's "Break, Break,

Break"?

10.Who is the poet addressing in the first stanza of "Break, Break, Break"?

11.Compare the feelings of the poet and the other people mentioned in the poem.

12.Why isn't the grave a pleasant destination in "Break, Break, Break"?
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About the Poet

Robert Browning, (born May 7, 1812, London—died Dec. 12, 1889, Venice), major

English poet of the Victorian age, noted for his mastery of dramatic monologue and

psychological portraiture. His most noted work was The Ring and the Book (1868–69),

the story of a Roman murder trial in 12 books.

Life.

The son of a clerk in the Bank of England in London, Browning received only a slight

formal education, although his father gave him a grounding in Greek and Latin. In 1828

he attended classes at the University of London but left after half a session. Apart from a

journey to St. Petersburg in 1834 with George de Benkhausen, the Russian consul

general, and two short visits to Italy in 1838 and 1844, he lived with his parents in

London until 1846, first at Camberwell and after 1840 at Hatcham. During this period

(1832–46) he wrote his early long poems and most of his plays.

Browning’s first published work, Pauline: A Fragment of a Confession (1833,

anonymous), although formally a dramatic monologue, embodied many of his own

adolescent passions and anxieties. Although it received some favourable comment, it

was attacked by John Stuart Mill, who condemned the poet’s exposure and exploitation

of his own emotions and his “intense and morbid self-consciousness.” It was perhaps

Mill’s critique that determined Browning never to confess his own emotions again in his

poetry but to write objectively. In 1835 he published Paracelsus and in 1840 Sordello,

both poems dealing with men of great ability striving to reconcile the demands of their

own personalities with those of the world. Paracelsus was well received, but Sordello,

which made exacting demands on its reader’s knowledge, was almost universally

declared incomprehensible.

Encouraged by the actor Charles Macready, Browning devoted his main energies for

some years to verse drama, a form that he had already adopted for Strafford (1837).

Between 1841 and 1846, in a series of pamphlets under the general title of Bells and

Pomegranates, he published seven more plays in verse, including Pippa Passes (1841), A

Blot in the ’Scutcheon (produced in 1843), and Luria (1846). These, and all his earlier

works except Strafford, were printed at his family’s expense. Although Browning enjoyed

writing for the stage, he was not successful in the theatre, since his strength lay in

depicting, as he had himself observed of Strafford, “Action in Character, rather than

Character in Action.”
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By 1845 the first phase of Browning’s life was near its end. In that year he met Elizabeth

Barrett. In her Poems (1844) Barrett had included lines praising Browning, who wrote to

thank her (January 1845). In May they met and soon discovered their love for each

other. Barrett had, however, been for many years an invalid, confined to her room and

thought incurable. Her father, moreover, was a dominant and selfish man, jealously fond

of his daughter, who in turn had come to depend on his love. When her doctors ordered

her to Italy for her health and her father refused to allow her to go, the lovers, who had

been corresponding and meeting regularly, were forced to act. They were married

secretly in September 1846; a week later they left for Pisa.

Throughout their married life, although they spent holidays in France and England, their

home was in Italy, mainly at Florence, where they had a flat in Casa Guidi. Their income

was small, although after the birth of their son, Robert, in 1849 Mrs. Browning’s cousin

John Kenyon made them an allowance of £100 a year, and on his death in 1856 he left

them £11,000.

Browning produced comparatively little poetry during his married life. Apart from a

collected edition in 1849 he published only Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day (1850), an

examination of different attitudes toward Christianity, perhaps having its immediate

origin in the death of his mother in 1849; an introductory essay (1852) to some spurious

letters of Shelley, Browning’s only considerable work in prose and his only piece of

critical writing; and Men and Women (1855). This was a collection of 51

poems—dramatic lyrics such as “Memorabilia,” “Love Among the Ruins,” and “A Toccata

of Galuppi’s”; the great monologues such as “Fra Lippo Lippi,” “How It Strikes a

Contemporary,” and “Bishop Blougram’s Apology”; and a very few poems in which

implicitly (“By the Fireside”) or explicitly (“One Word More”) he broke his rule and spoke

of himself and of his love for his wife. Men and Women, however, had no great sale, and

many of the reviews were unfavourable and unhelpful. Disappointed for the first time by

the reception of his work, Browning in the following years wrote little, sketching and

modeling in clay by day and enjoying the society of his friends at night. At last Mrs.

Browning’s health, which had been remarkably restored by her life in Italy, began to fail.

On June 29, 1861, she died in her husband’s arms. In the autumn he returned slowly to

London with his young son.

His first task on his return was to prepare his wife’s Last Poems for the press. At first he

avoided company, but gradually he accepted invitations more freely and began to move

in society. Another collected edition of his poems was called for in 1863, but Pauline was
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not included. When his next book of poems, Dramatis Personae (1864)—including “Abt

Vogler,” “Rabbi Ben Ezra,” “Caliban upon Setebos,” and “Mr. Sludge, ‘The Medium’

”—reached two editions, it was clear that Browning had at last won a measure of

popular recognition.

In 1868–69 he published his greatest work, The Ring and the Book, based on the

proceedings in a murder trial in Rome in 1698. Grand alike in plan and execution, it was

at once received with enthusiasm, and Browning was established as one of the most

important literary figures of the day. For the rest of his life he was much in demand in

London society. He spent his summers with friends in France, Scotland, or Switzerland or,

after 1878, in Italy.

The most important works of his last years, when he wrote with great fluency, were the

long narrative or dramatic poems, often dealing with contemporary themes, such as

Prince Hohenstiel-Schwangau (1871), Fifine at the Fair (1872), Red Cotton Night-Cap

Country (1873), The Inn Album (1875), and the two series of Dramatic Idyls (1879 and

1880). He wrote a number of poems on classical subjects, including Balaustion’s

Adventure (1871) and Aristophanes’ Apology (1875). In addition to many collections of

shorter poems—Pacchiarotto and How He Worked in Distemper (1876), Jocoseria

(1883), Ferishtah’s Fancies (1884), and Asolando: Fancies and Facts (1889)—Browning

published toward the end of his life two books of unusually personal origin—La Saisiaz

(1878), at once an elegy for his friend Anne Egerton-Smith and a meditation on

mortality, and Parleyings with Certain People of Importance in Their Day (1887), in which

he discussed books and ideas that had influenced him since his youth.

While staying in Venice in 1889, Browning caught cold, became seriously ill, and died on

December 12. He was buried in Westminster Abbey.
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The Text of the Poem

My Last Duchess

BY ROBERT BROWNING

FERRARA

That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,

Looking as if she were alive. I call

That piece a wonder, now; Fra Pandolf’s hands

Worked busily a day, and there she stands.

Will’t please you sit and look at her? I said

“Fra Pandolf” by design, for never read

Strangers like you that pictured countenance,

The depth and passion of its earnest glance,

But to myself they turned (since none puts by

The curtain I have drawn for you, but I)

And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst,

How such a glance came there; so, not the first

Are you to turn and ask thus. Sir, ’twas not

Her husband’s presence only, called that spot

Of joy into the Duchess’ cheek; perhaps

Fra Pandolf chanced to say, “Her mantle laps

Over my lady’s wrist too much,” or “Paint
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Must never hope to reproduce the faint

Half-flush that dies along her throat.” Such stuff

Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough

For calling up that spot of joy. She had

A heart—how shall I say?— too soon made glad,

Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er

She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.

Sir, ’twas all one! My favour at her breast,

The dropping of the daylight in the West,

The bough of cherries some officious fool

Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule

She rode with round the terrace—all and each

Would draw from her alike the approving speech,

Or blush, at least. She thanked men—good! but thanked

Somehow—I know not how—as if she ranked

My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name

With anybody’s gift. Who’d stoop to blame

This sort of trifling? Even had you skill

In speech—which I have not—to make your will

Quite clear to such an one, and say, “Just this

Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss,

Or there exceed the mark”—and if she let

Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set
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Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse—

E’en then would be some stooping; and I choose

Never to stoop. Oh, sir, she smiled, no doubt,

Whene’er I passed her; but who passed without

Much the same smile? This grew; I gave commands;

Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands

As if alive. Will’t please you rise? We’ll meet

The company below, then. I repeat,

The Count your master’s known munificence

Is ample warrant that no just pretense

Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;

Though his fair daughter’s self, as I avowed

At starting, is my object. Nay, we’ll go

Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though,

Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,

Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!

(https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43768/my-last-duchess)
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Introduction:

Robert Browning, a famous English poet, and playwright, wrote ‘My Last Duchess’, a

famous dramatic monologue of a duke about a heinous act of killing his former wife. It

was first published in Browning’s Dramatic Lyrics in 1842. The poem comprises the

sentiment of the speaker whose mistress could not survive his severity. It also provides

an insight into the psychological state of the speaker. However, its popularity lies in the

presentation of a realistic picture of the Victorian era.

“My Last Duchess” As a Representative of Jealousy: The poem presents a monologue of

a duke who is telling about the demise of his last duchess. At the outset, he displays the

painting of his late wife and talks about her character traits. First, he acknowledges the

mastery of the painter for painting a lifelike picture of his mistress. Then, accuses his

mistress of having a heart that was “too soon made glad” and “too easily impressed.” He

did not like her soft, impartial and polite manners. Therefore, he blames her for being so

gentle and kind. Although her death is suspicious, the duke gets away with her murder

on account of his status and power. Thus, the poem exhibits the vicious, psychotic and

controlling mind of the duke, who hated his wife due to her positive nature.

Analysis of My Last Duchess

The speaker (the Duke of Ferrara) directs the attention of a guest to a painting of his

former wife, the Duchess of Ferrara, which hangs on the wall. The Duke praises the

painting for looking so lifelike and then remarks on how hard the painter, Fra Pandolf,

worked hard on it. The duke asks the guest to sit and look at the work. The duke then

explains that he deliberately mentioned the name of the painter, because strangers like

the emissary always look at the duchess’s painted face—with its deep, passionate, and

earnest glance—and turn to the duke (and only the duke, since only he pulls back the

curtain that reveals the painting) and act as though they would ask, if they dared, how

an expression like that came into her face. The duke reiterates that the guest isn’t the

first person to ask this question.

The duke continues by saying that it wasn’t only his presence that brought that look into

the painted eyes of the duchess or the blush of happiness into her painted cheek; he

suggests that perhaps Fra Pandolf had happened to compliment her by saying "her

shawl drapes over her wrist too much" or "paint could never recreate the faint half-blush
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that’s fading on her throat." The duke insists that the former duchess thought that polite

comments like those were reason enough to blush, and criticizes her, in a halting way, for

being too easily made happy or impressed. He also claims that she liked everything and

everyone she saw, although his description suggests that she was ogling everyone who

crossed her path. The duke objects that, to his former duchess, everything was the same

and made her equally happy, whether it was a brooch or present from him that she wore

at her chest, the sun setting in the West, a branch of cherries which some interfering

person snapped off a tree in the orchard for her, or the white mule she rode on around

the terrace. He claims that she would say the same kind words or give the same blush in

response to all of them. The duke also objects to her manner of thanking men, although

he struggles to describe his concerns. Specifically, he complains that she values his

pedigree and social position (his 900-year-old name) as equally important to anyone

else’s gifts to her.

The duke rhetorically asks whether anyone would actually lower themselves enough to

argue with someone about their behavior. The duke imagines a hypothetical situation in

which he would confront the former duchess: he says that even if he were good with

words and were able to clearly say, "This characteristic of yours disgusts me," or, "Here

you did too little or too much"—and if the former duchess had let herself be degraded

by changing, instead of being stubborn and making excuses— that even then the act of

confronting her would be beneath him, and he refuses to ever lower himself like that.

The duke then returns to his earlier refrain about his former wife’s indiscriminate

happiness and complains to his guest that, while the duchess did smile at him whenever

they passed, she gave everyone else the same smile as well. The duke explains that she

began smiling at others even more, so he gave orders and all her smiles stopped forever,

presumably because he had her killed. Now she only lives on in the painting.

The duke then asks the guest to stand up and to go with him to meet the rest of the

guests downstairs. He also says that the Count, revealed here as the guest's master and

the father of the duke's prospective bride-to-be, is so known for his generosity in

matters of money that no request the duke could make for a dowry could be turned

down. The duke also adds quickly that he has always insisted since the beginning of their

discussions that the Count’s beautiful daughter, and not the dowry, is his primary

objective.

The duke ends his speech by demanding that he and the Count's emissary go downstairs

together, and on their way, he directs the emissary’s attention to a statue of the God
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Neptune taming a seahorse, which is a rare work of art that Claus of Innsbruck cast in

bronze specifically for him.

Major Themes in “My Last Duchess”:
Jealousy, hatred, and power are the major themes of this poem. Browning has presented

the character of a duke who wants to rule his woman with an iron fist. He talks about his

late wife and details the reasons why he did not like her. He could not tolerate the idea

that his wife was easily attracted toward the strangers and responded them happily. It is

due to this behavior his wife is not alive. That is why he seems to be a psychopath,

jealous and self-centered man who not only wishes to control his kingdom but also

wants to govern the lives of his near and dear ones.

Objectification of Women

“My Last Duchess” is a dramatic monologue in which the Duke of Ferrara tells the

messenger of his potential wife’s family about his previous wife, the “last” duchess of

the poem's title. Using a painting of that former duchess as a conversation piece, he

describes what he saw as her unfaithfulness, frivolity, and stubbornness, and implies

that he prefers her as a painting rather than as a living woman. Throughout the poem,

the duke reveals his belief that women are objects to be controlled, possessed, and

discarded. In many ways, this reflects the thinking of Browning’s own era, when

Victorian social norms denied women the right to be fully independent human beings.

Through this portrayal of the duke, Browning critiques such a viewpoint, presenting

sexism and objectification as dehumanizing processes that rob women of their full

humanity.

The duke’s treatment of the painting reflects his treatment of women as objects to be

owned. His description of the painting as a “piece” and a “wonder” portray it as a work

of art rather than a testament to a former love. By repeating the name of the painter

(the famous “Fra Pandolf) three times in the first 16 lines of the poem, he again implies

that he values the painting because of its status as an object that shows off his (that is,

the duke's) wealth and clout. The painting is meant to aggrandize the duke rather than

honor the woman it portrays.

This is made even clearer by the fact that the duke has placed this painting in a public

area of his palace so he can proudly display it to guests, whom he invites to “sit and look
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at her” much like a museum curator would direct visitors to a famous work of art in a

gallery. Such an attitude is reflected yet again when he tells the messenger that the

Count’s “fair daughter’s self [… is his] object”: he intends to make his new bride another

one of his possessions. Women, in the duke’s mind, are simply ornamental objects for

men rather than actual people in their own right.

The poem thus implies that the duke finds his former wife’s actions unforgivable because

they reflected her status as an independent person rather than an inanimate possession.

Her crimes appear to be not sexual or romantic infidelity, but rather being happy (“too

soon made glad,”), appreciative of others (she considered the duke’s “gift of a

nine-hundred-years-old name / With anybody’s gift”), self-confident (she wouldn’t “let /

Herself be lessoned”), and willing to stand up for herself (she “plainly set / Her wits to

[his]”). The duke, however, appears to believe that a husband owns his wife, and

therefore has the right to dictate her feelings and to be the sole recipient of her

happiness, kindness, and respect; any indication that she has thoughts or feelings of her

own are unacceptable.

Ultimately, the poem heavily implies that the duke was so vexed by the idea that his

former wife had an inner life of her own that he had the "last duchess" killed. Of course,

the duke avoids explicitly confessing to assassinating his wife, and Browning himself

allegedly once said in an interview that the duke may have simply had her sent to a

convent. Regardless, the outcome is the same: there is no “last duchess” present in the

poem to speak for herself and give her side of the story. The poem thus underscores

how objectifying women ultimately silences them, robbing them of their voices and

autonomy.

Social Status

Though the poem doesn't outright condemn the duke, it does suggest that he's a brutish

figure whose social status is in no way a reflection of any sort of moral worth. The duke

repeatedly draws his guest's attention to his wealth and power, and issues veiled threats

about what happens to those who don’t put a high enough price on his social standing.

Through the duke, the poem takes a subtle jab at the snobbery of the upper class,

suggesting the shallowness of an elitist society that bestows respect based on things like

having a good family name or owning fancy artwork. Instead, the poem reveals the

various ways in which powerful men like the duke may use such markers of status simply

to manipulate—and dominate—those around them.
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The duke repeatedly reminds the messenger of the power in his title. He does this in

part by mentioning the famous artists (Fra Pandolf and Claus of Innsbruck) who created

works especially for him, but also by mentioning his “nine-hundred-years-old name.” The

duke then moves quickly from intimidation to intimated threats when he hints that he

had his former wife killed for not valuing his status sufficiently: he objects that she

“ranked" his "nine-hundred-years-old name / With anybody’s gift” and so he “gave

commands” that "stopped" her "smiles."

Since the duke and his potential father-in-law, the Count, are about to sit down to

discuss the fiancée’s dowry, they will put a price on exactly how much his name is worth.

Consequently, the duke’s claim that the Count’s generosity is “ample warrant”—that the

Count will give him a substantial amount of money for the daughter’s dowry—can

actually be read as a veiled threat: the duke implies that, if the in-laws want their

daughter to live, they will value his name and pay him a large sum.

Immediately before beginning negotiations with the prospective in-laws, the duke also

tells the emissary to admire a statue of Neptune “taming a sea-horse,” made by a

famous sculptor. The duke emphasis the statue's aesthetic merit as a means of imbuing

himself with more importance: the statue is a "rarity" and was created just for him.

This moment has nothing to do with the duke emphasizing his refined tastes and his

appreciation of art. Instead, again, it serves as a warning: Neptune was the Roman god

of the sea, and the statue depicts this god forcefully subduing a creature who challenged

him. By drawing the emissary’s attention to this statue before the negotiation, the duke

implies that he himself is a godlike figure like Neptune, who will tame the emissary and

the Count just as he did the former duchess. The trappings of upper-class status are

again mainly a means for the duke to bully people.

The duke's seemingly refined manner and opulent surroundings are thus no indication

that he's any better than those with lesser means—or that he's even a decent person at

all. Through this depiction, the poem offers a subtle rebuke of elitism and the upper

class. To men like the duke, beauty is not something to be valued and appreciated;

instead, it is only something to dominate.

Control And Manipulation

Closely tied to the duke's repeated emphasis on his social status and his objectification

of women is his clear desire for control. By treating women as objects to be possessed,
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the duke can more readily dominate them; similarly, by drawing attention to his title and

social clout, the duke can intimidate others into following his commands. Yet the poem

also draws attention to quieter forms of control, as the duke dictates everything from

the flow of conversation with his guest to the choreography of the scene itself. Through

these forms of asserting dominance, the poem suggests the power—and danger—of

such inconspicuous manipulation, which is made all the more insidious by its subtly.

The duke uses his social status—indicated by his ancient name and opulent artwork—to

intimidate and threaten his guest. More discreetly, however, Browning also shows the

duke controlling the conversation via its physical setting. The duke has staged the area

with the duchess’s painting: the painting is behind a curtain so he can limit who can view

it, thereby reminding his audience that he can give and take away whatever he wants.

He has also placed a seat in front of the painting so he can command visitors to sit while

he tells the story of his former wife, a power dynamic that literally elevates him above

anyone else in the room.

The duke likewise controls the flow of the conversation. He never gives the messenger a

chance to speak, and once goes so far as to pretend that the messenger has asked a

question (“not the first / Are you to turn and ask thus”) even though the messenger

himself remains silent. This action gives the messenger the illusion of being an active

participant in the conversation without having any actual agency in it whatsoever.

Most intriguingly, there is nothing improvisatory about the duke’s words, even when he

trips over them. He comments that “strangers” who have seen the painting have asked

him about the former duchess’s expression, and that the messenger is “not the first” to

inquire. The duke’s insistence that others have asked about the duchess’s expression

suggests that he has given this spiel about his wife’s supposedly inappropriate behavior

to others. It is hard to believe, therefore that his interjections about his inarticulateness

(“how shall I say?” or “somehow—I know not how”) are genuine hesitations: if he has

given this speech before, then presumably he knows what to say and how. In other

words, his actions contradict his stated lack of expertise. The improvised nature of the

duke’s speech, then, with its self-interruptions and hesitations, might all be an act. He is

so committed to controlling others that he seemingly rehearses even his moments of

self-deprecation and seeming uncertainty. He says he doesn't have any "skill in

speech"—meaning he's not a good talker—but this clearly isn't the case.
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By having the duke deliver the dramatic monologue to the emissary, addressed

throughout the poem as “you,” Browning forces his readers to experience the duke’s

manipulation to better understand how abuse of power operates. This form of address

can encourage readers to imagine how they themselves would respond in such a

situation: would they notice the manipulation and feel resentful, or would it slip past as

they found themselves convinced by the duke’s subtle coercion?

What is dramatic monologue?

Dramatic monologue, a poem written in the form of a speech of an individual character;

it compresses into a single vivid scene a narrative sense of the speaker’s history and

psychological insight into his character. Though the form is chiefly associated with Robert

Browning, who raised it to a highly sophisticated level in such poems as “My Last

Duchess,” “The Bishop Orders His Tomb at St. Praxed’s Church,” “Fra Lippo Lippi,” and

“Andrea del Sarto,” it is actually much older. Many Old English poems are dramatic

monologues—for instance, “The Wanderer” and “The Seafarer.” The form is also

common in folk ballads, a tradition that Robert Burns imitated with broad satiric effect in

“Holy Willie’s Prayer.” Browning’s contribution to the form is one of subtlety of

characterization and complexity of the dramatic situation, which the reader gradually

pieces together from the casual remarks or digressions of the speaker. The subject

discussed is usually far less interesting than what is inadvertently revealed about the

speaker himself. In “My Last Duchess,” in showing off a painting of his late wife, an

Italian aristocrat reveals his cruelty to her. The form parallels the novelistic experiments

with point of view in which the reader is left to assess the intelligence and reliability of

the narrator. Later poets who successfully used the form were Ezra Pound (“The River

Merchant’s Wife: A Letter”), T.S. Eliot (“Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”), and Robert

Frost (“The Pauper Witch of Grafton”). See also soliloquy.

(https://www.britannica.com/art/dramatic-monologue)
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Analysis of Literary Devices in “My Last Duchess”
Literary devices are tools the writers use to create meanings in their texts to enhance

the poems or stories and connect the readers with the real message of the text. The

analysis of some of the literary devices used in this poem has been detailed below.

1. Assonance: Assonance is the repetition of vowel sounds in the same line such as

the sound of /o/ in “Her wits to your, forsooth, and made excuses” and the sound

of /i/ and /o/ in “Of mine for dowry will be disallowed”.

2. Symbolism: Symbolism is using symbols to signify ideas and qualities, giving them

symbolic meanings different from literal meanings. The painting of the Duke’s last

Duchess symbolizes how he objectifies women as property or possessions. “White

mule” symbolizes her innocence and purity. “Taming a sea-horse” is a symbol of

Duke taming his wife.

3. Enjambment: Enjambment refers to the continuation of a sentence without the

pause beyond the end of a line, couplet or stanza such as:

“The Count your master’s known munificence

Is ample warrant that no just pretense

Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;”

4. Consonance: Consonance is the repetition of consonant sounds in the same line

such as the sound of /t/ in “Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though” and the

sound of /n/ in “The Count your master’s known munificence.”

5. Irony: Irony is a figure of speech in which words are used in such a way that their

intended meaning is different from the actual meaning of the words. The title is

ironic because the dead mistress is not his last lady, as he is going to marry again.

6. Simile: Simile is a device used to compare something with something else to make

the meanings clear. There is only one simile used in this poem. For example,

“That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,

Looking as if she were alive.”
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7. Hyperbole: Hyperbole is a device used to exaggerate a statement for the sake of

emphasis. The poet has used hyperbole in the line twenty-four, “She looked on,

and her looks went everywhere.”

8. Alliteration: Alliteration is the repetition of consonant sounds in the same line

such as the sound of /d/ in “The dropping of the daylight in the West” and the

sound of /s/ in “Then all the smiles stopped together There she stands”.

9. Euphemism: A euphemism is a polite expression used in place of words or phrases

that might otherwise be considered harsh or unpleasant. For example,

“Much the same smile? This grew; I gave commands;

Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands.”

Analysis of Poetic Devices in “My Last Duchess”

Poetic and literary devices are the same, but a few are used only in poetry. Here is the

analysis of some of the poetic devices used in this poem.

1. Stanza: A stanza is a poetic form of some lines. There is one long stanza in the

poem having fifty-six lines in it.

2. Iambic Pentameter: It is a type of meter having five iambs per line. The poem

follows iambic pentameter such as, “looking as if she were alive I call”.

3. End Rhyme: End rhyme is used to make the stanza melodious. The examples of

end rhyme in the poem are, “wall/call”, “hands/stands” and “meet/repeat”.

4. Heroic Couplet: Heroic couplet is a pair of rhymed lines with iambic pentameter.

The poem consists of twenty-eight heroic couplets. For example,

“Strangers like you that pictured countenance,

The depth and passion of its earnest glance,”

Quotes to be Used

The lines stated below can be used when praising the artistic skills of a painter. These

can also be used by a lover to praise the beauty and delicacy of his mistress.

“That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,
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Looking as if she were alive. I call

That piece a wonder, now; Fra Pandolf’s hands

Worked busily a day, and there she stands.”

Important questions

1. What is a dramatic monologue? Explain with reference to My Last Duchess.

2. Write a critical appreciation of "My Last Duchess"?

3. How is the poem "My Last Duchess" a dramatic monologue?

4. How does the Duke describe his last duchess?

5. How is power presented in "My Last Duchess"?

6. What is the tone of the poem "My Last Duchess" by Robert Browning?

7. How significant is the title of the poem toward our understanding of the Duke,

and of his late wife?

8. What do you learn about the personality of the Duchess?

9. Is the Duke a reliable narrator? Why or why not?

10.How does Robert Browning reveal the character in "My Last Duchess"?

11.What exactly does the duchess do that drives the duke so wild in "My Last

Duchess"?

12.What historical events and social issues of the time are connected to Robert

Browning’s "My Last Duchess"?

13.What didn’t the narrator like about his wife in "My Last Duchess"?

14.What happened to the duchess in Browning's "My Last Duchess"?

15.Discuss the speaker's revelations about his wife and their relationship in "My Last

Duchess."
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About the Critic

Biography of MATTHEW ARNOLD

Matthew Arnold (24 December 1822 – 15 April 1888) was an English poet and cultural

critic who worked as an inspector of schools. He was the son of Thomas Arnold, the

celebrated headmaster of Rugby School, and brother to both Tom Arnold, literary

professor, and William Delafield Arnold, novelist and colonial administrator. Matthew

Arnold has been characterised as a sage writer, a type of writer who chastises and

instructs the reader on contemporary social issues. He was also an inspector of schools

for thirty-five years, and supported the concept of state-regulated secondary education.

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

underappreciated, 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
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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 essay was originally published as the introduction to T. H. Ward’s anthology, The

English Poets (1880). It appeared later in Essays in Criticism, Second Series.

Major Works

Poetry

● Stanzas in Memory of the Author of "Obermann" (1849)

● The Strayed Reveller, and Other Poems (1849)

● Empedocles on Etna, and Other Poems (1852)

● Sohrab and Rustum (1853)

● The Scholar-Gipsy (1853)

● Stanzas from the Grande Chartreuse (1855)

● Memorial Verses to Wordsworth

● Rugby Chapel (1867)

● Thyrsis (1865)

Prose

● Essays in Criticism (1865, 1888)

● Culture and Anarchy (1869)

● Friendship's Garland (1871)

● Literature and Dogma (1873)

● God and the Bible (1875)
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The Text

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.”

Let me be permitted to quote these words of my own [from The Hundred Greatest

Men—ed.], 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—ed.] 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—ed.]. 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.
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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.

Both fallacies are natural. It is evident how naturally the study of the history and

development of poetry may incline a man to pause over reputations and works once

conspicuous but now obscure, and to quarrel with a careless public for skipping, in

obedience to mere tradition and habit, from one famous name or work in its national

poetry to another, ignorant of what it misses, and of the reason for keeping what it

keeps, and of the whole process of growth in its poetry. The French have become

diligent students of their own early poetry, which they long neglected; the study makes

many of them dissatisfied with their so-called classical poetry, the court-tragedy of the

seventeenth century, a poetry which Pellisson long ago reproached with its want of the

true poetic stamp, with its politesse stérile et rampante [sterile and bombastic

politeness—ed.], but which nevertheless has reigned in France as absolutely as if it had

been the perfection of classical poetry indeed. The dissatisfaction is natural; yet a lively

and accomplished critic, M. Charles d’Héricault, the editor of Clément Marot, goes too

far when he says that “the cloud of glory playing round a classic is a mist as dangerous to

the future of a literature as it is intolerable for the purposes of history.” “It hinders,” he

goes on, “it hinders us from seeing more than one single point, the culminating and
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exceptional point; the summary, fictitious and arbitrary, of a thought and of a work. It

substitutes a halo for a physiognomy, it puts a statue where there was once a man, and

hiding from us all trace of the labour, the attempts, the weaknesses, the failures, it

claims not study but veneration; it does not show us how the thing is done, it imposes

upon us a model. Above all, for the historian this creation of classic personages is

inadmissible; for it withdraws the poet from his time, from his proper life, it breaks

historical relationships, it blinds criticism by conventional admiration, and renders the

investigation of literary origins unacceptable. It gives us a human personage no longer

but a God seated immovable amidst His perfect work, like Jupiter on Olympus; and

hardly will it be possible for the young student to whom such work is exhibited at such a

distance from him, to believe that it did not issue ready—made from that divine head.”

All this is brilliantly and tellingly said, but we must plead for a distinction. Everything

depends on the reality of a poet’s classic character. If he 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 (for this is the true and right meaning of the word

classic, classical), then the great thing for us is to feel and enjoy his work as deeply as

ever we can, and to appreciate the wide difference between it and all work which has

not the same high character. This is what is salutary, this is what is formative; this is the

great benefit to be got from the study of poetry. Everything which interferes with it,

which hinders it, is injurious. True, we must read our classic with open eyes, and not

with eyes blinded with superstition; we must perceive when his work comes short, when

it drops out of the class of the very best, and we must rate it, in such cases, at its proper

value. But the use of this negative criticism is not in itself, it is entirely in its enabling us

to have a clearer sense and a deeper enjoyment of what is truly excellent. To trace the

labour, the attempts, the weaknesses, the failures of a genuine classic, to acquaint

oneself with his time and his life and his historical relationships, is mere literary

dilettantism unless it has that clear sense and deeper enjoyment for its end. It may be

said that the more we know about a classic the better we shall enjoy him; and, if we

lived as long as Methuselah and had all of us heads of perfect clearness and wills of

perfect steadfastness, this might be true in fact as it is plausible in theory. But the case

here is much the same as the case with the Greek and Latin studies of our schoolboys.

The elaborate philological groundwork which we require them to lay is in theory an

admirable preparation for appreciating the Greek and Latin authors worthily. The more

thoroughly we lay the groundwork, the better we shall be able, it may be said, to enjoy

the authors. True, if time were not so short, and schoolboys wits not so soon tired and
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their power of attention exhausted; only, as it is, the elaborate philological preparation

goes on, but the authors are little known and less enjoyed. So with the investigator of

“historic origins” in poetry. He ought to enjoy the true classic all the better for his

investigations; he often is distracted from the enjoyment of the best, and with the less

good he overbusies himself, and is prone to over-rate it in proportion to the trouble

which it has cost him.

The idea of tracing historic origins and historical relationships cannot be absent from a

compilation like the present. And naturally the poets to be exhibited in it will be

assigned to those persons for exhibition who are known to prize them highly, rather than

to those who have no special inclination towards them. Moreover, the very occupation

with an author, and the business of exhibiting him, disposes us to affirm and amplify his

importance. In the present work, therefore, we are sure of frequent temptation to adopt

the historic estimate, or the personal estimate, and to forget the real estimate; which

latter, nevertheless, we must employ if we are to make poetry yield us its full benefit. So

high is that benefit, the benefit of clearly feeling and of deeply enjoying the really

excellent, the truly classic in poetry, that we do well, I say, to set it fixedly before our

minds as our object in studying poets and poetry, and to make the desire of attaining it

the one principle to which, as the Imitation says, whatever we may read or come to

know, we always return. Cum multa legeris et cognoveris, ad unum semper oportet

redire principium [“When you have read and learned many things, you should always

return to the one principle.” Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ—ed.].

The historic estimate is likely in especial to affect our judgment and our language when

we are dealing with ancient poets; the personal estimate when we are dealing with

poets our contemporaries, or at any rate modern. The exaggerations due to the historic

estimate are not in themselves, perhaps, of very much gravity. Their report hardly enters

the general ear; probably they do not always impose even on the literary men who

adopt them. But they lead to a dangerous abuse of language. So we hear Cædmon,

amongst our own poets, compared to Milton. I have already noticed the enthusiasm of

one accomplished French critic for “historic origins.” Another eminent French critic, M.

Vitet, comments upon that famous document of the early poetry of his nation, the

Chanson de Roland. It is indeed a most interesting document. The joculator or jongleur

Taillefer, who was with William the Conqueror’s army at Hastings, marched before the

Norman troops, so said the tradition, singing “of Charlemagne and of Roland and of

Oliver, and of the vassals who died at Roncevaux”, and it is suggested that in the
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Chanson de Roland by one Turoldus or Théroulde, a poem preserved in a manuscript of

the twelfth century in the Bodleian Library at Oxford, we have certainly the matter,

perhaps even some of the words, of the chant which Taillefer sang. The poem has vigour

and freshness; it is not without pathos. But M. Vitet is not satisfied with seeing in it a

document of some poetic value, and of very high historic and linguistic value; he sees in

it a grand and beautiful work, a monument of epic genius. In its general design he finds

the grandiose conception, in its details he finds the constant union of simplicity with

greatness, which are the marks, he truly says, of the genuine epic, and distinguish it from

the artificial epic of literary ages. One thinks of Homer; this is the sort of praise which is

given to Homer, and justly given. Higher praise there cannot well be, and it is the praise

due to epic poetry of the highest order only, and to no other. Let us try, then, the

Chanson de Roland at its best. Roland, mortally wounded, lay himself down under a

pine-tree, with his face turned towards Spain and the enemy—

De plusurs choses à remembrer li prist,

De tantes teres cume li bers cunquist,

De dulce France, des humes de sun lign,

De Carlemagne sun seignor ki l’nurrit.”

[“Then began he to call many things to remembrance,—all the lands which his valour

conquered, and pleasant France, and the men of his lineage, and Charlemagne, his liege

lord who nourished him”—Chanson de Roland, iii, 939–42. Arnold’s note.]

That is primitive work, I repeat, with an undeniable poetic quality of its own. It deserves

such praise, and such praise is sufficient for it. But now turn to Homer—

Hös phato tous d’eide katechen physizoos aia

en Lakedaimoni auphi philei en patridi gaiei

[“So said she; they long since in Earth’s soft arms were reposing, / There, in their own

dear land, their fatherland, Lacedaemon”—Iliad, iii, 243, 244 (translated by Dr. Hawtry).

Arnold’s note.]

We are here in another world, another order of poetry altogether; here is rightly due

such supreme praise as that which M. Vitet gives to the Chanson de Roland. If our words

are to have any meaning, if our judgments are to have any solidity, we must not heap

that supreme praise upon poetry of an order immeasurably inferior.
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Indeed there can be no more useful help for discovering what poetry belongs to the

class of the truly excellent, and can therefore do us most good, than to have always in

one’s mind lines and expressions of the great masters, and to apply them as a

touchstone to other poetry. Of course we are not to require this other poetry to

resemble them; it may be very dissimilar. But if we have any tact we shall find them,

when we have lodged them well in our minds, infallible touchstone for detecting the

presence or absence of high poetic quality, and also the degree of this quality, in all

other poetry which we may place beside them. Short passages, even single lines, will

serve our turn quite sufficiently. Take the two lines which I have just quoted from Homer,

the poet’s comment on Helen’s mention of her brothers;—or take his

A deilo, ti sphoi, domen Pelei anakti

Thneta; hymeis d’ eston agero t’ athanato’ te.

ei hina dystenoisi met’ andrasin alge’ echeton

[“Ah, unhappy pair, why gave we you to King Peleus, to a mortal? but ye are without old

age, and immortal. Was it that with men born to misery ye might have sorrow?”—Iliad,

xvii. 443–45.]

the address of Zeus to the horses of Peleus;—or take finally his

Kai se, geron, to prin men akouomen olbion einai

[“Nay, and thou too, old man, in former days wast, as we hear, happy.”—Iliad, xxiv. 543.]

the words of Achilles to Priam, a suppliant before him. Take that incomparable line and a

half of Dante, Ugolino’s tremendous words—

Io no piangeva; sì dentro impietrai.

Piangevan elli …

[“I wailed not, so of stone grew I within; / they wailed.—Inferno, xxxiii. 39–40.]

take the lovely words of Beatrice to Virgil—

Io son fatta da Dio, sua mercè, tale,

Che la vostra miseria non mi tange,

Nè fiamma d’esto incendio non m’assale . . .

[“Of such sort hath God, thanked be His mercy, made me, / That your misery toucheth

me not, / Neither doth the flame of this fire strike me.”—Inferno, ii. 91–93.]
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take the simple, but perfect, single line—

In la sua volontade è nostra pace

[“In His will is our peace.”—Paradiso, iii. 85.]

Take of Shakespeare a line or two of Henry the Fourth’s expostulation with sleep—

Wilt thou upon the high and giddy mast

Seal up the ship-boy’s eyes, and rock his brains

In cradle of the rude imperious surge . . .

and take, as well, Hamlet’s dying request to Horatio—

If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart,

Absent thee from felicity awhile,

And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain

To tell my story . . .

Take of Milton that Miltonic passage—

Darken’d so, yet shone

Above them all the archangel; but his face

Deep scars of thunder had intrench’d, and care

Sat on his faded cheek . . .

add two such lines as—

And courage never to submit or yield

And what is else not to be overcome . . .

and finish with the exquisite close to the loss of Proserpine, the loss

. . . which cost Ceres all that pain

To seek her through the world.”

These few lines, if we have tact and can use them, are enough even of themselves to

keep clear and sound our judgments about poetry, to save us from fallacious estimates

of it, to conduct us to a real estimate.

The specimens I have quoted differ widely from one another, but they have in common

this: the possession of the very highest poetical quality. If we are thoroughly penetrated
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by their power, we shall find that we have acquired a sense enabling us, whatever poetry

may be laid before us, to feel the degree in which a high poetical quality is present or

wanting there. Critics give themselves great labour to draw out what in the abstract

constitutes the characters of a high quality of poetry. It is much better simply to have

recourse to concrete examples;—to take specimens of poetry of the high, the very

highest quality, and to say: The characters of a high quality of poetry are what is

expressed there. They are far better recognised by being felt in the verse of the master,

than by being perused in the prose of the critic. Nevertheless if we are urgently pressed

to give some critical account of them, we may safely, perhaps, venture on laying down,

not indeed how and why the characters arise, but where and in what they arise. They

are in the matter and substance of the poetry, and they are in its manner and style. Both

of these, the substance and matter on the one hand, the style and manner on the other,

have a mark, an accent, of high beauty, worth, and power. But if we are asked to define

this mark and accent in the abstract, our answer must be: No, for we should thereby be

darkening the question, not clearing it. The mark and accent are as given by the

substance and matter of that poetry, by the style and manner of that poetry, and of all

other poetry which is akin to it in quality.

Only one thing we may add as to the substance and matter of poetry, guiding ourselves

by Aristotle’s profound observation that the superiority of poetry over history consists in

its possessing a higher truth and a higher seriousness (philosophoteron kai

spoudaioteron [Poetics, ix—ed.]). Let us add, therefore, to what we have said, this: that

the substances and matter of the best poetry acquire their special character from

possessing, in an eminent degree, truth and seriousness. We may add yet further, what

is in itself evident, that to the style and manner of the best poetry their special

character, their accent, is given by their diction, and, even yet more, by their movement.

And though we distinguish between the two characters, the two accents, of superiority,

yet they are nevertheless vitally connected one with the other. 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. The two

superiorities are closely related, and are in steadfast proportion one to the other. So far

as high poetic truth and seriousness are wanting to a poet’s matter and substance, so far

also, we may be sure, will a high poetic stamp of diction and movement be wanting to

his style and manner. In proportion as this high stamp of diction and movement, again, is

absent from a poet’s style and manner, we shall find, also, that high poetic truth and

seriousness are absent from his substance and matter.
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So stated, these are but dry generalities; their whole force lies in their application. And I

could wish every student of poetry to make the application of them for himself. Made by

himself, the application would impress itself upon his mind far more deeply than made

by me. Neither will my limits allow me to make any full application of the generalities

above propounded; but in the hope of bringing out, at any rate, some significance in

them, and of establishing an important principle more firmly by their means, I will, in the

space which remains to me, follow rapidly from the commencement the course of our

English poetry with them in my view.

Once more I return to the early poetry of France, with which our own poetry, in its

origins, is indissolubly connected. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, that seedtime

of all modern language and literature, the poetry of France had a clear predominance in

Europe. Of the two divisions of that poetry, its productions in the langue d’oil and its

productions in the langue d’oc, the poetry of the langue d’oc, of southern France, of the

troubadours, is of importance because of its effect on Italian literature;—the first

literature of modern Europe to strike the true and grand note, and to bring forth, as in

Dante and Petrarch it brought forth, classics. But the predominance of French poetry in

Europe, during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, is due to its poetry of the langue

d’oil, the poetry of northern France and of the tongue which is now the French language.

In the twelfth century the bloom of this romance-poetry was earlier and stronger in

England, at the court of our Anglo-Norman kings, than in France itself. But it was a

bloom of French poetry; and as our native poetry formed itself, it formed itself out of

this. The romance-poems which took possession of the heart and imagination of Europe

in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries are French; “they are,” as Southey justly says,

“the pride of French literature, nor have we anything which can be placed in competition

with them.” Themes were supplied from all quarters; but the romance-setting which was

common to them all, and which gained the ear of Europe, was French. This constituted

for the French poetry, literature, and language, at the height of the Middle Age, an

unchallenged predominance. The Italian Brunetto Latini, the master of Dante, wrote

his Treasure in French because, he says, “la parleure en est plus delitable et plus

commune a toutes gens” [the language is more agreeable and more widely

known—ed.]. In the same century, the thirteenth, the French romance-writer, Christian

of Troyes, formulates the claims, in chivalry and letters, of France, his native country, as

follows:—
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Or vous ert par ce livre apris,

Que Gresse ot de chevalerie

Le premier los et de clergie;

Puis vint chevalerie à Rome,

Et de la clergie la some,

Qui ore est en France venue.

Diex doinst qu’ele i soit retenue,

Et que li lius li abelisse

Tant que de France n’isse

L’onor qui s’i est arestée!

“Now by this book you will learn that first Greece had the renown for chivalry and

letters: then chivalry and the primacy in letters passed to Rome, and now it is come to

France. God grant it may be kept there; and that the place may please it so well, that the

honour which has come to make stay in France may never depart thence!”

Yet it is now all gone, this French romance-poetry of which the weight of substance and

the power of style are not unfairly represented by this extract from Christian of Troyes.

Only by means of the historic estimate can we persuade ourselves not to think that any

of it is of poetical importance.

But in the fourteenth century there comes an Englishman nourished on this poetry,

taught his trade by this poetry, getting words, rhyme, metre from this poetry; for even of

that stanza which the Italians used, and which Chaucer derived immediately from the

Italians, the basis and suggestion was probably given in France. Chaucer (I have already

named him) fascinated his contemporaries, but so too did Christian of Troyes and

Wolfram of Eschenbach. Chaucer’s power of fascination, however, is enduring; his

poetical importance does not need the assistance of the historic estimate; it is real. He is

a genuine source of joy and strength, which is flowing still for us and will flow always. He

will be read, as time goes on, far more generally than he is read now. His language is a

cause of difficulty for us; but so also, and I think in quite as great a degree, is the

language of Burns. In Chaucer’s case, as in that of Burns, it is a difficulty to be

unhesitatingly accepted and overcome.

If we ask ourselves wherein consists the immense superiority of Chaucer’s poetry over

the romance-poetry—why it is that in passing from this to Chaucer we suddenly feel

ourselves to be in another world, we shall find that his superiority is both in the
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substance of his poetry and in the style of his poetry. His superiority in substance is given

by his large, free, simple, clear yet kindly view of human life,—so unlike the total want,

in the romance-poets, of all intelligent command of it. Chaucer has not their

helplessness; he has gained the power to survey the world from a central, a truly human

point of view. We have only to call to mind the Prologue to The Canterbury Tales. The

right comment upon it is Dryden’s: “It is sufficient to say, according to the proverb, that

here is God’s plenty.” And again: “He is a perpetual fountain of good sense.” It is by a

large, free, sound representation of things, that poetry, this high criticism of life, has

truth of substance; and Chaucer’s poetry has truth of substance.

Of his style and manner, if we think first of the romance-poetry and then of Chaucer’s

divine liquidness of diction, his divine fluidity of movement, it is difficult to speak

temperately. They are irresistible, and justify all the rapture with which his successors

speak of his “gold dew-drops of speech.” Johnson misses the point entirely when he

finds fault with Dryden for ascribing to Chaucer the first refinement of our numbers, and

says that Gower also can show smooth numbers and easy rhymes. The refinement of our

numbers means something far more than this. A nation may have versifiers with smooth

numbers and easy rhymes, and yet may have no real poetry at all. Chaucer is the father

of our splendid English poetry; he is our “well of English undefiled,” because by the

lovely charm of his diction, the lovely charm of his movement, he makes an epoch and

founds a tradition. In Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Keats, we can follow the tradition of

the liquid diction, the fluid movement of Chaucer; at one time it is his liquid diction of

which in these poets we feel the virtue, and at another time it is his fluid movement.

And the virtue is irresistible.

Bounded as is my space, I must yet find room for an example of Chaucer’s virtue, as I

have given examples to show the virtue of the great classics. I feel disposed to say that a

single line is enough to show the charm of Chaucer’s verse; that merely one line like

this—

O martyr souded in virginitee!

[“The French soudé; soldered, fixed fast.” Arnold’s note.]

has a virtue of manner and movement such as we shall not find in all the verse of

romance—poetry;—but this is saying nothing. The virtue is such as we shall not find,

perhaps, in all English poetry, outside the poets whom I have named as the special

inheritors of Chaucer’s tradition. A single line, however, is too little if we have not the

44 | Page



BASUDEV GODABARI DEGREE COLLEGE, KESAIBAHAL/DEPT OF ENGLISH/ENH HN/THIRD SEM/
CORE-VI/ UNIT-II/BLENDED LEARNING MODULE

strain of Chaucer’s verse well in our memory; let us take a stanza. It is from The Prioress’

Tale, the story of the Christian child murdered in a Jewry—

My throte is cut unto my nekke-bone

Saidè this child, and as by way of kinde

I should have deyd, yea, longè time agone;

But Jesus Christ, as ye in bookès finde,

Will that his glory last and be in minde,

And for the worship of his mother dere

Yet may I sing O Alma loud and clere.”

Wordsworth has modernised this Tale, and to feel how delicate and evanescent is the

charm of verse, we have only to read Wordsworth’s first three lines of this stanza after

Chaucer’s—

My throat is cut unto the bone, I trow,

Said this young child, and by the law of kind

I should have died, yea, many hours ago.

The charm is departed. It is often said that the power of liquidness and fluidity in

Chaucer’s verse was dependent upon a free, a licentious dealing with language, such as

is now impossible; upon a liberty, such as Burns too enjoyed, of making words like neck,

bird, into a disyllable by adding to them, and words like cause, rhyme, into a disyllable by

sounding the e mute. It is true that Chaucer’s fluidity is conjoined with this liberty, and is

admirably served by it; but we ought not to say that it was dependent upon it. It was

dependent upon his talent. Other poets with a like liberty do not attain to the fluidity of

Chaucer; Burns himself does not attain to it. Poets, again, who have a talent akin to

Chaucer’s, such as Shakespeare or Keats, have known how to attain his fluidity without

the like liberty.

And yet Chaucer is not one of the great classics. His poetry transcends and effaces, easily

and without effort, all the romance-poetry of Catholic Christendom; it transcends and

effaces all the English poetry contemporary with it, it transcends and effaces all the

English poetry subsequent to it down to the age of Elizabeth. Of such avail is poetic truth

of substance, in its natural and necessary union with poetic truth of style. And yet, I say,

Chaucer is not one of the great classics. He has not their accent. What is wanting to him

is suggested by the mere mention of the name of the first great classic of Christendom,

45 | Page



BASUDEV GODABARI DEGREE COLLEGE, KESAIBAHAL/DEPT OF ENGLISH/ENH HN/THIRD SEM/
CORE-VI/ UNIT-II/BLENDED LEARNING MODULE

the immortal poet who died eighty years before Chaucer,—Dante. The accent of such

verse as

In la sua volontade è nostra pace . . .

is altogether beyond Chaucer’s reach; we praise him, but we feel that this accent is out

of the question for him. It may be said that it was necessarily out of the reach of any

poet in the England of that stage of growth. Possibly; but we are to adopt a real, not a

historic, estimate of poetry. However we may account for its absence, something is

wanting, then, to the poetry of Chaucer, which poetry must have before it can be placed

in the glorious class of the best. And there is no doubt what that something is. It is

the spoudaiotes, the high and excellent seriousness, which Aristotle assigns as one of

the grand virtues of poetry. The substance of Chaucer’s poetry, his view of things and his

criticism of life, has largeness, freedom, shrewdness, benignity; but it has not this high

seriousness. Homer’s criticism of life has it, Dante’s has it, Shakespeare’s has it. It is this

chiefly which gives to our spirits what they can rest upon; and with the increasing

demands of our modern ages upon poetry, this virtue of giving us what we can rest upon

will be more and more highly esteemed. A voice from the slums of Paris, fifty or sixty

years after Chaucer, the voice of poor Villon out of his life of riot and crime, has at its

happy moments (as, for instance, in the last stanza of La Belle Heaulmière) [“The name

Heaulmière is said to be derived from a head-dress (helm) worn as a mark by

courtesans. In Villon’s ballad, a poor old creature of this class laments her days of youth

and beauty . . . . ”—Arnold’s note.] more of this important poetic virtue of seriousness

than all the productions of Chaucer. But its apparition in Villon, and in men like Villon, is

fitful; the greatness of the great poets, the power of their criticism of life, is that their

virtue is sustained.

To our praise, therefore, of Chaucer as a poet there must be this limitation; he lacks the

high seriousness of the great classics, and therewith an important part of their virtue.

Still, the main fact for us to bear in mind about Chaucer is his sterling value according to

that real estimate which we firmly adopt for all poets. He has poetic truth of substance,

though he has not high poetic seriousness, and corresponding to his truth of substance

he has an exquisite virtue of style and manner. With him is born our real poetry.

For my present purpose I need not dwell on our Elizabethan poetry, or on the

continuation and close of this poetry in Milton. We all of us profess to be agreed in the

estimate of this poetry; we all of us recognise it as great poetry, our greatest, and
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Shakespeare and Milton as our poetical classics. The real estimate, here, has universal

currency. With the next age of our poetry divergency and difficulty begin. An historic

estimate of that poetry has established itself; and the question is, whether it will be

found to coincide with the real estimate.

The age of Dryden, together with our whole eighteenth century which followed it,

sincerely believed itself to have produced poetical classics of its own, and even to have

made advance, in poetry, beyond all its predecessors. Dryden regards as not seriously

disputable the opinion “that the sweetness of English verse was never understood or

practised by our fathers.” Cowley could see nothing at all in Chaucer’s poetry. Dryden

heartily admired it, and, as we have seen, praised its matter admirably; but of its

exquisite manner and movement all he can find to say is that “there is the rude

sweetness of a Scotch tune in it, which is natural and pleasing, though not perfect.”

Addison, wishing to praise Chaucer’s numbers, compares them with Dryden’s own. And

all through the eighteenth century, and down even into our own times, the stereotyped

phrase of approbation for good verse found in our early poetry has been, that it even

approached the verse of Dryden, Addison, Pope, and Johnson.

Are Dryden and Pope poetical classics? Is the historic estimate, which represents them

as such, and which has been so long established that it cannot easily give way, the real

estimate? Wordsworth and Coleridge; as is well known, denied it; but the authority of

Wordsworth and Coleridge does not weigh much with the young generation, and there

are many signs to show that the eighteenth century and its judgments are coming into

favour again. Are the favourite poets of the eighteenth century classics?

It is impossible within my present limits to discuss the question fully. And what man of

letters would not shrink from seeming to dispose dictatorially of the claims of two men

who are, at any rate, such masters in letters as Dryden and Pope; two men of such

admirable talent, both of them, and one of them, Dryden, a man, on all sides, of such

energetic and genial power? And yet, if we are to gain the full benefit from poetry, we

must have the real estimate of it. I cast about for some mode of arriving, in the present

case, at such an estimate without offence. And perhaps the best way is to begin, as it is

easy to begin, with cordial praise.

When we find Chapman, the Elizabethan translator of Homer, expressing himself in this

preface thus: “Though truth in her very nakedness sits in so deep a pit, that from Gades

to Aurora and Ganges few eyes can sound her, I hope yet those few here will so discover
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and confirm that, the date being out of her darkness in this morning of our poet, he shall

now gird his temples with the sun,”—we pronounce that such a prose is intolerable.

When we find Milton writing: “And long it was not after, when I was confirmed in this

opinion, that he, who would not be frustrate of his hope to write well hereafter in

laudable things, ought himself to be a true poem,”—we pronounce that such a prose has

its own grandeur, but that it is obsolete and inconvenient. But when we find Dryden

telling us: “What Virgil wrote in the vigour of his age, in plenty and at ease, I have

undertaken to translate in my declining years; struggling with wants, oppressed with

sickness, curbed in my genius, liable to be misconstrued in all I write,”—then we exclaim

that here at last we have the true English prose, a prose such as we would all gladly use

if we only knew how. Yet Dryden was Milton’s contemporary.

But after the Restoration the time had come when our nation felt the imperious need of

a fit prose. So, too, the time had likewise come when our nation felt the imperious need

of freeing itself from the absorbing preoccupation which religion in the Puritan age had

exercised. It was impossible that this freedom should be brought about without some

negative excess, without some neglect and impairment of the religious life of the soul;

and the spiritual history of the eighteenth century shows us that the freedom was not

achieved without them. Still, the freedom was achieved; the preoccupation, an

undoubtedly baneful and retarding one if it had continued, was got rid of. And as with

religion amongst us at that period, so it was also with letters. A fit prose was a necessity;

but it was impossible that a fit prose should establish itself amongst us without some

touch of frost to the imaginative life of the soul. The needful qualities for a fit prose are

regularity, uniformity, precision, balance. The men of letters, whose destiny it may be to

bring their nation to the attainment of a fit prose, must of necessity, whether they work

in prose or in verse, give a predominating, an almost exclusive attention to the qualities

of regularity, uniformity, precision, balance. But an almost exclusive attention to these

qualities involves some repression and silencing of poetry.

We are to regard Dryden as the puissant and glorious founder, Pope as the splendid high

priest, of our age of prose and reason, of our excellent and indispensable eighteenth

century. For the purposes of their mission and destiny their poetry, like their prose, is

admirable. Do you ask me whether Dryden’s verse, take it almost where you will, is not

good?

A milk-white Hind, immortal and unchanged,

Fed on the lawns and in the forest ranged.

48 | Page



BASUDEV GODABARI DEGREE COLLEGE, KESAIBAHAL/DEPT OF ENGLISH/ENH HN/THIRD SEM/
CORE-VI/ UNIT-II/BLENDED LEARNING MODULE

I answer: Admirable for the purposes of the inaugurator of an age of prose and reason.

Do you ask me whether Pope’s verse, take it almost where you will, is not good?

To Hounslow Heath I point, and Banstead Down

Thence comes your mutton, and these chicks my own.

I answer: Admirable for the purposes of the high priest of an age of prose and reason.

But do you ask me whether such verse proceeds from men with an adequate poetic

criticism of life, from men whose criticism of life has a high seriousness, or even, without

that high seriousness, has poetic largeness, freedom, insight, benignity? Do you ask me

whether the application of ideas to life in the verse of these men, often a powerful

application, no doubt, is a powerful poetic application? Do you ask me whether the

poetry of these men has either the matter or the inseparable manner of such an

adequate poetic criticism; whether it has the accent of

Absent thee from felicity awhile . . .

or of

And what is else not to be overcome . . .

or of

O martyr souded in virginitee!

I answer: It has not and cannot have them; it is the poetry of the builders of an age of

prose and reason. Though they may write in verse, though they may in a certain sense

be masters of the art of versification, Dryden and Pope are not classics of our poetry,

they are classics of our prose.

Gray is our poetical classic of that literature and age; the position of Gray is singular, and

demands a word of notice here. He has not the volume or the power of poets who,

coming in times more favourable, have attained to an independent criticism of life. But

he lived with the great poets, he lived, above all, with the Greeks, through perpetually

studying and enjoying them; and he caught their poetic point of view for regarding life,

caught their poetic manner. The point of view and the manner are not self-sprung in

him, he caught them of others; and he had not the free and abundant use of them. But,

whereas Addison and Pope never had the use of them, Gray had the use of them at

times. He is the scantiest and frailest of classics in our poetry, but he is a classic.
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And now, after Gray, we are met, as we draw towards the end of the eighteenth century,

we are met by the great name of Burns. We enter now on times where the personal

estimate of poets begins to be rife, and where the real estimate of them is not reached

without difficulty. But in spite of the disturbing pressures of personal partiality, of

national partiality, let us try to reach a real estimate of the poetry of Burns.

By his English poetry Burns in general belongs to the eighteenth century, and has little

importance for us.

Mark ruffian Violence, distain’d with crimes,

Rousing elate in these degenerate times;

View unsuspecting Innocence a prey,

As guileful Fraud points out the erring way;

While subtle Litigation’s pliant tongue

The life-blood equal sucks of Right and Wrong!

Evidently this is not the real Burns, or his name and fame would have disappeared long

ago. Nor is Clarinda’s love-poet, Sylvander, the real Burns either. But he tells us himself:

“These English songs gravel me to death. I have not the command of the language that I

have of my native tongue. In fact, I think that my ideas are more barren in English than in

Scotch. I have been at Duncan Gray to dress it in English, but all I can do is desperately

stupid.” We English turn naturally, in Burns, to the poems in our own language, because

we can read them easily; but in those poems we have not the real Burns.

The real Burns is of course in this Scotch poems. Let us boldly say that of much of this

poetry, a poetry dealing perpetually with Scotch drink, Scotch religion, and Scotch

manners, a Scotchman’s estimate is apt to be personal. A Scotchman is used to this

world of Scotch drink, Scotch religion, and Scotch manners; he has a tenderness for it; he

meets its poet halfway. In this tender mood he reads pieces like the Holy

Fair or Halloween. But this world of Scotch drink, Scotch religion, and Scotch manners is

against a poet, not for him, when it is not a partial countryman who reads him; for in

itself it is not a beautiful world, and no one can deny that it is of advantage to a poet to

deal with a beautiful world. Burns world of Scotch drink, Scotch religion, and Scotch

manners, is often a harsh, a sordid, a repulsive world: even the world of his Cotter’s

Saturday Night is not a beautiful world. No doubt a poet’s criticism of life may have such

truth and power that it triumphs over its world and delights us. Burns may triumph over

his world, often he does triumph over his world, but let us observe how and where.
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Burns is the first case we have had where the bias of the personal estimate tends to

mislead; let us look at him closely, he can bear it.

Many of his admirers will tell us that we have Burns, convivial, genuine, delightful,

here—

Leeze me on drink! it gies us mair

Than either school or college;

It kindles wit, it waukens lair,

It pangs us fou o’ knowledge.

Be’t whisky gill or penny wheep

Or only stronger potion,

It never fails, on drinking deep,

To kittle up our notion

By night or day.

There is a great deal of that sort of thing in Burns, and it is unsatisfactory, not because it

is bacchanalian poetry, but because it has not that accent of sincerity which

bacchanalian poetry, to do it justice, very often has. There is something in it of bravado,

something which makes us feel that we have not the man speaking to us with his real

voice; something, therefore, poetically unsound.

With still more confidence will his admirers tell us that we have the genuine Burns, the

great poet, when his strain asserts the independence, equality, dignity, of men, as in the

famous song “For A’ That, and A’ That”—

A prince can mak’ a belted knight,

A marquis, duke, and a’ that;

But an honest man’s aboon his might,

Guid faith he mauna fa’ that!

For a’ that, and a’ that,

Their dignities, and a’ that,

The pith o’ sense, a pride o’ worth,

Are higher rank than a’ that.

Here they find his grand, genuine touches; and still more, when this puissant genius,

who so often set morality at defiance, falls moralising—
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The sacred lowe o’ weel-placed love

Luxuriantly indulge it;

But never tempt th’ illicit rove,

Tho’ naething should divulge it.

I waive the quantum o’ the sin,

The hazard o’ concealing,

But och! it hardens a’ within,

And petrifies the feeling

Or on a higher strain—

Who made the heart, ’tis He alone

Decidedly can try us;

He knows each chord, its various tone;

Each spring, its various bias.

Then at the balance let’s be mute,

We never can adjust it;

What’s done we partly may compute,

But know not what’s resisted.

Or in a better strain yet, a strain, his admirers will say, unsurpassable—

To make a happy fireside clime

To weans and wife,

That’s the true pathos and sublime

Of human life.

There is criticism of life for you, the admirers of Burns will say to us; there is the

application of ideas to life! There is, undoubtedly. The doctrine of the last-quoted lines

coincides almost exactly with what was the aim and end, Xenophon tells us, of all the

teaching of Socrates. And the application is a powerful one; made by a man of vigorous

understanding, and (need I say?) a master of language.

But for supreme poetical success more is required than the powerful application of ideas

to life; it must be an application under the conditions fixed by the laws of poetic truth

and poetic beauty. Those laws fix as an essential condition, in the poet’s treatment of

such matters as are here in question, high seriousness;— the high seriousness which

52 | Page



BASUDEV GODABARI DEGREE COLLEGE, KESAIBAHAL/DEPT OF ENGLISH/ENH HN/THIRD SEM/
CORE-VI/ UNIT-II/BLENDED LEARNING MODULE

comes from absolute sincerity. The accent of high seriousness, born of absolute sincerity,

is what gives to such verse as

In la sua volontade e nostra pace . . .

to such criticism of life as Dante’s, its power. Is this accent felt in the passages which I

have been quoting from Burns? Surely not; surely, if our sense is quick, we must perceive

that we have not in those passages a voice from the very inmost soul of the genuine

Burns; he is not speaking to us from these depths, he is more or less preaching. And the

compensation for admiring such passages less, from missing the perfect poetic accent in

them, will be that we shall admire more the poetry where that accent is found.

No; Burns, like Chaucer, comes sort of the high seriousness of the great classics, and the

virtue of matter and manner which goes with that high seriousness is wanting to his

work. At moments he touches it in a profound and passionate melancholy, as in those

four immortal lines taken by Byron as a motto for The Bride of Abydos, but which have in

them a depth of poetic quality such as resides in no verse of Byron’s own—

Had we never loved sae kindly,

Had we never loved sae blindly,

Never met, or never parted,

We had ne’er been broken-hearted.

But a whole poem of that quality Burns cannot make; the rest, in the Farewell to Nancy,

is verbiage.

We arrive best at the real estimate of Burns, I think, by conceiving his work as having

truth of matter and truth of manner, but not the accent or the poetic virtue of the

highest masters. His genuine criticism of life, when the sheer poet in him speaks, is

ironic; it is not—

Thou Power Supreme, whose mighty scheme

These woes of mine fulfil,

Here firm I rest, they must be best

Because they are Thy will!

It is far rather: Whistle owre the lave o’t! Yet we may say of him as of Chaucer, that of life

and the world, as they come before him, his view is large, free, shrewd,

benignant,—truly poetic therefore; and his manner of rendering what he sees is to

53 | Page



BASUDEV GODABARI DEGREE COLLEGE, KESAIBAHAL/DEPT OF ENGLISH/ENH HN/THIRD SEM/
CORE-VI/ UNIT-II/BLENDED LEARNING MODULE

match. But we must note, at the same time, his great difference from Chaucer. The

freedom of Chaucer is heightened, in Burns, by a fiery, reckless energy; the benignity of

Chaucer deepens, in Burns, into an over-whelming sense of the pathos of things;—of the

pathos of human nature, the pathos, also, of non-human nature. Instead of the fluidity

of Chaucer’s manner, the manner of Burns has spring, boundless swiftness. Burns is by

far the greater force, though he has perhaps less charm. The world of Chaucer is fairer,

richer, more significant than that of Burns; but when the largeness and freedom of Burns

get full sweep, as in Tam o’ Shanter, or still more in that puissant and splendid

production, The Jolly Beggars, his world may be what it will, his poetic genius triumphs

over it. In the world of The Jolly Beggars there is more than hideousness and squalor,

there is bestiality; yet the piece is a superb poetic success. It has a breadth, truth, and

power which make the famous scene in Auerbach’s Cellar, of Goethe’s Faust, seem

artificial and tame beside it, and which are only matched by Shakespeare and

Aristophanes.

Here, where his largeness and freedom serve him so admirably, and also in those poems

and songs where to shrewdness he adds infinite archness and wit, and to benignity

infinite pathos, where his manner is flawless, and a perfect poetic whole is the

result,—in things like the address to the mouse whose home he had ruined, in things like

“Duncan Gray,” “Tam Glen,” “Whistle and I’ll Come To You, My Lad,” “Auld Lang Syne”

(this list might be made much longer),—here we have the genuine Burns, of whom the

real estimate must be high indeed. Not a classic, nor with the

excellent spoudaiotes [high seriousness—ed.] of the great classics, nor with a verse

rising to a criticism of life and a virtue like theirs; but a poet with thorough truth of

substance and an answering truth of style, giving us a poetry sound to the core. We all of

us have a leaning towards the pathetic, and may be inclined perhaps to prize Burns most

for his touches of piercing, sometimes almost intolerable, pathos; for verse like—

We twa hae paidl’t i’ the burn

From mornin’ sun till dine;

But seas between us braid hae roar’d

Sin auld lang syne . . .

where he is as lovely as he is sound. But perhaps it is by the perfection of soundness of

his lighter and archer masterpieces that he is poetically most wholesome for us. For the

votary misled by a personal estimate of Shelley, as so many of us have been, are, and will

be,—of that beautiful spirit building his many-coloured haze of words and images.
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Pinnacled dim in the intense inane—

no contact can be wholesomer than the contact with Burns at his archest and soundest.

Side by side with the

On the brink of the night and the morning

My coursers are wont to respire,

But the Earth has just whispered a warning

That their flight must be swifter than fire . . .

of Prometheus Unbound, how salutary, how very salutary, to place this from Tam Glen—

My minnie does constantly deave me

And bids me beware o’ young men;

They flatter, she says, to deceive me;

But wha can think sae o’ Tam Glen?

But we enter on burning ground as we approach the poetry of times so near to

us—poetry like that of Byron, Shelley, and Wordsworth—of which the estimates are so

often not only personal, but personal with passion. For my purpose, it is enough to have

taken the single case of Burns, the first poet we come to of whose work the estimate

formed is evidently apt to be personal, and to have suggested how we may proceed,

using the poetry of the great classics as a sort of touchstone, to correct this estimate, as

we had previously corrected by the same means the historic estimate where we met

with it. A collection like the present, with its succession of celebrated names and

celebrated poems, offers a good opportunity to us for resolutely endeavouring to make

our estimates of poetry real. I have sought to point out a method which will help us in

making them so, and to exhibit it in use so far as to put any one who likes in a way of

applying it for himself.

At any rate the end to which the method and the estimate are designed to lead, and

from leading to which, if they do lead to it, they get their whole value,—the benefit of

being able clearly to feel and deeply to enjoy the best, the truly classic, in poetry,—is an

end, let me say it once more at parting, of supreme importance. We are often told that

an era is opening in which we are to see multitudes of a common sort of readers, and

masses of a common sort of literature; that such readers do not want and could not

relish anything better than such literature, and that to provide it is becoming a vast and

profitable industry. Even if good literature entirely lost currency with the world, it would
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still be abundantly worth while to continue to enjoy it by oneself. But it never will lose

currency with the world, in spite of monetary appearances; it never will lose supremacy.

Currency and supremacy are insured to it, not indeed by the world’s deliberate and

conscious choice, but by something far deeper,—by the instinct of self-preservation in

humanity.

Originally Published: October 13th, 2009
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Introduction

The Study of Poetry is a central critical text of the Post-Victorian era. It was published

nearly twenty-five years after Arnold’s famous Preface to his poems. 'A Study of Poetry'

is a critical essay by Matthew Arnold. In this essay Arnold criticizes the art of poetry as

well as the art of criticism. Arnold believes that the art of poetry is capable of high

destinies. It is the art in which the idea itself is the fact. He says that we should

understand the worth of poetry as it is poetry that shows us a mirror of life. Science,

according to Arnold, is incomplete without poetry, and, religion and philosophy will give

way to poetry. Arnold terms poetry as a criticism of life thereby refuting the accusation

of Plato and says that as time goes on man will continue to find comfort and solace in

poetry.

Analysis of The Study of Poetry

Contrary to the Platonic prediction, Arnold believes that poetry has significant use in the

process of knowledge creation and progression of human beings. As an artistic endeavor,

Poetry provides reflection and commentary on the finer aspects of survival and

struggles.

It is elemental to the investigations in Theology and Science. Arnold claims that the need

for poetry and its faculties will help human beings harness purpose and tranquillity in

the times and generations to come.

Arnold believes that the central thought of the poem matters more than any other

concept in the poem so much so that it becomes the central fact of the poem. This idea

is what links to the emotions of the reader and provides a vent to them.

Reading Poetry

He goes on to highlight different mechanisms by which people analysis and censor

various works of poetry and poets. He enumerates three distinct methods of the same,

naming those estimates:

Real estimate: This refers to unbiased and unprejudiced evaluation with a fine balance

between historical context and innovation and flair of the individual poet.
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Historical estimate: Here the historical background dominates the value judgment with

innovation and creativity has given less importance than the historical context of the

poem.

Personal estimate: This is rife with personal and cognitive biases of the individual reader

and dependent on their preferences and tastes.

Even though historic and personal estimates are less reliable and arbitrary, they are

more commonly seen than the real estimate. Arnold calls this a natural consequence of

human choice.

Often the context of the text dominates the reader’s perception and makes them

overlook its manifest flaws. Historical significance can hide these shortcomings in plain

sight as it tends to exalt the poem to an elevated status like classics or iconic.

An iconic poem acts as the barometer for other poems. It is held at the standard against

which other works are compared. This comparison helps in arriving at the true value of a

poem.

Arnold exhorts people to devour such classic works of poetry to educate their sense of

judgment and censure but still remain aware of their own flaws and errors.

Inspiration and Imitation

Arnold argues that poets are often so inspired or moved by the classical works of poetry

that they often tend to borrow their content or ideas. It is often an issue for the poets

who cannot detach themselves from their favorite classics and thus are prone to

erroneous conclusions.

Historic estimates in the case of poets from earlier times and personal estimates in case

of contemporaneous poets create difficulties in ascertaining the true value and

significance of poetry.

Touchstone Method for Evaluating Poetry

Borrowing Longinus’s concept of true sublimity to say that the time-tested classics act as

the ‘touchstone’ to judge all other works of poetry. However, this does not warrant a

need to have an exact replica of such content and quality in the works under the

scanner.
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He named a few touchstones like Homer, Milton, Shakespeare, and Dante, etc. These

particular exponents of poetry were able to enhance the experience of reading poetry

through their matter and style.

Arnold believes that the best poems have a kernel of truth in their matter and a sense of

singular flair in their construction or manner. For critics, it is imperative to apply such a

method judiciously and rigorously in order to develop the ability to find real estimates of

poetry.

In case a reader is unable to find the high value while evaluating a classic than it is

his/her shortcoming and not the poems.

Analysis of the English Classics

Arnold then highlights the impact of French poets (especially from Northern France) on

their English counterparts. However, their poetry was dominated by romance over

serious and graver themes of human life.

Arnold is full of praise for Chaucer who he believes wrote in ‘liquid diction’ and was a

great exponent of both content and style. According to Arnold, Chaucer scores high on

the real estimate but does not come to the level of a classical poet lacking seriousness of

someone like Dante, Milton, and Shakespeare who all are classical poets.

He considers Pope and Dryden as classical prose of the restoration period. He calls Gray

a classic but relegates Burns to the fortune of Chaucer. They both lacked seriousness in

their content according to Arnold even though their works contain both truth and great

skill.

Coming to his contemporaries he points to the influence of personal estimates when

judging the likes of Byron, Shelley, and Wordsworth and so demits any judgment of their

works.

Continuity of the Classics

Arnold claims since the classics works have been able to stand the test of time and

longevity they have an indwelling ability of self-conservation. This ability is a function of

the self-preserving and enduring nature of human beings.
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According to Arnold, human nature remains consistent through various epochs and

times and since the classics deal with the topics and issues highlighting and commenting

on human suffering, emotions, and nature.

As long as they stimulate such emotions and thoughts in the readers that will remain

alive in their hearts and minds.

(https://englishsummary.com/study-poetry-matthew-arnold/#gsc.tab=0)

Important questions

1. Describe Arnold's idea that ''poetry is the criticism of life.''

2. What, according to Matthew Arnold, are the functions and qualifications of critic?

3. Arnold literary criticism may itself be divided into two categories.What are they?

4. Arnold then defines poetry as:“A criticism of life under the conditions fixed for

that criticism by the laws of poetic truth and poetic beauty.” Elucidate

5. What are the two kinds of fallacious judgments?

6. Poetry as Superior to All Knowledge. Justify

7. What are the three different kinds of estimates that govern the reader’s mind

while evaluating any piece of literature, especially poetry?

8. Poetry as the Criticism of Life. Discuss

9. Explain the Touchstone Method?
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NOTES
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