First Semester



Criticism (3)
Fourth year

Mathew Arnold’s Definition of Criticism

“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.”

- So, this is the way to reach the re-estimate through the touchstone method.

“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 oft his 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”

- This was the first touchstone taken from Homer and it is the comment on Helen’s mention of her brother. 
“Take that incomparable line and a half of Dante,”

- This is another touchstone. 
“take the lovely words of Beatrice to Virgil -”

“Take of Shakespeare a line or two of Henry the Fourth`s expostulation with sleep -”
“and take, as well, Hamlet`s dying request to Horatio -”

“Take of Milton that Miltonic passage:”
- All of these are examples of touchstones. This is a way to apply or to practice a real estimate. To have all these great lines into their minds which enables them as critics to judge other works whether they have the same qualities of these lines or not.

“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.”

- So, it is better to enjoy the greatness of the work of poetry itself rather than to read about this greatness by the work of a critic. This is what he meant. By these touchstones or by reading poetry itself and the enjoyment, the morality, the wisdom that we get, or the spiritual fulfillment that we get from reading poetry, is much greater and more influential than to read about these works in the words of critics and by the judgments of the critics. So, enjoyment of reading the work is much better than read about it.

“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.”

- Greatness of poetry lies in the subject matter and the substance of poetry and in its manner and style. Those are the two important things. 
“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.”

His definition to Classic poetry:
For Arnold, poetry is considered classic when the work belongs to the class of the very best. Arnold argues that simply being ancient does not make a poet classic much as being current does not exclude one from being classic. He explains that it is hard to determine what makes good poetry. However, Arnold does give some characteristics of good or classic poetry. The good character of poetry comes from its manner, matter and style. Superiority of character comes from truth and seriousness of a poem and leads to superior diction and movement making its style and manner excellent. According to Arnold, poetry is criticism of life, hence is of great value to society. The value plays, on poetry, mixed necessary to hold poetry against standards of excellence. However, these standards should be placed on the minute of the poetry not on popular or personal opinion. A new poem that has good character and superiority of diction, movement, style and manner, should be considered classic poetry as it contributes to the betterment of mankind.  
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