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In Omnia Paratus: a study of the influence of the Classics on two 
Balliol poets of the Nineteenth Century. 

Abstract of a thesis submitted in the Department of Classical 
Studies for the degree of Bachelor of Philosophy of the Open 
University, January 2000.

This thesis examines the validity of the usual assumptions and 
generalisations about Classical reception in the Victorian period with specific 
regard to the ideas and writings of Matthew Arnold and Gerard Manley 
Hopkins. These poets have been selected for the similarity of their intellectual 
backgrounds and the dissimilarity of their poetry: the principal concern of the 
thesis is to emphasise the variety of educated Victorians’ attitudes to and 
uses of the Classics, despite the apparent homogeneity of their experience of 
ancient literature. After outlining, from their own backgrounds and comments, 
some of the general ideas about antiquity held in the nineteenth century, it 
compares and contrasts the versions of the Classics which the two men 
adopted (including the way in which these may have changed over the years) 
and the uses they made of them, examining the contents, styles and origins 
of their principal relevant poems and, to a lesser extent, their other writings 
on the subject. As an important part of the thesis is the setting of the work of 
these poets in the context of that part of Victorian culture which concerned 
itself with attitudes to antiquity, it also, where appropriate, considers the 
degree to which their ideas conformed to the expectations of contemporary 
critics.
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1. Introduction

The Argument

The Victorians valued and were influenced by their classical education: this is 

apparent from the classical bias of the curriculum of grammar and public 

schools and universities, the frequent references to the characters, stories 

and motifs of ancient history and myth in their literature, and the way in which 

ideas from the classical writers permeated other aspects of life, such as 

politics and religion. This aspect of Victorian culture has been well 

documented;' however, there has been less appreciation of the range of ways 

in which this one influence could show itself, and of the fact that different 

writers could respond differently to the same stimulus, while paying tribute to 

the same heritage.

This work addresses this idea by considering two poets, Matthew Arnold and 

Gerard Manley Hopkins, who are not usually thought of as being comparable 

but whose backgrounds were similar, both being from literate, middle-class 

backgrounds, and crucially both being trained as classicists in the same 

tradition, in the same Oxford college. It might, therefore, have been expected 

that their poetry would have been in some respects similar, or at least 

recognisably from the same poetic tradition, but on the surface they appear to 

be as dissimilar as possible in terms of their subjects, their use of language 

and their employment of classical elements, the work of one being permeated



by them and that of the other almost devoid of them. Nevertheless, both were 

deeply affected by their contact with the classics, as shown by Arnold’s 

construction of a whole view of art, culture and their connection with society 

which is based on his understanding of the ancient authors, and by Hopkins’ 

lifelong obsession with such matters as classical prosody and a Socratic 

inquiry into the nature of beauty. In this depth of influence, they stand apart 

from writers who used classical backdrops and props for Victorian sentiments 

(Tennyson’s “Ulysses” being the most familiar example of this).

This work attempts to trace the different ways in which the classics influenced 

both of them profoundly, and to find more in common between them than is 

usually credited; its theme is a complex situation in which similar input 

produces two contrasting outputs, which nevertheless contain certain 

elements which can be traced back to the same roots. As a secondary 

objective, this treatment also seeks to be more specific in identifying echoes 

of the ancient writers in their writing than has often been the practice of 

commentators.

The main sources employed to this end have been as follows: the writers’ 

ovm relevant poems and, where appropriate, classical models; their other 

relevant writings, most importantly Arnold’s published prose and Hopkins’ 

journals; relevant items of their correspondence; in the case of Arnold, 

contemporary critical reviews; published studies of the two poets and of the 

Victorian reception of the classics, as indicated throughout. Although a



detailed study of the nineteenth-century curriculum is beyond its scope, some 

attention is paid to the relevant reading done by the two men to illustrate the 

range and depth of their study.

Differing Versions of the Classical Past in Victorian England

One of the quirks of the nineteenth century's belief in the utility of study of the 

classics (particularly Greek literature, philosophy and history) was that, like 

every age, it could reinvent the ancient world in its own image, to represent 

almost any position, and could find kinship with the Greeks." Thus, 

commentators like Thomas Arnold could see the heyday of the Athenian 

democracy as a kind of paradigm of the British Empire. Multifaceted authors 

such as Plato could be read in many different ways and for different

purposes, so that that philosopher could be referred to in defence of
%

philosophies as different as the aesthetic and the authoritarian, and invoked 

as a model by men as disparate as two of Hopkins’ tutors, the aesthete Pater 

and Jowett, who saw himself as a kind of Plato, influencing society by 

cultivating the minds of the governing elite and creating the philosopher-kings 

of the Republic. The classical past held not just political and moral but also 

aesthetic relevance, and so Matthew Arnold could go back to ancient poets 

for his touchstones of poetic taste, just as the Romans of the age of Augustus 

had done in adopting Greek culture and its standards. Pater’s comment on 

this phenomenon in the age of Marcus Aurelius could equally be applied to 

Victorian England: “in a voluntary archaism, the polite world of that day went



back to a choicer generation, as it fancied, for the purpose of a fastidious 

self-correction, in matters of art, of literature, and even ... of religion”.'"

Similarly, each individual student could find in the broad field of classical 

studies something to which he could relate, and so each of the three Balliol 

poets of the period (Arnold, an undergraduate 1841-4; Swinburne, 1856-9; 

Hopkins, 1863-7) found something different in or made a different use of the 

literature. Swinburne, for example, adopting à version of its paganism as 

Shelley had earlier found in it justification for atheism (not a step commonly 

condoned: the final thrust of J.D. Coleridge's criticism of Arnold concerns 

his leaving out of the Christian message, which Coleridge claims the Greeks 

would not have ignored had they been aware of the Gospel).

Steve Dillon’s “The Archaeology of Victorian Literature”'' emphasises the rise 

of historical consciousness from around 1830 and the way Victorian writers 

were aware of the links between past and present. Noting the publication of 

such books as Lyell’s Geology in 1830 and the change from mere collecting 

to scientific archaeology, he points out the difference between, on the one 

hand, the romantic forgeries of Ossian and the antiquarianism of Percy’s 

Reliques of Ancient English Poetry and, on the other, a work like Bulwer- 

Lytton’s Last Days of Pompeii (1834). He offers Tess of the DVrbervilles as 

an example of “life that is like being wedged between times”''' (and with a 

symbolic catastrophe at Stonehenge), and one could similarly point to Arnold 

seeing himself re-enacting the thoughts of Sophocles or the confusion of



Epipolae (in “Dover Beach”). Dillon’s thesis emphasises the way the 

Victorians saw the classical period of Greece as being an age in essence like 

their own and having important political, moral and artistic lessons for them, 

despite the fact that ancient paganism presented a problem for what was, at 

least conventionally, a Christian society; the resulting confusion or conflict, 

exemplified by the clashes within and between Jude and Sue in Hardy’s Jude 

the Obscure, could not be resolved, although it could be avoided by, for 

example, Hopkins’ virtual dismissal of that whole side of ancient culture as 

“foolery”.''" Dillon also reminds us that the use of classicising motifs in 

Victorian writing is not, at least in the work of the greater poets, a matter of 

showing off knowledge or of decoration but the consequence of a definite 

feeling of closeness and of reliving ancient experiences (historical, as with 

Arnold’s examples above, or mythical, as when he identifies with the 

characters of pastoral elegy in “Thyrsis”).

It is this relevance of application, together with the feeling that it adds validity 

and resonance to what is said, which underlies the Victorian habit of quoting 

from the classics, rather than, in the best examples, any display of 

pretension; indeed, in writings of the calibre with which we will be concerned 

classical references appear not as quotations but as integrated parts of the 

essential fibre of the thought.



The Place of Arnold and Hopkins in the Range of Versions of the Classics

A consequence of this multiplicity of versions of the classical past and its 

significance is that there could be profound disagreements within the overall 

tradition without its basic tenets being denied. In the case of Arnold and 

Hopkins, for example, devotion to the classics could produce from one writing 

in which the ancient characters and stories abound but within an essentially 

English setting of language and landscape (seen most clearly in “The 

Scholar-Gipsy” and “Thyrsis”), and from the other a poetry from which they 

are almost absent but which uses a form of language and structure which 

appears to owe much to classical writers (especially Pindar).

The Victorian addiction to the classics was not indiscriminate, and pundits 

differed not only in emphasis (some, for example, being encouraged by the 

example of Greek eroticism while others adhered to austere stoic philosophy; 

Arnold generally favoured the stoic approach to life, Hopkins the aesthetic) 

but also over such issues as whether or not it was appropriate to try to imitate 

Greek metrical effects in English verse, or whether the conventions of Greek 

drama could and should be transferred to the nineteenth-century stage. Thus 

we have the initially surprising fact that classically-educated critics could 

disapprove of Arnold’s classically-based works while praising Tennyson’s 

pieces in the same vein, though in a watered-down form. It seems that the 

Victorian reader wanted to be presented with a classical past which was 

comfortingly familiar: the Keatsian romanticism of Tennyson’s “The Lotos-



Eaters” and the imperialistic overtones of his “Ulysses” caught the mood of 

the time more readily than the strangeness of “The Strayed Reveller” and the 

starkness of Merope. There is nothing that is specifically Homeric in “The 

Lotos-Eaters”, and little in “Ulysses” apart from one imitative reference to 

“windy Troy” and the names; the bulk of the latter piece could easily have 

been transferred, with the same effect, to the mouth of Richard I after his 

release from Austria or Napoleon on Elba. “Empedocles on Etna”, on the 

other hand, not only contains the mythological songs of Callicles and the 

well-known ancient story of the suicide, but displays easy (rather than forced) 

familiarity with such details as the “laurel bough” and the geography of Sicily, 

and even sketches in the story of the rise of the sophists (relevantly, rather 

than as decoration) - and yet this work failed to please, basically because, 

although the classical setting of the drama is fully realised, the central figure 

is a disturbingly “modern” man (in Arnold’s sense), conveying nothing of the 

picturesquely antique, or of the presumed classical serenity Arnold himself 

later promoted.

On the other hand, it could be argued that the occasional use of the classical 

allusion, rather than the full-blown imitation of classical form and style, is a 

more subtle device and a more acceptable way of achieving a compromise 

between ancient and modern, and is not simply a sign that the writer is half

hearted in his method: reviewing the 1853 volume, John Duke Coleridge 

refers to Tennyson’s “the ringing plains of windy Troy” and speaks of his “skill 

and taste” in employing such allusions: “a classical image, a heroic subject, a



10

quaintly translated phrase from a Greek or Latin writer... will, when met with in 

a modern poem, often... give singular delight to a reader acquainted with the 

classics... But such arts must be used sparingly... or they degenerate into 

grotesqueness and affectation, and ceasing to be agreeable, become 

ridiculous... Mr. Arnold has much of his art to learn, and a great deal of tact 

and experience to acquire...” More bluntly, he says “his love of the ancients 

has led him into many a harshness and obscurity, many a bald passage 

intended to be austere, many a childish one intended to be simple.”''"' The 

adverse critical notices Arnold received, therefore, usually stemmed not from 

the fact that he believed in the value of the classics, since this was a common 

tenet of the age, but from some of his particular versions of it, which clashed 

with those held by some of his critics. The pastoral elegy “Thyrsis” was, 

unusually for one of Arnold's classically-inspired pieces, received positively 

by contemporary critics, perhaps because by its appearance in 1866 they had 

become used to Arnold’s methods but more probably because this poem 

wears its scholarship lightly, expresses personal feeling and successfully 

mixes a well-known classical motif long absorbed into the English tradition 

(the conventions of Theocritean pastoral idyll, with idealised, sophisticated 

shepherd-singers) with the expression of recognisable emotions (grief, 

nostalgia, hope) and a credible setting realised in concrete terms (as in 

“Dover Beach”). Revealingly, Swinburne, while commending its “sweet sound 

and sweet savour of things past... a perfume and an echo of Grecian flutes 

and flowers”, also praises it as the most “English-coloured verse” since 

Shakespeare, in its descriptions.''  ̂The critical approval of “The Scholar-
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Gipsy” and “Thyrsis” reinforces the idea that Arnold was most successful with 

Victorian readers when he was less obviously or intrusively classical in his 

tone, form and content, as there is very little in either poem which is closely 

derived from an ancient source and the overwhelming impression is instead 

of realistically-portrayed English scenes and powerful personal emotions; 

Arnold here does much what Tennyson did in a poem like “Ulysses”, 

exploiting the charm of familiarity by the use of a classical reference or device 

but relying on the presentation of emotion or the force of description for the 

real effect.

Arnold was perhaps unusual in the strength of his convictions, and the extent 

to which he promoted his view was sometimes rather beyond what his period 

could take. For example, the Victorian norm was to read and praise the 

classical dramatists, but to expect to see at the theatre Shakespeare 

performed behind a proscenium arch; the critics reacted badly when Arnold 

actually produced in Merope a text which resembled in detail a Greek play, 

and suggested that its establishing as a norm would cure many defects in the 

modern theatre.

In his zeal for the classics, Arnold was also inconsistent in his use of the 

conventions and trappings of the ancient world; according to his criticism and 

his prose writings about literature, chronological concerns and matters of 

historical accuracy are irrelevant when compared to the significance of what 

he calls the “action" of the piece, but his own poetry strives hard to reproduce
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the classical atmosphere and setting in detail. According to his 1853 Preface, 

“The date of an action, then signifies nothing: the action itself, its selection 

and construction, this is what is all-important... With (the Greeks) the action 

predominated over the expression of it; with us, the expression predominates 

over the action”'̂  and he goes on to state that the Greek drama was 

dominated by a few mythical stories which were particularly suited for the 

expression of tragedy; however, his bias towards the classical leads him, in 

the Preface to Merope, a few years later, to reject the equally suitable (and 

perhaps equally “mythical”) tragedy of Samson as a fitting plot because it was 

unknown to the Greeks.

To be fair, in the briefer 1854 Preface he refuted the claims that he wanted 

“to limit the poet, in his choice of subjects, to the period of Greek and Roman 

antiquity”, and that he preached the need to mimic externals; he stressed, 

however, the need to study the classics in order to “emulate” their “sanity”.” 

The kind of criticism he was answering can be illustrated from Coleridge’s 

review already referred to - “(Arnold) proceeds to argue that time is 

unessential, and that a great action of a thousand years ago is more 

interesting and fitter for poetry than a small one of yesterday. From this he 

arrives, by a curious sort of logic, at the conclusion that ancient subjects are 

in themselves fitter for poetical handling...”

In the case of Hopkins, who makes scarcely any use of classical stories and 

motifs despite sharing much of Arnold’s background and training, it is the
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ancients’ use of language and ways of structuring poetry which affect his 

writing, an altogether more subtle, less obvious influence; not only is it harder 

to pin down, but it is much less easy to judge what the contemporary critical 

response would have been, as so little of his work was seen by more than a 

couple of friends until the next century. However, given the bafflement of the 

Jesuit editors who saw “The Wreck of the Deutschland” and the apologetic 

editorial comments of his own friend Robert Bridges, one can assume that 

Victorian critics would have found Hopkins incomprehensible and would not 

have perceived any classical influence on him; for them, valid English 

imitation of the classical necessitated the use of recognisable, familiar 

English poetic conventions as a basis. For example, imitation of epic metre 

would be expected to adopt the nearest English equivalent, pentameter blank 

verse, as in “Ulysses”, and not sprung rhythm derived from early English 

alliterative models.

Materials and Chronology for the Study of Classicism in Arnold and Hopkins

In considering what the classics meant to Hopkins and Arnold, and how their 

own poetry was shaped by their education in classics, one needs to examine 

not only their poetry but also the evidence left in the form of letters and other 

prose writings.® In what follows, the approach tends to be to work from the 

published text back to its origins, in the ancient works (the translations being 

my own, unless otherwise acknowledged) and in the poet’s background.

® And Thomas Hughes’ Tom Brown’s Schooldays, as “The Rugby of Arnold lives again in the 
pages..." (W.H.D.Rouse, A History of Rugby School, London: Duckworth & Co., 1898, p.249.)
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However, there is some difference in the way the two are treated; as Arnold’s 

work was published in the usual way, use is made of contemporary reviews to 

gauge the extent to which his work could be considered as representative of 

the period; as Hopkins made few obvious references in his poetry, there is 

more emphasis on his thoughts about the classics, taken from letters and 

other personal writings, and it is often with these that connections with his 

own poems are made. Among critical works consulted, particular mention 

may be made of Anderson’s appendix of classical references in Arnold’s 

work, especially for the Homeric echoes in “Sohrab and Rustum”.”'

Of necessity, consideration of Arnold’s large body of work has had to be 

selective, and the focus is on key areas of classical influence, such as the 

idea that the ancient world can supply lessons and images appropriate to the 

contemporary world or the great devotion to Homer; the most substantial 

classically-inspired pieces, “Empedocles on Etna” and Merope, are 

considered at some length, not only because they are longer but also 

because they differ so much from each other and evoked strong, if negative, 

critical responses, and also some explanatory comment from Arnold himself 

(in the 1853 Preface and the Preface to Merope).

As there is little explicit of immediate relevance in Hopkins’ poetry, the few 

pieces which are clearly based on classical sources (an early translation from 

the Prometheus Bound and the sonnet “Andromeda”) are dealt with in some 

detail. Consideration of Hopkins’ relationship with, in particular, Pindar gives
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rise to discussion of specific aspects of poems which are not specifically 

classical in form or content, such as “The Wreck of the Deutschland”.

With both poets, the approach tends to be roughly chronological, as both 

men display changes in attitude over time; the exception is the treatment of 

Arnold's “Dover Beach”, which is looked at early as a particularly useful 

example of the way in which a Victorian poet could deploy a classical 

reference, relying on the general knowledge of the target audience, and also 

give it a fresh or contemporary relevance in keeping with his own perception 

of what it could mean. The chronological approach is particularly relevant in 

Arnold’s career, since it is possible to discern phases in his development; the 

usual pattern detected is a three-fold one, and one of the earliest descriptions 

of it is given by Rowland Prothero writing retrospectively in the Edinburgh 

Rev/ew.”" In this scheme, Arnold starts as one disillusioned by the world and 

detecting no direction in modern life, and so his classical models tend to be 

similarly disappointed and seeking inappropriate remedies, such as the 

Reveller with his cup or Mycerinus attempting to cheat fate: “Empedocles” 

would be the epitome of this mood. The second phase, starting with the 

withdrawal of “Empedocles” from the 1853 volume, marks Arnold’s whole

hearted adoption of the stoic philosophy and an intensification of his 

adherence to classical models; thus we have the stoical affirmation of “The 

Scholar-Gipsy” and the image of man helpless in the hands of fate in “Sohrab 

and Rustum” and the deliberate classical form and content of Merope. The 

third phase, of growing “Hebraism” in place of this thorough-going Hellenism,
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relates mainly to his prose writing, his poetry ceasing after the mid-sixties, 

and does not concern us much here, except in so far as it reinforces the idea 

of a change taking place in his view of the classical past. In this period, 

according to Prothero, Arnold increasingly realised that no poetry could be 

“adequate” (his own highest term of praise in “On the Modern Element in 

Literature”, and applied to Sophocles) which did not reflect modern 

conditions: as this contradicted his own poetic practices and instincts, he 

could no longer write poetry with honesty.
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2. The Careers of Arnold and Hopkins Compared - and education. 

School and Classical Education

Hopkins’ Headmaster reflected his period in considering "the study of Latin 

and Greek the primary object of our creation",”'' and even as a schoolboy 

Hopkins’ deep involvement in his study of the classics is evident, not only 

from his Balliol Exhibition but also from the enthusiasm apparent in a letter to 

a friend in 1862: “Is your Sherborne standard high? And what do you do in 

the way of classics? Do you ever read Theocritus and Moschus? If not, you 

must] they are lovely: read Theocritus’ Thalusia and Hylas and Moschus’

Elegy for Bion, and say if there is anything so lovely in the classics.... I have 

been reading in the holidays the Prometheus Bound. It is immensely superior 

to anything else of Aeschylus’ I have read; indeed, what stilted nonsense 

Greek tragedy usually is. It is really full of splendid poetry.... Of course you 

know the celebrated phrase avqpiOfiov ysÀaopa ® in it; I have translated the 

soliloquy in which it occurs as well as some beautiful lyric passages of which I 

give a specimen”.”' (There follows the second half of the translation of a 

speech from Prometheus Bound discussed below.) Two other letters which 

mention the classics in 1864 encapsulate much that is typical not only of 

Hopkins’ involvement with the classics but of the whole Victorian experience 

of them.^ One feature of this is the free way classical references and allusions

 ̂ “boundless smile" - used of the endless twinkling of sunlight on waves.
 ̂ Including an unfinished short story with many classical touches and a quotation from 

Virgil’s Eclogues (“ex illo Corydon, Corydon est tempore nobis"), part of the Mods, reading 
(Joseph Feeney, “At St.Beuno’s”, Times Literary Supplement, January 29,1999, pp. 13-4.)
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are used, including the practice of easy quotation from the Greek i '̂Ev^vsas 

whiskers”, ''sir] S  av nav sv zm psyaÀ^ %poVm” , “a more aprfxccvov 

condition””'" ® ). Having adapted a classical allusion from Hamlet ("She is to 

her brother Hyperion to a satyr”) he describes how he was cut off by a flood 

and “took refuge in a shepherd’s hut and slept amongst the Corinthians”.

This readiness to quote and allude may be seen cynically as an affectation,”'" 

but in fact it recognises the aptness of an ancient comment for a modern 

situation, the whole justification for the exercise in the view of someone like 

Thomas Arnold. There is also evidence of the sheer quantity of “hard” 

reading which was considered quite normal: “I have just finished The 

Philippics of Cicero and an hour remains before bedtime; no one except 

Wharton would begin a new book at that time of night, so I was reading Henry 

iV. ."^  There is the typical Victorian enthusiasm for Homer: “I have been 

reading the twelve first (which is it? The first twelve then) books of the 

Odyssey, and have begun to receive Homer in earnest. How great his 

dramatic power is]”'°"‘ Finally, there is an appreciation of scholarship, despite 

the labour entailed, and an acknowledgement of its importance to him: “I have 

been reading Sophocles with Herrmann’s notes which are laborious beyond 

everything, but a great clue to scholarship I find.”'®""

In considering the enthusiasm for the classics, especially the Greek classics, 

that students like Arnold and Hopkins express and which is evident in the

“well-grown”; “all may come about in the long run”; “helpless”.
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mature Arnold’s commitment to the cultural values he perceived in Periclean 

Athens and Hopkins’ obsession with Greek metre, it should be borne in mind 

that in the mid-nineteenth century the serious study of Greek was rather a 

novelty, as in the later Middle Ages; in the eighteenth century, a classical 

education had involved study of the Latin poets, especially Horace, and 

practice in Latin verse composition,”®" but prose writers and Greek had been 

little read except at such institutions as Samuel Parr’s Stanmore school.”""' 

The Oxford Literae Humaniores of 1807 consisted of Latin and Greek, logic 

and moral philosophy, the only set Greek philosopher being Aristotle (often 

read in Latin); ancient history and political philosophy were added in 1830, 

and Greek prose composition did not feature until the same period.”®'

Whatever the cause for the shift in emphasis at the end of the eighteenth 

century away from Latin verse and towards Greek and the prose writers of 

history and philosophy - whether the greater kinship of the Romantics with 

the aesthetics and picturesque mythology of the Greeks than with the 

practicalities in which the Romans excelled, or the greater attraction of 

Athenian democracy, compared with the excesses of Roman imperialism, in 

the aftermath of American and French revolutions ”®" - the actual process of 

change seems to have come about primarily as a result of the efforts of a few 

headmasters to change the agenda of the public schools, so that students 

started arriving at Oxford trained in Greek and the prose authors, obliging a 

response from the colleges. Both Arnold and Hopkins were affected by this
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movement, the former most obviously by his own father but the latter also by 

his experiences at Highgate.

An example of the pattern of lessons at Arnold's Rugby is given to us in Tom 

Brown’s Schooldays. When Tom joins the school in lower fourth, he works at 

“a book of Livy, the Bucolics of Virgil, and the Hecuba of Euripides, which 

were ground out in small daily portions.””"" We hear of the “vulgus”, the 

exercise of composing (or at least copying and patching together) several 

lines (the number depending on the seniority of the form) of Greek or Latin 

verse on a theme announced by the master, to be shown at the beginning of 

the next day, “every other day of the week”, along with the recitation and 

construing by heart of a section from one of the classical poets, a practice 

introduced by Arnold.”"’" Learning huge amounts of text from the classics by 

heart was a routine part of education, the “Standing-up” practised at 

Winchester when Matthew Arnold was there involving the recitation of 

thousands of lines.”"’'" Hughes gives a description of the way in which Homer 

was dealt with, the boys preparing about 40 lines in advance to be read aloud 

and construed in a period of one hour. Such was the thoroughness with which 

the texts were prepared by Victorian students.

There were some strong protests about the predominance of the classics in 

the schools and universities and some questioning of the value of such study, 

for example, from Sydney Smith.”®" Richard Jebb, writing from Trinity College, 

Cambridge, in 1860 complains, “For years everything conspired to make me
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think that Greek and Latin were the end of existence. This miserable illusion 

disappeared when I came up here, and yet I know that my pretensions to any 

ability whatever rest solely on proficiency in these wretched classics, which I 

now almost detest. What I yearn for is a start in the serious business of life, 

and emancipation from these utterly barren studies - barren at least in 

respect of all that is practically useful.””®"' On a lighter note, Tom Brown 

ponders, on his last day at Rugby, “whether I should have got most good by 

understanding Greek particles or cricket thoroughly”.”®"" However, such 

dissent was short-lived or ineffectual - Jebb became Regius Professor of 

Greek at Cambridge - and headmasters like Thomas Arnold did not abandon 

the classics in favour of a curriculum more geared to the needs of a 

commercial and technological age; “What in fact they did was to reorientate 

the study of the classics towards Greek and, above all, towards the masters 

of philosophy and history, Plato and Thucydides.””®""' Trilling sums up Thomas 

Arnold’s attitude: “The conventional classical education had been attacked on 

grounds both of narrowness and of uselessness; Arnold admitted the former 

charge but felt that by doing so he was invalidating the latter: he undertook to 

make the classics useful by making them broad. He refused the obvious 

alternative to the classical curriculum ... scientific in content only ... He 

offered instead a re interpretation, declaring what his son was often to repeat, 

that the classics were important and useful because modern. He replaced the 

old, polite, Greek-is-a-gentleman's-language conception with philosophical 

and historical study ...””®"'''Although Matthew concerned himself with the 

poetry his father tended to ignore, he followed his father in seeing the works
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of the ancients as having direct relevance to the development of 

contemporary culture. Although Hopkins is not explicit about this in the way 

Arnold is, his obsession with technical aspects of Greek metre and with 

language issues suggests that in some way he felt an understanding of the 

details of classical culture to be of burning importance, and the intensity of 

his correspondence suggests that he thought others shared this conviction.

The revived public schools also adopted and adapted Hellenic ideals in sport, 

the development of the mind being coupled with that of the body in a way of 

which Plato would have approved, combining to achieve individual excellence 

and cultivate the spirit; the first chapter of Tom Brown’s Schooldays actually 

set in Rugby is a long account of a football match and its great significance. 

Rowing became important also, almost in imitation of the Athenian citizenry.

Oxford and Classical Education

Arnold and Hopkins were both products of Balliol, one of the colleges at the 

forefront of the nineteenth-century revival in classical studies, and were 

closely associated with some of its leading figures, such as Benjamin Jowett - 

a surprising choice of college for Hopkins, for as well as being at the 

intellectual forefront it was also dominated by the Anglican liberal party.”®" 

There must have been strain for Hopkins in being tutored by Jowett and 

having to demonstrate the required loyalty to the college (“Jowett demanded 

.... exclusive loyalty to himself, to his college, and to his speculative brand of
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Christianity....””®"’) while being so out of sympathy with its prevailing religious 

climate; Hopkins’ temper must have been severely tested even by Jowett’s 

devotion to Plato, for it involved a displacing of the ancient orthodoxy of 

Aristotle and a whole-hearted adoption of the Socratic technique which could 

question even the fundamentals of faith.

The academic stagnation of the University which had caused Cobbett to be 

critical in 1830 (“... the great and prevalent characteristic is folly, emptiness of 

head; want of talent...””®"") and which was to be remedied, under government 

pressure, in the middle of the century, had already been banished some 

years earlier from some of the colleges, Balliol perhaps having the best 

academic reputation in the middle decades: the scholarship for Balliol is 

mentioned throughout Tom Brown’s Schooldays as the great academic prize 

at Thomas Arnold’s Rugby. J.H. Jones ”®""‘ traces Balliol’s rise from near

collapse at the end of the eighteenth century, with only four admissions in 

1800; by Arnold’s time it had improved considerably since Robert Southey 

had been told by his tutors to work on his own, having surpassed them.”®"®"

Hopkins’ letters and Journal reveal the range of reading undertaken by 

students and their contact with staff at Balliol in the 1860s (although Arnold 

would not have had quite the same regime in the 1830s). He sets out his 

week in January, 1864, when reading for Moderations:'"'

Monday. Odyssey, Riddell 11. R.R. Virgil. Palmer 12. P R.
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Tuesday. Jowett. 8.30 A.M. Repetition. Woolcombe. Gospel of S. John. 11.

Palmer Demosthenes 12 R.R. Jowett. Ajax. 1. Hall.

Wednesday. Palmer. Virgil. 12. P R. Riddell. Odyssey. 11. R.R. Robinson 

Ellis 9 P.M. Compo.

Thursday. Woolcombe. 11. Palmer. Demosthenes. 12. J R. Jowett. Ajax. 

Hall.

Friday. Riddell. Odyssey. 11 R.R. Palmer. Virgil. 12. J R. or Hall.

(“R.R.” is, for example, “Riddell’s Room”.) The Mods, student thus received, 

in a week, three sessions on the Odyssey with James Riddell, three on Virgil 

with Edwin Palmer, two on Demosthenes (and in fact Aeschines also) with 

Palmer, two with Benjamin Jowett on Sophocles' Ajax, and others on, for 

example, composition and scripture.^ The same letter gives us a glimpse of 

what classes with these tutors were like: “Riddell... lectures on Aeschylus and 

Homer; he and his lectures are much thought of and popular...Palmer’s 

lectures on Aeschines and Virgil shew a height of scholarship which makes 

me awestruck.... Jowett lectures on Thucydides. Each lecture lasts an hour. 

Besides preparing these...we have an essay a week, alternately Latin and 

English...When I called on Jowett, he advised me to take great pains with

® Even after the 1850 reform, the texts a student was expected to prepare for examination 
were limited - only one Greek and one Latin author for Responsions, with composition, and 
the same, with the Greek gospels, for Moderations, although candidates for higher honours 
were expected to offer four of each. Greats covered history and philosophy, as well as 
composition and the study of rhetoric through either Aristotle or Cicero, but no literary texts, 
although the study of the historians and philosophers was literary, with emphasis on textual 
criticism. Recommended authors for Moderations included Virgil and Homer, the Greek 
dramatists and Terence, Lucretius, Pindar and Plutarch - an emphasis which can be seen in 
the principal influences on Arnold and Hopkins. (M.G.Brock & M.C.Curthoys, The History of 
the University of Oxford, vol.vi, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997, pp.513-30.)
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this, as on it would depend my success more than on anything else...’”"'' This 

pattern would be familiar to a classics student at Oxford today, with lectures 

in the morning (Hopkins’ “preparing” being reading in advance for these) and 

the weekly individual tutorial based on the reading out of the student’s essay. 

The main difference would be the greater importance of the lecture, at a time 

when modern translations of and commentaries on many texts were less easy 

to obtain; the reciting of ad hoc translations seems to have been a significant 

part of the exercise, and, judging from the extremely dense and detailed 

marginal notes in copies used by Hopkins, a diligent student would make 

substantial annotations to a text during the lecture. Another feature of Oxford 

teaching which emerges from Hopkins’ account is thé classically-inspired 

peripatetic method, the teaching “walks” taken with, for example. Pater.

The Oxford classics student was expected to do a great deal of the reading of 

texts in the vacations, and the scale of this is apparent from a letter of July 

1863: “For the first week of the Long 1 read the Georgies... Now... In the 

mornings I read the Histories of Tacitus. I must say they are very hard.... I 

have Tacitus and Cicero’s Philippics to read....”"̂"

After taking Mods, in 1864, Hopkins lists "Greats books. Most of the following. 

Aristotle. Rhetoric, Ethics, Politics. Plato. Republic. Herodotus. Thucydides. 

Livy, 10 books. Tacitus. Histories or 1st. 12 books of Annals. Bacon's "Novum 

Organon". Butler's Sermons or Ana/ogy"’"'", the Greats course being, where 

Moderations had been concerned with language and literature of an artistic
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sort, a study of ancient history and philosophy, the latter being brought "up to 

date" with the inclusion of Bacon and, as the Christian element, Butler. Notes 

in 1865 give some indication of the content and frequency of classes: "Greek 

History. Herodotus. Newman. Monday and Friday, at 11" (William Newman, 

Fellow and Senior Dean of Balliol), "The Epistles, Jowett. Tuesday and 

Thursday at 10. Plato's Republic. Jowett. Tuesday and Thursday at 1", 

"Aristotle's Ethics. Wall. Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at 10" (Henry Wall, 

Fellow and Bursar of Balliol).' '̂''' There are also a few references to editions, 

such as the bemused "Aristotle's Ethics, but what edition?" and the requests 

for needed books to be sent from home. '̂^

The Importance of Education

Arnold’s occupation as a school inspector is in keeping with him seeing 

himself, as will be discussed later, as a defender of the permanent values 

vvhich education promotes - indeed his father saw his headmastership more 

as a way of influencing the future leaders of society than as a pedagogical 

role - and paradoxically this makes his educational philosophy much more 

liberal and progressive than the kind of utilitarianism commonly held at the 

time and pilloried by Dickens. Opposing the Revised Code of 1862, which 

threatened to reduce education to rote learning, Arnold writes, “...the State 

has an interest in the primary school as a civilising agent, even prior to its 

interest in it as an instructing agent.Nevertheless, this is seen in terms of 

its good for the State rather than for the individual, and has a practical
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objective, as he wrote to his wife after his appointment. I think 1 shall get 

interested in the schools after a little time; their effects on the children are so 

immense, and their future effects in civilising the next generation of the lower 

classes, who as things are going will have most of the political power of the 

country in their hands, may be so important.”’''''" This accords with his father s 

and Plato’s views, although they concerned themselves with the future ruling 

classes; “It was only fitting that a man for whom the State was the centre of 

social existence should be an educator; from Plato to Hegel and Marx the 

gtate-idea has had ultimately to rest on education. Of course, the kind of 

education Matthew Arnold is principally talking about above, in the 

elementary schools, is not the classical education he had enjoyed, but it is 

from the example of Athens that he derives the underlying ideas about the 

responsibilities of the state and the individual in a democracy, the benefits of 

education and the perfectibility of the individual.

Nevertheless, despite his background, his father’s example at Rugby and his 

professional commitment to education, Arnold had some reservations about 

the way the classics were traditionally taught and was unsure about the 

appropriateness of the insistence on exact grammatical precision prior to 

literary appreciation and serious consideration of the content: “It may be said 

that the more we know about a classic the better we shall enjoy him... 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
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and Latin authors worthily... True, if time were not so short, and schoolboys’ 

wits not so soon tired and their power of attention exhausted; only, as it is, 

the elaborate philological preparation goes on, but the authors are little 

known and less enjoyed.’”'"’' Thomas Arnold’s neglect of classical poetry at 

Rugby seems to have been prompted partly by similar doubts about the 

ability of boys to appreciate it (a notion reflected in Tom Brown’s Schooldays 

when both boys and master are puzzled, even shocked by Arthur’s emotional 

reaction to “the most touching thing in Homer”') and partly by the belief that 

the greatest utility of classical study lay in the application of the lessons of 

history and philosophy to contemporary public life. Hughes grasps the 

ultimate aim of Arnold’s system but not the intended link between the 

methods and the objective: “The object of all schools is not to ram Latin and 

Greek into boys, but to make them good English boys, good future citizens."" 

The Arnolds’ promotion of and belief in the value of classical study were also 

tempered by a recognition of the limited nature of the access to the subject, 

as Matthew acknowledges in the Merope Preface, when justifying his attempt 

to reproduce the “grand effects” of Greek drama in an English work: it is “vain 

to expect that the vast majority of mankind will ever undertake the toil of 

mastering a dead language, above all, a dead language so difficult as the 

Greek.”'" This could also be seen as an expression of the Victorian esteem of 

the subject for its value as the badge of a privileged educated class, though 

the writer is in part freed from the taint of elitism by his desire to share with a 

wider audience “through the medium of a living, familiar language, a fuller
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and more intense feeling of that beauty, which, even when apprehended 

through the medium of a dead language, so powerfully affected me”.

The Careers of Arnold and Hopkins Compared

In their differing relationships with the classical tradition, Arnold and Hopkins 

make an interesting contrast and serve to exemplify the wide range of ways in 

which classical scholarship could affect a poet writing in English in the 

nineteenth century. Arnold, superficially a dandy, took only a Second Class in 

Greats whereas Hopkins, “the star of Balliol”, took a First in both Moderations 

and Greats. However, there was irony in this, as Arnold went on to be 

identified with classical education in the public view and continued to write 

and lecture on the subject for the rest of his life, in the conviction that the 

ancient world, as embodying much of what is best, should be the guide for 

the present. Hopkins, on the other hand, cut himself off from any kind of 

public life, and effectively prevented his work being published, by becoming a 

Jesuit; his public contribution to classical scholarship after this was limited to 

letters to friends and to spells of school and university teaching (and even his 

recognition as Professor of Greek at Dublin was marred by disillusionment 

there'"'). However, Hopkins as a student appears to have seen himself as 

aspiring to be part of a tradition of "Oxford poets", judging from a list compiled 

as a diary entry in 1865: "Oxford poets. - Southey (Balliol), Shelley 

(University), John Wilson (Magdalen), Milman (Brasenose), Walter Savage 

Landor (Trinity), Bowles (Trinity), William Morris (Ch.Ch.), Dixon (Pembroke),
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Keble, J.H. Newman.""'' However, his poetry is very different from the re-use 

of classical characters, settings and stories which one finds in the work of 

Swinburne, Tennyson and of course Arnold.

The Literary Outlooks of Arnold and Hopkins Compared

Arnold and Hopkins, in their different ways, one as a public figure of 

considerable cultural influence and published writer and the other as a priest 

and barely published writer, can be seen as typical of Victorian Oxford as 

described by Alison Sulloway unlike Cambridge men, Oxonians were 

driven by “their passion for Oxford herself and for whatever spiritual 

commonwealth they had chosen to stand and defend there”, preaching to all 

“in search of some prescription that would minister to the sick soul of 

industrial England,” and indeed one of the things which unites Arnold and 

Hopkins is their regard for their University.'''* More importantly, Sulloway’s 

description of the Oxonian’s mission is also an exact description of what 

Arnold is doing in “The Scholar-Gipsy” and Hopkins in “God’s Grandeur”, 

though their remedies are different. Neither man saw poetry as the main tool 

in his work, though Arnold saw poetry as being in itself the most likely 

salvation of civilised man and for Hopkins the writing of poetry was something 

he could not stop despite moral scruples about its suitability for his calling. 

For Arnold, his main mission was in his field as an educational reformer and 

in his work as a critic of and adviser to other poets and in his own day he was 

known more for his prose than for his verse, a Professor of Poetry rather than
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a poet; he wrote little verse after the 1850s, and the total of his output is 

small, much in his published volumes being reworkings or, usually, simply 

republications of earlier poems. Hopkins was essentially a priest, despite his 

failure as a parish worker and his late outpourings of despair, and hardly 

known as a writer beyond a tiny circle of friends. The difference between the 

two men is clearly at its greatest not in their attitude to the classics but in their 

attitude to the other principal preoccupation of the Victorian mind, religion, 

both coming from devout Anglican backgrounds from which they broke away, 

but with Arnold in pursuit of an Hellenic ideal and Hopkins pursuing a 

different faith to an extreme degree, the doubts and lack of direction of 

Empedocles set against the rejection of Heraclitus in favour of belief in the 

resurrection.

For Arnold, what he learned from the classics and the example they set him 

became the dominating elements in all of his thinking about art and literature 

and in most of his thinking on all other subjects; for Hopkins, the nature of the 

relationship between God and his creation, especially man, had this position. 

Nevertheless, in what follows, the assumption is that in his poetry Hopkins 

was as influenced by his classical education and interests as Arnold was, 

though this shows itself differently and is balanced in Hopkins' case by a 

number of other concerns (such as religious belief and concern for nature) 

which do not compete with the ancients for the foreground in Arnold’s poems; 

when Arnold seriously concerns himself with society or religion, he abandons 

verse for prose. The classical element in Hopkins has received little attention.
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though critical work on Arnold has often focussed on this aspect, as the critic 

Arnold himself did in his writings. For example, in one collection of reviews 

and articles on Hopkins,*''" which devotes almost 350 pages to 102 items up to 

1940, there are scarcely any references to the classics; a few articles refer to 

or quote from medieval religious writers of Latin as sources for some of 

Hopkins’ theological ideas, but only two are, briefly, specific about technical 

features of the poetry in this connection (Charles K. Ogden comparing 

sprung-rhythm to stressed medieval Latin verse and Alan Pryce-Jones 

commenting on the Greek flavour of Hopkins’ rhythm and vocabulary, or 

rather the freedom of expression which Greek shares with English: “the fresh 

rhythm which every tongue can set on our broad numbers - a glory which we 

share only with the Greeks, whose ebullience breaks over the exactness of 

their scansion. In Greek alone would it be possible for Hopkins to write, if not 

in English, for only in Greek could the supple composites dapple-dawn- 

drawn, 0-seal-that-so, no-man-fathomed, wind-lilylocks-laced (the last a 

tmesis) be built into the language”’”'). Only one (0. Day Lewis) mentions a 

possible influence from Greek dramatic sources (perceptively, given that 

Hopkins’ letters on the subject were still unpublished): “the nearest approach 

to his verse texture I can find is in the Greek choruses, more especially those 

of Aeschylus: we may note in his work something of the same fluidity of line, 

the same architectural massiveness and decorated verbal accumulation.”"' 

Another popular digest of criticism of Hopkins, the volume in the Casebook 

series,*’" contains nothing beyond a couple of brief acknowledgements of 

Hopkins’ classical interests. Even more tellingly, the hundred pages of the
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first thorough treatment of Hopkins’ metrical theories and practice made no 

mention at all of any possible direct classical influences in this crucial area of 

his poetry, and omitted all the relevant quotations from his writings.

In at least one respect, the artistic philosophies of Arnold and Hopkins 

coincide: both believe that there is an objective reality in nature which it is the 

artist’s duty to be true to, at least initially. Arnold expresses this in his dictum 

that one must “see the object as in itself it really is” (in On Translating 

Homer), and it is at the heart of Hopkins’ way of looking in a detailed way at 

the patterns and distinguishing characteristics of natural phenomena - 

“inscape” - neatly summarised in “If the picture that makes a whole and single 

thing out of an area of land is a landscape, then what makes up a single thing 

out of its inner nature would be its “inscape”.”""" As an early review of 

Hopkins puts it, “when did (a poet)... give diviner report of the thing seen?”"'*'' 

Sulloway draws attention to this link between them and Ruskin: “all appear 

as versions of a post-Romantic sensibility”, stressing “the importance of the 

artist first as a camera eye and then as a transforming alchemist, a remaker 

of beauty in his own right”. For Hopkins, the close observation of the natural 

world can outweigh classical culture in importance, as in his account of a visit 

to "Kensington museum" in 1874, when he saw a plaster cast of the Louvre 

Melpomene but was most interested in patterns of vegetation: "Looked at a 

Graeco-Roman statue of Melpomene: these Greek gowns are of linen which 

makes crisp pleat-like folds; I marked especially how on the bosom the folds



34

were sprayed like slips of rue or some slenderer-leaved herb, severe and

beautiful.'"

For Hopkins, it would appear that Arnold is essentially, in his terms, a 

“Parnassian”, a user of poetic language who fails to be a true poet 

(“Parnassian, that is the language of poetry draping prose thought, a fine 

rhetoric, such as there is a good deal of in Wordsworth’s blank verse”'™"), 

and, although he recognises and values his integrity, he finds fault with 

values which, while moral, are nevertheless more social than religious; 

nevertheless, it is the difference of emphasis in their reading of the classics 

which is perhaps the essential difference between the two men and which is 

mainly explored here. Both men had been trained in the same way and their 

reading had been broadly similar, both having been along the Oxford 

classical route. The fact that they can then write in such radically different 

ways lends support to the idea that they see very different lessons in their 

education, Arnold valuing (at least after the despair of “Empedocles”) the 

serenity which is one aspect of the classics, and the civilising effects of their 

study, and Hopkins giving priority to notions of energy and variety, as seen in 

the delight which he takes in listing all the varied metres used by the Greeks, 

and putting this vigour at the service of his own religion in most of his work. 

Indeed, the sublime serenity which is the chief good for one school of 

admirers of the classical is not what Hopkins values at all: “...ancient works, 

which are perfectly regular, are mostly much wanting in grace, so much so 

that those Venuses of Cnidus and Milo and what not can scarcely be said to
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be beautiful in face at all; while modern ones, which have plenty of charms, 

are often irregular.”’™'" Strict adherence to rules and forms he finds too 

constraining: “Servius, the commentator on Virgil, whom I admire, is often too 

observant and subtle for his author...The most inveterate fault of critics is the 

tendency to cramp and hedge in by rules the free movements of genius.”’’"’' 

Bender says of Hopkins, “We would perhaps expect the study of classical 

literature to produce a /?eoc/ass/ca/style that is urbane, limpid, polished, and 

tightly logical. Is it possible that, instead, the study of Latin and Greek could 

encourage a style which is quite the opposite - urgent, obscure, 

unsymmetrical, and non-logical?”"'’'While some of this description of Hopkins' 

style is rather extreme, the overall idea might go some way to explain the 

difference between what he and Arnold produced.

The poems of Arnold and those of Hopkins are clearly different, even at the 

simplest levels: the former tend to be regular in line-length and rhythm and 

rely on syllable-timing and traditional rhyming, without much eccentricity in 

grammar and diction, while the latter experiment with stress-timed rhythm, 

eccentric rhymes, ambiguous grammar and a wide range of sources of 

vocabulary and imagery. At this level, Arnold’s poems comply with the “norm” 

for early and mid-nineteenth century verse, whereas publication of Hopkins’ 

work was delayed for three decades after his death, by a friend who even 

then felt a need to be apologetic about their difficulties, and proper 

recognition had to wait until the nineteen-thirties. In comparing their poetic 

languages. Pater’s comment on Apuleius ’™' is relevant: Hopkins’ language.



36

like that of Apuleius, has a “precise literary effect he had intended, including 

a certain tincture of “neology" in expression" and “it was certainly not that old- 

fashioned, unconscious ease of the early literature, which could never come 

again”, and which could perhaps, in terms of the history of English literature, 

be associated with earlier Victorian writers like Arnold, copying the clarity and 

linguistic simplicity of Wordsworth. “What words," Hopkins like Pater’s 

Apuleius, “found for conveying, with a single touch, the sense of textures, 

colours, incidents!” However, to be fair to Arnold, the sentiments later in 

Pater’s long paragraph could be applied to both writers as they, in their 

different ways, sought to make use of their education and outlooks in 

fashioning poetry: “And then, in an age when people, from the emperor 

Aurelius downwards, prided themselves unwisely on writing in Greek, he had 

written for Latin people in their own tongue; though still, in truth, with all the 

care of a learned language.”
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3. Arnold’s and Hopkins’ Classical Outlook - and the role of Victorian 

classicism.

Classical Education as the Common Ground of Writer and Reader

In the nineteenth century, a training in the classics was not merely a means to 

a qualification but was a true education, a forming of the mind in certain ways 

as preparation for all aspects of later life: it was not, at an advanced level, 

merely the mastering of two difficult languages and their literature, but a 

training in the habit of analysis, the making of moral judgements, political and 

social thinking and aesthetics, and its influence was intended to be long-term. 

The effects of such study on the forming of a young poet would thus include 

an awareness of poetic forms more varied than the handful of forms native to 

English literature (although the attraction of Greek drama to Arnold proved to 

be a blind alley, as his attempt to produce an alternative type of drama was 

too far out of keeping with English theatrical tradition to be acceptable), a 

heightened sense of the meanings of words through an appreciation of their 

etymology (clearly of major importance to Hopkins) and the acquisition of a 

mass of symbolic stories and images which could be used to develop a theme 

or as a kind of cultural shorthand by which the poet could rely on the reader’s 

pre-existing knowledge to make a rich point swiftly but clearly. Hopkins can 

thus invoke the image of Andromeda without having to spell out the details of 

the story of how she is threatened but rescued, or even identify Perseus, and 

Arnold can rely on the reader to understand the implications of a reference to
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Achilles sulking in his tent as being about the inactivity of those who should 

lead and the chaos which ensues. An example of the use of stories by a poet, 

on a large scale, would be Tennyson's exploitations of the Odysseus legend 

(presenting in “Ulysses” and “The Lotos-Eaters” some unexpectedly unheroic 

insights into the old scenarios), while for an example of the use of images, on 

a smaller scale, one could perhaps look at Arnold's recurrent use of the 

image of water in his descriptive passages, which may seem obvious and 

unremarkable but which do perhaps have resonances derived from his 

reading of the classics.

An Example: Uses and Sources of Water Imagery

In most of Arnold’s major poems, including those with a classical setting, 

rivers and seas feature prominently: “Dover Beach” is set on a shore and 

refers to other seas, real and metaphorical; the Thames flows through “The 

Scholar-Gipsy” and the Oxus through “Sohrab and Rustum”, the former 

ending with a nautical picture; Empedocles leaves a cool stream to travel to 

the heights of the volcano. The ancient picture of a spot with water and shade 

which is an obvious image of peace, comfort and refreshment for both 

Mediterranean peoples and desert dwellers, and which recurs in both the 

Biblical and the classical traditions, feeds strongly into Victorian thinking :

Fortunate senex, hinc inter flumina nota 

et fontes sacros frigus captabis opacum.
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Virgil, Eclogues, no.1,11.51-52 

Te flagrantis atrox hora Caniculae 

nescit tangere, tu frigus amabile 

fessis vomere tauris 

praebes et pecori vago.

Horace, Odes, Book 3, no. 13, 11.9-12®

However, for the classical scholar, the flowing of water had other strong 

connotations derived from images found in both poetry and philosophy. The 

sea for Arnold (and Hopkins, whose two most substantial poems deal with 

shipwrecks) is a dangerous place, and while for Hopkins the strength of this 

idea could be traced to his father’s business, for Arnold it appears to derive 

entirely from literary influences. The sea in “Dover Beach” changes rapidly 

from being a tranquil surface in moonlight to being constantly churning, 

sparking tragic ideas in poets, and the sea which is the Tyrian trader’s 

livelihood in “The Scholar-Gipsy” brings a threat to him in the shape of the 

Greek ship, reminding us of, if not the tempests of the epics, at least Horace’s 

fear “ne Cypriae Tyriaeque merces / addant avaro divitias mari”" (Odes, Book 

3, no.29, 11.61-62); the word “avarus” used of the sea (echoed also in the 

“exitio est avidum mare nautis”® of Odes, Book 1, no.28,1. 18) and Homer’s 

characterisation of the sea as infertile perhaps lie behind the line “Hungry, 

and barren, and sharp as the sea” in “Stagyrus”. Horace’s warnings in Odes,

“ “Happy old man, here among your familiar streams and sacred springs you will enjoy a 
shady cool spot.” “The fierce noon of the blazing Dog-star knows not how to touch you; 
you offer welcome coolness to oxen tired by the plough and to the wandering flock.”

 ̂ “Lest my cargoes from Cyprus and Tyre contribute more riches to the greedy sea.”
® “The sea is greedy for the death of sailors.”
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Book 1, no. 14 (“0  navis, referent in mare te novi / fluctus! o quid agis?”® ) 

also remind us of the importance of the image of flowing water as a symbol 

for change in philosophy at least as far back as Heraclitus, whom Plato 

quotes in the Cratylus as saying that one cannot step into the same river 

twice; Heraclitus' philosophy of change is set against the certainty of the 

Christian belief in Hopkins’ Heraclitean Fire sonnet, and often in the works of 

the atomists and stoics in whom Arnold was so interested there is the image 

of water flowing downhill as a symbol of the basic laws and inevitability of the 

universe (in our terms, gravity); i j  t s  yap ovrna oTov Ttorafios sv ô it jv s k s Î  

puafi.’’®'" " Seen in this light, “the sparkling Thames” which counterpoints the 

travels of the Scholar-Gipsy becomes more than local detail: it is a symbol of 

the change which has occurred since his day and which he seeks to avoid, 

since life no long runs “gaily” on its banks and those who now use the river in 

the poem cannot see him clearly, being affected by “this strange disease of 

modern life”. The river which ironically links the two periods by its continuing 

existence, even if it is in a state of constant change, serves merely to point 

out the inexorable nature of the process and the transience of mortals .

Similarly, the Oxus which dominates “Sohrab and Rustum” both symbolises 

the constant, irreversible vicissitudes of life which are the substance of the 

tragedy and represents the “majestic” indifference of the natural world as it 

continues to flow “rejoicing” at the end of the poem. One could take some 

comfort from the fact that it eventually joins the “home of waters” and

 ̂ “O ship, what are you doing? Fresh currents are bearing you back out to sea.” 
 ̂ “For substance is like a river, in continual flow.”
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becomes “tranquil” when merged with the shining sea (here perhaps a symbol 

for the eventual reuniting with the infinite, though this is not the image of the 

sea presented in “Dover Beach”). Not all commentators are impressed with 

the ending Of “Sohrab and Rustum”, however: Charles Kingsley was 

outraged that Arnold should cut away from the human tragedy to mere 

geography - “to believe that man is no less than phenomenal nature, and a 

part of it... that all the noble human pathos... is at heart cold and unreal...”'™'"

A different twist has been given to these images in Arnold by Alan Weber;'™''' 

he sees them as being mainly sexual and linked to Victorian fears about the 

loss of vitality in semen, pointing to the death of Sohrab, the reference to the 

“bright girdle” (i.e. of Aphrodite) in “Dover Beach” as a symbol for the sexual 

energy which the sea could represent and the description of the mountain 

stream flowing at last into the sea which “received” in “A Dream” (about 

Marguerite). Such a view is supported by classical references, such as the 

stoic representation of the inner workings of the human body as a river:

r  \  \  ^  /  /  \  r, \  ^  \  ^  . Ixxv aKovxa ra fisv zov ocofiaros Kozapos, ra os zrjs ovsipos Kai zvços. 

Descriptions of water which are relevant to both the idea of the nature of 

change and to Weber's notion are found frequently in Lucretius’ De Rerum 

Nature, which, interestingly enough given Arnold’s interest in him, contains a 

description of the home of Empedocles seen in such terms:

Quorum Acragantinus cum primis Empedocles est.

“Everything which pertains to the body is a river, and everything which pertains to the soul 
is a dream or cloud.”
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insula quern triquetris terrarum gessit in oris,

quam fluitans circum magnis anfractibus aequor

Ionium glaucis aspergit virus ab undis

angustoque fretu rapidum mare dividit undis

Italiae terrarum oras a finibus eius.® (Book 1,11.716-721)

The description of erosion and evaporation shows water as an agent of 

change:

Quod superest, umore novo mare flumina fontis 

semper abundare et latices manare perennis 

nil opus est verbis: magnus decursus aquarum 

undique declarat." (Book 5,11.261-264)

The same process occurs on a smaller scale in the human body, and 

Lucretius, as Weber notes, describes sex in terms of the flow of fluids, 

including the kind of experience which Weber interprets “A Dream” as being: 

“ut quasi transactis saepe omnibu’ rebu' profundant / fluminis ingentis fluctus 

vestemque cruentent”'’ (Book 4,11.1035-1036). Before leaving Lucretius, one 

may note that there may be even stronger echoes of his descriptions of the 

action of wind and water on the earth in Hopkins:

® “Amongst the foremost of these is Empedocles of Acragas. The island of Sicily produced 
him within its three-cornered shores. The Ionian Sea, flowing around this with great 
swirlings, splashes spray from its grey waves onto it. The fast-flowing sea divides with 
waves its shores from the furthest point of Italy by means of a narrow channel.”

 ̂ “It needs no words to show that the sea, the rivers and the springs are always being filled 
up with fresh water and liquids flow unendingly: the great downpouring of waters 
everywhere demonstrates it.”

° “Often, as though the deed had actually happened, the flood of a great stream pours forth 
and soaks the garment.”



43

principio pars terrai nonnulla, perusta

solibus assiduis, multa pulsata pedum vi,

pulveris exhalat nebulam nubisque volantis

quas valid! toto dispergunt aere venti® (Book 5,11.251-254)

could be seen as the ultimate source of the image of the drying footprint 

being blown away in the Heraclitean Fire sonnet:

Delightfully the bright wind boisterous ropes, wrestles, beats earth bare 

Of yestertempest's creases; in pool and rut peel parches 

Squandering ooze to squeezed dough, crust, dust; stanches, starches 

Squadroned masks and manmarks treadmire toil there 

Footfretted in it.

The idea of “multa pulsata pedum vi” could even underlie the “Generations 

have trod, have trod, have trod...the soil Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being 

shod” of “God’s Grandeur”.

The Uses and Effects of Classical Education

Arnold and Hopkins differ in their notions of what is an appropriate use of 

classical motifs and ideas in English poetry, Arnold, especially in his early

‘Firstly, some part of the earth, dried by unrelenting sun and stamped on with the force of 
many feet, exhales mist and flying clouds of dust which strong winds disperse through the 
whole of the air.”
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work, freely introducing mythological figures such as Circe and Ulysses into a 

poem and Hopkins in contrast writing, “the Greek gods are a totally 

unworkable material; the merest frigidity, which must chill and kill every living 

work of art they are brought into...What did Athene do after leaving Ulysses? 

Lounged back to Olympus to afternoon nectar. Nothing can be made of it."'*™' 

Even in the midst of an excited account of the principle of construction which 

he had discerned in the tragic choruses, Hopkins dismisses the actual 

mythological content of Aeschylus as “foolery”.'*™" However, this difference 

must not be overemphasised: it is clear, in context, that Hopkins is objecting 

largely to the immorality of many of the Greek myths, a reflection of his 

religious convictions, and he is prepared to use an appropriate mythical 

reference at times, as in the sonnet “Andromeda”; nor is Arnold's use of the 

classical material facile or decorative, except in a few early examples. 

Hopkins' poetry, on the other hand, owes its greatest debt to his classical 

training in his interest in etymology which it sparked; in this he is unusual 

among the Victorians, whose use of the classics is generally a more obvious 

employment of classical motifs, but the philological bias of the Honours 

Moderations in Hopkins’ day, as illustrated by Cary Plotkin,'*™'" probably 

encouraged his interest. Hopkins' obsession with the sounds and meanings 

of words, and especially the relationship between those two aspects, can 

readily be traced back to an early interest derived from his reflections on the 

links between English words and those in the languages he was studying; in 

this, we may see a definite difference between Hopkins, whose interest is 

often at the level of the word, and Arnold, who is more concerned with the
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idea. A simple instance of this is the note which sets "wade, waddle" next to 

"vadere, vadum".'™"' A longer example is the 1863 diary entry in which he 

considers the word "horn" and explores its connections with Kopcovis, corona, 

granum, crinis, Kspas, Kapa, cresco, grandis, curvus, Kopcovri, corvus, cornix, 

cornu, yspavos, cornus, spvos, Again, in 1864, he notes, "Steel.

Connected perhaps with onlpstv, star, stella, aorrjp. Stella perhaps for sterila 

...".'*™' A related interest in puns is often evident in the mature poems, as with 

the probable play on “rude/rood” in “Carrion Comfort” and “Andromeda” and 

the classical pun underlying the coinage “unselve” in “Binsey Poplars” 

spotted by Rick Casson, who suggests a connection between “unselving” as 

a destroying of identity and “un-s//va-ing” to describe the cutting down of 

trees.'™*"

It is at times possible to see in such speculations the germs of ideas which 

appear later developed in the poems: a note on a Pindar fragment, "nhaÀov. 

'ÜKsavov KszaÀa, Springs" leads to the quoting, glossed as "stars", of "nszaÀa 

nvpiva"  ̂ from Plutarch's De Placitis Philosophorum and of "the floor of 

heaven Is thick inlaid with patines of bright gold" from The Merchant of 

Venice, and this is turn may be in Hopkins' mind when he writes of the "stars, 

lovely-asunder Starlight", a token of God's presence in the "ocean" poem 

"The Wreck of the Deutschland", and the picture of the night-sky dotted with 

"diamond delves" and "where gold, where quickgold lies" in "The Starlight 

Night". More obviously, the way in which Hopkins forms chains of connection

“sparkling springs”, literally “fiery springs”.
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between words across the languages, playing on meaning, sound and 

associations, as in the group "spuere, spit, spuma, spume, spoom, spawn, 

spittle, spatter, spot, sputter",’*™'" has an important part to play in the English 

poems: "The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo" opens with such a chain 

is there none such, nowhere known some, bow or brooch or braid or 

brace, lace, latch or catch or key to keep Back beauty...") and the 

"Heraclitean Fire" sonnet ends with one ("This Jack, joke, poor potsherd, 

patch, matchwood, immortal diamond. Is immortal diamond"). Interest in 

classical philology continues to the end of his correspondence, especially a 

number of lengthy, almost fanatical, letters from Dublin to Baillie, in 1886-7, 

aimed at establishing an Egyptian influence on the early Greeks from, for 

example, considering the names of places and gods in the two cultures 

(linking Greek'AOijvrj and Egyptian Afen).’*™'''

However, Hopkins' interest in philology, though deriving from his interest in 

the classics, did not lead him to copy Milton and make his poetic language 

redolent of classical roots or constructions; indeed, he rather emphasises the 

native and dialectal elements of English in his diction. The Miltonic Latinising 

of English for epic was not copied by any of the major Victorian poets (Arnold 

in On Translating Homer being careful to distinguish between Homeric and 

Miltonic epic styles), though the tendency to use an archaic style when 

dealing with classical themes and stories is a weaker form of the same 

impulse, illustrated by Althaea’s “Woe, woe for him that breaketh; and a rod 

Smote it of old, and now the axe is here” in Swinburne’s Atalanta in Calydon.
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Hopkins’ attitude to such practices is clear when, being critical of Bridges’ 

Ulysses, he says “I cannot take the heathen gods in earnest; and want of 

earnest I take to be the deepest fault a work of art can have...Also Ulysses is 

sicklied o’er too much with archaic diction. This too will wither.”'™™ As early as 

1867 he speaks of poetic language with “uneffective archaism reminding one 

of translations from the classics ” being “a real fault in the diction shared by 

Swinburne’s A talanta .^  There is an irony in that Hopkins, whose work is 

criticised for its difficulties and its often unconventional use of grammar and 

vocabulary, should have in his own writings always praised simplicity and 

euphony, many times using the analogy of music and often thinking of his 

poems as potential songs; in writing to Bridges about one of his pieces, he 

says, “The diction too, though it is distinguished - it has “t o  Kofiy/ov xai t o  

nspiTTov Kai TO KaivoTopov"^, as Aristotle says of Plato - has no lyric 

ease”.'™™" In fact, Hopkins is himself not above blatant archaism at times 

(such as the prayerlike “thou art above, thou Orion of light” in “The Wreck of 

the Deutschland”), but generally in his major poems Hopkins rarely makes 

explicit use of any of the obvious classicising devices: the sonnet 

"Andromeda", the Orion reference and little more than the titles of "Spelt from 

Sibyl's Leaves" and "That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and of the Comfort of 

the Resurrection" would be all that could be found on the surface of the well- 

known pieces.

“What is elegant and distinguished and innovative.”
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This might be considered surprising, given that Hopkins was as much of a 

classical scholar as Swinburne or Arnold, and more so than Tennyson, but 

not when one thinks of the principal poetic aims of the writers. Hopkins is 

never concerned to tell stories, unless they are in the form of commentaries 

on contemporary events (as with the shipwreck poems), and (except in 

"Andromeda") he does not re-use old tales for ironic effect in the way that 

Tennyson does in his Homeric pieces. His aim is often the precise delineation 

of a particular natural scene or feature - this often being the point of the 

poem, rather than just a setting - rather than the suggesting of a mythical 

landscape, which can be vague and romantically dream-like in Tennyson; the 

ruggedly physical account of the stream in "Inversnaid" is the antithesis of 

that of the slow-motion waterfall in "The Lotos-Eaters". What appears to be 

noted in the diary in 1864 as an essay subject - "Do the ancients appear to 

have possessed a sense of the Picturesque in external nature?" - was 

perhaps a genuine source of concern for the young poet, and a note in the 

diaries perhaps sees him looking for classical validation of a nature-loving 

poet: "Juvenal speaks of a true poet as 'cupidus silvarum aptusque bibendis 

Fontibus Aonidum.' VII, 58,59".'™™'" His ultimate theme is Christian faith, 

which would sit oddly with overt classicism, and this separates him from 

Arnold, for whom faith in art and culture has replaced conventional religious 

belief, and Swinburne, the avowed neo-pagan; the final point in a Hopkins 

poem is often a disconcertingly bald statement of a point of dogma (such as 

the idea of resurrection of the body in the closing lines of "The Caged 

Skylark"), and sometimes a specifically Catholic one (like the doctrine of the
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Immaculate Conception, at the end of the otherwise straightforward "Duns 

Scotus' Oxford"). One might almost see these references as Hopkins' 

equivalent of the classical references in the writing of his contemporaries - 

the point of common ground between the writer and his expected reader or, 

more cynically, the display of the writer's intellectual qualifications.

Classical Education as a Way of Life

As already mentioned, a classical education was a training for life not to be 

discontinued at graduation: even more obviously than in the case of Hopkins, 

who was professionally involved as a classicist in Dublin in his last years, 

Arnold retained a passionate interest in and commitment to the subject 

although it was not his profession; in this, Arnold is typical of the Victorian 

gentleman who retained an interest in some aspect of the classics in addition 

to his actual occupation.^ Thus, five years after graduating, we find him 

writing to his mother to tell her that he has just read the Iliad straight through 

and five years further on he writes to tell his wife that he has given up 

reading a modern novel, “and I betook myself to Hesiod, a Greek friend I had 

with me, with excellent effect.'"'''

Indeed, although emphasis was always placed on the universal and practical 

applicability of the classics, communing with the ancient writers seems also to 

have been a way of remedying the effects, or defects, of everyday life, as

Such as Gladstone, author of Studies on Homer and the Homeric Age in 3 volumes.
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Arnold found after a long day of inspecting schools: “...I shall report on a light 

school, write two or three letters, read about a hundred lines of the Odyssey 

to keep myself from putrefaction, and go to bed about twelve.'""" The habit of 

reading the classics as readily as anything else remained; writing in 1850, he 

lists his activities at Fox How thus; “I heard family letters read - talked a little - 

read a Greek book - lunched - read Bacon's essays - wrote"."""' Trilling notes 

that in later years he “made a point of reading half an hour of Greek before 

dinner and in freer times went through five pages a day of the Greek 

Anthology, looking up all the words he did not know.'"""" Hopkins, having set 

aside poetry while studying for the priesthood, demonstrates his continuing 

taste for the classics in a letter of 1872, describing “an Academy or kind of 

literary reception" in honour of the new bishop of Salford: “I was bidden to 

write Greek and shed twenty four iambics with much ado but I was glad of it 

as it fell out as it raised a blister in my dry and shrunken Greek and led me to 

begin reading the beautiful Iphigenia among the Tauri: I wish I could have 

more of such reading"."""'' Ten years later at Stonyhurst, “I shall try and read 

the Greek tragic poets, but it is sad how slow I am. I am now in the 

Agamemnon and Supplices (Aeschylus's, I mean).""""'' There is regret at not 

being able to do justice to such reading - “it was with sorrow I put back 

Aristotle’s Metaphysics in the library some time ago feeling that I could not 

read them now and so probably should never. jjxcvi

The variety of material in Hopkins’ casual writings at Oxford gives an 

indication of the range of ways in which the importance and authority of the
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classics were acknowledged, from such scholarly concerns as his note on the 

scholiast's ignorance concerning the source of a line in Aristophanes to 

the folksiness of "Latin weather-proverb. Si sol splendescat Maria purificante. 

Major erit glades post festum quam fuit ante""'̂ ''"' ® and humour of a sort not 

encountered in his poetry: " 'virginibus puerisque canto.' I sing to the virginals 

and hautboys" is a whimsical interpretation of Horace, Odes 3.i. 1.4̂ , and 

there is probably also a joke about Homeric omens in "The other day I heard 

a crow sitting in a tree in a field on my left croaking dolefully.”"""'"' Along with 

this is a tendency to judge everything against a classical standard, sometimes 

to our ears inappropriately: while inspecting schools in Birmingham in 1851, 

Arnold writes that the city has a “Music Hall unequalled by any Greek building 

in England that I have seen.'"" The Alpine landscape catches Hopkins' 

imagination in the form of an ancient ship: "the Matterhorn is like a Greek 

galley stranded, a reared-up rostrum - the sharp quains or arrêtes the 

gunwales, the deck of the forecastle looking upon Zermatt, the figurehead 

looking the other way reaching up in the air, the cutwater and ram 

descending and abutting on a long reef.'"' In a lengthy description of the 

shapes of mountains, he uses another analogy from his classical training, this 

time a detail from the other end of the scale of size; he compares the shapes 

of overhanging snow-1 ips to "thatch-eaves and rows of little three-cornered 

drops...the guttae in the Doric entablature".'""

® “ If the sun shines on the feast of the purification of Mary, there will be more ice after the 
feast than there was before it.”
 ̂ “I sing to the maids and youths.”
This inappropriateness could also extend to literary references, as when in “Geist’s Grave”, 

speaking of the death of a dog, Arnold invokes Virgil’s profound “sunt lachrimae rerum” from 
Aeneid Book 1 ,1. 462 - “The sense of tears in mortal things”.
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Classical Education as a Guide to Life

Thomas Arnold believed strongly in the value of the practical (including 

moral) application of classical scholarship to contemporary problems® : for 

him, the history of Rome and, more especially, of the high point of Greek 

civilisation was, much more so than the irrational intervening centuries, a 

parallel to the rational and cultured world of the nineteenth century and had 

lessons for it: “The state of Greece from Pericles to Alexander... affords a 

political lesson perhaps more applicable to our own times... than any other 

portion of history."'""'' A minor example of how deep this idea is in the thinking 

of Dr. Arnold (and then his son) is afforded by the footnote to Book 8, chapter 

68, in his edition of Thucydides: the assessment of the character of Antiphon 

is not only seen in terms of classical Greek culture but also in the context of 

Roman history and early nineteenth-century society (and, characteristically, 

takes a theological turn). In a similar way, Matthew Arnold when lecturing on 

the “modern” in literature actually talked about the ancient Greeks. An 

example of the way the Victorians in general saw themselves as being more 

like the ancient Greeks than their own immediate ancestors is found in 

Matthew’s inaugural lecture as Professor of Poetry at Oxford: taking the 

Elizabethan period as the high point of earlier English culture, he argues that 

the rationality of Thucydides is more like the contemporary idea of history

® A good example of this thinking, connecting education, morality and practical usefulness, is 
in a letter to an old pupil, in 1840: “...a good man, highly educated, cannot possibly be in a 
more important position in this kingdom than as one of the heads of a great manufacturing 
establishment” (Arthur P. Stanley, The Life and Correspondence of Thomas Arnold, 2 vols., 
London: B.Fellowes, 5th. ed., 1845; vol.2, p.239.)
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than the credulity of Walter Raleigh, and points out that Englishmen carried 

arms in the sixteenth century, whereas the Athenians were the first to 

abandon the practice.'"'' Similarly, a strong sense of the link between the 

ancient and modern, viewing the intervening centuries as a separate and 

inferior period in which sight had been temporarily lost of important truths and 

values, can be seen in Arnold's comment on the (pre-unification) idea that 

Italy had always been divided and ruled by foreigners; he points out that the 

linguistic and cultural links between ancient Rome and modern Italy are 

stronger than those between the world of Alfred and England post-1066.'"''" 

The way in which history was seen as cyclical and in which the ancient world 

and the modern could be seen as virtually touching is illustrated in an 

extreme way in a letter of 1851, in which it is the modern world which is seen 

as the less immediate and substantial of the two, because it is only an echo 

(almost, in the terms of the Platonic Doctrine of the Ideal, a shadow of the 

classical original): “I...retire more and more from the modern world and 

modern literature, which is all only what has been before and what will be 

again, and not bracing or edifying in the least... when I hear of some new 

dispute or rage that has arisen, it sounds quite historical; as if it was only the 

smiths at Ephesus being alarmed again for their trade, when the Bishops 

remonstrate against Cardinal Wiseman’s appearance; or Pompey blundering 

away his chances, when I hear of the King of Prussia...”'"'"'

There were substantial differences of detail and emphasis between Thomas 

and Matthew Arnold, however: the father understood more readily the
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practical application of philosophy and history and was suspicious of poetry 

(“he thought the Greek tragedians overrated and shrank for moral reasons 

from Aristophanes, Tibullus, Propertius and Juvenal'""'""), whereas for the son 

poetry will be, the thing which comforts and sustains civilised man. The 

overriding significance of the classics and their study for Hopkins is more 

elusive, his main preoccupation in this area in his later years being a 

technical corner of the subject, the metre of Greek lyric odes, but in Arnold’s 

case it is quite explicit, an ideal of human perfectibility itself derived from the 

Greeks and seen as achievable by close study of their “culture”; his notion of 

what this can bring about is thus wider than his father’s belief that 

statesmanship can be learned from Thucydides, and can be summed up in 

his famous phrase, “sweetness and light”.® The essence of his view is seen in 

a passage from Culture and Anarchy, explicitly rejecting Bright’s dismissing of 

“culture” as “frivolous and useless” and calling for attention to be paid to 

studies promoting the modern “mechanical and external” instead: “culture...is 

a study of perfection, and of harmonious perfection...in an inward condition of 

the mind and spirit, not in an outward set of circumstances.”'"'"'

This belief in the perfectibility of the human being in all aspects through an 

appropriate education underlies a passage from a review Arnold copied into a 

note-book: “The Greek ideal is this; a purely human education, and elevation 

of all the powers of mind and soul to a beautiful harmony of the inner and

“ This phrase, summing up the benefits of classical culture, has become debased, 
suggesting feeble-minded optimism, but as originally used was lifted from Swift and 
described the natural beauty of the hive as opposed to the mechanical nature of the web.
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outer man, the èyKÔKÀios Kaiôsia of the ancients.”'""' The influence of Plato, 

and of Jowett’s championing of that writer at Balliol, is here evident: at the 

root of Arnold’s social thinking is the idea that each man is potentially a 

Socrates, able to question life and then in Platonic fashion act on the 

perceived good, a process to which the legalism and conventionality of 

“Hebraism” are inimical if unchecked. The young Hopkins was also obviously 

deeply influenced by the example of Plato as presented by Jowett, who 

taught him the Republic, despite his later theoretical commitment to the 

Aristotelian slant of Thomist Catholic philosophy (further compromised by the 

kinship he felt with Duns Scotus, in the matter of the importance of the natural 

world); the undergraduate essay “On the Origin of Beauty” """" copies the form 

and atmosphere of the Platonic dialogue closely, with the argument being 

conducted by means of progressive questioning within a dramatic setting 

rooted in familiar surroundings and with topical allusions and recognisable 

characters.

Classics and Class

Some support for the view that one of the attractions of the classics was their 

exclusivity (advanced, for example, by James Bowen and explored by 

Christopher Stray '""'"*) can be found in Arnold's writings. Quite reasonably for 

the period, he associates a classical training with the upper strata of society 

and also believes those classes to be the guardians of social stability and 

values; putting these two beliefs together, we have a notion that the essence
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of civilisation has been passed to the English educated classes, making them 

responsible for its protection and transmission to other levels of society. 

However, he sees the upper classes as having duties as well as privileges, 

and is not motivated just by fear of the masses; he tells how “...Lord 

Ravensworth seized upon me to consult me about his Latin poetry, of which I 

had to read a great deal...he is rather a proficient at it; but I like and respect 

these “polite “ tastes in a grandee; it weakens the English nobility that they 

are so dying out among them...At present far too many of Lord Ravensworth's 

class are mere men of business...or mere men of pleasure.’""""'' The middle 

classes have a crucial role here: ”1 am convinced that nothing can be done 

effectively to raise (the lower) class except through the agency of a 

transformed middle class; for, till the middle class is transformed, the 

aristocratic class, which will do nothing effectively, will rule.’"""'''

The importance to Arnold of defending the position of the educated classes 

as the custodians of civilisation at times leads him into statements which 

today seem dangerously undemocratic but which perhaps seemed less 

extreme in a nineteenth century in which popular insurrection was not 

unknown and full-scale revolution appeared possible, as even Hopkins, 

otherwise different from Arnold in his social outlook, acknowledges in “Tom’s 

Garland”. In Culture and Anarchy, Arnold speaks regretfully of the passing of 

“feudal habits of subordination and deference” and the consequent danger of 

an “anarchical tendency” whereby “an Englishman’s right to do what he likes” 

leads him to “smash as he likes”'""'''' (presumably because he is without the
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civilising effects of “culture” derived from the classics); here we see a firm 

belief in the old hierarchical ordering of society, given philosophical 

reinforcement by the theory of fixed human types seen in Plato’s Republic.^

An even more extreme expression of this, quoting his father and perhaps 

meant partly ironically, was included in the first edition of Culture end 

Anarchy but repented of and later removed; “As for rioting, the old Roman 

way of dealing with that is always the right one; flog the rank and file, and 

fling the ringleaders from the Tarpeian Rock.”""'''" (It is a sign of the difference 

in outlook between Arnold and Hopkins that the letter’s use of the expression 

“Tarpeian” - describing the tall nun of “The Wreck of the Deutschland”, in 

stanza 29, as “Tarpeian-fast” in the storm, rock-like like “Simon Peter” himself 

- refers not to the idea of punishment and the external imposition of order but 

to the idea of dedication and an inner resolution, the nature of the rock and 

not its use.) Arnold sees the state as supreme and the ultimate arbiter of 

conduct, a reflection of Plato’s Republic and of the ideals of public service 

seen by Thomas Arnold to be a major legacy of Hellenism. This can be seen 

not only in his public utterances but in his correspondence; he writes to 

Clough that “the state should see to it” that those without Greek “should have 

their reading censored.”""''''" In the view of history refined by Giovanni Battista 

Vico in the preceding century and taken up by Thomas Arnold, England in the

 ̂ àAX 6 06OS TtÀxxTTcov, oool psv Vfdâv ÎKavoî àpxsiv, èv tj] ysvsosi  ̂cyuvspsi^sv aùroîs,
ôio TipicoToiTOi sîoivj oool Ô ETTiKOUpoi, apjvpov,' oiÔTjpov ôs Kui xctÀKOV Toîç T8 yscopyoïs K(Xl 
VOIS à U o is  ôî]piovproîs. (Plato, Republic, Book 3, chapter 415; ed. J.Burnet, Oxford, 1902, 
reprinted 1967.) “But when god was making you he added gold to the composition of those of 
you who are competent to rule, so that you are honoured; silver to their assistants; iron and 
bronze to the farmers and other workers.” The deterministic tripartite division of abilities 
which is the “noble lie” on which Plato’s ideal state is built has had a long life in British 
education, being reflected in the Clarendon Commission’s three-fold classification of schools 
(1864) and being the ultimate origin of the 1944 Education Act’s division of secondary school 
pupils into grammar, technical and secondary modern types.
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nineteenth century had reached the stage at which serious degeneration sets 

in, with a growing economic gap and eventually a destructive class-struggle 

between a corrupt aristocracy and a belligerent populace, leading to decline 

into barbarism: both Arnolds avoid Vico's two possible remedies for this 

situation - conquest by a healthier state or the establishment of a dictatorship 

- by putting their faith in a strong centralised State.

Similarly, writing about his membership of the Queen’s Westminster Rifle 

Volunteers, Arnold claims that “Far from being a measure dangerous by its 

arming the people... the establishment of these Rifle Corps will more than 

ever throw the power into the hands of the upper and middle classes, as it is 

of these that they are mainly composed, and these classes will thus have 

over the lower classes the superiority, not only of wealth and intelligence, 

which they have now, but of physical force.”""""' More surprisingly. Father 

Hopkins often expresses respect for the armed forces and their role, in both 

his poetry and his prose writings; a Journal entry concerning manoeuvres by 

the Volunteer Rifle Corps on Wimbledon Common brings together his love of 

the vitality and patterning of nature, his classical background, his patriotism 

and this militarism, and he is so excited by what he describes that he 

becomes less coherent than usual: "caught that inscape in the horse that you 

see in the pediment especially and other basreliefs of the Parthenon and 

even which Sophocles had felt and expresses in two choruses of the Oedipus 

Coloneus, running on the likeness of a horse to a breaker, a wave of the sea 

curling over. I looked at the groin or the flank and saw how the set of the hair
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symmetrically flowed outwards from it to all parts of the body, so that, 

following that one may inscape the whole beast very simply"."""

Arnold’s belief in permanent values and his insistence on the need for firm 

control have come in for much criticism in the present century, with regard to 

his ideas about literature as well as his political stance. In a positive vein, 

Francis Mulhern """" recalls the title of Culture and Anarchy in his essay 

“Culture and Authority” and portrays Arnold as the promoter of liberal 

humanism, but he also sees significance in the evolution of Arnold’s title, from 

the lecture “Culture and Its Enemies”, through the articles called “Anarchy 

and Authority”, to the book Culture and Anarchy, this pattern equates 

“culture” with “authority”, so that criticism becomes the agent of authority, 

rather than that to which authority must defer and by which it must be 

educated. These ideas are developed by Bill Ben"""" in “The Function of 

Arnold at the Present Time”- another play on the title of an Arnold piece - 

which deals with the common view of Arnold as the founder of university 

English studies. This belief in strong government, and, along with that, in 

permanent absolute values, which Arnold and Hopkins share, is quite typical 

of the middle classes in the nineteenth century, but can be seen as being in 

part derived from a classical education, as well as from the legalistic side of 

the Judaeo-Christian tradition and the Established Church (and the Church of 

Rome, in Hopkins’ case); it reflected the position of Plato in the Republic and 

took its justification from the experience of ancient history.
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An Examp/e of the Power of the Classical Precedent

Another aspect of classical culture which needs to be given brief attention 

because it appealed to some Victorians and has received critical attention in 

recent decades is concerned with subject-matter, or at least a recurrent type 

of wording and image, namely the matter of homosexuality."""'" This issue also 

serves as a good example of how the existence of classical precedents could 

give validity to ideas and practices which would otherwise have been 

untenable amongst the middle classes of nineteenth-century England, a 

society at least outwardly committed to a rigid adherence to the traditional 

Christian values, family life and the maintenance of conventional 

respectability. It has no bearing on the study of Arnold, whose high morality 

would have chosen to ignore its existence in the texts """'"̂ - his rejection of 

contemporary French society was prompted by distaste for what he called 

“lubricity” - but could be seen as relevant to a recurrent if discreet aspect of 

Hopkins’ writing. Peter Swaab """"̂ pursues the theme of the Victorian interest 

in this feature of classical times, and in attempting to demonstrate the 

homosexual tendency in Hopkins, often claimed but not able to be proved, it 

rehearses the references to young men and male beauty in the poems and 

some confessional notes; although offering no specific textual links with the 

classical writers, it speculates that Hopkins may have read J.A. Symond’s 

Studies of the Greek Poets of 1873, which attempted to legitimate 

homosexuality by appealing to the example of Greece - although this would 

come rather late to be a formative influence on Hopkins (almost thirty years
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old, and well advanced in his studies for the priesthood). A sensible comment 

on this issue is provided by Bernard Bergonzi: positing that most of Hopkins’ 

contemporaries would have been shocked by open discussion of such 

matters, he says “Now, however, the pendulum has swung so far the other 

way that it is often taken for granted that Hopkins was tout court a 

homosexual and that all his psychological problems arose from this one 

unacknowledged cause. This seems to me crudely reductive... Hopkins grew 

up at a time when romantic friendships between men, with warm expressions 

of sentiment, were both common and acceptable...”""'""' There are in Hopkins’ 

private writings, and in a less blatant way in some of the poems, some 

comments on the appearance of young men, which strike the modern reader 

as odd for a priest, but it must also be kept in mind that beauty of all kinds 

was important to Hopkins as a sign of the benevolence of the deity who gives 

it as a “gift” - and the fervour with which he describes the bluebell and the ash 

tree puts his comments on human beauty in perspective.

Taking a wider view, Maureen F. Moran presents Hopkins rather as 

attempting to reconcile two Victorian views of beauty, the Hellenic emphasis 

on physical beauty, as expressed by Pater and Arnold, and the Tractarian 

emphasis on spiritual beauty put forward by Keble and Newman; in Hopkins, 

the physical beauty is always appreciated, but seen as transitory (as in “The 

Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo”) where the spiritual is permanent, 

whereas for Pater physical beauty is in some way the permanent truth (as in 

Keats’ “a thing of beauty is a joy forever”). Similar concerns lie behind Jesse
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Mats’ “Walter Pater’s Literary Impression”,""'""'" which traces a line of 

development from the muscular Christianity of Arnoldian Rugby to the effete 

decadence of Wilde and the end of the century - effectively, though not 

explicitly, from the vision of Greece as morally and physically sound, typified 

by clear reason and spirited sportsmanship, to the vision of Greece as 

concerned with emotions, ideals of beauty and homoeroticism. In this pattern. 

Pater is the link between Arnold and Wilde, with a movement from Arnold’s 

critical (and hence poetic) aim to “see the object as in itself it really is”"""'"' 

through Pater’s “in aesthetic criticism, the first step towards seeing one’s 

object is to know one’s impression as it really is”""""' to Wilde’s idea that a 

critic should “see the object as in itself it is nof. There is a continuous 

spectrum, from Arnold’s earnest and objective attempts to define beauty 

absolutely and apply the intellect, to Wilde’s postmodern insistence on the 

supremacy of the subjective view and the need to discriminate one’s own 

feelings, with Pater occupying a mid-way position, with the impression as a 

compromise between the sensations and the reason.
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4. The Final Lines of “Dover Beach” - an example of Victorian 

classicising.

The closing lines of Arnold's "Dover Beach" are an apt, if ricĥ  example of the 

way in which classical reference could be used by the Victorian poet, and 

reveal some aspects of Arnold’s attitude to and use of the classics. They are 

well-known to be derived from the account of the Battle of Epipolae given in 

Thucydides' History of the Peloponnesian War, Book 7, chapter 44. This 

battle between the Athenians and the Syracusans in 413 B.C., in the course 

of the disastrous Sicilian Expedition, was a desperate struggle by night, in 

which friend could not be distinguished from foe, and is picked out by 

Thucydides as unique; povrj ôfj otpaxonéôcov psydÀxov sv ys xcoôs xœ 

KoÀÂpcp sysvexo."^ ® The episode would have been part of the shared 

classical heritage of all educated Victorians, and seems to have made a 

particularly strong impression on the collective consciousness: it features in 

other literary works, such as Clough's 1848 "The Bothie of Toper-na-Fuosich" 

and in Sketches in Italy and Greece Symonds' description of how one could 

paint a reconstruction of the fate of the Athenian prisoners in the quarries 

specifies that his imagined foreground figures "have stood together...through 

the battle of Epipolae,"""'""" making the death of one even more tragic and 

affecting. The earliest autograph of the poem, on the back of notes made 

during Arnold's reading of Empedocles some time in the period 1849-51 (that 

is, during the period when his work was dominated by images of

“The only such instance which took place in this war between large armies.”
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disillusionment rather than by a belief that the ideals of Hellenism could 

provide a solution to human misery), includes only the first 28 lines, 

suggesting either that the final image was added subsequently or that it 

already existed; in either case, it indicates that the reference was very much 

common currency with him - which is not to question its effectiveness in the 

context of this particular poem. The most important likely immediate influence 

on Arnold in his use of the allusion is Newman's sermon of January 1839, 

published in 1843, where the context is, as in Arnold's poem, not so much 

military as spiritual: "Controversy, at least in this age, does not lie between 

the hosts of heaven, Michael and his angels on the one side, and the powers 

of evil on the other; but it is a sort of night battle, where each fights for 

himself, and friend and foe stand together.”""'""'"

Arnold too is talking specifically about the world of "controversy", of "The Sea 

of Faith.... Retreating" in the face of scepticism and mid-century change, as 

well as dealing more generally with the idea of "human misery"; for a moment, 

characteristic Arnoldian melancholy leads him into nostalgia for a security of 

religious faith and community which he himself lacked. The image of the 

night-battle and the inability to tell friend from foe fits well into both the 

specifically religious and the more general contexts of Arnold's bleak vision: it 

covers both the everyday treachery and unreliability of one's fellow human 

beings (which, it is hoped, can be alleviated locally to a limited extent by two 

people being "true To one another") and the subversion and defection of 

those who should know better, one's trusted intellectual peers and mentors. If
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churchmen and academics are the new threat (and "ignorant", as well as its 

literal meaning of "unaware of what they are doing", may be calling into 

question their intellectual fitness for the role they have), distinguishing right 

from wrong becomes impossible. The only responses, as with the Athenian 

soldiers, are to flee from the world, like the Scholar-Gipsy or the Tyrian trader 

at the end of that poem, or to fight on, as Arnold tried to do in his lecturing, 

journalism and poetry. Although written probably in 1851, "Dover Beach" was 

published in 1867, at the time when the Culture and Anarchy articles began 

to appear in the Cornhill Magazine, in the midst of the disputes surrounding 

the Second Reform Bill, one of Arnold's stimuli being the attack by Bright and 

others on the assumption that the classical education of the Establishment 

equipped them alone for the taking of political decisions; the poem describes, 

amongst other things, the realisation that not all is at it seems, as though by 

moonlight, and that there is a danger that, in Yeats' later words, "things (may) 

fall apart".

That Arnold should make this classical allusion the final element in his most 

well-known poem, the ostensible subject of which appears to be the doubts 

and fears assailing the sensitive consciousness even in the most romantic of 

settings, is typical of Arnold's use of classical literature and ideas and of an 

attitude to them common in the Victorian period. Firstly, there is the appeal, to 

which reference has already been made, to a common stock of images and 

responses derived from texts known to the cultivated reader, which can act as 

a poetic shorthand and has the charm of familiarity, though in lesser hands it
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can lapse into padding or a self-conscious display of learning. Secondly, 

developing from this, there is the implication that the ancients expressed it in 

an inimitable fashion, that the ancient text and hence the event which it 

describes are in some way more valid than the modern; far from obscuring it, 

the classical allusion gives the idea greater weight and resonance, here by 

putting it into a much grander context than the view from a hotel window in 

Dover. Finally, most importantly and following on from the preceding, there is 

the desire to make connection with a past seen as essentially the same as 

the present and to learn from the experiences of the earlier period; Arnold 

makes explicit the doctrine that humanity is always essentially the same 

("Sophocles long ago.... we... also") and then looks at the battle as a symbol 

for the contemporary situation and takes the message that disaster will follow. 

Although history does not supply a solution or a way to avoid the disaster, it 

does at least warn of the danger. This reflects what was a common view of 

history and its value, derived from Hegelian notions of cycles of history which 

suggest that two civilisations centuries apart can be at the same stage of 

development and hence have much more in common than they do with 

chronologically closer cultures; as has already been suggested, the 

mercantile, sea-going Athenian democracy and its issues were seen as 

parallel to nineteenth-century Britain and its concerns, and so study of 

Athenian experience was directly relevant to contemporary society. There 

was thus no artifice or incongruity in adapting the description of an Athenian 

problem of 413 B.C. to fit the contemporary situation in Britain, and the 

parallel actually strengthens the point Arnold is making; in “On the Modern
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Element in Literature” (his inaugural address as Oxford Professor of Poetry, 

largely about the modernity of fifth-century Greek literature and "the 

literatures which have most successfully solved for their ages the problem 

which occupies ours"), he sees the failure of Athens at Syracuse as the 

turning-point downwards in classical history and culture, so to evoke Epipolae 

is to issue the sternest warning.

Like Arnold the school inspector, most Victorian classicists were amateurs 

who brought to bear their own preoccupations and values on the texts, so that 

a churchman might look for support for Christian beliefs in texts which 

another might exploit to put the case for atheistic humanism. This was true of 

Thomas Arnold, for whom the study of prose writers, especially the historians, 

for their practical application was of the greatest importance (to be coupled 

with the study of modern history), and for whom the study of Thucydides was 

paramount; he produced the first modern edition of Thucydides, with 

introductions and notes, in 1830-35, during Matthew Arnold's childhood, and 

the second edition appeared in 1839 when Matthew was in his second year at 

his father's school; Clough begins his list of the texts he recalls reading at 

Rugby a few years before Matthew with Thucydides.""'""" It is clear that the 

son was strongly influenced by the father's outlook; the idea “that the period 

to which the work of Thucydides refers belongs properly to modern and not to 

ancient history"""'"'"" permeates "On the Modern Element in Literature", is 

equivalent to the Sophocles reference in "Dover Beach" and reinforces the 

direct relevance of the Epipolae allusion, which is thus far from being a piece
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of mere scholarly decoration. Knowing the wider context of the episode, 

which Arnold expects, also serves to deepen its significance: the battle of 

Epipolae was a significant step in the defeat of the Athenians, and for Arnold 

the defeat of the Athenians was the end of the culture that defined all that 

was best in humanity and was its best chance of perfectibility; as he says in 

"On the Modern Element in Literature", "That was the true catastrophe of the 

ancient world...from that date the intellectual and spiritual life of Greece was 

left without an adequate basis of political and practical life.”""'"'""' The dangers 

outlined in "Dover Beach" are thus of the most damaging kind.

The notes which Dr. Arnold provided for chapter 44 of Book 7 are helpful in 

considering the origins of the poet's response to and use of the reference.

For example, the lines, s v  5è W K T o p a x m , p o v r j St) ozpaTO Ksdcov p sydX co v  s v  

Tcôôs râ KoÀÀpcp sysvsT o , kcûs olv tis o a (j)â s  n fjôs i;^  carry the gloss, "How 

could anyone have known any thing distinctly in a battle fought, as this was, 

by night?", which clearly contains the hint of the idea of general intellectual 

confusion, rather than simple physical blindness, and this is the theme of the 

poem, which works from the idea of literal darkness as night falls, through the 

idea of confusion, and then back to the historical event. This broader idea is 

absent from, say, the straightforward description of the immediate event 

contained in the modern Penguin translation of the passage ("...how could 

anyone be sure of what happened exactly?"""'"'"""), though the translation later 

published by Jowett is closer (“who could be certain of anything?”""'"'""'").

“How could anyone know anything clearly in a battle by night, the only one which took place 
in this war between large armies?”
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"Confusion" of an intellectual kind is how Arnold describes what he sees as 

principally wrong with contemporary society and thinking, and what clear

headed Hellenism would counteract: in the 1853 Preface he writes, 

specifically of literature: "The confusion of the present times is great, the 

multitude of voices counselling different things bewildering ....What (a young 

writer) wants is a hand to guide him through the confusion, a voice to 

prescribe to him the aim which he should keep in view...." The praise for the 

Scholar-Gipsy is "Thou hadst one aim, one business, one desire", thus 

avoiding "this strange disease of modern life. With its sick hurry, its divided 

aims" ("The Scholar-Gipsy", 11.152 and 203-4).

The allusion to the account in Thucydides is commonly taken to occupy the 

last three lines of the poem only, as indicated in the notes to, for example.

The Oxford Authors edition,""'""" but in fact it permeates the whole poem, 

which begins with an image of concrete things seen clearly, reinforced by 

lexical and syntactic simplicity ("...the cliffs of England stand"), until the 

implications of moonlight are revealed to be not romantic ("the moon lies fair") 

but dangerously deceptive ("moon-blanch'd", with the suggestion of 

deathliness), as in the Thucydides passage, which draws attention to the 

irony of the moon being bright but not bright enough: ijv pisv yap o£Xr\vri 

Xapjipd but one could only see cog sv osXijvj] sikos.̂  As Dr. Arnold goes on in 

his notes, "They saw one another as men naturally would by moonlight, that 

is, to see before them the form of the object, but to mistrust their knowing who

“For there was a bright moon... as it is usual to do in moonlight.”
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was friend and who was foe." Consideration of the implications of this gloss 

on the text makes the poem even more disturbing when we recall the 

supposed contemporary setting of the poem - the form which Arnold sees 

before him in the moonlight and cannot be sure of is, more immediately than 

cliffs and beach, his new wife, which adds even greater urgency to his appeal 

concerning "one another". One may also note in passing the importance of 

knowing “the object” for what it really is in Arnold’s thinking, as noted above.""''

There is another interesting link between Thomas Arnold's notes and that 

part of the poem not in the early autograph. Lines 30-31 talk about "the world, 

which seems To lie before us like a land of dreams", which turns out to lack a 

number of things vital to well-being, including "certitude", which stands out as 

the only polysyllabic word in a list of monosyllables; this ties in with a note in 

Thomas Arnold's edition which glosses xà np6o9£v...sxexdpaKxo Kovxa as,

"All in front of them was in utter confusion", again implying (like Jowett’s 

“there was nothing but confusion”) rather more than the Penguin translation, 

"Everything in front of them was now in disorder", where the adverb of time 

pins the meaning down more precisely. The wording of Dr. Arnold's version, 

with that broad "all", perhaps leaves open the possibility of a temporal rather 

than a spatial meaning for "in front", and the poem clearly has both meanings 

in mind when it talks about what lies "before us" (the view we have of the 

immediate physical world, and the future).
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The final lines of this poem may seem to a modern reader to be an artificial 

flourish, an unnecessary and obscure reference which does nothing to clarify 

the argument, but for the educated reader of the time they would have 

summarised, clarified and universalised the ideas within the poem; the range 

of the poem expands geographically, chronologically and in scale, to connect 

with the whole of human experience. In terms of the present thesis, they 

demonstrate succinctly the way in which a Victorian poet could exploit the 

common ground of writer and reader provided by a shared classical 

education, and illustrate the difference between Arnold, who uses this 

technique regularly, and Hopkins, who rarely does (the exception being 

“Andromeda”).""'''
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5 . Some Early Uses of the Classics in "The Strayed Reveller, and 

Other Poems" - the classics as decoration and as vehicle.

Weaker Uses of the Classical Setting and Motifs

Some of Arnold’s early poems which demonstrate a classical influence or 

contain classical elements illustrate aspects of Victorian classicising which 

are abandoned or significantly modified in his later work. In particular, they 

contain examples of the use of classical props to heighten the effect of 

material which has no intrinsic link with recognisable classical themes or 

issues, a derivative classicism already referred to in connection with 

Tennyson’s Odyssey-derived pieces and which sometimes extends no further 

than a title (e.g. 'A  Modern Sappho"); this kind of deliberate “uneffective 

archaism reminding one of translations from the classics”""''" was to be 

rejected by Hopkins completely. However, some of the poems do contain 

foreshadowings of the concerns of the older Arnold: “Mycerinus”, for example, 

puts a Stoic gloss on a story from Herodotus.

As an example of how Arnold’s taste and practices changed later in his 

career, one can consider "Horatian Echo", not published in this collection but 

written in 1847; it begins with a modern version of the opening of Horace's 

Ode 11 in Book 2, with "bellicosus Cantaber et Scythes" being updated to 

"France and... the Russian Czar", and contains other clear Horatian themes 

and motifs - "Fresh garlands of this dewy rose. To crown Eugenia's hair" - but
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has little by way of thought and perhaps represents Arnold dabbling briefly in 

a light-hearted form of classical imitation which he did not find particularly 

congenial. This kind of classicising, and indeed this kind of classical 

literature, was actually to be rejected by Arnold in his inaugural lecture as 

Oxford Professor of Poetry; “Horace wants seriousness... the best men in the 

best ages have never been thoroughly satisfied with Horace”, because he is 

“inadequate” for not covering such concepts as faith and enthusiasm."""'" 

Horace's satires had appealed to the socially-minded eighteenth century, but 

he did not command the same respect in the sterner nineteenth century - and 

certainly the more sensuous side of Epicureanism was out of favour in the 

age of Victoria, to be embraced only by those wishing to shock.

Contemporary Response

The title poem is the main classicising piece in The Strayed Reveller, and 

Other Poems, by A. of 1849, but the sonnet “To a Friend” is about Arnold's 

relationship with the classics, the “Fragment of an Antigone” announces its 

relevance and “Mycerinus”, “In Utrumque Paratus” and in part “The New 

Sirens” derive from classical sources. Critical response to the volume was 

harsh, and illustrates the way in which most Victorians wanted a version of 

the classics which was anglicised and conforming to their own notions of what 

it should be like, decorous and uplifting: Charlés Kingsley, while praising 

“The Forsaken Merman” and declaring “Mycerinus” to be “worthy of 

Tennyson”, asked, “What does the age want with fragments of an Antigone?
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or with certain “New Sirens”?”, attacked “the poet’s attempt to graft Greek 

choric metres on our English language” in “The Strayed Reveller” for “utter 

want of rhythm and melody”, and encouraged him to pay more attention to life 

and beauty - ironically, referring to Dr. Arnold’s advice to his students.' ’̂'"'' 

William Aytoun was more facetious, claiming “we can discover very little 

genius to vindicate the existence of so vast a quantity of woe” and being 

scathing of what he saw as feeble attempts at classical imitation, holding up 

Tennyson as an example of how it could be done “in mellifluous English 

verse” - a comparison echoed by several of Arnold’s early reviewers; not until 

Clodd’s essay nearly forty years later was he to be compared favourably 

with Tennyson, and then for the quality of his “thought” on “the profounder 

questions which seethe in men’s minds today” rather than for his actual 

verse. Of the poet “A ”, Aytoun says, “He claims to be a classical scholar of 

no mean acquirements, and a good deal of his inspiration is traceable to the 

Greek dramatists. In certain of his poems he tries to think like Sophocles, and 

has so far succeeded as to have constructed certain choric passages, which 

might be taken by an unlettered person for translations from the antique...The 

poem from which the volume takes its name is a confused kind of chaunt 

about Circe, Ulysses, and the Gods, from which no exercise of ingenuity can 

extract the vestige of a meaning.” His criticisms of the classical poems 

included a lack of melody, a confusion of structure into which decorative 

passages and motifs had been thrust at random, the tendency to imitate and 

an absence of clear purpose and message. The complaint about the lack of 

recognisable verse-melody, especially in the title poem, which was made by
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Kingsley and Aytoun was reinforced in a later review by James Froude, who 

demonstrated his point by writing out part as prose and declared it not to be a 

poem in the generally accepted s e n s e , f i n d i n g  in it and “Empedocles” an 

absence of emotion and beauty and preferring Arnold’s more romantic, less 

intellectual, pieces, as did Coventry Patmore.®’"''*" Less damning was William 

Rossetti, whose chief complaint was again lack of “passion”.®’̂ '”'

This reaction could be taken as a salutary corrective to the sweeping 

generalisation that the Victorians always responded positively to classical 

antiquity, as the complaint of the critics was that Arnold over-indulged a 

private passion for it. However, it should be borne in mind that they were 

probably reacting to the grimness of the picture he presented, rather than to 

the habit of imitation that they tended to declare as their target. Neither the 

volume of 1849 nor that of 1852 was well received, mainly because of the 

kind of complaints about the melancholy tone of many of the poems which led 

Arnold to withdraw “Empedocles on Etna” in 1853; as Trilling points out,®' few 

contemporary readers could appreciate his dissatisfaction with their 

bourgeois world, or his description of loss of energy at a time of self-confident 

expansion. However, in some cases the complaint was about the apparent 

retreat of the poems into an irrelevant dream of the past; neither of these 

versions of the classical past found favour.



76

More Substantial Uses of the Classics: ‘The Strayed Reveller"

“The New Sirens" and "The Strayed Reveller" both have a classical setting, 

both feature legendary "witches", the Sirens and Circe, and both appear to be 

concerned with a conflict between alternatives: in "The Strayed Reveller" we 

have different ways of life and different forms of inspiration being contrasted. 

Both poems refer to the Odyssey, but, unlike Tennyson, Arnold seems 

uninterested in Ulysses as a character: he is much more concerned with the 

doomed glory and earthly tragedy of the Iliad, echoed frequently in his poetry, 

than he is with the optimistic striving and fantasy elements of the Odyssey. 

Nevertheless, in “The Strayed Reveller” there seems to be a contrast 

between Ulysses, the active man who appears in the poem coming in from 

hunting, and the Youth, whose life is one of visions, under the influence first 

of Dionysus himself and then of Circe's cup. Initially, another pair of 

alternatives is implied here, when the Youth deserts "lacchus' white fane" for 

the palace of Circe, but they turn out to be similar: the cup induces visions, if 

not frantic Maenad activity, culminating in the sight of "The desired, the 

divine. Beloved lacchus" himself, in the visions themselves, the Youth is told 

by Silenus of a wide range of human activities and geographical settings; he 

has been given glimpses of the world even more wide-ranging than the real 

experiences of Ulysses, though he remains "Sitting on the warm steps. 

Looking over the valley". The Youth delights in being thus able to enjoy the 

experience of life "Without pain, without labour" which even "the wise bards" 

must normally endure; in this, he can share in the deeds of the heroes and
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almost imitates the gods themselves, looking down at the events of the world, 

detached and unmoved. The references to the heroes include a brief mention 

of Troy - which surely must affect the listening Ulysses; there is also irony in 

Ulysses' inquiry as to whether the Youth has been listening to some bard 

"delighting The chiefs and people In the banquet", an unconscious glance 

ahead to Telemachus being stirred by hearing Phemius singing just such a 

song in the opening Book of the Odyssey.

However, we are not to take the Youth's enthusiasm and devotion to Circe 

and her cup at face value; even if we pass over the implied distinction 

between his world of shadows and Ulysses' real achievements, not dwelt on 

in the poem, we cannot overlook the fact that the Romantic experience of 

visions following the use of some drug (like Coleridge writing "Kublai Khan" or 

the opening of Keats' "Ode to a Nightingale"), is a tenuous one, artificially 

induced and sustained, and, as described in "The New Sirens", results in a 

wearying alternation of frenzy and total collapse, rather than sustained 

creativity: under the influence of Circe, the Youth spends much of the time in 

a drugged sleep and he has become addicted to the cup which is the sole 

source of his experience and for which he is desperate, and what he sees are 

"eddying forms" which "waver" and "fade". He has come down to join the 

revellers, and the palace of Circe is lower even that lacchus' temple "On 

yonder hill", being "Down the dark valley". On the other hand, this kind of 

activity may also seem a blessed relief from the misery of the world which he 

has glimpsed, where there are wars, decline and death - the merchants are
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not free from the worry of being robbed, the happy centaurs in their natural 

environment are destroyed and even the fruits being gathered contain the 

seeds of decay.

The poem can thus be seen as a presentation of the attractive and 

unattractive aspects of a surrender to Romanticism, emotionalism and 

withdrawal; although little is made of the alternative approach of to life, based 

on reason and discipline, these are two extreme versions of what can loosely 

be described "as the classical", which can embrace everything from the 

bacchanalia to asceticism. The poem is not about the classical world but 

about the Victorian poet's inner debate about which version of the classical to 

adopt, and at this stage Arnold is rejecting, with regret and reservations, one 

version without yet committing himself to another. The piece is therefore a 

mixture of elements, some conventionally classical in a costume-drama sense 

(the white robes of Circe, the fawn-skin of the Youth), some more seriously 

evocative of ancient literature, some (like the Oxus merchants) clearly 

modern, as though indicating the contemporary relevance of the classical 

story. The echoes of the original texts are stronger here than in "The New 

Sirens": the Youth sees the palace from above, screened by trees, just as 

Ulysses sees it in the Odyssey (although, reinforcing the hollowness of what 

Circe offers, Arnold makes it "smokeless", whereas the hero first sees the 

smoke rising), and it is complete with lions; Ulysses comes in from hunting, 

recalling his first action on Aeaea, clearly in the course of the year Homer 

says he spent with Circe after the initial conflict over the enchantment of his
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men; the first of the examples the Youth mentions is the figure of Tiresias, to 

whose ghost, we know, Circe is soon to send Ulysses for advice. However, 

there are changes: Circe herself is an attractive and divine figure, as in 

Homer, but the opening description of her from the Youth - "Thou standest, 

smiling Down on me! thy right arm, Lean'd up against the column there. Props 

thy soft cheek; Thy left holds, hanging loosely. The deep cup..." - resembles 

Leighton's painting of another heroine from the Odyssey, his "Nausicaa" of 

1878, of which Jenkyns says "...there is a touch of archness in that 

pose....Leighton has made the girl... too Victorian.... it may be that he 

designed her to be in some degree both Greek and English, and aimed....for 

an art that was both of its day and in a grand classical tradition."®" The most 

obvious change is in the effect of Circe's brew, which is clearly spiced wine, 

the drink of Dionysus and a symbol for the release of the emotions and the 

imagination at the expense of reason and responsibility, rather than the 

curious drugged porridge which transforms men physically (but significantly 

not mentally) into animals; we have moved out of the realm of fairy-tale and 

magic into something more like the real world, and out of the realm of the 

purely material and outward into consideration of the mind and the soul.

Three final points need to be made about "The Strayed Reveller" before 

moving on to Arnold’s later classical poems. Firstly, although its obvious 

"moral" is the ambiguity of the reveller's position, in some ways enviable and 

in some ways not, there is also a moral point concerning the presentation of 

the gods here, as they appear to look on indifferently: the reaction of the
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Youth is the Epicurean one, to ignore them in return and seek the least 

painful life, though we already know we are not expected to trust his 

judgement (and certainly should not trust blindly what he claims he has heard 

from the vision of Silenus, while under Circe's influence). Secondly, again 

undermining the literal reading and acceptance of the ideas expressed in the 

poem, we know that this is not the end of the story for Ulysses - he will not in 

fact be content to hide in the forest-screened palace enjoying himself 

aimlessly, but will be moved to action again soon; this is like the irony of 

Tennyson's "The Lotos-Eaters", where we outside the poem know that the 

idyll will soon be broken by Ulysses. Thirdly, the picture of the world which 

emerges when the Youth goes back over his examples of human activity is 

essentially a harsh one, where peace and prosperity prove to be illusory and 

the norm is tragedy - typical of Arnold, as in “Dover Beach”.
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6 . “Empedocles on Etna" - one side of Arnold’s classicising.

“Empedocles on Etna” provoked adverse critical response as the 1849 

volume had done, so much so that Arnold subsequently withdrew the piece 

and defended his position in the Preface to the 1853 edition; a few years 

later, in his inaugural lecture as Professor of Poetry, Arnold, without naming 

his own poem, was to reject works which dwelt too much on depression in the 

“modern” fashion - “a state of feeling unknown to less enlightened but 

perhaps healthier epochs - the feeling of depression, the feeling of enni//”®'" - 

though negative feelings are not automatically unfit subjects for poetry (as 

Tennyson shows in Mariana). George Boyle, though speaking quite mildly of 

“The Strayed Reveller” (in which, for him, “A.” has actually “gathered fruits” 

from Sophocles and Homer by imitating), called “Empedocles” “an utter 

mistake ... it hardly possesses one attribute of dramatic poetry.... failing to 

touch the reader”®"" and offered an unfavourable comparison with Tennyson 

in adapting the antique to English verse. For Froude in the Westminster 

Review, the character of Empedocles was the stumbling block, expressing no 

sentiments strong enough to make the suicide credible. The poem did not 

reappear until the New Poems of 1867, when Swinburne, who bought the 

original volume as a schoolboy, welcomed “Empedocles” as a long-lost friend 

and spoke highly of its “noble” qualities.®"'' However, Leslie Stephen, 

apparently seeing it for the first time, condemned its bleakness, along with 

that of most of the rest of the volume, but perceptively grasped its 

significance to Arnold, as being close to an expression of the writer's own
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view of the world and his position in it; "... instead of the light and joy of the 

poet is this a dig at Arnold's professed belief in the “sweetness and light” of 

the classical world? - “he is, like his own Empedocles, filled with the gloom 

and weariness of the baffled philosopher”.̂ '̂

Only the title poem of Empedocles on Etna, and Other Poems, by A., 1852, is 

heavily indebted to the classics, and even this poem seems modelled on the 

Romantic stereotype of a melancholy central figure suffering from a sense of 

persecution and a loathing of the world, isolating himself and ultimately 

committing suicide. The obvious parallel, down to the journey up the 

mountain shadowed by a possible helper, is Byron's Manfred, prototype of 

the dark and tormented Romantic hero, and Arnold's dramatic poem 

dominated by introspective monologue clearly differs from the surviving 

fragments of Empedocles’ philosophy, which are its catalyst rather than its 

original. Because of this, it is easy to dismiss the poem as an example of a 

post-Romantic piece simply dressed in classical garb, as Alma-Tadema's 

paintings of classical scenes have been described as "modern people in 

Greek or Roman clothes"®'''*, especially given the obvious piling on of 

classicising and pastoral detail in the opening scene: "With thy head full of 

wine, and thy hair crown'd. Touching thy harp..." (Act 1, scene 1,11.32-33). 

We are taken back to the world of "The Strayed Reveller" in such details as

"... I threw round me My dappled fawn skin; I snatch'd up my vine-

crown...", and Callicles has much in common with the Youth of the earlier 

poem. However, although it can be argued that "Empedocles on Etna" is a
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pretentious exploitation of a particularly obscure corner of classicism and has 

a lot more to do with Arnold's mid-century thinking than it has to do with the 

pre-Socratic's doctrines concerning the operation of Love and Strife in the 

universe and the fate of the daimon (Anderson claiming that Arnold “borrowed 

nothing but a name and a collection of miscellaneous biographical details. 

Regarding the Empedoclean Leitmotiv of a cosmic struggle between Love 

and Strife he has nothing to say there is in fact in the poem a 

significant element derived from Arnold's reading of the Empedoclean 

fragments. Empedocles was clearly very significant for Arnold, as he is 

mentioned in the most exalted company in his essay on his philosophical 

hero, Marcus Aurelius; “The noblest souls of whatever creed, the pagan 

Empedocles as well as the Christian Paul, have insisted on the necessity of 

an inspiration, a joyful emotion, to make moral action perfect”.®''""

The Empedoclean credentials of the piece are established in the opening 

speech of the character who might be least expected to echo the philosophy, 

the musician Callicles, who has often been seen as set up in opposition to the 

philosopher. Anderson sees the poem as demonstrating a complete 

dichotomy between the two - "an alternation between two different worlds"®'”' 

with even "the impossibility of communication between the inner worlds 

represented by Callicles and Empedocles"®'’', and Trilling earlier saw them as 

representing entirely different outlooks or experiences: “two kinds of poetry. 

Interspersed among the harsh and crabbed verses by which Empedocles 

reasons his way from despair to suicide are the restrained but sensuous
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songs of the faithful harp-player, Callicles, and while the philosopher chants 

the rational and scientific facts of painful, unharmonious life, the poet 

continues to sing in rich and fluent verse of the ancient world of myth.”®’’" 

Although this seems initially to be a fair reading of the poem, in my view it 

fails to take account of several features of the poem and the story of 

Empedocles. Arnold is not simply presenting the Empedoclean philosophy 

and one of its alternatives: he is presenting a disillusioned Empedocles at the 

end of his life, in an emotional rather than an intellectual crisis, and Callicles 

as a friend and potential helper, not a rival. Empedocles in his prime is 

described by Callicles (Act 1, scene 1, 11.59-66) in terms which recall not only 

the traditional portrait of the philosopher but also the passage in Fragment 

102®'’"', in which Empedocles appears to be describing himself - not so much 

boastfully as in recognition of the upward progress of his daimon:

..Jyà) 5’ vfitv Osog âfippozos o v k s u  Ovrjzos 

KcoXevpai pszà nàoi zsnfisvos, cooTcsp s o ik s v ,  

zaiviais zs Kspiozsnzos oz£<j)£oiv z£ OaX£wis.

ZOÎŒ V a p  av %K(opai £ s  aoz£a zrj^Odovza 

àvôpàoiv f}5è yvvai^î o£piÇopat. oi dp movzai

pvpioi... ^

Callicles himself may be an invention of Arnold, unlike Pausanias (mentioned 

in the fragments and traditionally known as a doctor) and the name

“I go about among you as an immortal god, no longer mortal, honoured amongst all, as is 
fitting, crowned with fillets and flowering garlands. Whenever I enter flourishing towns, I am 
honoured by men and women. They follow me in tens of thousands ...”
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Peisianax, which features in Heraclides' account of Empedocles’ death, but 

he is not without Empedoclean precedent, and in a manner which links rather 

than divides the two characters. Fragment 132 lists the highest types of 

people, seen in the Empedoclean philosophy as the final incarnations before 

the daimon finally ascends to the divine state:

sis Ss TSÀOS pdvTsis zs koi ùpvoTtoÀoi Kai irjzpoi 

Kai Kpopoi àvOpœTtoiŒV èmxOovîoioi nsÀovzai. 

svdsv àvapÀaozoüŒ Osoi zipfjcn dépiozoï.^

The list includes prophets and leaders (presumably Empedocles himself in 

the poem, although in the tradition he also has claim to the other categories), 

physicians (Pausanias) and musicians - which means that Callicles is of the 

same exalted rank himself. Empedocles has a harp, and we are told at lines 

82-83 that he used to play - and here is the clue; this is not the triumphant 

philosopher, but Empedocles as he might have been after the spark of 

inspiration and in the belief in perfectibility (these being the most important 

elements in Arnold's version of Hellenism) had deserted him. Callicles is not 

the same as the drunken Youth of "The Strayed Reveller" - he has "slipp’d 

out.... to breathe" and has removed the "soil’d garland" (Act 1, scene 1,11.37- 

40) as sobriety returns, whereas the Youth is under the influence of the cup 

and still apparently sports the crown. Callicles calls on Apollo, the god of

“At the end they become prophets and musicians and physicians and the foremost among 
men on earth. Thence they arise as gods, greatest in honour.”
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rational creativity, not on Dionysus, who embodies the irrational, and this 

distinguishes him from the Youth and puts him firmly on the side of the 

Hellenists who, like Arnold, saw reason and serenity as being the essential 

quality of the Greeks. (The other god he mentions. Pan, is closer to the 

irrational and untamed force, but could simply represent Callicles' openness 

to the natural world, compared with Empedocles' concern with his own 

internal world; Pan was favoured by Hellenists of a Romantic persuasion as 

an alternative to Christianity, and his name may also contain a hint of the 

“pantheistic” harmony which Callicles' songs seem to portray.) Empedocles' 

own speech does not refer to the traditional names of the anthropomorphic 

gods in the way that Callicles' does; with the exception of the mention of 

Apollo in Act 2, when pointedly he discards the laurel, he speaks only of the 

remote Epicurean gods who create but then remain remote, or the 

generalised gods which man creates for himself, whereas the more poetic or 

romantic (or, in Empedocles' view, more innocent - "he fables"; Act 2,1.89) 

Callicles names and tells stories of Pan, Apollo, Jove, Hebe, the Muses and 

anthropomorphic gods who could attend Cadmus' wedding. In this, Arnold's 

Empedocles is much more austere than the writer of the philosophy, who 

regularly uses the names of the gods, albeit as substitutes for the physical 

elements, and names the force of attraction in the world Aphrodite or Kypris. 

There is no evidence in the fragments that Empedocles had any belief in the 

traditional pantheon or in intelligent divine personalities concerning 

themselves with human matters (Fragment 118 making it clear that he 

regarded them as inventions, and ones associated with unholy blood
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sacrifices): it is just that Arnold's figure has become more austere, more 

Epicurean or Lucretian in his attitude.

Callicles' opening speech is not simply a piece of poetic natural description to 

set against Empedocles' later view of the world, for, unconsciously, it 

epitomises the main features of Empedocles' own Physics', doing so in 

metaphorical form does not negate its Empedoclean origin, for the 

philosopher himself used similar means to convey his teachings, in verse. In 

the opening seventeen lines, Callicles' speech emphasises the presence of 

water ("the cool wet turf', "the stream-side", "the stream's edge", etc.) as well 

as the earth ("the dusty lanes", "mountain-crests"); he draws attention to "the 

mist" and the fact that "One's breath curls in the air", and tells us "the sun Is 

shining". What he has done is to list the four roots or elements in 

Empedoclean physics, in the way which Empedocles himself might have 

done: the pre-Socratics commonly take all or some of earth, air, water and fire 

as the primary building-blocks of the universe, but Empedocles' verses 

frequently use synonyms for them (e.g. using Ttvp and r}é?aos as alternatives, 

and calling water v5cop, t io v to s , OdÀaooa or dpppos). He also uses the names 

of the gods to refer to the elements,

Tsooapa yap ndvzcov pi^dpaza TipwTOV aKOVs.

Zsvs dpyi)s ''Hprj zs (l>£p£opios i]5' "Aidcovsvs,

Nfjozis 0’ ij ÔŒ Kpvois zéyysi Kpovvcopa Bpozsiov  ̂ (Fragment 7),

“Hear first the four roots of all things: bright Zeus, life-bringing Hera, Hades and Nestis, 
who moistens the mortal springs with tears.”
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although there has been dispute since ancient times about which god 

represents which element, the arguments being set out by Wright:®”"" Nestis is 

water and Hades can only represent earth; Zeus, usually associated with the 

sky and so air, is described as àpyrjs (“bright”), suggesting that he stands for 

fire (as in the lightning flash), leaving Hera as air.

Empedocles recites the list of elements towards the end of the poem:

To the elements it came from 

Everything will return - 

Our bodies to earth.

Our blood to water.

Heat to fire.

Breath to air (Act 2,11.331 -6), an account of the disintegration of the body 

which is certainly implied by but never spelled out in the extant lines from the 

historical Empedocles' writings, which say much about how things come into 

being but not how they end. The creation of the material world is brought 

about in this philosophy by the action of a principle usually called Aphrodite 

by Empedocles, which serves to unite disparate elements or objects made 

from them, and its destruction is caused by the contrary force. Strife, which 

separates the elements out and make each congeal in a uniform mass; the 

history of the universe is a very slow alternation between these two extreme 

states, our history occupying one of the transitory phases in which Love and 

Strife both operate:
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KO.Î zavT àÀÀdooovva ôiapnepès ovôapà Àqysi,

aÀÀOTS pèv (j)iX6zriTi ovvspxdpsv £is ev dnavra,

dÀXoTs S  aï) ôix sKaoza dopsvpsva veiksos sx^eu (Fragment 8, 11.6-8)

The emphasis on the destruction of things which preoccupies the final 

moments of Empedocles in the poem before he throws himself into the 

volcano is not typical of the fragments of his work which we have; unlike the 

cynical and bitter character in Arnold's version, the writer of the philosophy 

tends to be optimistic, stressing the creative power of nature and the ability of 

man to improve himself by attending to philosophy, and the promise that in 

due course the daimon in the human body will evolve into a divine state. And 

this is the message of Callicles in the poem: his opening speech is not just a 

list of the elements but a picture of how they fit together to form a harmony, 

all the elements combining to create a refreshing scene:

One sees one's footprints crush'd in the wet grass.

One's breath curls in the air, and on these pines 

That climb from the stream's edge, the long grey tufts,

Which the goats love, are jewel I'd thick with dew. (Act 1, scene 1,11.14-7).

His song about Cadmus and Harmonia, physically central in the poem, again 

opens with a combination of "hills", "sunshine", "sea", and "air", mentioned in 

the space of four lines, and it goes on to describe how the couple passed

“And all things in no way cease from always changing, at one time ail coming together as 
one by love, at another time being tom apart separately by the hatred caused by strife.”
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through the troubles of life to achieve, "in changed forms", serenity, "Wholly 

forgot their first sad life, and home, /.... and stray For ever through the glens, 

placid and dumb." (Act 1, scene 2,11.458-60) This is similar to the picture of 

the final tranquillity awaiting the daimon in the fragments:

aOavdrois dÀloiŒV opeonoi avzozpdKsÇoi

èdvTss dvôpsicov d^écov dKOKXr\poi, ctTstpsîs- (Fragment 133)

Thus, Callicles can represent not the opposite point of view from 

Empedocles, but one side of him - the positive side of him, or even the 

younger Empedocles, whereas the character with that name in the poem is an 

older, disillusioned version, the sort of character the writer of the fragments 

might have become when displaced by the sophists and driven to suicide, as 

some of the biographers contend: "half mad With exile, and with brooding on 

his wrongs" (Act 1, scene 1,11.23-4). He is spoken of by Callicles as having 

passed from "such a majesty As drew of old the people after him" (11.62-3); it 

is a method similar to that followed by Tennyson when he pictures a restless 

and less responsible Ulysses in old age, and it is significant that it is Callicles 

and not Pausanias who recalls the image of the philosopher in his prime. The 

closeness between Callicles and Empedocles is reinforced when the singer 

reveals that he shares Empedocles' secret about the true nature of Pantheia's 

revival, and that he has realised the real problem - not the sophists, but

“... sharing hearth and table with the other immortals, not sharing in mortal sorrows, 
unwearied.”
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"some root of suffering in himself (1.151 ); not even the doctor Pausanias has 

understood these things. Callicles thus understands Empedocles' problems, 

despite himself lacking such inner turmoil ("What mortal could be sick or 

sorry here?" 1.20) and despite being an unwelcome sight for the philosopher, 

according to Pausanias; perhaps it is the fear of realising what he once was 

and how much he has changed that makes Empedocles loath to look on 

Callicles. What has happened to Empedocles, in Arnold's terminology, is that 

he has fallen victim to "the strange disease of modern life" referred to in "The 

Scholar-Gipsy", which may simplistically be glossed as fragmentation of aims 

and efforts, with stress and self-doubt. The word "modern" has two senses in 

Arnold's work - it can be used in a positive sense, as when he urges the study 

of the ancients because they are "modern" and relevant to contemporary 

issues, and in a negative sense when it implies what is wrong with such a 

world (usually the contemporary one). Arnold makes this clear near the 

beginning of the 1853 Preface; Empedocles in the poem represents the 

moment of transition from the Hellenic "modern" to the contemporary 

"modern" (the centuries between being, in the Arnolds' view, irrelevant, as 

being of a wholly different type of culture), when the objectivity and serenity of 

the classical period has been replaced by doubt and the destructive "dialogue 

of the mind with itself has commenced.®”'''' For this picture to be convincing, 

we need to see the position from which Empedocles has moved, and this is 

represented by Callicles. The move is a psychological one, but is represented 

on stage by the move from the watered woodlands of Act 1 to the "charr'd, 

blacken'd, melancholy waste" of Act 2, from the dialogues of Act 1 to the
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insistence on "Alone!" at the start of Act 2, and, centrally in the middle section 

of Act 1 scene 2, from Callicles' singing about Chiron on Pelion to 

Empedocles' first long speech; it is important to note that Callicles - the old 

Empedocles - never quite deserts the philosopher: the off-stage singing may 

not prevent the suicide, but it outlives him, perhaps an optimistic note. The 

change from the Chiron song shows much about the gap which has 

developed between Callicles and Empedocles, and about the way the world 

has changed. Callicles presents a picture of a harmonious world, with heroes, 

gods and legendary creatures such as the centaur inhabiting a pastoral 

Eden, whereas Empedocles begins with a picture of the gods wantonly 

tormenting the soul, goes on to paint a nearly existential view of life and ends 

with a humanistic assertion of man's need to make his own way; this appears 

to mark the change from a Romantic, idealised vision to a more realistic and 

practical, "modern", one. However, this is perhaps too simple a view, 

although it is true that the rejection of Romanticism and the embracing of the 

humanist stance are definite features of Arnold's development. Callicles' 

description is not without hints of the harsher world - Chiron speaks of wars, 

and we recall that his pupil Achilles is doomed so to die in a short time, as 

symbolised by "the straight ashes (which) grow for spears"- and Empedocles' 

final teaching that "Life still Leaves human effort scope" and that one should 

not despair is contradicted by his final action in the piece. We return to 

Callicles' account of the Cadmus and Harmonia story, with the attainment of 

serenity and contentment, albeit in a myth. The overall effect is perhaps to 

illustrate the need to strike a balance between the two views, which are not
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opposites but which emphasise different aspects of experience; Callicles 

dwells too much on the wish-fulfilment aspect of myth:making and decorates 

his message too much, whereas Empedocles dwells too much on the 

difficulties of life and presents it too bleakly.

The reference to the immortals in Fragment 133 suggests that Empedocles 

shares the Epicurean view of the gods, that they live remote from the affairs 

of men; in the fragments, the names of the gods are used metaphorically for 

the elements (e.g. Hephaistos for fire) or the natural forces (e.g. Aphrodite for 

Love), but not to refer to supernatural intelligences. Arnold's Empedocles, 

however, does initially refer to the gods in the conventional way, but seeing 

them as tormentors or jokers: in his long speech in the second scene of the 

first Act, they hang the human soul up in the winds, and "The Gods laugh in 

their sleeve To watch man doubt and fear" (Act 1, scene 2, 11.87-8). However, 

in the course of the long speech Arnold shows us the philosopher arguing his 

way towards the Epicurean position of dismissing the fear of the gods - a 

reconstruction of the reasoning which might have led to the Stoic and 

Lucretian view which Arnold admired in Marcus Aurelius. Rejecting fear of the 

gods as degrading, he asserts the need to "be a man" and make the most of 

what the visible world offers: "The world is what it is, for all our dust and din" 

(1.206), so "Born into life we are, and life must be our mould" (1.186). It is, as 

Trilling says, “a doctrine of acquiescence”®”''', but the realisation that nature is 

neutral and there is no natural morality cannot be taken with Epicurean lack 

of emotion, because it makes man inescapably simply a part of nature and he
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cannot easily endure the idea that his efforts at self-improvement and the 

establishment of justice are in fact meaningless, indeed unnatural: he feels 

himself mocked rather than ignored, as “Nature, with equal mind. Sees all her 

sons at play; Sees man control the wind. The wind sweep man away”.

Empedocles envisages early men inventing things to blame for their sorrows, 

"Stern Powers" to account for the difficulties of life, "Lend(ing) life to the dumb 

stones Whereon to vent their rage", "With God and Fate to rail at, suffering 

easily" (II. 274-275 and 281); they then "feign kind Gods" (I. 316) as a 

comfort. However, it is typical of Arnold's struggling Stoic that he describes 

this process the other way round from Lucretius, who describes man first 

having the positive idea of gods as superhumans, derived from dreams,

etenim iam tum divum mortalia saecia 

egregias animo facies vigilante videbant 

et magis in somnis mirando corporis auctu ®

(Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, Book 5, 11.1169-71),

before making them responsible for everything and the causers of his own 

misfortunes:

ergo perfugium sibi habebant omnia divis

“For indeed already in those days men were seeing, whiie their senses were awake and 
even more in their dreams, the extraordinary forms of gods, with their astonishingly greater 
bodily stature.”



95

tradere et illorum nutu facere omnia fiecti.® (11.1186-7)

The harshness of life on earth is not, of course, absent from the extant 

Empedoclean fragments,

œ KOTtoi, G> ôsiÀjOV Ovtjtôv yévos, (o ôvoavoXpov,

oicov spiôcùv sK T£ oTovax^y èyévsoOs.  ̂ (Fragment 114),

but there is not the extended expression of the Arnold's version. This 

particular fragment perhaps inspired the "Born into life!" refrain of the central 

part of the speech in Act 1, scene 2. The harshness of life when the daimon 

comes into the world is probably the context of fragments like 112 KÀavod zs 

Kai KWKOoa iôœv dovvijOsa %&pov® and 113 'Azr]s dv ÀEipava Kazd okozos 

À̂doKovoiv'  ̂which perhaps is at the back of Arnold's mind when he uses the 

battle in the dark at the end of "Dover Beach" as a symbol for the confusions 

and struggles of life; the autograph of the bulk of that poem, but without those 

closing lines, is actually on the back of notes from Empedocles. Here, the line 

describes the daimon born as a mortal creature living aimlessly in a world 

wracked by the force of Strife rather than Love.

It must also be borne in mind that Empedocles in the poem, perhaps like 

Arnold but not like the philosopher at the height of his powers, is suffering not

“ “Therefore they took refuge for themselves in handing over everything to gods and making 
everything be caused by their whim.” 

b “Alas, 0  unfortunate race of mortals, most wretched, you were born out of such strife and 
groaning.”
“I wept and wailed on seeing the unfamiliar place.”

 ̂ “They wander in darkness over the meadow of folly.”
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merely a philosophical and religious crisis as his ideas and world-picture sour 

and lead to despair over the position of man in the universe, but from a 

profound unease over the development of society, always seen by the 

Arnolds as being paramount. The rise of the Sophists which leads to 

Empedocles falling from favour and leaving the city could be likened to the 

threat posed to the health of British society by the rise of Philistinism and the 

persistence of Hebraism, as described in Culture and Anarchy, leaving Arnold 

too as a lone voice outside society.

The bulk of the surviving Empedoclean fragments is concerned with technical 

matters, the details of his version of biological and geological genesis and the 

way the elements and forces in the universe interact, such as the long 

passage comparing respiration to the clepsydra (Fragment 91 ), and these 

have no place in Arnold's poem, which is concerned with the human 

condition. Nevertheless, there are suggestions of Arnold's wording being 

influenced by some of the more technical passages: "one's footprints crush'd 

in the wet grass" (Act 1, scene 1,1.14) may be linked to Fragment 92, 

apparently on the way hounds track - àTtsÀ sm s t io ô ô v  ànaXf\ nspi

Jennifer Wallace’s article “Translation in Arnold’s Empedocles’’''̂ '̂ ' adds some 

points, particularly with regard to our understanding of Callicles’ songs, 

although she does not really look at the specific matter of how Arnold used 

Empedocles to create his own poem (not looking specifically at the use made

 ̂ "... it left behind from its feet on the soft grass.”
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of the fragments). She discusses “Arnold’s ambiguous attitude to translation”, 

seeing it on the one hand as a means of infusing what is best in the ancient 

world into contemporary life and, on the other, as “not so much a necessary 

strengthening of modern resources but rather an escape from present 

difficulties.”®”"" As evidence of the latter tendency, she quotes “To a Friend”, 

which names Homer, “clearest-souled of men”, “even-balanced” Epictetus 

and Sophocles, “Who saw life steadily, and saw it whole”, as those who 

“prop” his mind in difficult days without actually providing solutions to current 

problems. Although she does not give other specific examples, perhaps what 

she has in mind is the image of the retiring Scholar-Gipsy, or Tyrian trader, 

fleeing from the confusion of the present, although later she goes on to 

suggest that, in addition to his returning to the classics for personal support 

and consolation, the kind of wide-spread effect which he hoped the infusion 

of the classical spirit (for example, through improved education and the 

example of such works as Merope) into the populace would produce was 

nearer to social control by “calming” than to enlightenment. A different 

ambiguity is also present in “Empedocles on Etna”: although it presents the 

songs of Callicles almost as examples of the kind of “serene” experience 

Arnold wishes all to derive from the classics - as mentioned below, the stories 

he tells tend to be censored and sanitised, and it is significant that Callicles is 

heard as a disembodied voice but not seen by Empedocles, just as the 

ancient writers exist for us only as their works - they do not in fact work, and 

Empedocles leaps into the volcano despite them. Just so, in Callicles’ story, 

Typho under the volcano is not soothed by the lyre, though the gods are.
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Translation" as presented by Wallace is not the business of turning text in 

one language into text in another - she does not consider the Empedoclean 

fragments directly - but a more wide-ranging process, particularly apt in the 

case of Empedocles, whose beliefs include the notion that the very basis of 

the visible universe is the continuous transformation of the same essential 

matter (a combination of endless turmoil and inescapability which leads to 

Empedocles’ despair - “Empedocles himself is the object or victim of 

translation”, " '  unable to find true tranquillity or satisfaction in the vwsrld of 

action, like the one “Wandering between two vrorlds” in “Stanzas from the 

Grande Chartreuse”). Arnold’s piece is not a translation, in the usual sense, 

of the source text, despite the fact that more links between it and the original 

fragments than critics have generally allowed have been identified above: 

“Empedocles on Etna” is rather a specific response to reading an ancient 

text, a response to a catalyst which is shaped as much by the writer’s 

individual concerns and context (In this case, Arnold’s doubts about the social 

and spiritual development of nineteenth-century society).

One aspect of translation is the altering of a story to fit a purpose, as Callicles 

in his attempt to calm and cure the philosopher (or Arnold in his attempt to 

demonstrate the restorative effect of the classics) modifies the tales he tells: 

his song about Chiron’s education of Achilles hardly mentions his military 

training and ignores the centaur’s end; the version he gives of the Cadmus 

and Harmonia story differs from Ovid’s in Metamorphoses by making the
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snakes shun mankind and be oblivious of their earlier tragic lives; his account 

of the flaying of Marsyas omits Ovid’s gory details but shifts the attention to 

the grief of the victim’s friend. “Translation” is also applied to the characters 

in the poem by Arnold, Callicles being the re-incamation of the Callicles of 

Plato’s Gorgias, who believes that philosophical speculation should be 

abandoned at manhood, and the traditional picture of Empedocles becoming 

“a psychological study of despair or...the isolation of the modern poet”.

Putting more strain on the word, Wallace also uses “translation” to describe 

the influence characters have on each other, the way Empedocles draws 

Callicles and the “spell” he used to cast over the people, to the point of 

raising the dead (perhaps an image for one effect Arnold would like the 

classics to have on his contemporaries), and the way in which Callicles hopes 

to calm the philosopher by his music (ditto).

Nevertheless, although Callicles tries to save Empedocles, it is by deception, 

or at least the telling of half-truths, and it fails, with the philosopher and with 

the reader; the picture with which we are left is of the profoundly unhappy 

philosopher despairing of the modern world and abandoning his own 

teachings, and thro\wing himself into the volcano. Because it failed to embody 

the classical virtues which Arnoid perceived and appeared to deal only with 

defeat, he removed “Empedocles on Etna” from the 1853 edition of his 

poems, though he included the “Cadmus and Harmonia” passage and added 

classicising pieces of different types (“The Scholar-Gipsy”, “Philomela” and 

“Sohrab and Rustum”), as well as reprinting “To a Friend”, “Mycerinus” and
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“The Strayed Reveller”. The later Merope, his second attempt at a dramatic 

piece on a classical theme, he believed presented the positive aspect of the 

Greek spirit more clearly. The irony is that “Empedocles on Etna” is still 

studied and discussed, whereas Merope is unread, failing (unlike 

“Empedocles”) to gain a place in either of the standard single-volume 

selections of Arnold, the Everyman and The Oxford Authors: the earlier piece 

represents an intellectually and emotionally engaged response by a reader to 

a classical text, bringing the concerns of his own age to bear on it, whereas 

the later piece, though equally sincerely meant, is a purely academic 

response. In the long run, Arnold's expression of the serenity, formality and 

positive qualities which he found in the classics has proved to be less 

convincing than the anguished dialogue between the ancient texts and his 

own age which is “Empedocles on Etna .

Hopkins too concerned himseif with the Presocratics, as seen in his 1868 

notes on Parmenides, another philosopher writing dactylic hexameters, 

though this is not a particularly significant link, since an interest in the 

Presocratics would not have been uncommon. Hopkins’ notes contain the 

first recorded use of the crucial words “inscape” and instress , suggesting 

that, even if these ideas and even the names for them had already occurred 

to him, the reading of Parmenides helped him to justify their importance as 

the main motive behind his poetry. Ultimately, the “instress” of everything (its 

organisational principle) is its existence, Parmenides’ fundamental “being” or

son.



101

The image of change derived from the early philosophers is predominant in 

and closely linked to the presentation of the elements in such poems as 

Arnold’s “Empedocles on Etna” and Hopkins’ Heraclitean Fire sonnet, and is 

present in many other places (such as the switch to the Oxus flowing past the 

dying warrior in “Sohrab and Rustum” or the picture of erosion in “God’s 

Grandeur”); both poets’ sense of the transience of life and the permanence of 

change, common enough in all poets at all times on at least a physical level 

(as in the first part of “The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo”), appears to 

have been deepened by exposure to the teachings of the Presocratics on 

such themes, as evidenced by the titles of the poems. (They may have been 

further influenced in this by the revelations of the geologists and Darwinists 

about change and decay, as was Tennyson more explicitly in In Memoriam). 

Although Hopkins claimed that the Heraclitean Fire sonnet contained “a great 

deal of early Greek philosophical thought”'"’®", there is in it no specific 

reference to the surviving fragments of Heraclitus, which is unsurprising, 

given their paucity, with the primacy of fire in his system evident only briefly 

(as in the quotation at the end of this paragraph); however, the idea of 

permanent flux is present in several fragments, the most well-known 

concerning the ever-changing content of a river which appears to remain 

unchanged - noxajioiGi to îœ v  avw îo iv  sfi^cuvovŒv ezspa kœ i sispa vôaza 

èmppsî (Fragment 12)'"'®"' ® and nompots t o îs  aÙToîs èppaivopsv t s  k o î  o v k  

avToîs èpPaîvopsv (Fragment 49a).'"'®'"'  ̂ In Hopkins, the picture of permanent

“Different and again different waters flow upon those who step into the same rivers. 
“We step into the same rivers, and we do not step into the same ones.
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change and the image of “nature’s bonfire” are eventually replaced by the 

Christian message of the Resurrection. Hopkins is familiar with and pays 

lipservice to the ancient interpretation of the changeable physical world (and 

the beauty of “variety” is the substance of “On the Origin of Beauty: a Platonic 

Dialogue”, the lists of words in his early notes and much of the poetry), but 

his religious faith enables him to move beyond that to an image of a state of 

being which defies universal change - “whose beauty is past change” (“Pied 

Beauty”) - although this idea is not unknown to Heraclitus too:

Koopov z6v8s, zov avzov àjiâvzwv, ovzs zis Oscov ovze avOpancov snoir]OEV, 

a)tX r\v dsi jcai eoziv Kai eozav nvp àsiÇcoov, ànzopevov pézpa Km 

ànoopsvvvpsvov pézpa (Fragment 30).'"'®'“''

Parmenides’ philosophy can be considered “diametrically opposed to 

Heraclitus”.'''®'̂  In the case of Parmenides, Hopkins is discussing the writings 

directly, rather than using one image or idea as a starting point, as is the 

case with the Heraclitean Fire sonnet, and Parmenides’ insistence on the 

unchanging and immovable entity is perhaps closer to Christian thinking 

about the divine than Heraclitus’ vision of permanent change, albeit within a 

kind of stability: zavzov z sv zavzm ze psvov kœ& eavzo zs Ksizai xovzws 

spnsôov avOi psvsi (Fragment 8)'"'®'̂ ' ®, the subject of which is the grammatical 

subject of the existential statement “it is”. More importantly, Hopkins seems to

= None of the gods or of men made the cosmos, which is the same for all, but It always was 
and Is and shall be, an eternal fire, kindled bit by bit and extinguished bit by bit.”
“ “The same. In the same state, alone and by Itself It lies and It remains there unchanging.”
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find concord with his own belief in the reality of the physical world, and the 

close relationship between the things of the world and the words used to 

express them, in Parmenides’ insistence on the importance of this simple idea 

of “being”, guaranteed by logical arguments based on the structure of the 

sentence and the nature of subjects, verbs and predicates, most clearly 

expressed in the line quoted by Plato in the Theaetetus and defended by 

Cornford as genuine: oTov aidvpTov xsXsOsi zœ Ttavzi ovop sîvai.^^^ 

Although he also notes the importance of love and fire to Parmenides, 

Hopkins’ strongest reaction is to the treatment of the implications of the use 

of the verb “be” which dominates the surviving fragments, and (interestingly, 

given the grammatical complexity and ambiguity of his later poems) he sees 

the force and overtones of the individual word as more significant than 

precise grammatical accuracy: “ian  may roughly be expressed by things are 

or there is truth. Grammatically it = it is or there is. But indeed I have often felt 

when I have been in this mood and felt the depth of an instress or how fast 

the inscape holds a thing that nothing is so pregnant and straightforward to 

the truth as simple yes and /s”.'"'®'*"' In effect, Parmenides provides Hopkins 

with a philosophical or theoretical justification for something which he already 

felt intuitively; this recalls the kinship Hopkins felt with Duns Scotus and his 

idea of haecceitas (“realty” in “Duns Scotus’ Oxford”), and finds expression in 

the poems when he speaks of the uniqueness of the individual and the 

significance of its existence, and coins a verb for the phenomenon: “Selves -

“Alone unchanging is that which comes into being by the name overall of “to be”.’
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goes itself; myself it speaks and spells, Crying What I do is me: for that I 

cam e” (“Kingfishers” sonnet) JHillis Miller goes further, and suggests that 

“his reading of Parmenides is a turning point in his thinking, and prepares him 

for the decisive encounter some years later with Scotus and St. Ignatius”.'"'"'®'
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7. The close of "The Scholar-Gipsy" - “Hebrew” and “Hellene”.

The Source and its Significance for Arnold

The last two stanzas of "The Scholar-Gipsy" derive loosely from Thomas 

Arnold's favourite, Herodotus. In Book 4, chapter 196, the most westerly, 

unnamed people of North Africa, beyond the Pillars of Herakles, are 

described by Carthaginian merchants as carrying out trade in the way 

detailed in the poem: the Carthaginians leave cargo on the beach and return 

to their ships, and then the natives come out and leave gold in exchange for 

the goods they want: ss tovs sneàv àmKcovzai Km è^sÀzovzm zà <j)opzià. 

Osvzss aùzà STis^ps Trapà zi)v Kvpazmyrjv, èopdvzss ès zà noÀoia zv(j)£iv 

Kanvov. zovs èmxfopiovs iôopévovs zov Kajzvov iévm èm OaÀjaooav Kaî 

énsiza àvn zcov àopzicov ziOévm..^

Arnold adds much to this account. The shyness of the natives (which can be 

inferred from the elaborate ritual by which trade is conducted without contact) 

is acknowledged in the poem, "Shy traffickers", but also apparently ascribed 

to the Tyrian who seeks out the "Iberians" because they will not impinge on 

his tranquillity; this is an addition to Herodotus, whose Carthaginians are 

looking for profit. The description of the Greeks is also an addition to the 

original, but fits into the analogy because their behaviour parallels the noisy 

countrymen whom the Scholar-Gipsy avoids. On the other hand, Arnold 

leaves out of his account of the Tyrian the lighting of the smoky fire, which

“They come to this place and unload their cargo. Having set it out in order along the beach 
and re-embarked, they make a smoky fire. The native people, seeing the smoke, come 
down to the shore and then put down gold in return for the goods ...”
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would detract from the perfect tranquillity of the picture. A letter reveals 

Arnold's own desire for the life of the Tyrian trader or the Scholar-Gipsy, the 

tendency to withdraw to tranquillity which is so attractive but so at odds with 

the recognition of the need to act seen in “Stanzas from the Grande 

Chartreuse”® : “I fly and hide myself here... in the profoundest secrecy... “Hide 

thy life,” said Epicurus, and the exquisite zest there is in doing so can only be 

appreciated by those who, desiring to introduce some method into their lives, 

have suffered from the malicious pleasure the world takes in trying to distract 

them till they are as shatter-brained and empty-headed as the world itself.”'"'®'"'" 

The poem's “sick hurry” and “divided aims” which plague “modern” life and 

deprive it of the serenity and clarity which for Arnold embody the best of the 

ancient world have a source in classical literature; in his inaugural lecture as 

Professor of Poetry at Oxford, he draws attention to the picture of the 

unsettled and unsatisfied man at the end of Book 3 of Lucretius’ De Rerum 

Nature as an illustration of what he sees as wrong with the world.'"'®'"'"

The Strangeness of the Image

It is curious that it is "grave Tyrian trader", rather than the Greeks from whom 

he flees in the last two stanzas of the poem, who is the ancient parallel for the 

Scholar-Gipsy, whose avoidance of "this strange disease of modern life" has 

been held up in the poem as an ideal, now reduced to a legend rather than a 

possibility. Whereas earlier commentators tended to see the appropriateness

“ This tension is seen in Hopkins also: the desired tranquiliity of the eariy “Heaven-Haven" 
comes to be replaced in later poems by regret at being left out of the business of the world.
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of the image (e.g. "The trade of the Mediterranean was in the hands of the 

Phoenicians... before the Greeks had become sufficiently civilised for 

commerce. Then gradually the Greeks ousted the Phoenicians from the 

eastern half, but they retained their preponderance in the western half...The 

effect of the passage is heightened by the poetical device of making the 

representatives of the youthful Grecian race, now rising to preponderance, 

themselves youthful, and the Tyrian trader, who is being driven out, a man of 

mature years"'"'®'"""), more recently the apparent inconsistency of Arnold here 

has been noted. Anderson draws attention to the "unfavorable portrait of the 

Greeks. The coaster is merry, its crew light-hearted; its cargo of delicacies 

appeals to the senses. Yet the entire picture is Arnold's chosen image "of the 

strange disease of modern life" ",'"'®'®̂  apparently representing a rejection of 

Arnold's own background and beliefs. Anderson goes on to explain away the 

problem by postulating two different types of Hellenism, one being the life of 

sensuous experience, which Arnold rejected after The Strayed Reveller, and 

the other being the "Periclean" emphasis on formal excellence and moral or 

intellectual elevation, here represented more by the Tyrian than by the 

Greeks.

However, this is not a wholly adequate explanation: although it is possible to 

see the Tyrian as an expression of one version of the classical experience, 

with a high moral tone, the bulk of the piece does not suggest a rejection of 

the senses and light-heartedness, being a lengthy poetic description of 

different aspects of the Oxfordshire countryside in different seasons, such as
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"the frail-leaf d white anemony, Dark bluebells drench'd with dews of summer 

eves, And purple orchises with spotted leaves" and looking back to "days 

when wits were fresh and clear, And life ran gaily as the sparkling Thames". 

(There is a connection here with Hopkins; the descriptions of the Oxfordshire 

countryside are similar to the prose description given by Hopkins of a walk 

undertaken on May, 1866, across “Bablock Hythe” and up “Cumnor Hill”, the 

“Bab-lock-hithe” and “Gumner hills” of the poem; both writers focus on the 

flowers, including “bluebells... And purple orchises” or “Bluebells, purple 

orchis.”'"'®'®')

Stephen Prickett '"'®'®'" emphasises the oddness of the passage in the light of 

the terminology of Culture and Anarchy even more strongly; not only is the 

Tyrian "Hebraic", which implies inward-looking and narrow moralising, but he 

comes from what had been the principal city of the Philistines, the word 

adopted by Arnold for those who have a wrong notion of what constitutes 

culture, and flees from "the hearty extroverts of the Greek rowing-club". 

Prickett points out the difficulty of the latter characters being the early 

originators of the Hellenism which represents true culture in Culture and 

Anarchy, one could also see in the poem, paraphrased this way, a rejection of 

the cult of games which was the complement to intellectual pursuits in the 

public school system as re-created by Thomas Arnold and over-emphasised 

by Brooke in Tom Brown’s Schooldays: “I know I’d sooner win two School- 

house matches running than get the Balliol scholarship any day.”'"'®'®'"
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The ‘‘Hellene and Hebrew” Dichotomy

It is, however, probably a mistake to overplay the apparent strangeness of the 

treatment of the Tyrian and the Greeks in this passage, and to lay so much 

emphasis on the difference between Hebraism and Hellenism in Arnold’s 

thinking, as Trilling does when he sums up this aspect of Culture and 

Anarchy with “Hebraism is the root of anarchy”.'"'®'®'"' Much has been written 

about the conflict, or at least potential for conflict, between the two strongest 

cultural influences in nineteenth-century England, the classical and pagan 

world, seen as being in tune with contemporary ideas of liberal humanism, 

and the sternly moralistic and prescriptive Judaeo-Christian tradition, seen as 

being the word of God and hence needing to be taken seriously even if 

unpalatable; the distinction between the two, and the defeat of the former by 

the latter, had been sharply drawn by Gibbon in The Decline and Fall of the 

Roman Empire, and can be seen at the end of the century in the clashes 

between Sue and Jude in Hardy’s Jude the Obscure. Nevertheless, the issue 

does not feature overtly in Hopkins’ thinking (although his doubts about the 

propriety of indulging in writing poetry may be seen as an aspect of it), and 

Arnold’s stance is not simple or static. Although Hellene and Hebrew appear 

to be neat opposites (Arnold’s distinction between them generally seen as 

deriving from his reading of Heine’s memorial speech for Ludwig Borne ‘"'®'"''"' 

and taken to mean that he wanted to see much more creative “Hellenism” in 

British intellectual life to counter the dominance of legalistic “Hebraism”), 

Arnold’s view of history sees them as intertwining strands which need to be
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kept in balance, or postulates an almost Empedoclean situation, in which the 

universe is a process of repeated alternation between one state of being and 

another, being most of the time in a transitional phase, reciprocally rising and 

falling, as Trilling neatly puts it, “like buckets in a well”̂ """: the pre-Christian 

world and the Renaissance were times in which Hellenism dominated, and 

the early Christian and Reformation periods of dominant Hebraism. Where 

England has gone wrong, in Arnold’s view, is in being trapped in rigid 

Hebraism at a time when the rest of Europe has been restoring Hellenism 

through Enlightenment and the energy of Revolution.

Lionel Gossman, in “Philhellenism and Antisemitism; Matthew Arnold and his 

German Models”,'""""' sets Arnold’s discussion in the context of continental, 

especially German, versions of philhellenism, often marked by open anti- 

Judaism or antisemitism in their distinction between the self-sufficient, 

community-conscious Greek living in harmony with nature and the body and 

the dependent, self-centred Jew who rejects the body and seeks to ignore or 

dominate nature (although with regard to Arnold’s terminology one must avoid 

equating intellectual “Hebraism” with actual “Judaism”'""""") Gossman sees 

Arnold’s presentation of the divide as being characterised not by a clear 

favouring of one way of life over the over but by a willingness to compromise, 

as his programme involves a blending of the two, albeit with a correction to 

compensate for a recent under-representation of Hellenism; this is quite 

different from the rejection of the Jew (and sometimes the Christian too) and 

his view of the world which is found in such writers as Hegel and Nietzche. As
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evidence of his aim to arrive at a balance between the two, Gossman points 

to a speech made at Eton in which Arnold distinguishes in the same way 

between the moral and manly but stiff and solitary (i.e. “Hebraic”) Dorian 

Greeks and the creative and cheerful but lightweight Ionian Greeks: he sees 

not one overcoming the other, but a perfect blend being created in the 

classical Athenians. Arnold's treatment of “Hellenism” and “Hebraism” should 

thus rather be seen as part of his attempt to synthesise the various facets of 

society - culture, democracy, religion - in order to prevent the overthrow of all 

by radical transformation or proletarian revolution, and as prompted by 

particular political conditions in Britain at the time rather than by set 

philosophical or racial attitudes. Ideas similar to Gossman's notion of Arnold 

as tolerant and unprejudiced appear in Eugene Goodheart’s “Arnold, Critic of 

Ideology”,'"""""' which claims that “the subject of Arnold's social criticism is 

bias”, the way in which the aims and prejudices of the classes - the liberal 

Barbarians, the practical Philistines and the active Populace - grow to excess 

and degenerate into, respectively, uncontrolled individualism, a mechanistic 

approach and violence.'""""̂  Arnold is seen as seeking instead an objectivity, a 

freedom from bias and ideology which leads to an enlargement of the view, 

and the mind, and is thus an aspect of Hellenism.

The Virgilian Reference

However, the strangeness of Arnold taking the side of the non-Hellene in the 

closing image is not the only way in which the presentation of the classical
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past is rendered ambiguous in this poem. As well as the Greeks being made 

disruptive and less than attractive, Aeneas, the model of Roman piety, 

embodying Victorian ideals of patriotism, duty and responsibility, is implicitly 

criticised and attention is drawn to the one major episode in which he fails, 

his deviation from his fate when he lingers with Dido and his subsequent 

rejection of her, opposed but linked actions which call into question both his 

sense of duty and his human decency. The only classical allusion in the 

poem, apart from the closing scene, is one which casts this shadow over the 

reputation of Virgil's "plus" hero; Aeneas' moral uprightness having been 

compromised by his relationship with Dido in Book 4, his resolve is shaken 

for a moment when he is brought face to face with the consequences of his 

desertion of her in Book 6, when he meets her ghost in the underworld - and 

is snubbed:

inter quas Phoenissa recens a vulnere Dido 

errabat silva in magna ........

ilia solo fixos oculos aversa tenebat; 

nec magis incepto vultum sermone movetur, 

quam si dura silex aut stet Marpesia cautes. 

tandem corripuit sese, atque inimica refug it

in nemus umberiferum ®

Virgil, AeneidS, 11.450-73

“Among them, Carthaginian Dido, fresh from her wound, was wandering in the great wood 
... She kept her eyes fixed on the ground, her face turned away; she no more changed her 
expression when he began to speak than if she had been a hard flint or a Parian rock. At 
length, she tore herself away, and retreated in her hatred back into the shadowy grove ...”



113

Arnold urges the Scholar-Gipsy to retreat into the wood in the same way, to 

avoid contagion, and even borrows the word "aversa":

Still fly, plunge deeper in the bowering wood!

Averse, as Dido did with gesture stern 

From her false friend's approach in Hades turn.

Wave us away, and keep thy solitude!

Arnold, “The Scholar-Gipsy”, 11.207-10

The "false friend" may recall the confusion between friend and foe mentioned 

at the end of "Dover Beach", where again the world is seen as a place of pain 

and suffering (the implication of the Dido reference being that we are all in 

Hades already) and the shadow of faithlessness appears to fall across the 

relationship of two lovers. There are obvious connections between the Dido 

reference and the picture of the Tyrian trader: not only do both flee from 

unwelcome intruders, the resolute and vigorous hero who has come 

incongruously into the land of shadows and the noisy Greeks, but both are 

also giving way before the rising force which will replace them - Dido returns 

to the comfort of the shade of her previous husband and Aeneas goes on to 

his destiny of laying the foundations of the state which will in time destroy her 

city of Carthage, just as the Greek traders will replace the Tyrians as 

"Masters of the waves". The connection is even closer: both Dido (described 

as "Phoenissa" in the Virgil passage to which Arnold alludes) and the Tyrian 

are of the same Phoenician stock, both Semites and hence alien to the 

Graeco-Roman tradition which Aeneas and the sailors represent; the
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Scholar-Gipsy too, in deserting the "Oxford halls" where the classics were 

studied in order "To learn strange arts, and join a gipsy-tribe", is turning his 

back on that civilised tradition and joining with a "wild brotherhood" of eastern 

origin and living in the natural world (the woods around Oxford described in 

the poem and paralleling those into which Dido retreats).

“The Scholar-Gipsy” thus intensifies the ambiguity felt in “Empedocles on 

Etna”: as the wonder-working philosopher despairs of life and the magical 

songs of the poet fail to calm him, so here the representatives of the classical 

world symbolise upset and the recommended behaviour is to retreat before 

them, in apparent contradiction of everything Arnold urges in his prose. An 

explanation for this inconsistency can be attempted in two ways. Firstly, it 

could be argued that in such pieces Arnold the poet describes the actual 

state in which he finds himself as a sensitive representative of his age, 

repelled by the state of nineteenth-century society while being attracted by an 

earlier age and unable to reconcile the two, resulting in the kind of frustration 

and desire for escape which is a common motif in his poetry; in his prose 

writings, on the other hand, Arnold expounds the problems rationally as well 

as reacting to them emotionally, and then suggests howthèy could be solved. 

The alternative view is suggested by Arnold in the 1853 Preface, where he 

says that his aim in “Empedocles” was “to delineate the feelings of one of the 

last of the Greek religious philosophers ... having survived his fellows, living 

on into a time when the habits of Greek thought and feeling had begun fast to 

change, character to dwindle...”̂ "'®'" In other words, “Empedocles” and “The
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Scholar-Gipsy” represent not the failings present in the classical world but the 

actual failing of that world, what happens when the optimism, confidence, 

social-feeling and creativity which Arnold sees as typifying the ancient world 

at its best are replaced by self-doubt and a turning inwards or away, so that 

Empedocles can no longer believe in the sunny and harmonious world sung 

of by a harpist, unseen and so almost a voice from a lost past. This is also 

the point of the final lines of “Dover Beach”, where the reference to the 

disaster at Epipolae signals, for both the ancient and modern worlds, the 

collapse of society and the coming of more than literal darkness.
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8. The Evocation of Homer in "Sohrab and Rustum" - and the 

importance of Homer to the Victorians.

The Greek poet who made the deepest impression on Victorian readers was 

Homer, as shown by the way in which echoing or translating Homer became a 

major occupation of poets: a dozen full verse versions of the Iliad appeared 

within twenty years, mid-century,”... as if copying Homer had become an end 

in itself. And the same can be said of the Victorian passion for translating 

him" cxcvii vvüh exceptions amongst professional academics who might view 

certain prose writers (Thucydides for Thomas Arnold, Plato for Jowett) as 

more directly concerned with contemporary issues of public conduct and 

morality (though many, including Gladstone, would have seen Homer’s 

examples and values as relevant even here), Victorian readers tended to see 

Homer as the pinnacle of the Greek achievement, or indeed of the entirety of 

civilised culture.® (Another exception would perhaps be Hopkins, for whom 

the dramatists' and Pindar's use of metre and of allusion is a more significant 

influence.) Arnold tried to reconcile the supremacy of Homer with his devotion 

to Sophocles: “Homer himself is eternally interesting; he is a greater poetical 

power than even Sophocles or Aeschylus; but his age is less interesting than 

himself. Aeschylus and Sophocles represent an age as interesting as 

themselves.”'""""̂"' It is therefore not surprising that Arnold's Homeric poem was

 ̂ On the Albert Memorial, Homer is central in the frieze of poets, ahead of Shakespeare; 
Bridges’ ode for the tercentenary of Shakespeare's death acknowledges Homer as a greater 
poet, with which Gladstone would have agreed, judging from his comments on “The Place of 
Homer in Classical Education” (William E. Gladstone, Studies on Homer and the Homeric 
Age, in 3 vols, Oxford: OUR, 1858, Section 2 of the Prolegomena to vol.1, pp.9-20).
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one of his few critical successes: “To have written “Sohrab and Rustum” was 

to win the lasting admiration and gratitude of every lover of poetry.”'""""'"' There 

were, however, some partially dissenting voices: George Henry Lewes 

questioned the wisdom of imitating the ancients (“Homer, with all his fine 

qualities, is as rude as hemp; Aeschylus is often as fantastic, obscure, and 

incongruous, and Virgil as feeble, affected, and unpictorial as the very worst 

specimens which can be selected from eminent poets of Modern times” '"'") 

and saw Arnold's works as appealing mainly to “scholars, who will with 

curious pleasure follow him in his undisguised imitation of works which have 

long been their ideals; they will note his curiosities of verse, and his 

Graecism of imagery.” Nevertheless, even though Victorian England was 

more like Augustan Rome than ancient Greece (and certainly the Homeric 

world), the Victorians, partly in reaction against the Augustan style of the pre- 

Romantic period, looked to Greece for their inspiration, much as Virgil and his 

contemporaries had looked back to Homer as a touchstone and guide.'"'"'

One reason for this adulation was the fact that Homer was seen as 

representing the same direct, physical, open-air quality (and hence moral 

soundness) that was supposed to be present in Greek art, especially its 

muscularity and open presentation of nudity, and in marked contrast to the 

stuffiness of Victorian polite society.'"'"" Hopkins is not untouched by this 

feeling, the admiration of the muscular seaman in “The Loss of the Eurydice” 

perhaps owing something to Homer: “Achilles is such a brilliant figure: 

Shakspere did not read Homer, otherwise he could not have been guilty of 

that hideous and perverse freak of a cowardly Achilles in Troilus and
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Cress/da.”'"'"'" Arnold sees Homer as animating, rather than being concerned 

with unhealthy introspection.'"'""' Along with this was recognition of his rapidity 

and simplicity of style, all of which Arnold sees as adding up to a quality he 

repeatedly (in On Translating Homer) refers to as “noble”. He identifies “four 

qualities” of Homer thus: “that he is eminently rapid; that he is eminently plain 

and direct, both in the evolution of his thought and in the expression of it, that 

is, both in his syntax and in his words; that he is eminently plain and direct in 

the substance of his thought, that is, in his matter and ideas; and, finally that 

he is eminently noble.”'"'"''

An example of the grand simplicity of style and depth of sentiment which 

Arnold admired in Homer is afforded by the accolade he gives to the pathos 

behind the simple lines commenting on Helen’s search for her brothers in the 

Achaean ranks:

œs (jxxTO, TODS Ŝ rjSrj Kazexsv (j>ocnÇoos àia  

èv AaKsSaipovi aùOi, (j)îÀr] èv narpiôi yair}.  ̂{Hiad, 3, II. 243-4)'"'"'" 

Comparing this to medieval epic, Arnold says, “We are here in another world, 

another order of poetry altogether.”'"'"''" The poet himself was almost invisible 

and the poem lacked signs of stress and struggle, but seemed naturally grand 

- and the Victorians put this above Virgil and Milton as they put Bach above 

Beethoven: "Nature was not imitable and it was not intellectual. Nor was 

Homer, and that was his glory."'"'"'"" It is this combination of simple nobility and 

straightforwardness of style, which could be linked to his desire for tranquillity

“So she spoke, but the life-giving earth already held them there in Lacedaemon, in their 
dear native land.”
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and singleness of purpose (as in “The Scholar-Gipsy”), that Arnold seeks to 

imitate in “Sohrab and Rustum”: “I think it will be found that the grand style 

arises in poetry when a noble nature, poetically gifted, treats with simplicity or 

with severity a serious subject.”'"'"'"' James Froude, thinking particularly of 

Arnold's tragic climax, agreed that Homer had “taught him the great lesson 

that the language on such occasions cannot be too simple and the style too 

little ornamented”, but wondered if the extreme simplicity of the language and 

its repetitions were overdone to the point of being self-defeating - drawing 

attention to its artificiality rather than deflecting attention onto the action by its 

simplicity; “a perfect style does not strike at all.
JJCCX

Instead of indulging in a recital of well-known Homeric details, Arnold sought 

to evoke the style of the original, and shifting the setting to the orient helped 

him to do the latter without lapsing into the former and producing pastiche. As 

Professor Conington admitted in his attack on Merope in 1858 , the reader of 

“Sohrab and Rustum” could scarcely fail to gain a new insight into the 

conduct of the Homeric narrative and the structure of the Homeric simile. 

Arnold had already used an oriental setting, in “The Sick King in Bokhara , 

and although the tetrameters in abcb stanza form in that poem are different 

from the blank verse pentameters of “Sohrab and Rustum , in imitation of 

Milton's adaptation of the epic metre, there is something in the earlier piece of

 ̂ This material was from A. Burnes' Travels in Bokhara (1834), a best-selling memoir of the 
Great Game, which supplied both the story and the geographical details of the Oxus region.
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the sweep and range which is part of the later poem's strong Homeric 

element. There are perhaps other echoes of the classics in the earlier poem 

also; the idea of a relentless and unavoidable justice is perhaps similar to that 

presented in Aeschylean tragedy, and the detail of the story, with a man 

seeking his own punishment for abusing his mother, is reminiscent of 

Sophocles' "Oedipus". The closing speech of the king features the old theme 

of the vanity of riches and a Stoic resolution - 

Even the great honour which 1 have.

When I am dead, will soon grow still;

So have I neither joy, nor fame.

But what I can do, that I will -

which would not be out of place in "Empedocles on Etna" (and which also in 

part foreshadows "Dover Beach" - "neither joy, nor love, nor light...").

There are, nevertheless, many obvious parallels between the actual episodes 

of Homer and those of “Sohrab and Rustum”; the Oxus dominates the 

background and at times intrudes strongly into the foreground, like the 

Scamander; Rustum meditates in his tent on his old father at home, as 

Achilles refers to Peleus; Sohrab's dying speech recalls that of Patroclus, 

with the added irony that there is no Achilles to avenge him, since he has 

been killed by the equivalent of Achilles. Arnold recognised a similarity 

between his poem and Tennyson's “Morte d'Arthur”, and ascribed it to their 

both being in imitation of Homer.'"'"®'
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“Sohrab and Rustum” clearly meant a great deal to its author, and, although 

references to pieces on which he is working are few (especially when 

compared with Hopkins' letters), he expresses anxiety about its success; “All 

my spare time has been spent on a poem which I have just finished, and 

which I think by far the best thing I have yet done, and that it will be generally 

liked, though one can never be sure of this. I have had the greatest pleasure 

in composing it - a rare thing with me...”" "  and later, “I certainly was very 

anxious that you should like “Sohrab and Rustum”... about the similes...! took 

a great deal of trouble to orientalise them (the Bahrein diver was originally an 

ordinary fisher), because I thought they looked strange, and jarred, if 

Western.”" "  This last comment is not a denial of its Homeric source; rather, 

it is evidence of how he had to make a conscious effort to make his work 

different from the ancient poem in which he was steeped (as shown in the 

comment to his mother a few years earlier; “I have finished the Iliad, going 

straight through it. that is. I have within this year read through all Homer's 

works, & all those ascribed to him”""").

In Anderson's appendix of classical references in Arnold s work, 61 

passages of "Sohrab and Rustum" are listed as having clear or possible 

Homeric sources (plus 3 with precedents in the Aeneid), ranging from 

instances of particular couplings of words, such as the expression 

"slaughterous hands" in 1.241, traced to ///ad 18.317 and 23.18 (zstpas stc 

àvôpo(j)6vovs Ospsvos ovqQsoow ézaîpov) and 24.478-479 {x îpcis I ôsivas 

àv5po<j)6vovs) to sections eight or nine lines long, though being mostly two or
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three lines in length. As in several cases more than one Homeric reference is 

given, as with a formulaic expression like the one quoted above, a total of 83 

specific references to Homer are listed, ranging from part-lines to sections of 

five or six and in one case sixteen lines. 67 references are from the Iliad and 

sixteen from the Odyssey, an unsurprising ratio given the military setting and 

subject of the poem. Within the Iliad references, there is again a 

predominance of those Books which have most bearing on the events in 

Arnold's tale, the sections concerned with combats to the death between 

heroes on the plain: Books 16-18, the death of and fight over Patroclus 

(which contains a hint of the mistaken identity theme, as Patroclus is in 

Achilles' armour), and 22, the death of Hector. Nevertheless, we are rarely 

away from Homer in Arnold's poem: if one were to consider it as nine sections 

each a hundred lines long, each section would have at least three of the 61 

Homer-inspired passages in it, and the references range vyidely over the Iliad. 

There are nine references to each of Books 16 and 22, between four and six 

to Books 1 , 3 ,6 ,1 7 , 1 8  and 24, and between one and three to another eleven 

Books; only 8,12, 14, 20 and 21 appear to be unused, there being, for 

example, nothing in the Arnold to parallel the attack on the Achaean wall, the 

seduction of Zeus or Achilles' fight with the river. Similarly, the lengthy 

stretches of the poem in which Arnold does not in any obvious way echo 

Homer's words are those where he is using his eastern material most 

strongly, but even in these cases there is usually something corresponding to 

a feature of Homer's epics: the longest such passages are 11.117-53, a list of 

military contingents which in general terms echoes Book 2 of the Iliad, 11.242-
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92, which include an account of Rustum's oriental arms to match the 

descriptions of heroic gear in the Iliad, and 11.596-633, which concern the 

unique family history of the heroes, a Homeric feature. The final hundred 

lines of the poem are also thin in Homeric reference, but those that are 

present are particularly telling: at 11.854-6 we get a direct echo at Sohrab's 

death of the pathos of Patroclus' death at Iliad 16.856-7:

\]Æ>xi ^ psOeov Kzapsvri 'AiSooSs pspijKSiv,

ov nozpov yooooa, à itz o v o  àôpozfjza k o I  ijprjvT^

The final section of the poem, contrasting human mortality and tragedy with 

the permanence of an indifferent natural world but also suggesting ideas of 

cycles, purpose and beauty as the Oxus flows on into the Aral, ends with "the 

new-bathed stars", an image of freshness and renewal in the penultimate line 

which recalls both ///ad 18.489 and Odyssey 5.275: oirj dppopos son 

Xoszpcov "QKsavoio!" There is one other clear Homeric echo in this final part 

of the poem, the image of campfires as the armies prepare to eat, around 

11.869-71, as the episode of Sohrab and Rustum passes into history and life 

goes on - a fitting way to conclude the action before the final geographical 

passage. The exact reference here is not really as clear-cut as Anderson 

indicates - his suggestion of 24.801-2 (...avzàp snsiza ! sv ovvaysipopsvoi 

ôaiwvz spuco5sa ôaîza...^ ), the end of the Iliad, would be highly suitable and

= “His spirit, flying from his limbs, had made its way to Hades, lamenting its fate, leaving 
behind its manliness and youth.”

 ̂ “It is alone in not sharing in the baths of Ocean."

“ “Then moreover gathering together they consumed a glorious feast.”
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would have a clear meaning for the educated reader, but the wording is not 

very close, and Allott and Super^""" suggest the description of the Trojan 

campfires at the end of Book 8 (misprinted as vii) as a closer parallel for the 

passage, with mentions of a river, fires and food, ending with the simile:

...Tuvpà Ôé o(j)iGi KaisTo noÀÀa.

6)ç 5’  OT èv ovpavô àozpa (j)astv^v àp^i osXijvriv 

<j)aiv£T àpmpsKÉa, ozs z s7tÀ£zo vi]V£pos aiOi^p' 

nàvza Ôè £iÔ£zai àozpa, y£Yr]0£ ôé Z£ (j)p£va Koipr\v 

zoooa p£Oî]yv v£càv ^ôè EàvOoio poàcov 

TpScov Kaiovzcùv Ttvpà tj)aiv£zo 'IhoOi Kpo.

'Xi?a àp £V 7C£Ôiq> Tcvpà Kawzo, Tzàp ôè EKaozco 

Eiazo KEVzriKOVza oé?uai jzopos aiOopévoio.

IK K O l ô è  K p î  ? i£ V K 6 v  è p £ K z 6 p £ V O l K O I O À V p aS ,

£ozaoz£s Ttap ox£0(j)iv, èvOpovov Ĥ(ù pipvov. (///ad, 8, 11.554-6, 559-65)

This seems to be a passage which greatly engaged Arnold's attention; e.g., in 

On Translating Homeé' he refers to it four times: firstly briefly, to criticise 

two and a half lines of Cowper's translation for lacking simplicity and 

smoothness; then at greater length to consider Pope's treatment, again 

found lacking, as being too much concerned with style and ornate ("Homer 

invariably composes 'with his eye on the object'...Pope composes with his eye 

on the style"); thirdly, he offers his own version;*'®’®" fourthly, in “Last

 ̂ The published version of three lectures given in Oxford between November 1860 and 
January 1861, plus a fourth (“Last Words”) from November 1861, published together in 1862.
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Words”®®’®*" he refers dismissively to a couple of lines of translation from J. 

Spedding’s reply to the first three lectures.®®’®*'" His aim in his own version of 

the passage is to show how what he considers Homer's essential qualities of 

rapidity and directness can be preserved (although this judgement is based in 

part on ignorance of the nature of oral poetry and the use of formulaic 

phrases: Arnold sees Homeric repetition as simply that - “to keep Homer’s 

effect of perfect plainness and directness I repeat the word “fires” as he 

repeats “/rupa” without scruple”). He gives a prose version of the passage in 

the second of these sections: " So many in number, between the ships and 

the streams of Xanthus, shone forth in front of Troy the fires kindled by the 

Trojans. There were kindled a thousand fires in the plain; and by each one 

there sat fifty men in the light of the blazing fire. And the horses, munching 

white barley and rye, and standing by the chariots, waited for the bright- 

throned Morning". In the third we have his own verse translation:

As numerous as are the stars on a clear night.

So shone forth, in front of Troy, by the bed of Xanthus,

Between that and the ships, the Trojans' numerous fires.

In the plain there were kindled a thousand fires: by each 

There sat fifty men, in the ruddy light of the fire:

By their chariots stood the steeds, and champed the white barley 

While their masters sat by the fire, and waited for Morning.
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The Homeric influence on his poem is evident more in the imitating of 

Homer’s methods than in the copying of his words or episodes . For example, 

Homer heightens the tension and elevates the style at times of crisis and 

maximum effort in his story by increasing the frequency of the epic similes; 

e.g., there are five such passages in 11.40-180 of Book 12, as the triumphant 

Trojans attack the Achaean wall. Thus, Arnold uses more Homeric echoes 

during the central and most active event in the poem, the fight between 

Sohrab and Rustum and the speeches which conclude it before they realise 

who they are; for the alert, educated Victorian reader, this Homeric practice 

works in the same way as the epic simile did for Homer's audience, 

broadening the immediate range of the story, setting the episode in a wider 

geographical and historical context. In this part of the poem, 11.398-601, 

Anderson lists 22 Homeric passages or allusions in the Arnold, linked to 29 

Iliad references (seven and eight respectively from the two main heroic 

combats. Book 16 and Book 22) - over 40% of the Iliad references (and well 

over 80% of those from Books 16 and 22) relate to under 25% of the poem.

The opening of the poem demonstrates how Homeric features are 

incorporated. The poem being "an episode", we are plunged (as in Homer 

and Virgil) into the story - into Iliad 10 in effect, with Agamemnon unable to 

sleep with the Trojans camped outside; Sohrab is unable to sleep in the 

Tartar camp, opposite the Persian lines, so, as Agamemnon goes to Nestor 

for advice, he makes his way to Peran-Wisa's tent. There are, of course, 

differences: what is troubling Sohrab is very different from what is troubling
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Agamemnon, and will inform the whole of the plot in a more concise and 

integrated way than the general worry about the Trojan successes will affect 

the outcome of the Iliad. Sohrab is not Agamemnon (who is paralleled by 

Peran-Wisa), and has a role more akin to that of Patroclus, killed (this time 

directly) by a version of Achilles. Nevertheless, the echoes are clear:

Was hush'd, and still the men were plunged in sleep;

Sohrab alone, he slept not; all night long 

He had lain wakeful, tossing on his bed; (11.4-6)

SÙÔOV Tiavvvxioi, fiaÀaKÔ ôsôprjpévoi vjtvco'

àÀX ovK 'AcpsiÔrjv "Ayapépvova noipsva ^cov

V7TVOS yÀvKspoç, TTOÀÀa (j)p£Œv oppaivovza.^ {Iliad 10, 11.2-4)

He rose, and clad himself, and girt his sword.

And took his horseman's cloak, and left his tent, (11.8-9) 

opOcoOms S’ £vSuv£ 7t£pi ozTjO£ooi xirBva,

Koooi S’ VKO hnapdÎŒV èôrjoazo KaÀà KéôiÀa,

àp(J)î S’ £K£iza ôa^owov ééooazo Ôéppa Aiovroç

aiOcûvos p£yàÀDio Ko5rjV£K£s, £iÀ£zo S’ éyxos,^ (Iliad 10, 11.21-4)

® “They slept all night, overcome by gentle sleep. But sweet sleep did not hold Agamemnon 
son of Atreus, shepherd of the people, turning over many thoughts in his mind.”
 ̂ “He sat up and put his tunic on round his chest, tied his fine sandals under his oiled feet, 

then put round himself the great, bright, tawny skin of a lion, reaching to his feet, and 
took up his spear.”
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before the description of Menelaus. This second parallel is not in Anderson's 

list, but seems apt; Anderson does note the closer link between this passage 

and the later description of Peran-Wisa at 11.95-8 - 

And o'er his chilly limbs his woollen coat 

He pass'd, and tied his sandals on his feet.

And threw a white cloak around him, and he took 

In his right hand a ruler's staff, no sword -

but to note the one and not the other is to miss the point; Arnold is copying 

the way Homer uses stock formulaic expressions and events, making the 

detailed account of Peran-Wisa's dressing remind us of Sohrab's, just as 

Agamemnon's dressing is paralleled a few lines later by a similar description 

of Menelaus. With the benefit of modern scholarship, we know the mundane 

reasons why an oral poet employs this technique, but these were not 

appreciated by Victorian readers, for whom repetition was simply a feature of 

the epic style, sanctified by Homer and capable of being explained in terms of 

adding to the weightiness and solemnity and to the descriptive realism. In 

using this method, Arnold is indicating to the reader exactly what sort of poem 

is being written, what sorts of values the characters can be expected to 

uphold and what kinds of actions will be described; he is also warning us that 

it is to be a tragedy, though the composition of an actual tragic drama, his 

next major exercise in classicism, was to be much less successful.
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9. “Merope. A Tragedy” - the other side of Arnold’s classicising.

In writing Merope, Arnold set out deliberately to produce something as close 

as possible to the spirit and conventions of Greek drama, in subject matter, 

style and tone. His reason in doing this, according to what he says in the 

Preface, is not simply his “supposed addiction to the classical school in 

poetry” but practically an educational one, to correct “an ill-informed curiosity” 

about classical literature which he sees in those “who have been brought up 

among the productions of the romantic school”®®’®*''' - in other words, those 

who have an inadequate grasp of the classics but recognise the need to know 

something about the subject and, in Arnold’s view, need a corrective to the 

romantic sensibility which was the mid-nineteenth-century norm. The problem 

Arnold identifies here is the one he had with Tennyson, an alleged lack of 

intellectual grasp and of first-hand experience of the classicism he sought at 

times to imitate. In terms of the present thesis, Merope represents one 

extreme of Arnold’s classicising tendency, the desire to imitate the forms of 

Greek culture precisely, to which, judging from his own output, Hopkins would 

not subscribe.

For a story, as one would expect of one who sought classical precedent for 

everything of value, he went to a traditional one, related by Apollodorus, 

Pausanias and Hyginus, used in a (lost) play by Euripides and set in the late 

heroic period of Greece. His reasons for this choice are that he wished to 

avoid imitation of an extant play and that a non-Greek story, such as Milton 

used in Samson Agonistes, would be unsuitable, apparently on the ground
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that Greek dramatic style is most fitted to “Greek manners...the practice of 

chorus-dancing... the ancient habitual transaction of affairs in the open air in 

front of the dwellings of kings.”®®’®"  ̂Similarly, in the 1853 Preface, despite 

claiming that “the date of an action... signifies nothing”, he is prepared to 

discount even Aeschylus' Persae as being merely “of contemporary 

interest”,®®’®®'* his point being that what is not dependent for its significance on 

a specific historical and geographical context is of greater validity and more 

worthy of classical artistry; he is, however, prepared to admit that even an 

ancient myth may become irrelevant, as has the conflict between regard for a 

brother and regard for the law in Antigone. ®®’®"** This over-concern with quasi- 

historical details is one of the things about Merope criticised in Rowland 

Prothero's long retrospective essay on Arnold, which develops the idea into 

what is virtually a rejection of the whole basis of Arnold's work in this area: “... 

the narrowness of view... mars the value of Arnold’s criticism... He seized ... 

upon the salient fact that English dramatists are prone to neglect clearness of 

outline, symmetry of form, propriety of detail and expression. But his inability 

to grasp whole truths led him to suppose that an alien literature which had 

originated in forgotten ceremonials and obsolete sacrificial observances, 

which depended for its life on a dead religion, on faded traditions, and extinct 

ideas, could supplant the native literature in which England had expressed 

her own national spirit.”®®’®"*" Prothero is not, as some other critics were, 

concerned to find fault with Merope as an example of the classical, or even to

 ̂ There is a tenuous connection with Hopkins here: since at least 1919 it has been routine for 
critics to see a precedent for Hopkins’ kind of verse in that of Milton’s drama. (Review by 
Peter O’Brien in Irish Rosary, June 1919, quoted by Roberts, p. 122.)
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condemn it as a piece of dramatic writing, but to reject what he saw as 

Arnold’s attempt to replace the native form of theatre with an obsolete, alien 

and inferior model.

Arnold follows as closely as possible the structure of the ancient drama, with 

the initial explanatory speeches (Laias and Aepytus in the first fifty lines), the 

restriction to three actors (as with the final trio of Aepytus, Laias and 

Merope), the interaction of actor and chorus (as between Merope and the 

Chorus at 11.385-627), many instances of onxopvOta (such as that between 

Merope and Polyphontes at 11.347 and 359) and the long messenger speech 

near the end in which the bloody conclusion of the action is related (11.1908- 

65). In particular, he preserves the ancient structure of the lyric, with strophe, 

parallel antistrophe and epode; the choral ode at 11.628-708, for example, is 

carefully annotated, marking four strophes, of seven, eight, twelve and ten 

lines, each with an equal and answering antistrophe, and an epode of seven 

lines. Again, in the Preface Arnold sees Milton’s decision not to observe this 

convention but to follow the “relaxed form of the later Greek tragedy” as a 

fault, on the ground that the essential spirit of the drama is one of balance 

and order, with the structure of the choric song, in which part answers part 

until the final, independent resolution, reflecting the structure of the whole 

play. Here one sees what appeals most to the mature Arnold about Greek 

culture, the sense of symmetry and the recognition of an overall design to 

things (which, in the different context of natural beauty, is what stirs Hopkins 

most): “the regular correspondence of part with part, the antithesis, in
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answering stanzas, of thought to thought, feeling to feeling, with the balance 

of the whole struck in one independent final stanza or epode.. the peculiar 

distinctness and symmetry, which constitute the vital force of the Greek tragic 

forms.”®®’®**’* He might be describing classical architecture, and clearly sees the 

two arts as exhibiting the same spirit and values; in this, he differs from 

Hopkins, for whom the fascination of the ode lies not in the predictable 

elements but in the variety of rhythms and the unexpectedness of the 

allusions and connections, as will be discussed later. The thing which Arnold 

does not attempt to imitate is the actual rhythms of Greek verse, admitting 

that “to adapt Greek measures to English verse is impossible” ®®’®®* and 

describing his practice as “to try to follow rhythms which produced on my own 

feeling a similar impression to that produced on it by the rhythms of Greek 

choric poetry”, while admitting that this was purely a matter of subjective 

judgement; in this, he does not seem to have particular emotions produced by 

specific passages in the existing plays in mind, but just a general sense that 

certain English verse-rhythms in particular places would produce an effect not 

out of keeping with what a Greek poet might have done.

As regards the overall tone of the piece, Arnold's stated aim is to produce 

“grand effects”®®’®®** similar to those of the Greek masters, a concept clearly 

less easy to pin down but identified at once by Arnold as an “intense feeling 

of...beauty.” Here We côme up against the vagueness which always defeats 

Arnold's attempts to define what it is he sees as so worthwhile in Greek 

literature; he is clearer when not writing about his own work, as in the
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introduction to Ward’s anthology of English poetry.®®’®®*" Here (pp.xxxiv - xxxv) 

he speaks of, and gives a classical source for, the thing “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 oTiovôawTrjs, the high and excellent 

seriousness, which Aristotle assigns as one of the grand virtues of poetry.” 

Arnold denies this quality to Chaucer but grants it to Dante, Shakespeare and 

“Homer's criticism of life”; where one locates the “seriousness” is not clear, 

though we are told that it is “in the matter and substance of the poetry, and 

...in its manner and style” (p.xxviii), the former also being called “truth” and 

the latter being specified as being in “accent ...diction, and ...movement.” 

Arnold, as often in his criticism, falls back on short examples intended as 

touchstones, to illustrate “high poetical quality” - a few lines of Dante,

Hamlet's last words, a description of Satan from Paradise Lost and, from 

Homer, Zeus' pitying words to the horses in Iliad Book 17 and the lines about 

Helen's brothers in Book 2. Trilling suggests that these pieces are all marked 

by “grimness or sadness or melancholy or resignation”, which seem to mark 

the grand style, so that when Arnold says “seriousness” he really means 

“solemnity”.®®’®®*"* In his argument he quotes from Mark Van Doren's John 

Dryden ®®’®®**'' the reason why Arnold tends to be dismissive of Moliere, Dryden 

and Pope as poets, while respecting the seriousness of their intentions: “A 

poem ‘conceived in the soul' suggests (for Arnold) a poem conceived in 

spiritual pain. Arnold's touchstones, if not sentimental, did deal in pain, sad 

old memories, and death ... If there were to be no touchstones ringing with 

malice, disdain or merriment, Dryden could lay no claim to a soul...”
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However, the “seriousness” is not all gloom, and for Arnold, “The best poetry 

will be found to have a power of forming, delighting and sustaining us, as 

nothing else can.” Indeed, Arnold sees the main future function of poetry in 

these terms: “In poetry, as a criticism of life ...the spirit of our race will find 

...as time goes on and as other helps fail, its consolation and stay.'«CCXXXV

For his example of classicism at its best, Arnold chooses a tragedy, as 

touching most closely on the “seriousness” of life. This was probably 

inevitable, even without Arnold's own preference for tragedy over comedy 

(“Tragedy breasts the pressure of life. Comedy eludes it, half liberates itself 

from it”®®’®®"*), and Trilling makes too much of it as a sign of the limitations of 

Arnold's critical insight.®®’®®"** As his model for his tragedy Arnold takes 

Sophocles, rather than Euripides, who had used the story before him: listing 

the classical references or echoes in the text, Anderson (suggesting that, in 

addition to the other weaknesses of the piece, “such a compilation runs the 

risk of having no character of its own”®®’®®"***) ascribes twenty-two to 

Sophocles, fourteen being from Electra (most noticeably the closeness 

between its opening twenty-two lines and Arnold's first twenty-eight), five from 

Antigone and three from Ajax, as opposed to seventeen for Aeschylus (all but 

one, understandably, from the Oresteia) and just one echo of the extant fifty 

lines of the Cresphontes of Euripides, his classical precedent, together with a 

few details from elsewhere.®®’®®**’* For Arnold, Sophocles represented the best 

in the dramatic tradition, and alongside Homer the best in the whole classical 

tradition of poetry: Sophocles dominates the Preface to Merope, is given as
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the example of “adequacy” (the highest praise) in “On the Modern Element in 

Literature”®®’*', features centrally in “Dover Beach” and is given the final place 

in the pantheon of mental supporters in “To a Friend”, balancing Homer at the 

head of the list. It might surprise that Aeschylus was not the first choice for 

one so concerned with “the grand style” and “seriousness” in poetry, or 

Euripides for one so concerned to see a closeness between the ancient and 

the modern (Euripides' questioning of old certainties and troubled humanistic 

approach to problems perhaps being similar to Arnold's own position and in 

tune with what he sees as the “disease” of the modern mind). However, it is 

perhaps because Euripides is so troubled that he figures largely in Arnold’s 

own reading but hardly at all in his poetry and criticism: Euripides is for 

Arnold a product of the decline of Hellenism, and the failure of belief and 

undue interest in the self are the main dangers for the nineteenth century.

Just as Arnold removed “Empedocles on Etna” from his 1853 edition, after it 

had given a title to the 1852 edition, because it was “a traitor to the position 

Arnold himself had taken in the cultural battle between the ideal of 

methodistic self-contemplation and the ideal which lay in “a lofty sense of the 

mastery of the human spirit over its own stormiest agitations'”’, ®®’*'' so he 

denied Euripides a place in the first rank of poets, or rather almost ignored 

his existence publicly.

Exactly what positive quality Arnold saw in Sophocles to cause him to elevate 

him so is not clear, and indeed he presents him in different ways. In “To a 

Friend”, we have, associated with such words as “mellow” and “sweet”, the
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man “Who saw life steadily, and saw it whole", which, as Anderson says, is 

less to do with range of experience of the world than with the ability to see the 

underlying pattern to life and grasp “that wholeness of understanding (which) 

always moves us to affirmation, always gives rise to joy.”®®’*'" As Trilling points 

out, the line does not mean that Sophocles saw all of life “but that what he did 

see he saw as a whole”,®®’*"" demonstrating an ability to integrate the 

experience of life, which was rare in the Romantic and post-Romantic age, 

which tended to stress the multitudinous nature of life and dwell on fragments 

of experience and sensation. The “Dover Beach” reference, on the other 

hand, almost sees the pathetic fallacy in action, with a lone Sophocles 

prompted to consider “the turbid ebb and flow Of human misery” on hearing 

the surf, a picture more romantic than classical and decidedly negative and at 

odds with the conception of Hellenism as an essentially “cheerful” and 

positive force; the lone poet’s ideas being linked to images of seas or rivers is 

much more representative of Arnold himself, the other half of this shared 

“thought”, than of Sophocles, though images of the sea do occur in his plays. 

The image in “To a Friend” is more like the one in “On the Modern Element in 

Literature” and the Preface to Merope] the point about Sophocles for Arnold 

is that “Business could not make dull, nor passion wild” one who achieved a 

life of balance, writing “philosophical” and “serious” poetry and at the same 

time serving and even representing the state (a practical application of 

intellect and integrity of which Thomas Arnold would have approved; 

Euripides’ position by comparison was detached from the state, as a critical 

observer), and by that healthy balance living to a ripe and productive old age.
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In a perfect state, as Arnold envisaged Athens to be, a Sophocles is right to 

involve himself fully in the life of society, and does not need to flee like the 

Scholar-Gipsy (or stand desolate on the seashore, as in “Dover Beach”); like 

Sophocles, the Scholar-Gipsy makes sure that “Business could not make 

dull” his spirit and the Tyrian trader that “passion” does not make him “wild”. 

Sophocles achieves his pre-eminence for Arnold because of his moderate 

and “balanced” position (for Arnold the essential quality of Hellenism), 

avoiding the excesses of the other tragedians: “Like Aristotle ...we return 

instinctively to Sophocles as a true center, a balance point nearer humanity 

than either Aeschylean grandeur or the feverish Euripidean brilliance. If he is 

less close to the gods than Aeschylus, he seeks the meaning of existence 

within a wider context than Euripides’ preoccupation with man can offer.”®®’*'" 

The same moderate position, avoiding extremes in either direction, is 

perhaps the message of his plays, if there is such a thing: it is perhaps 

Oedipus’s obsessive quest for answers and Jocasta’s contrary desire to turn 

a blind eye to everything, and the opposed positions taken up by Antigone 

and Creon, which lead to their tragedies. In the context of Sophocles, as of 

Lucretius, moderation can lead to happiness, or at least absence of severe 

upset: in the nineteenth-century context, however, the mid-way position can 

lead to lack of fulfilment, as in Arnold’s image of himself “Wandering 

between two worlds, one dead. The other powerless to be born. With 

nowhere yet to rest my head”, in “Stanzas from the Grande Chartreuse”.



138

However, as Trilling suggests, although the Preface presents the case for 

the classical dramatic form effectively, Merope itself is an ineffective 

illustration of its strengths.®®’*"'' The main problem with Arnold's play is perhaps 

the choice of subject, or at least the obscurity of the subject, as a 

consequence of which Arnold, in his attempt to recreate the experience of the 

Greek drama, fails to reproduce one of the basic conditions of the genre, 

namely the audience’s familiarity with the essentials of the plot; he 

deliberately, as stated in the Preface, decided to go against the common 

practice of continental writers from the Renaissance to his own day, namely 

reusing the familiar stories of Agamemnon, Electra, Oedipus and Antigone, 

but in so doing he seems not to have fully appreciated (unlike those earlier 

writers) that the new working of old material was one of the main features of 

classical literature; as he himself states in the 1853 Preface, “the terrible old 

mythic story on which the drama was founded stood, before he entered the 

theatre, traced in its bare outlines upon the spectator’s mind; it stood in his 

memory, as a group of statuary, faintly seen, at the end of a long and dark 

vista”®®’*"'" and it was the poet’s job to illuminate the scene. Thus, although the 

plot does contain elements found in Greek drama (such as the “recognition” 

theme) with which at least the educated in the audience would have been 

familiar, the employment of a story and cast of characters unfamiliar to his 

audience was not only a barrier to their understanding but was also a 

departure from the classical experience which he was trying to recreate. This 

added to the difficulty of attempting to come to terms with dramatic 

conventions which were wholly unfamiliar in practice even if theoretically
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known. Another important aspect of the problem of the plot was raised 

immediately by the Professor Conington: although Arnold explicitly rejects 

Milton’s choice of a Biblical subject for his classical drama, Samson 

Agonistes, in reworking a story from Holy Scripture, comes nearer the semi

religious atmosphere of a Greek dramatic performance, and hence is more 

closely an “imitation” of that experience than Arnold’s contrived piece.®®’*"''"

Furthermore, Merope fails to illustrate Arnold’s stated thesis about 

Sophocles, namely his ability to deal with a violent and emotional story in a 

philosophical and restrained way, within a rigorous framework. As Trilling ®®’*"''"' 

suggests, the story is inconsequential and lacks moral point, and is devoid of 

emotional involvement; it is melodramatic and relies on such cliched and 

unconvincing devices as a mother’s failure to recognise her son, while the 

inarticulate response of Merope to the revelation of the identity of the son she 

is about to axe (“Ah!”) is farcical. Merope herself lacks the determination and 

energy with which Sophocles endues Electra (or Antigone), and Polyphontes 

is a weak picture of tyranny; Arnold has even sanitised the story for Victorian 

sensibilities by not having the two married. It is as though Arnold understands 

the control and restraint needed to contain passion, but not the passion which 

needs to be so contained; in seeking to demonstrate classical restraint he 

has simply obliterated its object - and hence the need for it. Another reviewer 

doubted whether any classical poetry could really appeal to an audience 

whose vision and emotions had been extended by Romantic poetry and 

whose world had become more complex - not to mention the effort involved in
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its appreciation: “To relish it requires a special and most laborious cultivation, 

and to imitate it requires the abnegation of endless feelings which are most 

intimately a part of ourselves.”®®’*"’* The lack of recognisable emotions and 

dramatic qualities in Merope was commented on by W.E. Henley, for whom 

“Empedocles on Etna” does not seem to count even nominally as a dramatic 

work: “... evidently Arnold is no dramatist. Empedocles, the Strayed Reveller, 

even the Forsaken Merman, all these are expressions of purely personal 

feeling - are so many metamorphoses of Arnold. In Merope there is no such 

basis of reality... He knew little or nothing of his characters....”®®' Coningtdn 

speaks at length of the lack of psychological credibility of Arnold's characters, 

which he sees as a greater fault even than the form and language of the play, 

though he is scathing of “the language (which) is sometimes the language, 

not of Greek poetry, but of English philosophical prose” and of Arnold’s 

introduction of some neologisms into the text (such as “dumbfounded” and 

“used up”) and a very modern image (“electrifying”) , as spoiling the “archaic” 

atmosphere “on the dim borderland which separates Grecian history from 

Grecian fable.” He finds fault with the moral softening of the character of 

Polyphontes and its lack of clear definition, and with the modern, un-Greek 

reflective and sentimental side of Merope: “The Greek Merope ... would not 

have shrunk from bloodshedding any more than the Greek Electra.” The most 

virulent contemporary attack on Arnold, and especially on the poetic qualities 

of Merope, was launched by H.B. Forman in a general essay following the 

publication of the 1867 volume: describing Arnold as having “dug up” the 

story from Greek examples of “uncompromising vengeance” and comparing
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his piece unfavourably with Swinburne’s Atalanta, he speaks of Merope’s 

choric metres as being “prose, broken into little, unrhythmic, unmusical, 

unmeaning lengths.”®®"

Anderson notes another major deviation from the Sophoclean pattern which 

lessens the moral impact of the play, namely the absence of the gods and 

that fateful synchronisation of divine and human action which is central to 

Sophocles’ vision.®®'" Anderson takes this as a sign that Arnold is not to be 

trusted as an interpreter of Sophocles. There were even contemporary 

criticisms of Arnold’s assumptions about the history of Greek drama on which 

the whole enterprise was based. Conington, while not doubting Arnold’s 

grasp of Sophocles (“The reader of the “Fragment of an Antigone” could 

hardly help feeling that he understood Sophocles better”) questions Arnold’s 

belief, echoing Aristotle, that Sophocles represents a perfect completion of 

the development of Greek drama; he shows that it continued to change, the 

dialogue gaining ground on the chorus, which eventually died out as tragedy 

passed into the new comedy. Again, commenting on Arnold’s belief that the 

conditions of Greek performances had been devised as being the best 

possible, Conington points out that it is more likely that the conventions of 

Greek drama arose as compromises enforced by the peculiar physical nature 

of their vast public theatres than that the theatres were built to exploit the 

particular qualities of the plays, and that therefore a modern writer is perverse
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to reject the effects now possible.^ As Prothero said later, “Greek actors were 

necessarily obliged to forego all that rapid interchange of voice and gesture 

and that minute and varied by-play which help the modern stage to reproduce 

human life with such fidelity”®®"" and were therefore at a disadvantage rather 

than representing some higher truth.

Arnold’s reasons for choosing the story of Merope’s family, as set out in the 

Preface, were laudable: he had the humility to wish to avoid the pitfalls of 

attempting to translate or imitate the work of one of the Greek masters, but 

desired a theme “considered to possess the true requirements of good tragic 

subjects.”®®'" He thus took a subject approved of by the mythographers and 

known to have been used by a tragedian. However, despite the frequency 

with which the story had been exploited by previous writers, the story was not 

familiar to even an educated English audience in the way that, for example, 

the stories of the House of Atreus or Meleager, as utilised by Swinburne, 

would have been. Arnold himself felt the need to provide an “historical 

introduction” of well over a thousand words detailing the earlier history of the 

Heracleidae and other relevant matters, and some of the early parts of the 

play, notably the long speeches of Polyphontes at 11.197-277 and Merope at 

11.278-337, drown in obscure references, often expressed less than fluently (“I 

speak not now of Argos, where his brother, Not now of Sparta, where his 

brothers reign’d”, 11.231-2): the unfamiliarity of the historical, legendary and

= There is a parallel with Shakespeare, who, despite the enthusiasm which greeted the recent 
reconstruction of the Globe, himself abandoned the vagaries and limitations of an open-air 
theatre when an indoor one became available.
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geographical material and the forced, almost embarrassed, way in which 

Arnold tries to present it as concisely as he can make this part of the play 

quite indigestible:

And, finally, this land, then half-subdued.

Which from one central city's guarded seat 

As from a fastness in the rocks our scant 

Handful of Dorian conquerors might have curb’d.

He parcell’d out in five confederate states.

Sowing his victors thinly through them all.

Mere prisoners, meant or not, among our foes. (11.245-51 )

When Anderson describes the play as Arnold’s only “effort not to create but 

to recreate”®®''' he pinpoints the essential problem: Arnold was working to a 

formula, a pattern of ideal drama derived from his understanding of 

Sophocles, writing from his head rather than from his heart, and the result is 

a wooden exercise. He was also concerned, according to the Preface, that 

his audience should learn something about classical civilisation from it, so 

that it becomes at times almost an antiquarian reconstruction rather than real 

literature; borrowings (as the Chorus comforting Merope use at 11.505-6 words 

recalling those of the Chorus doing a similar job at 11.153-4 oiElectra, “Not to 

thee only hath come Sorrow, 0  Queen, of mankind”, before drawing an 

explicit comparison between the two women), the heavy use of compounds
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(“seven-cubit-statur’d son”, 1.441, being particularly inept) and distorted 

syntax in pursuit of the grand style produce a stilted and clumsy effect.

One brief example will suffice to illustrate these shortcomings. At 11.556-61, 

Merope speaks of Polyphontes, who has been courting her, and accounts for 

her failure to take revenge on him by saying she leaves his judgement to his 

own conscience - an important moral point in the play, and one out of keeping 

with the general message of the Greek tragedy, which locates divine 

judgement and destiny outside the human heart; however, the issue here is 

the quality of the writing.

Impious I deem the alliance which he asks;

Requite him words severe, for seeming kind;

And righteous, if he falls, I count his fall.

With this, to those unbrib'd inquisitors.

Who in man's inmost bosom sit and judge.

The true avengers these, I leave his deed.

By him shown fair, but, I believe, most foul.

Although this passage has none of the Aeschylean compound-adjectives 

(“dark-streaming blood”, “all-seeing Sun”, etc.) with which Arnold decorates 

his verse in Merope (despite disallowing them in Homer translation), it still 

manages to sound uncomfortable and archaic. The initial position of the 

adjective in the first line, which in prose would follow the verb (or the noun.
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perhaps preceded by “to be”) causes no real problem, being a common 

poetic device; it is, however, perhaps more familiar to those with a classical 

background, as it is a technique regularly used by ancient writers to give 

emphasis to a crucial adjective the force of which might be masked by more 

conventional word-order. The inversion of the normal English adjective-noun 

sequence in the second line (“words severe”) is similarly Latinate in the 

manner of Milton (though Arnold denies that Milton possesses the grand 

style), not unfamiliar, and perhaps serving a similar purpose. However, the 

rest of the second line is more problematic. It may take a moment, which we 

are not granted in the theatre, to work out that it does not open with another 

reversed word-order (perhaps a rhetorical request for “words severe” to 

“requite him”), but in fact requires one to assume the subject “I” from the 

previous line, another device common in the classical languages, where 

pronouns tend not to be stated and words are often assumed from one 

phrase or clause to another, but one unusual in English. The clipped 

“seeming kind” for “seeming to be kind” again causes no more problems than 

the use of “asks” for “asks for”, though perhaps sounding archaic, but the way 

in which it runs into “And righteous”, making good sense, is confusing, 

because in fact the latter adjective goes with the later noun “fall”; the sense is 

perfectly clear to the eye, but sounds confusing when heard, and is evidence 

that the piece is really a written, and bookish, piece rather than the stage-play 

Arnold wants it to be. “With this” lacks a clear referent - perhaps it is 

technically if imprecisely “words severe” - but the rest of lines 4 to 6 is 

straightforward enough: the nature and description of the “inquisitors” are
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clear and effective, and the late placing of the subject and verb is both 

understandable and useful, in allowing line 7 to come naturally after the noun 

it describes. The change of “those” to “these” is reasonable, and no more 

clumsy than the repetition of “fall” in line 3: at first the “inquisitors” have to be 

defined (“those ... who ...”), then immediately they can be called familiarly 

“these” and given another title. In line 7, we by now readily supply “to be 

before “fair”, but the sense of “shown” is a little unusual - presumably it 

means “presented as”, “claimed to be”. To be fair, the poet Arnold has not 

failed completely, and there are some effective points here as elsewhere in 

the piece; the contrast between “severe” and “kind in line 2 is developed in 

the alliterating contrast of “fair” and “foul” in line 7.
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10. “Palladium" - a summing up.

"Palladium" is not one of Arnold’s better-known poems, and the very obvious 

drawing of the comparison on which the poem depends - "So ... lives the 

soul" - could be seen as clumsy, but it is one of those most obviously 

indebted to his classical training and appealing directly to the classical 

background of his anticipated readership: as well as containing echoes of 

other texts, it assumes both an understanding of precise references to Homer 

and a knowledge of an element of the myth of Troy not present in the Iliad but 

mentioned in a range of other texts. These references are sometimes obscure 

but include some well-known ones from Ovid (Fasti Book 6) and Virgil 

(Aeneid Book 2).

As in "Sohrab and Rustum", Homer is here not merely a source of examples 

or stories but a universal point of reference, part of the mental furniture of the 

educated reader along with the Bible and seen as more contemporary than 

ancient; the Homeric (or at least Trojan) content is not decorative but 

essential to the meaning and the atmosphere of the piece. Just as Gladstone 

saw Homer as of immediate significance, a guide to life in general rather than 

simply an account of specific events, so Arnold uses Homeric references to 

encapsulate aspects of the human experience. "The Victorians admired 

Homer for being so un-Victorian; yet some of them thought that his poetry 

was of practical use in the conduct of modern life."
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The Palladium itself, the wooden image of Athene as a maiden (rather than a 

warrior) on which depended the security of Troy (the city being doomed when 

it was stolen by Diomedes and Odysseus), was not strictly Homeric but was 

found in other parts of the cycle of the Trojan War and was celebrated by 

Roman poets because it was believed to have been carried to Italy by 

Aeneas and preserved in the temple of Vesta in Rome, guaranteeing the 

city's safety through divine favour: "omnis spes Danaum .../ Palladis auxiliis 

semper stetit"® (Virgil, Aeneid, Book 2,11.162-3). Its divine associations and its 

role as a protecting force thus make it in Arnold's poem a fit image for the 

soul, equally divine in origin and serving as the seat of the rationality and 

objectivity by which the mind protects the individual from the excesses of the 

flesh; this duality of Man is a common theme in Arnold's classically-inspired 

poems, as with the distinction between "Man's grave reasons" and "what we 

feel" in "The New Sirens". The site of the Palladium is located "high", with 

"Ilium, far below" (as Virgil speaks of its being in a temple "summae ... arcis", 

on an acropolis); the soul is loftier than the body metaphorically (and perhaps 

literally, if seen as predominantly sited in the mind, in the brain; in the middle 

of the poem it looks out, as though through Helen's eyes), and also in 

Arnold's work there is a strong connection between height and spirituality, 

rationality and insight. Thus, the strayed reveller descends the valley prior to 

falling victim to the lure of Circe's bowl, the vital tree in "Thyrsis" is seen 

silhouetted on a high ridge and Empedocles must climb the volcano to 

escape the troublesome intrusion of the world. It is linked not only with height

“The whole hope of the Greeks always rested on the assistance of Pallas.”
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but also with light, from both sun and moon - the latter not connected with the 

ideas of deception prominent in "Dover Beach" but linked here with the 

notions of purity deriving from the association with the virgin warrior ("pure 

and "virgin" are key words in the first two stanzas) and reinforced by the 

references to water: the poem opens with "the upper streams of Simois" 

which then become "crystal waters".

The Homeric connection is signalled in the first line by the reference to 

Simois, and followed up with the mention of Hector, the active man who is the 

physical embodiment of Trojan hopes for victory in the Iliad and so is in the 

terms of the symbolism of the poem the body as opposed to the soul; the 

thrust of the rest of the poem is at once apparent to the classically-minded 

reader, for we are meant to know that Hector is doomed - the flesh and hopes 

dependent on its effort will fail. The classical serenity of the cold high 

mountain setting associated with the Palladium (serenity being ultimately 

what Arnold read into the idea of Hellenism) is reinforced by the references to 

the " pure columns" of its temple and the bare elements, "rock and wood", 

"virgin air", "crystal waters" and light; we, however, are caught up like Hector 

in the contrasting turbulence of life and "Backward and forward roll'd" - 

another common notion in Arnold's poetry, as in "Dover Beach" and "The 

Scholar-Gipsy" - and so are scarcely aware of the soul, despite its 

significance, and our visits are "too rare".
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The second half of the poem begins with another apparent echo of Virgil in,

"We shall renew the battle in the plain (i.e. of Troy) Tomorrow" - "... erunt 

etiam altera bella / atque iterum ad Troiam magnus mittetur Achilles"® (Virgil, 

Eclogues 4,11.35-6). Apart from being an expression of the simple idea of the 

relentlessness of the wearying business of life, this echo serves to remind us 

again of the ultimate fate of the Hector who stands for us in the poem. The 

Virgil original plays on the timelessness of the events and characters of Troy 

(in the sense of their not being limited to a particular time or place uniquely), 

and suggests the repetitive cycle of history, the Hegelian notion of recurrence 

which lies behind Thomas Arnold's belief that the events of ancient Athens 

would, in essence, be replayed in nineteenth-century British history; the same 

idea underlies his son's insistence on the contemporary relevance of the 

classics. As though to emphasise the way in which history can be rewound 

and paid out again, the selection of episodes which follows is, curiously, in 

reverse order, beginning with the reddening of the Xanthos, presumably in 

Book 21 of the Iliad, yet another reminder of fate in the form of the slaying by 

Achilles; the river churned up by battle contrasts with the untroubled upper 

reaches of the Simois, the other river of Troy with which the poem opened 

and which surrounded the Palladium. We then go to either the duel of Ajax 

and Hector in Book 7 or the struggle over the ships in Book 15, if that specific 

a reference is intended in the poem, before finishing with a reference to the 

incident in Book 2 when Helen looks on the Greeks from the walls of Troy and 

names them. Here we perhaps switch back to a consideration of the role of

® “For wars will be repeated, and mighty Achilles will be despatched to Troy again."
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the soul, looking down on the world from a lofty position of security - although 

Helen would be a curious choice of symbol for the distant maiden.

Helen looks on the armies from a distance and in safety, but she is hot 

unmoved by what she sees and her own fate depends on the outcome of the 

war; this is a fair reflection of the position of the mind, but in the Palladium 

Arnold is presenting us with a soul which is more remote from interaction with 

the world than is the conscious mind, or with a soul which has been trained 

and disciplined to withdraw in this way. This idea of a withdrawal from the 

world we have seen before in Arnold, sometimes condemned as defeatist 

("Achilles ponders in his tent. The kings of modern thought are dumb ' - 

"Stanzas from the Grande Chartreuse", lines 115-6) but more commonly 

praised as a sensible reaction to the state of the world (as with the Scholar- 

Gipsy himself and the Tyrian trader with whom he is compared), or at least as 

the only desperate way out (as it is for Empedocles, or the speaker at the end 

of "Dover Beach"). In "Palladium" we have an echo of the ancient doctrine of 

detachment presented in different forms in Democritus, Lucretius and the 

Stoics and influential on Arnold's thinking; like Zeus looking on the battlefield 

in the Iliad, or the true Stoic for whom the affairs of the world are trivial, the 

idealised soul which is the Palladium is unmoved: "suave etiam belli 

certamina magna tueri / per campos instructa tua sine parte pericii".® 

(Lucretius, De Rerum Nature, Book 2,11.5-6) Lucretius even uses the specific 

image of the temple standing above the world and untouched by it: "... munita

“It is pleasant to watch the great contests of war ranged across the plains, without there 
being any hint of danger to yourself.”
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tenere / édita doctrina sapientium tempia serena”® (Book 2, II.7-8). The effect 

of the practice of this doctrine on the personality is a "ruling effluence" which 

should be recognised constantly instead of "by moments , for its being 

ignored (like the Trojans' neglect, which leads to the loss of the Palladium)

leads to ruin.

The loss of the Palladium inevitably presages the fall of Troy, regardless of 

Trojan efforts, and so "when it fails, fight as we will, we die"; exactly what 

Arnold means here by the death of the soul is vague - it could be that he is 

simply saying that death comes at the separation of body and soul, fated by 

God and outside our control, or perhaps there is something here about the 

betrayal of the soul by the individual, by sinfulness or too great a commitment 

to the concerns of the world, which leads to its destruction. It is also possible 

to read into the last line ("And while it lasts, we cannot wholly die.") a promise 

of the immortality of the soul, a comfort familiar to the Victorians, but one at 

odds with the threat of the line preceding it; it is clear in the poem that our 

grip on the soul, like that on the Palladium, is breakable if we give in to "blind 

hopes and blind despairs", the extremes of emotion which the Stoics and their 

followers sought to avoid as being destructive of the spirit and which in this 

poem are symbolised (as they are in "Dover Beach" by a literal tide, resulting 

in "human misery") by the rolling backwards and forwards of the tide of battle 

to which Homer draws attention frequently, and which in Arnold's poem is 

perhaps caught for us in the collocation of Achilles' charge towards the city in

to keep to the serene temples defended by the doctrine declared by the wise.”
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Book 21 and, at the other edge of the plain. Hector's incursion behind the 

Greek wall in Book 15.

“Palladium” was one of Arnold's later poems and from this date, his serious 

thoughts about the classics and their connection with the modern world were 

in prose; compared to a piece like “The Strayed Reveller”, it shows how far 

he had moved towards a version of classicism favouring serenity, balance 

and the Stoic outlook - which is a very different version from that held by 

Hopkins, favouring energy and variety and not Interfering with a commitment 

to orthodox Christianity.
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11. Hopkins’ translation of ttie first speech of Prometheus - a classic 

personalised.

The study of Sophocles' Ajax which Hopkins undertook with Jowett in 1864 

clearly made a strong impression, despite his earlier comment about Greek 

tragedy being “stilted nonsense”; his academic concerns in his last years 

were to be wholly with the choric parts of the tragedies - “The wreck of me 

that remains to study anything is studying Aeschylus.”'"''" There is in his 

student diary for that year a lengthy soliloquy for Ajax, in English, introduced 

by some notes on appearance and setting, presumably an idea for one of 

several projected dramas never completed. The fragment breaks down 

towards the end with a lapse from first to third person and some hesitations; 

Hopkins has Ajax refer to "the polished shield I got from" and then inserts 

"(some Trojan)", no doubt intending to find the name of a suitable victim from 

the Iliad', when Ajax considers his death, he says, "perhaps some one may 

bury his bones, scattering dust on them or digging a hole", but interrupts 

himself with "But Query, is this a Greek custom?'""''"' The student’s interest in 

the story of Ajax and the injustice of his end (dwelt on by Hopkins’ favourite, 

Pindar, in Nemean 7) could be seen as ironically echoed much later when the 

older poet has to confront, with the power of faith, the temptation of suicide, 

as in “Carrion Comfort ”.

Another story from the Greek drama which made a deep and lasting 

impression on Hopkins was that of Prometheus, as shown by his later close
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concern with Bridges’ Prometheus the Firegiver, although writing in 1888 he 

says his friend is free to translate the play as “It would not be much to my 

purpose; I do not care for a verse .translation.”̂ ®''̂  Nevertheless, even earlier 

than the Ajax piece is a translation by Hopkins of 11.88-127 of Aeschylus' 

Prometheus Bound, ®  mentioned in a letter as having been shown to 

Baillie, in 1863. Hopkins writes with some humility (“I am afraid you object to 

being a critic of MS poetry; on one occasion I remember when I shewed you 

some, only a translation of a chorus in the Prometheus Bound, you would 

give no opinion on it. Indeed, I believe you were right, it is the only safe 

course”̂ '̂ *), but that he was willing to show it suggests that he was pleased 

with it and wanted to share it."̂ "̂ ' There may be another reference to the 

Greek play in a letter of 1864, referring to writing "three verses, a fragment, 

being a description of lo (transformed into a heifer).

The passage which is the basis for the extant poem is the first speech of 

Prometheus in the play, after he has been fastened to the rock by Kpdzog,

Eta and 'H^aiozos, in which he speaks of his sufferings at the hands of those 

who are gods like himself. The translation appears to cover 11.88-100 (treating 

11.88-93 quite closely and then becoming freer), and then picks up again with 

11.114-27, again quite closely, breaking off at the expression of fear ("And all 

that comes is fraught to me with fear") at the ominous approaching sound and 

failing to identify its source as a friendly chorus {firjSsv (j)opriefis).

= It exists in a school note-book and is assumed to have been produced in 1862-3, during his 
last terms at Highgate; at ieast the first half was in existence in September, 1862, as it is 
enclosed in a letter to E.H. Coleridge then.
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Even at this early date Hopkins is pondering the nature of divine justice, and 

the sentiments of Prometheus curiously echo in some ways the Dark Sonnets 

of more than twenty years later when Hopkins, having already dealt to his 

own satisfaction with the divine purpose behind such human tragedies as 

those described in the shipwreck poems and seen them as positive, ironically 

then feels himself to be deserted by his god and suffering anguish and a 

sense of injustice and betrayal much as does Prometheus when he speaks of 

his treatment by Zeus. The difference is that Prometheus suffers physically, 

whereas Hopkins' suffering is mental, although often expressed In terms of 

physical torture: "More pangs \wlll, schooled at forepangs, \wilder wring { No 

worst, there Is none") Is not far removed in sense from, though much more 

intense than, the "drear dull burden of unending pains" in the translation, 

which is perhaps closer to “The jading and jar of the cart. Time's tasking” 

which is contrasted with a sudden pain in “The Wreck of the Deutschland”.

The Image evoked by Aeschylus of one suffering chained on the rock is one 

which occurs several times in Hopkins' virark, although there is only the bare 

mention of chains twice in the translation. The opening of the play shows one 

who might well be said to "on an age-old anvil wince" ("No worst, there is 

none"), and there is a clear link to the nightmare image of "cliffs of fall. 

Frightful, sheer" in the same poem; the image of the human frame subjected 

to this kind of treatment ("With an anvil-ding And with fire in him forge thy 

will") is seen in a constructive light earlier in "The Wreck of the Deutschland . 

In "Andromeda", the heroine is a victim "on this rude rock". However,
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although the Dark Sonnets certainly seem to be autobiographical and 

"Andromeda", though usually taken as an allegory of the Church rescued by 

Christ, could be seen as In part picturing Hopkins' own position, it is perhaps 

unlikely that the young Hopkins thinks of himself as being tortured as 

Prometheus is; a more likely reason for the Interest shown in the Aeschylus 

passage is the parallel between Prometheus and Christ, on the cross, 

momentarily forgetting himself and calling out to question the god who seems 

to have forsaken him. There is a close parallel between Prometheus as the 

benefactor of mankind and persecuted for It and the "suffering Christ" who 

was, like the persecuted nuns, "Loathed for a love men knew In" him ("The 

Wreck of the Deutschland"), and Hopkins’ translation omits the central 

section of the speech, with the specific and hence limiting mention of the gift 

of fire: Prometheus’ crime against Zeus (diabolical supernatural power, or 

human tyranny) then becomes simply (in the second section) having “lov’d 

too well The race of man”, which could equally apply to Christ.

Some features of the translation could be seen as pointing to Hopkins 

developing view of the world. In what follows, Hopkins' version is compared 

with the Greek text, and also to a standard modern translation, by Vellacott, 

in Penguin,"'”’' and two other nineteenth-century translations (by Lewis 

Campbell, an Honorary Fellow of Balllol College, published in 1890 and 

by Edward Harmon, published in 1920 but having been delayed by the 

First World War; Harmon, writing In 1915, stated "the translation was made a

good many years ago").
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The opening address, ê  Stos al0^p. is translated unremarkably as "divinity of 

air" (as in Vellacott), but this slight ambiguity, suggesting perhaps a divinity 

present in the air rather than merely divine air ("Ether of Heaven" in 

Campbell), fits better with Hopkins' religious faith; however, the following 

lines, listing the elements {nvoai, novdmv, yrj, fj^ov) seen as almost 

panthelstically divine. Is In keeping with Hopkins' fascination with nature as a 

expression of divine goodness (for one who will "lift up heart, eyes. Down all 

that glory In the heavens to glean our Saviour", like the one who watches the 

clouds In "Hurrahing in Harvest") or even a container for the divine ('The

world is charged with the grandeur of God deep down things", as "God's

Grandeur" has it). Prometheus is distinguishing between the divine aspects of 

the elements, associated in Hopkins' mind with the bounty of the Christian 

god and here called upon to bear witness, and the vengeful Zeus, so the 

criticism of Zeus does not compromise Hopkins' faith in a "saviour" - this Zeus 

is not "god" in his sense (at least not until the Dark Sonnets). The picture of 

the natural world In the Aeschylus (translated as "fleet-feather'd gales. Ye 

river-heads, thou billowy deep" and so on) is one which is alive and in motion, 

and this accords well with Hopkins' later vision (especially in the opening 

description of moving clouds and effects of light in the Heraclitean Fire 

sonnet - "Cloud-puffball, tom tufts, tossed pillows flaunt forth, then chevy on 

an alr-bullt thoroughfare...").

The personification of the elements In this passage Is thus expressed more 

rather than less strongly In Hopkins' version: the imagery of "countless
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laughter of the sea's waves" (Vellacott, and similar in Harmon, from k o v t ic o v  

xe Kofidxcov àvijpiOfiov yé?uaofia) is extended into a verb by Hopkins ("billowy 

deep that laugh'st A countless laughter"). Most interesting, perhaps, is the 

personification of the sun, which is turned into the "all-seeing eyeball of the 

day"; xov tz o lv o k x tiv  k ô k à o v  rjÀiov can be translated several ways, depending 

on the sense taken for k ô k à o v . Harmon avoids the word ("all-seeing Sun ), 

Campbell sees it as the disc itself ("orb scans all things") and Vellacott sees it 

as this or perhaps its assumed orbit around the earth ("all-seeing circle of the 

sun" - "all-seeing" because it passes right round the earth). Hopkins goes for 

the less common meaning of "eyeball", normally found in the plural, 

strengthening the element of personification, and this idea is perhaps 

recalled in two references in Hopkins' later poetry, although in very different 

contexts, the less relevant but more memorable instance being the "seeing 

ball" which is a symbol for the fragility of nature in "Binsey Poplars". The 

more relevant example is the "darksome devouring eyes" of god in "Carrion 

Comfort", where it is the dark opposite of the bright divine eye which 

Prometheus calls on in hopes of support, but again is ineluctable and 

immortal.

Prometheus then goes on to point out the irony and outrage of a god being 

punished by gods (Ttpos Osâv Tudoxco 9s6s)- The schoolboy Hopkins cannot 

really be thinking of himself when he writes "I am a god. And these from the 

gods are my penalties", but of the divine Christ, on the cross as part of the 

divine plan. However, in the later poems there is at times the idea of a divine
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presence in man to parallel Christ's assumption of humanity, and Hopkins 

speaks, quite daringly, in extreme terms of the connection between man and 

god through the dual nature of Christ - not, as in the Prometheus speech, to 

criticise the harsh justice of Aeschylus' god but to praise the mercy of the 

Christian one; thus, at the end of the Heraclitean Fire sonnet, recognition of 

the promise of the resurrection and redemption leads to the exclamation "I am 

all at once what Christ is", given the immortality of the soul ("immortal 

diamond"), and at the end of the Kingfishers sonnet "the just man....Acts in 

God's eye what in God's eye he is - Christ - for Christ plays in ten thousand 

places..." The link between Prometheus and Christ is perhaps hinted at also 

in Hopkins' treatment of 1.117, iksto xeppoviov em ndyov, where Vellacott has 

“peak at the world’s end” and Campbell the less clear “craggy bourne of the 

world”, and Harmon omits Kccyov altogether (“these bounds of the world”); 

Hopkins goes for “hill”, as though invoking the image of Calvary, and stresses 

the idea of the end of things in a way which hints at apocalypse rather than 

something merely geographical (“To the world’s end, to the last hill”); the 

following line, “Comes one to gaze upon my ill” and similar things in the other 

versions, perhaps has overtones of “They shall look on him whom they have 

pierced” (John 19.37, quoting Zechariah 12.10).

Although Hopkins often seems to intensify the picture presented in the play, 

compared to the language chosen by the other translators, there is something 

of an exception in the treatment of 11.93-5: whereas Campbell and Vellacott
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both go for “outrage” at ahdaioiv (Harmon being freer, but containing the idea 

in “these shameful bonds”), Hopkins has only unseemliness , and 

ôiaKvawfisvos, “torn” in Campbell and “racked and tortured” in Vellacott 

(incorporated in “beat upon my head” in Harmon), is lost in Hopkins’ invention 

of “I a thousand thousand years Must watch down with weariness Fallen from 

my peers” - an expression similar in form to though distant in mood from “I lift 

up heart, eyes. Down all that glory in the heavens...” (“Hurrahing in Harvest”). 

However, before the end of the first section Hopkins does reassert the 

bleakness of his version; in accounting for the Greek up to 1.99 rather than to 

1.100, he omits any reference to the idea of looking ahead with hopes of an 

end (Tsppam) to the pain, which in some of the translations is given 

prominence (“The star of my deliverance” in Vellacott). Instead, the section is 

given a closed and introspective ending with an elaborate rhyme-scheme, the 

highly worked epigram “What is, and what is to be. All alike is grief to me” 

and the picture of a total universe of pain (“I look always but only see...”) 

which foreshadows the late sonnets, such as the “blind Eyes in the dark” of 

“My own heart...” (and also the experience of Sydney Fletcher in “The Loss of 

the Eurydice” - “Now he gasps, now he gazes everywhere; But his eye no 

cliff, no coast or Mark makes...”).

An interesting choice of words for 6 vsos myos, describing Zeus, makes 

Hopkins’ Prometheus more scathing about the god who has only recently 

made himself supreme among the immortals than those in the versions 

presented by the other translators, and perhaps again steps back from
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associating him too closely with God: Hopkins has the slightly derogatory 

“young”, rather than the blander “new” of all the others, and goes for the less 

dignified and permanent-sounding “chief (rather than “ruler”, “master” and 

“lord”). The word “new” he saves for his expansion of the idea of “inventing”, 

£^rjvp\ in the next line - “devised new”.

The main features of the second section of the translation (from 1.114), which 

is quite close to the Greek, have been pointed out above. The piece ends 

with a display of alliteration (“pulse of pinions”, “fraught to me with fear”) 

typical of Hopkins’ writing and appropriate here as echoing the sound of 

approaching wings; as the piece breaks off here, we are left with the feeling 

of an ominous approach (as with Andromeda’s “now hears roar A wilder 

beast”), rather than being given the relief of seeing what it is.
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12. The “great discovery” - a scholarly focus.

Recent published articles on Hopkins have not been much concerned with his 

classical antecedents: Peter MacDonald’s “Rhyme and Determination in 

Hopkins and Edward Thomas”""'̂ " is obviously concerned with a matter alien 

to the ancients, but at least serves to focus attention on the great significance 

Hopkins attached to technical matters, an emphasis which would be more 

relevant to the theme of classical reception with regard to rhythm, in which 

matter Hopkins probably sees himself as following the practices of the Greek 

lyricists, at least as regards freedom and variety. Indeed, the most striking 

feature of Hopkins’ later correspondence with Bridges is the presence of 

lengthy technical discussions of matters of rhythm, in both English and Greek 

verse, such as the discussion of the Alexandrine in his letter of New Year’s 

Day, 1885, from Dublin. '̂""'"

A letter of 1881 refers to a performance of Agamemnon in the hall of 

Balliol in June 1880 ® and shows Hopkins concerned about the music used, 

saying, “I have sometimes set music to a little Greek verse”, and mentioning 

in particular “a bit of a chorus in the Prometheus Bound” (again) and the 

opening words of Pindar’s Olympian Odes 2, the plainsong-style theme of 

which he quotes. A letter of 1886 likewise includes a setting of Sappho’s Ode 

to Aphrodite, reminding us of the link in Hopkins’ mind always between music 

and language, a major poetic interest always being their meeting in rhythm

a This is believed to have been the first proper performance of a play in Greek in England, by 
what Hopkins calls “the Balliol company”, later to develop into OUDS.
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and metre, as in the chorus of the tragedy; this differentiates him from most 

Victorians, whose main focuses tended to be Homer or the historians or the 

philosophers. Despite his total dedication to his religious vocation, Hopkins 

also continued to have academic ambitions, as is clear from the numerous 

references in the later letters to ideas for books (“drawing up,” in his final 

months, ”a Paper...on the Argei, a curious subject”*̂ '”"), and his main interests 

in this connection are the dramatic chorus and metrical matters. Writing to 

Bridges in 1882, he speaks of “the art of the choric parts, for this was one of 

the subjects on which I had proposed to write, the art of the Greek lyric poets, 

including of course the lyric parts of dramatic poets”,“ '”“ and to Baillie early in 

1883 of writing a book on “Greek Lyric Art or on, more narrowly the art of the 

choric and lyric parts of the Gk. plays. I want it to be in two parts, one the 

metre, the other the style.”'"'"’*” Three years later, in Dublin, he has switched 

his focus to “a work on Homer's Art”'"'"’* ’” and another year on he is saying, 

“What I want if possible to get done first is a book on the Dorian Measure, 

one of the rhythms employed by Pindar and the other lyric poets, the most 

important and the least understood; nominally on this but with an introduction 

on the philosophy...of rhythm in general,”'"'"”*’''which he later claims to have 

largely written.'"'"’’*''

However, he invariably admits that these books are unlikely to be written,'"'"”*'" 

recognising that the pressures of his duties in Ireland, and something in his 

own nature, will prevent it; “My book on the Dorian Measure is going on, but 

may easily either wreck (by external difficulties, examinations and other ones)
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or founder (of its own).”'"'"”*''” Just as he appears to express regret in the Dark 

Sonnets at his failure to get poems published, he seems to want publication 

and official recognition of his academic work: “I have been reading the 

Choephoroi carefully and believe I have restored the text and sense almost 

completely in the corrupted choral odes Perhaps I might get a paper on 

it into the Classical Review or Herma^ena”'"'"”*”' which never happened, and,

“I wrote a paper of Readings and Renderings of Sophocles this year and sent 

it to the Classical Rev/ew.”'"'"”*"' Neither piece appeared. He is also concerned 

that his work should be accessible as well as sound: “I propose to print the 

Greek in Roman type, so that no scholarship should be required, only study 

(which must be close) of the book, for it will be thoroughgoing.”'"'"”*"'' Much 

debate about Hopkins has focussed on the question of whether his religious 

commitment damaged or inspired his poetic creativity, Leavis speaking 

of the “strenuous dissipation” of energy that could have gone into poetry but 

John Pick seeing the two elements in his life as inseparable and feeding 

each other; it would seem that Hopkins’ own attitude changed, from his early 

reluctance to write and then to be published (as in his refusal to allow Dixon 

to send his work to a paper '"'"”*"'”') to his later willingness to write and concern 

to be published, especially in his academic work.

It is in his thinking about the Greek dramatic choruses, or about rhythm in 

general, that we see the real fruits of Hopkins’ classical training, the 

awareness of rhythm in language and the realisation that Greek poets used 

much more varied metrical effects than English poets have done, being tied
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to the basically iambic line of regular length; the apparently unclassical notion 

of “sprung rhythm" actually stems from this observation about the practices of 

Greek poets, although many writers on Hopkins’ prosody have failed to see 

this (as did Sr. Marcella Holloway in her early and otherwise thorough 

account ). The first of two key documents here is a letter to Bridges in 

1882, in which he is distinguishing between Whitman’s “irregular rhythmic 

prose’’ and his own “The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo’’, in which 

everything is “very highly wrought. The long lines are not rhythm run to seed, 

everything is weighed and timed in them. Wait till they have taken hold of 

your ear and you will find it so. ” Significantly, he goes on to claim, “what it is 

like is the rhythm of Greek tragic choruses or of Pindar: which is pure sprung 

rhythm. And that has the same changes of cadence from point to point as this 

piece. If you want to try it, read one till you have settled the true places of the 

stress, mark these, then read it aloud, and you will see.”'"'"'"®*''’ The second 

comes four years later: Hopkins describes the “great discovery’’ which was to 

be the subject of a proposed book, that “The Dorian rhythm, the most used of 

the lyric rhythms, arises from the Dorian measure or bar. The Dorian bar is 

originally a march step in three-time executed in four steps to the bar" from 

which “arose the structure of most of Pindar’s odes and most of the choral 

odes in the drama’’ and from which Hopkins derives a variety of metrical feet 

and the important significance for his own practices; “With all this the rhythm 

came to have an infinite flexibility, of which the Greeks seem never to have 

tired.”'"'"“  The detail of Hopkins’ analysis of Greek metre - basically, that 

Greek verse consists of dactylic and trochaic feet mixed indiscriminately
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because they are considered to take equal time and so are equivalents - is 

generally reckoned to be inaccurate,""”*"'""' but “a false theory may lead to 

excellent metrical and architectonic effects.”""'"*"''"'

Hopkins' notion of what is acceptable as verse in English was thus expanded 

by his consideration of the nature of Greek verse, although one should bear 

in mind that he could have been led to the same position by his reading of 

Old and Middle English verse, in which the only fixed features of the line are 

the two units of two stressed syllables each and the linking of the two units by 

alliteration, the number and position of weak syllables being variable;

Hopkins’ extensive use of alliteration was probably influenced by this 

example. It must also be borne in mind that the earliest expositions of the 

“great discovery” which we have date from the decade after “The Wreck of 

the Deutschland” and many of the other major pieces, and the long letter of 

1880"""'" in which Sprung Rhythm is explained to Dixon does not make any 

mention of classical parallels or precedents. Of course, this does not rule out 

the possibility that the method of composition which the later theory 

formalises had already been employed in a subconscious way, practice 

dictating theory rather than the other way round; describing the genesis of 

“The Wreck of the Deutschland”, he speaks of “a new rhythm” which had long 

been “haunting my ear”,"""'"' though he refers to influences from earlier English 

poets, Welsh poetry and nursery rhymes but not the classics.
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Also plausible is the idea that the structure of the sentence in Latin and 

Greek, with its greater flexibility of word-order and greater ability to exploit 

devices of emphasis, connection and ambiguity by the collocation or 

misplacement of words, played a major part In forming Hopkins' use of 

language In poetry. Whereas Milton limits himself to such obvious Latinate 

devices as the adjective placed after the noun or the delayed verb, Imitating 

perhaps the orderly complexity of a Cicero or Livy in his use of long 

sentences with subordination, Hopkins favours a disjunctive style owing more 

to the more impassioned and flexible style of poets.

However, less convincing is the argument that the entire structure of some of 

Hopkins' poems (or usually just the uniquely lengthy “The Wreck of the 

Deutschland ") derives from the principle of construction which was part of the 

“great discovery”, as is argued by, for example. Bender.” '"' Hopkins’ 

proposed work on metre was intended to develop the theme into 

consideration of principles of construction In the choral lyric, and Indeed 

principles of art In general; the main idea (presented in a letter to Baillie in 

1883 "”°'“) was that, just as the verse Is a mixture of two basic rhythmic 

patterns in counterpoint, so many of the lyric passages in the tragedies are 

constructed from “two strains of thought running together and like 

counterpointed''; the idea is rather like Pindar's own koU & v neipam 

aovtavôaais I iv  Bpaxei '  {Pythian 1 .11.81-2), to which one could compare 

Hopkins' “How all's to one thing wrought! /The members , how they sit! ( On

“Bringing together many strands in a small space.”
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a Piece of Music”). In addition to the “overthought”, the main subject, there is 

“the afterthought, conveyed chiefly in the choice of metaphors etc. used and 

often only half-realised by the poet himself, not necessarily having any 

connection with the subject in hand,” and Hopkins gives as an example the 

way in which the vocabulary of the opening chorus of Aeschylus' Suppliants 

has overtones suggestive of cattle in order to create a link between the 

immediate story of the Danaids fleeing from their cousins and that of their 

ancestor lo. For example, the Danaids describe their cousins as a “éopôv”, a 

swarm of insects, thereby comparing themselves to lo tormented by the 

gadfly. In a very general way, one can see Hopkins as at times utilising this 

kind of principle of construction as it is first and simply stated, namely, as the 

way in which two strands of thought can be run together; although again one 

cannot take a document about a “discovery” in the 1880’s as evidence of a 

conscious method of composition in the 1870’s, there are clearly two themes 

in “The Wreck of the Deutschland” (the actual wreck and the death of the 

nuns, and Hopkins’ own spiritual development and acceptance of God’s acts 

in the world), “Andromeda” (the myth of Andromeda and whatever Andromeda 

and Perseus represent allegorically), “The Loss of the Eurydice” (the 

shipwreck and the consequences of the Protestant Reformation in England), 

and others of Hopkins’ poems. However, this is not to claim anything 

exceptional: the device of allegory is a common and ancient one, as is that of 

combining a description or narrative with a statement of the speaker’s 

reactions to or perception of it - we need to look no further afield than the 

conclusion of “Dover Beach” for an perfectly normal example of extended
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comparison in English poetry or “The Scholar-Gipsy” for an example of how 

description and narrative can be combined with personal emotion and 

thought for the enrichment of both. Attempts to show that Hopkins' procedure 

here is unusual can go too far.

Bender, for example, lays great stress on the alleged obscurity and episodic 

nature of “The Wreck of the Deutschland” and claims that it has a particular 

structure derived from the practices of Pindar, but this ignores two relevant 

facts of chronology. Firstly, as already stated, the researches which led the 

Professor of Greek to the “great discovery” predate the “The Wreck of the 

Deutschland”, written when Hopkins had for some time been reading little of 

the classics (although he had read at least some Pindar at Oxford). Secondly, 

the reading of Pindar on which the claim rests was one not advanced until 

Gilbert Norwood’s P/ndar In the letter to Baillie, Hopkins talks about 

ambiguity of vocabulary which allows one story to contain echoes of another, 

but he does not advance a theory like Norwood’s, in which the whole of a 

Pindar ode is seen as a number of apparently unconnected stories and 

scenes which in fact crystallise around an object which symbolises the 

athlete’s victory (as Pythian 1 is said to focus on Apollo’s golden lyre, Xpvosa 

(jyoppiŷ , as a symbol of the order which Hiero’s family have brought to Sicily). 

Furthermore, not only does Norwood’s theory not fit all Pindar’s poems 

equally clearly, but “The Wreck of the Deutschland” is not nearly as strange 

in construction as is often claimed, and is not as obscure as a Pindaric ode. 

Following Bridges’ own description of the poem as “a great dragon folded in
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the gate to forbid all entrance”, Bender claims that the poem has coherence 

neither as description nor as narration nor as argument,"""""" but this is an 

exaggeration; Hopkins often uses unusual word-order and rich vocabulary, 

and the sheer length of “The Wreck of the Deutschland” intensifies this effect, 

but there is much in the poem which is actually straightforward for Hopkins 

(as compared to, for example, “The Windhover”, despite Bender claiming, 

“Hopkins began with an extreme statement and then retreated from it 

somewhat”"""'""'): stanzas 12 to 17 tell the story of the shipwreck in a clear if 

descriptive way, the first nine stanzas are clearly separated as a kind of 

prologue about Hopkins’ own faith, and in stanza 24 the link between the two 

elements is made explicitly (the fact that Hopkins was having some kind of 

crisis of faith simply at the same time as the wreck). Even the rest of the 

poem does not really go beyond matters immediately related to these stories: 

the mention of the nuns leads quite naturally to them becoming the focus of 

the poem from stanza 19 to the end, with only relevant “digressions”, such as 

the comparison with St. Francis (23) or the account of the effects of suffering 

(27). The complexity of the last two stanzas, with thickly compounded words, 

is of a verbal, rather than logical kind. This is a long way from the kind of 

procedure described by Norwood, where the central metaphor which 

connects the elements is never made explicit: Hopkins continually takes us 

back to the image of God as omnipotent and controlling events to bring about 

his purposes, which is the overall message of he poem, so Bender’s claim 

that no principle of organisation or structure is apparent """"""" is inaccurate. 

Certainly a reader who is familiar with the allusiveness and symbolism of
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much twentieth-century poetry should not be as puzzled by it as was the 

Jesuit editor of The Month who rejected it for publication in 1876.

Nor is there much evidence of classical influence in the content of the poem, 

though it would not have been hard for Hopkins to have introduced into this 

piece references to, as an obvious example, Virgilian and Homeric 

shipwrecks; it is perhaps far-fetched to make a connection between the nun 

drowned off and then sanctifying the English coast and the piece of holy earth 

washed overboard and landing on Thera in Pythian 4. The representation of 

God as a paradoxical blend of destroyer and saviour gives rise to the image 

of him (as Christ) as the heavenly hunter, the constellation Orion, and there is 

the reference to the Tarpeiah rock already mentioned, but otherwise there are 

no apparent classical images; James Finn Cotter points out that the 

underlying images of the poem are Biblical in inspiration, recalling the Book 

of Job, which similarly deals with the imponderable nature of God and the 

mystery of the existence of evil and injustice in his creation: from Job come 

the themes of good and evil and of patience, and the images of storms, 

winnowing and pottery common in “The Wreck of the Deutschland” and the 

Dark Sonnets.

Nevertheless, it is possible that the reading of Pindar influenced Hopkins in 

some respects in the writing of “The Wreck of the Deutschland”, in ways more 

precise than the obvious similarities of length, freedom of verse and frequent 

P0 f0 P©nc©s to the sea and ships. Even though the Victorian piece seems to
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concern itself with a disaster rather than a triumph and is very personal 

whereas Pindar is essentially for public performance, there are features 

which the two have in common, most noticeably in their conceptions of the 

deity, although for Hopkins God is essentially benign and never motivated by 

the human weaknesses and vindictiveness which the Greeks ascribed to their 

gods; S' oùk àÀî0ios I yxvexm jcaiScov Aos '  (Pythian 3 ,11.11-2 

Both poets see God as being an all-powerful being pursuing a divine plan, 

the main point of the Hopkins piece being the impenetrability of God’s mind 

and the need to trust to his will despite external appearances.

0£Ôs OLKCLV èlU EÀMÔSOOI TSKfÀCLp CCWSXŒl,

0£OS, 3 Kcà Ttzepôsvz aiezov Ktzs, m î 0aAaaaaîov Kapapsîpszm

Se/yjnva, Kaï v^n^pôvmv ziv 'ÉKapy/s Ppozâv,

ézspom 8s lœSos àyr\paov TtapéSeoK'!' (Pythian 2, 11.49-52)

There are other similarities between Hopkins’ view of God and Pindar’s, in 

other poems, although these may be coincidental and one cannot imagine 

that Hopkins’ theology was at all affected by the pagan poet. Nevertheless, 

Pindar’s assertion that the gods are related to men but essentially different

from them -

'Ev àvôpâv, £V Os(bv ysvos, £K pias ôè jcvsopsv 

paxpos àp(j)6x£poi, ôi£ipy£i ôè naoa K£Kpipéva

= “The wrath of the sons of god arises not in vain.” . . ^
" “God accomplishes every deed according to his wishes, god, who m a k h e s th e M n ^  
eagle, excels the dolphin in the sea, humbles some of proud mortals and gives to others
undying glory.”
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ôôvaftts, (OS TO fiev oôSsv, ô 5 è  xâ^eos  àa^aAis alsv eSos 

fisvEi oùpccvos-̂  {jN&wssn 6 ,11,1-4) -

ties In neatly with the Christian conception of Christ as being human but also 

divine, and of human beings as having some of the properties of the divinity 

(In the soul); “the just man... Acts In God’s eye what In God’s eye he Is - 

Christ...” (Kingfishers sonnet), or “I am all at once what Christ Is, since he 

was what I am “ (Heraclltean Fire sonnet). In “The Wreck of the Deutschland”, 

Hopkins sees God as an Initially ambiguous figure, destroyer as well as 

saviour; In his later poems, he usually focusses on one aspect or the other, 

as In the Dark Sonnets, but here the two faces as viewed as complementary 

and necessary: “Father and fondler of heart thou hast wrung: Hast thy dark 

descending and most art merciful then.” A similar sentiment Is expressed In a 

Pindaric fragment, although It Is talking literally about the power of god as 

seen in the eclipse:

0£ov ÔS ÔvvaTov fisÀaivas 

£K vvKTOS àfiiavTOV opoai (j)dos,

K £À aiV£<l)£t 5 è  OKOT£l 

KaÀv\f/ai oéÀas KaOapov 

àpépas.^ (Pindar, Fragment 142)

Just as Hopkins presents God as using an apparently terrible event to mask 

the creating of new saints and send a message which Is ultimately one of

 ̂ “There is one race of men and one of gods, though we both take our breath from one 
mother, but a power that Is wholly apart separates us, so that one Is nothing while for the 
other the brazen heaven stands forever as a safe abode.”
b “The power of god brings forth pure light from black night and It cloaks with murky darkness 
the pure brightness of day.”
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hope, so Pindar sees the gods as working deceptively, though in the opposite 

direction {olvts 5oàov olvt& Osoclv / Ztjvos TiccÀccficci, kciàov Ttfjpci - Pythidn 2, 

11.39-40), which would fit in with Hopkins' religious conviction that the worship 

of the true God had replaced that of the false and turned morality upside 

down. Although Hopkins could have been influenced by the picture of Zeus 

as a destructive influence, symbolised by his lightning bolt, presented in 

many texts from Homer on, this image comes up often in Pindar (e.g. in 

Pythian 3, 11.57-8: ... S’ dpa Kpovicov piy/ais Si àp<j)6îv àpitvoàv 

oTspvcov KaesÀ£v Skews, diOwv Ss Kspavvos svsoKipy/EV popov  ̂). Although 

Hopkins does not specifically mention thunder and lightning in connection 

with the storm which wrecks the Deutschland, the image of an electrical storm 

recurs in the imagery (“electrical horror”) and personal comments (“I did say 

yes / 0  at lightning and lashed rod”, where the “rod” might be, as in “God’s 

Grandeur”, a symbol for divine authority, either the Biblical rod or staff of 

office or the classical bolt of lightning, or perhaps even literally a lightning 

conductor). Pindar makes no explicit mentions of the goodness or, in our 

sense, justice of the divine actions, but, like Hopkins, he includes prayers, 

and it might be significant that both “The Wreck of the Deutschland” and 

Olympian 6 end with a prayer for the future, Pindar calling Poseidon Séonoxa 

novTopsSwv (1.103), much as Hopkins refers to the “master of the tides Of the 

Yore-flood”, with “sway of the sea”, although Hopkins’ prayer is a much more

= “The hands of Zeus set a trap for him, a fair source of woe.” 
b “The son of Kronos drew the breath from both their breasts swiftly with casts from his 
hands, the burning thunderbolt brought doom to them.”
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generalised plea for the acceptance of God’s will (and the conversion of 

England).

The structure of Hopkins’ poem bears some resemblance to Pindar’s 

procedure of blending an account of the athletic victor s achievements and 

background with mythological stories, setting the one in the eternal context of 

the other. Both Pindar and Hopkins begin with something other than the 

central story, Hopkins opening with an elliptical account of some stressful 

spiritual experience of his own and Pindar starting, for example, Pythian 1 

with an account of Apollo’s lyre and Pythian 3 with the story of Asclepius. It is 

possible to discern a similarity between the structure of a Pindaric ode and 

“The Wreck of the Deutschland” in a more detailed way, though whether this 

is deliberate on Hopkins’ part is pure speculation; as an example, I take the 

short Olympian 3 as a pattern of the essence of Pindar’s model. Pindar 

begins, in the first strophe and antistrophe, with a mixture of praise for the 

victor and an account of his own inspiration to sing; Hopkins opens (in the 

first part of the poem) with praise of the true “victor” of his poem, God himself 

(as Pindar often opens - for example, with praise of Zeus in Olympian 2), and 

with an account of his own experience of God and why he is compelled to 

praise. In the first epode, Pindar makes the transition to the central myth of 

his poem by jumping from the awarding of the crown to Theron back to the 

establishing of the rules of the games by Herakles; this is less obvious in 

Hopkins - “part the first” appears to have reached a conclusion with a prayer, 

but then “part the second ” starts - but there is the transitional stanza 1 1 , on
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the unexpected arrival of death, which links back implicitly to the ideas of 

death and suffering underlying the latter part of “part the first" (especially 

stanzas 6 -8 ). Pindar similarly links his material by moving from the ox£(j>avoi, 

“crowns”, (1.6) of the poet to the Koopov èÀaïas, “decoration of olive”, (1.13) 

awarded by the judge in memory of the olive brought by Herakles from the 

Hyperboreans to Olympia. The central part of Pindar’s ode (the second triad 

and the third strophe), as usual, is an account of the myth, how, in this case, 

Herakles, in order to honour Zeus, travels from Arcadia to the north to secure 

trees, which he saw in the quest for the deer with the golden horns, in order 

to shade the altar and festival site at Olympia; in Hopkins’ case, the central 

part of the jDoem is the account of the nun and her words, which honour 

Christ, framed by a detailed account of the shipwreck; she actually first 

appears exactly in the centre of the poem, the second half of the seventeenth 

stanza of thirty-five. Pindar uses the olive-spray and the hero Herakles to link 

the present and the past; Hopkins’ method is different, using the initially 

apparently irrelevant narrative of the voyage to introduce the “myth”, but the 

effect is similar. Pindar achieves the transition back to the present in the third 

antistrophe, by linking the foundation of the festival by Herakles with his 

handing over of its patronage at his apotheosis to Castor and Pollux, at 

whose feast of the Theonexia the ode was performed; Hopkins similarly 

switches focus before the end, from the nun to the Virgin Mary in stanza 30 

(by the link between the date of the wreck and the following feast of the 

immaculate Conception, paralleling Pindar’s reference to the Theonexia) and 

in stanza 31 from the nun’s behaviour in the wreck to the way in which it
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could give an example to others. Finally, Pindar’s last epode prays for the 

growth of the fame of the hero Theron, and Hopkins’ last two stanzas pray for 

the wider acceptance of the “hero” Christ.

Pindar thus moves from the present of his performance to the recent past of 

the victory and then to the distant past of myth, before coming back to the 

present and looking ahead; Hopkins’ chronology Is more complex (moving 

first to an event at some unspecified date In his own past and then much 

further back to Christ’s life, with glances at more modern history In the lives of 

Francis and Luther, and later to the recent past of the newspaper story), but 

has similar shifts between the present and a past which serves to Illustrate 

and explain It. His “part the first” could almost be seen as a miniature ode In 

Itself, beginning with a generalised “present” of his view of God, then moving 

to a recent past In \whlch he accepted It (“I did say yes”, stanza 2) before 

going back to a telescoped account of Christ’s life In stanza 7 (the central 

“myth”) and ending with a return to the present and a prayer. The whole poem 

could be seen In a similar way, with the sentiments In “part the first” and 

elsewhere being exemplified by the conduct of the nun In the story and also. 

Implicitly, by the story of Christ which Is hinted at throughout the piece (for 

example. In the reference to the stigmata, suggesting the crucifixion, at the 

mention of the word “five” In stanzas 22 and 23, or the hints of the scourging 

suggested by the “exquisite smart” of stanza 18 and the description of the 

“smart sloggering brine” In stanza 19).
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Hopkins is much more explicit in the telling of his story than Pindar, who 

never describes the actual contest and sometimes almost ignores the event 

celebrated (as in Pythian 4, which devotes almost all its 299 lines to an 

account of the Argonauts and mentions the victor Arcesilas only briefly at 

beginning and end); however, some features are common to both Hopkins' 

poem and Pindar's typical procedure. The tall nun who is Hopkins' focus of 

interest as a victim of the storm may not be a victor in earthly terms and her 

personal background is not explored, both of which would be expected in a 

piece of Pindar, but she is seen as winning the martyr’s “crown” (mentioned in 

stanza 25) in parallel with the crowns won by Pindar’s athletes. Pindar 

typically praises also the festival in which the victory was won, just as 

Olympian 1 starts with praise of the Olympian festival and Olympian 2 with a 

mention of its founding; there is something of a parallel in the case of the 

events Hopkins describes, in that he plays a great deal towards the end of 

the poem on the coincidence of the shipwreck taking place on the eve of the 

feast of the Immaculate Conception (“Feast of the one woman without stain”, 

stanza 30), which allows him the far-fetched conceit of Mary’s bearing of 

Jesus being echoed in the nun’s speaking of the “word ” Christ ( birth of a 

brain”). Although there is no Pindaric praise for the land which actually 

“banned” the nun, like the praise of Corinth in Olympian 13 or of Syracuse 

and Athens in the opening lines of Pythian 2 and Pythian 7, there is at least a 

mention of her homeland and the irony of “Gertrude, lily, and Luther, are two 

of a town”, and in place of an account of her family there is mention of the 

“coifed sisterhood” to which she belonged; just as Pindar might have sung of
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both her real family and the achievements of her mythological ancestors (as 

he does in Olympian 2, with Theron of Acragas, his brother Xenocrates and 

their ancestor Cadmus), so Hopkins praises also “father Francis”, founder of 

her order, and tells the story of his stigmata. Again, there is for Hopkins the 

crucial difference that he regards the “myths” of his poem - the story of St. 

Francis, the Immaculate Conception, the birth, death and resurrection of 

Christ - as historical realities; but perhaps Pindar approached his myths with 

the same faith and fervour.

Another way of looking at the poem might see the story of the drowning of the 

nun as a cover for the cryptic telling of the story of Christ, now seen as his 

principal subject: Hopkins could be talking about the sacrifice and rising from 

the dead of Christ when he describes the martyrdom and heavenly reward of 

the nun, in much the same way as Pindar describes and praises Hieron of 

Syracuse in Olympian 1 by recounting the story of the charioteer Pelops, or 

Theron of Acragas in Olympian 3 by telling of the deeds of Herakles. Pindar s 

real subject is the present, but it is the past which he describes in detail, 

whereas Hopkins' real subject is the past and he describes the present. This 

view could be supported by reference to the way Christ is described as “hero 

of Calvary” in stanza 8  and “Orion (hero) of light” in stanza 21 ; the story of 

Christ is told briefly in the first part of the poem (a few lines of stanza 7), and 

ends the piece, as Pindar might refer to the victor early in his ode and at the 

end, and is referred to parenthetically throughout the poem - “the Life that
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died” in the account of St. Francis, or the reference to the cry of the sailors 

being “a we are perishing in the weather of Gennesareth”.

Consideration of the influence of Pindar on the structure of “The Wreck of the 

Deutschland” leads to a link between Hopkins and Arnold, in that Arnold’s 

late poem “Westminster Abbey” is clearly an imitation of Pindaric procedures, 

and was recognised as such by Norwood (who claimed it to be the only 

modern poem using Pindaric technique and later by Anderson."""' It has a 

recurrent central image which binds it together, in this case the idea of light, 

and at its heart is a trio of myths (St. Peter's visiting of the site, Demeter and 

Demophoon, the deaths of the builders of the temple at Delphi) connecting 

the ideas of the giving of life and of building, the central one being elaborated 

at some length, in Pindaric fashion.

It is also possible to see some influence of Pindar even on the content of 

Hopkins’ writing, his sentiments and images: the descriptions of himself in 

stanza 4 (“I am soft sift in an hourglass... I steady as a water in a well...”) are 

similar to an image Pindar applies to himself in Pythian 2,1.80 (... àpanuoTos 

sipi, (l)£ÀÀos m  vnep spKOS...̂ ), and ày/suSsi ôè Kpos aKpovi ydhcsvs ylSooav 

b {Pythian 1, 1.86) might, though it is not addressed to the god, be recalled in 

stanza 10 of “The Wreck of the Deutschland” (“With an anvil-ding And with 

fire in him forge thy will”), though not in the more negative usage of the image 

in “No worst, there is none” (“on an age-old anvil wince”). Turning to the

® “I am like the unsinkable cork at the top of the net.” 
b “Forge your tongue on the anvil of truth.”
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shorter lyrics, particularly clear example of this is afforded by a comparison of 

the opening half a dozen lines of Olympian 1,

’'Apiotov pev vôcop, 6 5s ypvoos cciOopsvov Ttop 

dxs ÔianpÉKsi v v k Ù  psydvopos e^oya nÀovTov; 

si 5’ dsdZcL yapvsv 

sÀSsai, (l>iÀov fjTop, 

priKsO’ àÀîov oKOKSi

d n o  eaÀJtvoTspov sv apspq <j>asvvov dorpov spr\pao 5i aiOspos^ 

with the octave of Hopkins' “The Starlight Night”:

Look at the stars! look, look up at the skies!

O look at all the fire-folk sitting in the air!

The bright boroughs, the circle-citadels there!

Down in dim woods the diamond delves! the elves'-eyes!

The grey lawns cold where gold, where quickgold lies!

Wind-beat whitebeam! airy abeles set on a flare!

Flake-doves sent floating forth at a farmyard scare! - 

Ah well! it is all a purchase, all is a prize.

Both poets are talking about “prizes” {asOÀa and “prize”) and, although these 

are going to be different, since Hopkins later appears to be talking about the 

“prize” of spiritual enlightenment to be gained from contemplation of nature 

whereas Pindar is talking about the prize for the winner of the horse race, the 

ways in which they are described are similar. (As so often in Hopkins, the

a “Water is the best of things, and gold, just like a fire burning in the night, is distinguished 
above all other forms of manly wealth; if you wish to sing of prizes, dear heart, look for no 
star more warming than the sun shining by day in the lonely sky.
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“prize” is to be won by the effort of looking properly at Nature, or “Inscaping”; 

this Idea Is present In Pindar as It Is In Duns Scotus - si Ss ns oXpos sv 

avdpamoiaiv, avsv Kafiazoo / où (j>a{vszaù', Pythian 1 2 ,11.28-9.) For Pindar, 

the best of prizes Is like the brightest of elements, gold, which can be likened 

In Its shining to fire, which appears brightest when seen at night; he goes on 

to talk about the brightness of stars. Similarly, although he Is actually 

describing stars and not using them as an Image for the grandeur of the 

Olympian games, Hopkins makes a connection between the stars (âatpov) 

and fire {ndp) and gold (xpvoos). The setting of Hopkins' poem Is outdoors at 

night, looking up, as. In the Imagery, Is Pindar’s (vtxn. Si aiBspos). This could 

be purely coincidence, the links between stars, fire and precious objects 

being too obvious to be traced to particular sources In this way, but the 

description of “stars” as “golden” Is actually not natural In English usage 

(“silvery” is the more obvious epithet) and the trick of the opening line of the 

Pindar, mentioning something as common as water as being the best of 

things (echoed In Olympian 3 , 1.42) before launching into more rarefied ideas. 

Is partly paralleled In the Hopkins, where the picture of cities and treasure 

suddenly has a bathetic collapse Into the Image of the “farmyard scare”. As a 

final point, we may note that Pindar’s <l>iZov nzop (“dear heart”) echoes typical 

expressions of Hopkins throughout his poetical career. If not In this poem; “My 

heart”, “you., heart” (“The Wreck of the Deutschland” stanzas 3 and 18), “ah 

my dear” (“The Windhover”) and “you, heart” (“I wake and feel the fell of

dark").

“If there is any happiness among men, it does not show itself without labour.



184

There may thus be Pindaric influence on the structure of “The Wreck of the 

Deutschland” and certainly the weaker case that Hopkins was influenced by 

his classical studies at the level of the phrase or sentence is very credible. 

Some of the features which are typical of his style, such as alliteration, are 

common enough in English poetry and do not need to be traced to classical 

precedents, but others, such as word-order deliberately manipulated for 

special purposes, are not native devices and can reasonably be ascribed to 

his particular training. A simple example from a poem known to be very 

familiar to Hopkins (the opening of Aeneid, Book 2) will identify some of the 

relevant features of Latin and Greek writing which were second nature to him 

and presumably entered his consciousness; these features will then be linked 

to some well-known lines of Hopkins. In lines 13-6, Aeneas commences his 

account of the fall of Troy with the building of the wooden horse: 

incipiam. fracti bello fatisque repulsi 

ductores Danaum, tot iam labentibus annis, 

instar montis equum divina Palladis arte 

aedificant, sectaque intexunt abiete costas.^

The sentence starts not with the subject, but with the participial phrases 

describing it; those phrases are arranged in a neat chiasmus, linked by the 

alliteration of “fracti/fatis” (also found in “ductores Danaum”); starting the 

sentence thus stresses the state in which the Greeks find themselves (rather 

than just identifying them as the subject) and gives the reasons for the

a “I shall begin. Broken by war and disappointed by fate, and since by now so many years 
were slipping by, the leaders of the Greeks built, by the divine skill of Athene, a horse as 
big as a mountain, and wove its ribs with sawn fir.”
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extraordinary and dangerous trick they are about to play. After the subject, 

there is inserted an ablative absolute, before the object of the sentence. The 

present participle and its adverb, “iam labentibus", precede the noun “annis”, 

v\^ereas the prose norm would be to have them placed after; the effect is 

almost to make “labentibus” look back to the immediately preceding “ductores 

Danaum” as well as ahead to “annis”, either reinforcing “fracti...repulsi” or 

hinting at the coming (false) departure of the ships, “instar montis” refers 

literally to the following “equum”, but its position could be seen as looking 

back to “tot”, to reinforce the idea of the burden of years on the Greeks. The 

sandwiching of “Palladis” between “divina” and “arte” allows, disregarding the 

strict grammatical forms, “divina” to be associated closely with Palladis and, 

in terms of strict sense, it is “Pallas” which is “divina” rather than “ars”. The 

final line balances and reverses the opening “fracti” with “aedificant”. The 

passage thus illustrates, as well as other devices, the two main versions of 

the technique of using unusual word-order for special effects, or hyperbaton, 

namely the forward placing of a word for emphasis and the placing of a word 

so that it can suggest connections with both what comes before it and what 

comes after it. The reverse of the former, the late placing of a word, is also 

common in Latin and Greek; indeed, the late placing of the verb formalises 

this practice of waiting until the end of the sentence before nailing the main 

point; in the passage quoted, the delay in the arrival of the verb aedificant is 

really only the prose norm and carries no particular weight, but there is 

perhaps a weak example of a word being deliberately delayed in the final
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position of “costas”, wtiich finaiiy makes sense of the curious words “sectaque 

intexunt abiete”.

Starting with a iengthy descriptive phrase rather than the subject itseif, rather 

as “Speit from Sibyi's Leaves” begins with a string of adjectives, is by no 

means unusual in Engiish, though there are few dose paralleis to our Virgil 

example in Hopkins; the first words of “The Wreck of the Deutschiand” 

commence with the vocative “Thou”, but the participial phrase “mastering me” 

is put before “God” in an emphatic and concise way (in place of the “normal” 

longer form, “Thou God, mastering me” or “Thou God who masters me”).

More obvious is the opening of stanza 21, though in this case the participles 

refer to the object rather than the subject, making the grammatical distance 

between them even greater:

Loathed for a love men knew in them.

Banned by the land of their birth,

Rhine refused them....

The fiexibie nature of word-order in Latin and Greek ailows the writer to 

emphasise the crucial word or idea by piacing it at the start of the sentence, 

whereas Engiish expects the grammaticai subject to start the ciause. The 

most obvious example of this is the way the epics commence with the object 

of the sentence (the ///ad commencing with its overall theme, pijviv, and the 

Aeneid likewise, “arma virumque”), and, although these examples are not 

grammatically identical, Hopkins often iikes to stress the main theme of his 

poem by bringing it forward and making it expiicit in some way. The methods
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h© usGs include the use of an isolated vocative ( Thou mastering me God! , 

“Patience, hard thing!”) or of a grammatical duplication (as happens in the 

openings of two poems - “The Eurydice - it concerned thee, O Lord”, in which 

“it” is strictly redundant after “The Eurydice”, and “Felix Randal the farrier, O 

he is dead then?”, in which the first four words are an expansion of the later 

“he”). The contrary device, of delaying a word or phrase for its emotional 

effect, can be illustrated from ”The Wreck of the Deutschland” stanza 18 (“Ah, 

touched in your bower of bone Are you!”), and a particularly effective example 

comes from a line in “God's Grandeur”, where the verb is delayed by an 

adverbial phrase in a way which throws extra weight on it: Oh, morning, at 

the brown brink eastward, springs.” Perhaps the most daring delay of this 

kind occurs at the end of “Andromeda”, where the object of “disarming” comes 

only at the end of the poem, after an interposed clause and a long adverbial 

phrase: "..disarming, no one dreams. With Gorgon's gear and barebill, thongs 

and fangs.” The other main purpose of hyperbaton, making a word carry more 

than one meaning by its position, is harder to achieve in English and so less 

common in Hopkins' works, but can be seen in, for example, since I had our 

sweet reprieve and ransom Tendered to him” (“Felix Randal”), where the shift 

of “tendered” from its normal position straight after the auxiliary “had” allows 

the suggestion of a description of the “ransom " (i.e. the sacrifice of Christ on 

the cross) to balance chiasmatically the description of “reprieve” as “sweet”. 

Less obviously, in “The Wreck of the Deutschland” (stanza 14), we have 

“night drew her Dead to the Kentish Knock”, where reading forward the word 

“dead” merely has the meaning of “in a straight line”, but looking backwards
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only it has a more sinister meaning. Here we are moving into consideration of 

the much simpler matter of words having several meanings or ambiguity of 

meaning, for which we do not have to look for classical precedents. This is a 

common feature of Hopkins' work, and could be illustrated from virtually every 

stanza of ‘The Wreck of the Deutschland'', in which ambiguity is an especially 

strong idea, as a central idea is the dual nature of God, “a winter and warm”, 

“fondler of heart thou hast wrung”, so that “storm flakes” become “lily 

showers”. Stanza 2, for example, gives us the ambiguity of “lashed rod”

(either looking back to the idea of “lightning” or picturing God as wielding a 

“rod”, as in “God's Grandeur”, where we similarly have the several possible, 

and all relevant, meanings of “foil”); the last line of stanza 15 gives us the 

grim play on the word “shroud” (the “rigging” of the next stanza, or, looking 

back in the stanza, linked to the idea of “lives...washing away”).""""

The way in which the epics can open with the object is helped by, for 

example, the fact that Virgil does not need to express his subject (contained 

in the following verb, “cano”), and Hopkins often avails himself of the classical 

conciseness allowed by, for example, the omission of the pronoun subject (as 

in stanza 9, of “The Wreck of he Deutschland”, “Hast thy dark descending 

and most art merciful then”) or by the verb “be” being understood. Thus, in 

“Andromeda”, the first line of the sestet omits the auxiliary (“Her Perseus 

linger and leave her to her extremes?”) and in stanza 4 of “The Wreck of the 

Deutschland”, following “I am soft sift” in 1.1, Hopkins can leave the verb 

understood in 1.5, “I steady as a water in a well”, and even more strikingly in
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stanza 3 (“The frown of his face Before me, the hurtle of hell Behind,...”). In 

the latter example, it may be that an absolute construction is implied, with a 

participle understood rather than a finite verb, and there are examples of this 

in Hopkins, most obviously in the opening of “Felix Randal”, where “my duty 

all ended” stands apart from the grammar of the sentence.

In a recent article which touches on this aspect of Hopkins' work, though it 

tends to rely on general assertions about Greek originals rather than specific 

examples, Brian Arkins describes briefly what is known of Hopkins' 

unfinished research into classical subjects,""""' especially the rhythms of 

Greek verse, and points out the Christian glosses on classical images which 

are present in the sonnets “Heraclitean Fire” and “Andromeda”. He illustrates 

the work of Bender """'' on Hopkins’ use of hyperbaton by reference to “The 

Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo”, making the same general link with 

Pindar's procedures, and that of W.B. Stanford on the link between Hopkins 

and Aeschylus by reference to their use of compound adjectives, though 

quoting only from Hopkins.

This all demonstrates the extent to which Hopkins, the precise observer of 

nature in its most minute details, analysed the technicalities of the ancient 

languages and their literary devices and the ways in which he attempted to 

incorporate them into his work. It is a very different approach to that of 

Arnold, for whom the moral (rather than emotional) content and the effect of
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the English style used, rather than the detailed metrical effects (which he 

eschews copying in the Preface to Merope) and images, are vital in literature.
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13. Hopkins’ sonnet on a classical subject: "Andromeda"

Hopkins’ renewal of his association with Oxford, when, from November 1878 

to October 1879, he was posted to the recently-opened parish church of St. 

Aloysius, was one of his most creative times: like the great outpouring of 

nature poems in Wales (1877) and the agonised period of the Dark Sonnets 

in Dublin (1885), his months in Oxford were very productive, even if the 

poems do not form a kind of sequence in the way that the Welsh and Irish 

ones do. Despite this, this time close to his old college seems to have been 

less than happy, despite his affection for his old university, the site of his 

conversion."""^" For one thing, Oxford had changed since he had left it: the 

growth of the suburbs had begun to alter its appearance, and no longer did 

fields come almost up to college walls as they had done earlier in the century. 

In his undergraduate days, Hopkins seems to have been insensitive to old 

fabric (speaking unemotionally of the rebuilding of Balliol """''"') but some of 

the pieces from 1878-9 do celebrate a past Oxford: "Duns Scotus' Oxford" 

regrets the change which urban growth has brought about, as well as 

describing the medieval heart of the city in a romantic way, and "Binsey 

Poplars" is a more personal statement of grief at the destruction of a scene of 

natural beauty and a cherished reminder of the past. Whereas for Arnold in 

"Thyrsis" the survival of "That lonely tree against the western sky" provides 

some validation for the quest and struggle of life and is a permanent reminder 

of friendship, despite the death of the shepherd, Hopkins, having expressed 

his keenness to go up the river,""""" has to note, “I have been up to Godstow
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this afternoon. I am sorry to say that the aspens that lined the river are 

everyone felled”,""""" as recorded in “Binsey Poplars”: his "aspens dear.... are 

all felled", so that "After-comers cannot guess the beauty been." Hopkins, 

who can draw attention to “a base and brickish skirt” which “sours” the 

medieval “towery city” (“Duns Scotus’ Oxford”) has a less idealised image of 

Oxford than Arnold, for whom Oxford is forever “steeped in sentiment, 

spreading her gardens to the moonlight, and whispering from her towers the 

last enchantments of the Middle Ages”; in 1865, Arnold can speak of Oxford 

as “so venerable, so lovely, so unravaged by the fierce intellectual life of our 

century, so serene!”"""’"’ at the time when Hopkins was living through the bitter 

controversy surrounding Jowett in the struggle between the Tractarians and 

his Broad Church faction.

The sonnet "Andromeda", written on August 12th., 1879, seems to represent 

a brief recalling of Hopkins’ classical training at Balliol, and, in its fear of the 

terrible threat posed in the legend to which it refers, perhaps reflects the 

unease and foreboding about change which seem to have accompanied his 

return to Oxford. In this, it can almost be seen as Hopkins’ equivalent of 

Arnold’s more pessimistic utterances about the human condition (since 

Arnold never expresses the personal despair of the Dark Sonnets). The poem 

is unusual in Hopkins' output in being openly based on a classical story 

(indeed, unique in its use of classical mythology, which he tended to 

condemn as trivial - or even blasphemous - when commenting on Bridges' 

work); however, from the start (which speaks figuratively of "Time's
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Andromeda") it is clear that this is not just a retelling of a story, as it would 

have been from Tennyson or Swinburne, but is invoking the ancient image 

only as a metaphor for the real subject, which appears to be the besieged 

state of the Church, although this is not made explicit. Nevertheless, the 

details of the original story as told most familiarly by Ovid in book 4 of 

Metamorphoses are referred to repeatedly throughout the piece: the 

"rude rock" to which Andromeda is tied as "doomed dragon food", the figure 

of Perseus who treads "pillowy air" as he hovers over the rock and falls in 

love with her ("hangs His thoughts on her"), and finally his weapons of the 

Gorgon's head and curved sword ("With Gorgon's gear and barebill") with 

which he faces the monster’s “fangs”. One geographical feature of the sonnet 

is not in the Latin text, the idea of a sharply pointed bay (“both horns of 

shore”): this detail, if it has a literary source and is not just a device by which 

Hopkins hints at the nature of the monster (the horned beast of the 

Apocalypse, or the devil himself), probably derives from the conventional 

representation of the bay at Joppa, the traditional setting for the story, and 

mentioned as such by Pausanias, Pliny, Strabo and others. Josephus, for 

example, has a typical reference to the place towards the end of Book 3 of 

The Jewish it being where a Jewish pirate fleet was wrecked on the

cliffs while fleeing Vespasian’s army; Josephus tells how the marks of 

Andromeda’s chains can still be seen {sv9a koi twv ’Av5popé5as Ssopwv eu 

ôsiKvvpevoi Tonoi moTovvTai zt)v apxctioTrjTa zov pvOov )̂, a detail echoed in 

Pliny’s Natural History (v.69) and Strabo (xvi.2,28), and describes the sharp-

“ “There the impressions made by the chains of Andromeda are shown to give evidence of 
the antiquity of the legend.”
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ended bay which Joppa has instead of a port: m m  zàs Kspaios sKaxepcoOev  ̂

If Hopkins did know this passage, the “roar” of the beast and the “blows and 

banes” which Andromeda suffers may have been prompted by the vivid 

account of the rough waves and wild wind which wrecked the ships (itself 

always an image which stirred Hopkins, as in the shipwreck poems): Twevpa 

piaiov èmTUKzsu However, some of the details in Hopkins’ version can be 

linked quite precisely to the wording of Ovid’s version, even though it is a 

long way from being a “translation” in any normal sense. Thus, the “rude 

rock” of 1.1 recalls the description of Andromeda tied “ad duras...cautes” 

(1.672), the description of Perseus as he “linger(s)” and “treads a time” (11.9- 

10) picks up “stupet” (1.676), and the strange “barebill” (1.14) conveys the idea 

of a hooked or curved blade (bill) insisted on by Ovid (“telo...unco”, 1.666; 

“falcato...ense”, 1.727).

However, the general impression created by Hopkins’ version is different from 

that created by Ovid’s, and the former is selective, focussing really on just 

11.670-7 and a few details from elsewhere, out of some forty lines of Latin 

covering the meeting of Perseus and Andromeda and his preparing to face 

the monster; Hopkins omits the conversation between the two lovers, and that 

between Perseus and the parents asking for her hand if he rescues her, and 

he ends his piece before the description of the fight, the marriage of Perseus 

and Andromeda and Perseus’ account of how he came to kill the Gorgon

 ̂ “On either side in the form of horns.” 
 ̂ “ A violent gust assailed them.”
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originally (all of which occupies almost another hundred lines of Latin). On 

the other hand, Hopkins’ short piece has features not found in the Ovid: the 

idea of previous attempts on Andromeda and even the emphasis on her 

suffering (“injury”, “doomed”, “wrongs”, “extremes”, “forsaken”, “patience”, 

“pangs”) are hard to trace in Ovid, where comment on Andromeda’s feelings 

is surprisingly slight, being limited to two conventional references to 

generalised tears (“tepido manabant lumina fletu”, 1.674; “lumina...lacrimis 

inplevit obortis”, 1.684) and one to a shriek as the monster appears 

(“conclamat virgo”, 1.691), just past the point reached by the sonnet. Hopkins 

is altering the emphasis of the story, away from the heroics of the story of 

Perseus, where there is never real doubt about the outcome and the attention 

is all on his decisive actions, to the state of Andromeda herself, not privy to 

the ending of the tale or even sure of the stranger’s help.

Stylistically, this piece contains a couple of striking examples of Hopkins’ use 

of hyperbaton to add emphasis or create complexity of meaning, mentioned 

above as something which he may have derived from his studies of the 

classical languages and their freer word-order. The delayed object of 

“disarming” has already been mentioned, and one should also note the 

double meaning of “hangs” in “he treads a time and hangs His thoughts on 

her”; looking back, it forms half of a pair of parallel ideas with “treads” to 

describe the hovering of the hero in the air (“His thoughts on her” being an 

“absolute” phrase tacked on), and looking forward it has “His thoughts” as an 

object and so introduces a new idea of equal importance to the “treading”.
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We are left in a subtle doubt as to whether Perseus is thinking of rescuing 

Andromeda almost incidentally or whether he pauses rapt in active 

contemplation of her.

The Christian interpretation of this story would equate Andromeda with the 

Church (her name, meaning “ruler of men", being a suitable title for the 

Universal Church), as Bride of Christ (as in Apocalypse 21.2). She is first 

exposed on a rock (recalling the rock on which Christ in Matthew 16.18 

establishes his Church in the person of Peter, a suitably Papal reference for 

Hopkins) and threatened by the dragon as the woman is in Apocalypse 12, 

until rescued by the hero Perseus (meaning “destroyer”, i.e. “of sin and 

death”) or Christ, first at the Crucifixion (“hangs” again) and presumably 

latterly at the Final Judgement. ("Hero" is Hopkins' title for Christ in, for 

example, "The Wreck of the Deutschland" and "The Loss of the Eurydice"; on 

November 23rd., 1879, the subject of his sermon at St. Joseph's, Bedford 

Leigh, his next post, was Jesus Christ as hero; “Often mothers make a hero 

of a son; girls of a sweetheart and good wives of a husband. Soldiers make a 

hero of a great general, a party of its leader, a nation of any great man that 

brings it glory, whether king, warrior, statesman, thinker, poet, or whatever it 

shall be. But Christ, he is the hero... He is a warrior and a conqueror... He is 

all the world's hero...”"""^ After the rescue, Perseus marries Andromeda, as 

Christ is said to marry the Church ("spouse" being his title in "Hurrahing in 

Harvest"), though Hopkins does not take the story that far. Paul Mariani, in 

his commentary on the poems, gives this straightforward reading of the
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allegory: “Hopkins sees in the mythological story of Perseus and Andromeda 

a foreshadowing of Christ’s protection of his Church”."""""̂  John le Vey 

reinforces the Biblical connection by pointing out the hovering of Perseus in 

the clouds fits the description of the Second Coming of Christ in Matthew 

24.30, and the curious expression “no one dreams” is a version of the 

warning about the unexpected nature of that coming given in Mark 13.22. (It 

should be noted that the identification of Perseus with Christ is not 

uncontested: Wain points out that the immediate threat to the beast Biblically 

should be St.Michael - or even St.George, as Mariani also notes."""""")

However, some of the details in Hopkins' modified version do not quite fit the 

old story: he says of his central character that "Time past she has been 

attempted and pursued By many blows and banes", which would not fit 

Andromeda but would fit the Catholic Church in times of persecution, a theme 

to which Hopkins often alludes, if with discretion, as in the reference to "The 

riving off that race So at home, time was, to his truth and grace" in "The Loss 

of the Eurydice". More puzzling is the idea that she now faces "A wilder beast 

from West than all were, more Rife in her wrongs, more lawless, and more 

lewd"; Andromeda in the story faces only one monster, and in Revelations, 

though two different beasts are described in chapters 12 and 13, neither can 

really be said to be more dangerous than the other. Exactly what "beast" 

Hopkins has in mind as a special threat to the Church is not clear; Mariani 

makes a case for it being quite simply the devil in the traditional shape of the 

dragon (pointing to the fact that in the night sky the constellations of Perseus
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and Andromeda are threatened as much by Draco, to the north-west, as by 

the sea-monster Cetus ), but it is unlikely that Hopkins is thinking in a 

general sense of the power of evil or death - Peter was promised that it would 

not prevail against him, and it was overcome by Christ at the Crucifixion, so it 

poses no serious threat to the faithful. Presumably Hopkins therefore has in 

mind some threat to orthodox belief (perhaps posed by liberalism, in the form 

of Gladstone, or by Irish nationalism, or by scientific scepticism, or even, as 

has been suggested, by Walt Whitman, whom Hopkins described as a “very 

great scoundrel”""""""" despite recognising similarities between them) which 

could shake faith itself in the absence of divine assistance which, in terms of 

the description of Perseus' behaviour in the poem, is overdue; Hopkins is 

perhaps fearful of the "melancholy, long, withdrawing roar" of "The Sea of 

Faith" which Arnold heard a quarter of a century earlier in "Dover Beach".

The perceived threats to conventional religious belief posed by Darwinian 

theory and the rise of scepticism and socialism may have been in Hopkins' 

mind at this date, especially in Oxford, it should be noted that the anti

modernist pope Pius IX had died the previous year, and he may have been 

fearful of a threat to the traditions of the Church; more immediately, the 

Jesuits were expelled from France in 1879, which he must have seen as 

proof of the danger posed to his deepest convictions by the modern reformist 

world. As le Vey points out, Andromeda is a good if disturbing image for the 

Church because she was threatened not only by the dragon, from the 

outside, but also from within, her family having agreed to sacrifice her.
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Furthermore, some of the words used of Andromeda's state in her time of trial 

are the words which Hopkins uses habitually to describe his own situation 

and frustrations, particularly in the later, darker poems, suggesting that 

perhaps he sees already himself as "Time's Andromeda", threatened by the 

world and awaiting the release which only the Master to whom he has 

dedicated himself can bring about (as He releases the nun in "The Wreck of 

the Deutschland" - "her master and mine"). It is perhaps significant that the 

curious expression "Time's Andromeda" is similar to a phrase he uses to 

describe himself, "Time's eunuch", in "Thou art indeed just. Lord", in which he 

laments the fruitlessness of his labours, shortly before his death in 1889. 

Andromeda's ordeal tests her "patience", a virtue Hopkins needed when he 

felt himself abandoned "to hoard unheard" ("To seem the stranger lies my 

lot") his poetry and scholarship and which is the subject of a sonnet of, 

probably, 1885; Andromeda's "patience" is "morselled into pangs", the word 

used for sufferings in "No worst, there is none". The onlooker would think of 

Andromeda "forsaken that she seems", and, although the word is not used in 

the Dark Sonnets, "forsaken" would aptly sum up the situation described 

there of one "now at a third Remove" ("To seem the stranger lies my lot") and 

praying to an absent God with "cries like dead letters" ("I wake and feel the 

fell of dark") - and would recall the despairing words of Christ on the cross 

(although "Despair" is explicitly rejected in "Carrion Comfort"). It is perhaps 

disturbing that the poet highlights the fact that the hero in "Andromeda" stays 

aloof as he "treads a time" - we are invited to wonder if he will “leave her to 

her extremes” - and that there is no clear reference to the happy end, only the
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grim final picture of his weapons and those of his opponent, and we pull away 

while still “no one dreams” the end of the story. There may in this be a 

foreshadowing of the unresponsive god of the Dark Sonnets, who seems to 

be a "hero" of an ambiguous kind, "the hero whose heaven-handling flung 

me, foot trod Me" ("Carrion Comfort"). The most obvious linguistic link 

between “Andromeda” and the Dark Sonnets is the parallel between the 

expression “rock rude”, describing the cliff on which Andromeda is exposed, 

and the exclamation of shocked surprise at his treatment by God in “Carrion 

Comfort”, where “rock” has become a verb: “why wouldst thou rude on me 

Thy wring-world right foot rock?” In both cases, one can detect a pun on 

“rude/rood” - the rock which supports the Church and that which supports 

Andromeda come together in the image of a “rock-rood”, the crucifix itself, 

and in “Carrion Comfort” there is irony in that Hopkins in his despair 

simultaneously criticises God as being cruel while praying to him on the cross 

(taking “rood” as a vocative). If the “rock” on which Andromeda stands is 

indeed a symbol for the bedrock on which the Church is founded, it is a rough 

and uncomfortable situation to be in, as Hopkins often found in following his 

vocation; although one can only speculate on whether Hopkins had the 

episode from Josephus in mind when he wrote the poem, there might be 

some relevance here in the fact that in it representatives of the people of God 

are under threat from the pagan Romans from the west, and in fact come to 

grief.
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It may be that the apparently grim nature of this piece is deliberately 

contrived rather than a sign that Hopkins was suffering profound doubt or 

depression during his time in Oxford: in his letter to Bridges with which he 

sent this poem, he says that he deliberately aimed at "Miltonic plainness and 

severity” in it" ^  and he did revisit old haunts while in Oxford, for example 

hearing Jowett (Master of Balliol since 1870) preach and seeing old 

friends. However, he writes, “Many of our contemporaries at Oxford were up, 

and I used to come on more and more of them. But.... my work was parish 

work and left no time, that was of any use, for reading. Oxford was not to me 

a congenial field, fond as I am of it”' ^ '  and a couple of years later, he 

confesses to Paravicini that he was not happy there: “At Oxford, in my last 

stay there, I was not happy... Often I was in a black mood, ‘but still,' I used to 

say to myself like the people in Euripides, I see the sun,’ not only the literal 

sun but nature and the many things which make Oxford attractive. Now at 

Liverpool one can not see the sun.”*'®®’®̂" His attitude to Oxford became 

ambiguous: “Not to love my University would be to undo the very buttons of 

my being... But I could not but feel how alien it was, how chilling, and deeply 

to be distrusted. I could have wished, and yet I could hot, that there had been 

no-one that had known me there.”'̂ *"'''®̂ There are several possible reasons for 

this unhappiness, the obvious one being overwork, largely caused by the 

sickness of his parish priest, but his correspondence also refers to the 

unfriendliness of the people and the fact that “they criticised what went on in 

our church a great deal too freely, which is d -d  impertinence of the sheep 

towards the s h e p h e r d .A l t h o u g h  he enjoyed his role as chaplain of the
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Young Men's Association, a photograph of the Oxford Catholic Club shows 

Hopkins standing very awkwardly at the edge of the group.'"'"'' '̂ It is also likely 

that simply being back in Oxford in a different role, as curate of a church 

serving a minority religion (a Jesuit priest and hence, in the eyes of many in 

the Oxford establishment, a threat), rather than as “the star of Balliol”, caused 

Hopkins to feel uncomfortable and, as he says, tend to avoid his peers.

Oxford, the intellectual headquarters of the Church of England, had now 

become almost an enemy camp, and the return there may even have revived 

memories of the rift with his father which his conversion occasioned during 

his final year at Balliol and led to Manley Hopkins accusing him of callous 

behaviour: “Have you not dealt hardly, may I not say unfairly by us...the 

manner in which you seem to repel & throw us off cuts us to the heart...

He would not have been in any way ashamed of his calling, but this failure to 

fit back into Oxford life in 1878-9 may be seen as the first manifestation of the 

alienation was to become intense later in Ireland. He might also have felt a 

sense of loss in being reminded of the academic career which he had not 

pursued, the very fact that he did have some contact with former fellow- 

students and teachers making this harder to bear; Paravicini had become one 

of the first Catholic tutors in Oxford, after the easing of restrictions, and 

Hopkins presumably knew that he could have had this distinction too, had he 

not entered the priesthood. Being back in Oxford must have reminded him of 

the years when he had been engaged every day in intellectual dispute with 

the brightest minds of his generation, instead of being shunted around the 

country in a variety of short-term teaching, preaching and parish jobs. This



203

feeling of frustration was made especially acute by his inability to get his work 

published: starting with “The Wreck of the Deutschland”, he suffered several 

disappointments when Jesuit editors rejected his work, “unheard” as the 

sonnet “I wake and feel” has it. The poem "Peace", which he wrote at the 

beginning of October, shows that he felt that he was neither really withdrawn 

from the world and at peace nor caught up in its work fully constructively - 

leading to the kind of frustration and exhaustion which underlies the later 

Dark Sonnets. Ironically, the Andromeda sonnet and two others unidentified 

were among the few poems which Hopkins offered for publication, to Hall 

Cain, for a book, and they were rejected, “because,” in Hopkins' view, “the 

purpose of his book...is to ‘demonstrate the impossibility of improving upon 

the acknowledged structure whether as to rhyme-scheme or 

measure'...However he had Andromeda and one cannot say there is any 

novelty in rhythm there.’«CCCXXVIII
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14. Conclusion

Hopkins and Arnold, though very different in their characters and careers, 

were nevertheless similar in that they were strongly influenced by their 

classical education, both intellectually and emotionally: the content and style 

of the writers they had studied and the scholarly ambience of Oxford both 

contributed to their development as writers and stayed with them throughout 

their lives. In this, they were typical of educated men of a period which had an 

obsession with and felt an affinity for the ancient, particularly Greek, past, 

although their giving of primacy to poetry marked them out from most of the 

more serious-minded of the Victorians who, though revering Homer and 

studying the dramatists assiduously, were tending to look to the prose writers 

for the heart of classicism. The criticisms levelled at Arnold were provoked 

not by his use of the classics or his belief in their value but by differences in 

interpretation and emphasis (such as the pessimistic introspection of 

“Empedocles”, felt, later by himself, to be out of keeping with the prevailing 

understanding of the classical spirit). Such differences lie also behind the 

differences in the poetic output of the two writers: Arnold, for example, 

avoided lexical, grammatical and metrical innovation, whereas Hopkins was 

much influenced by his philological interests and by ancient examples of 

grammatical and metrical flexibility. Hopkins' notion of the epitome of Greek 

literature being an emotionally vigorous and intellectually demanding chorus 

is not the same as Arnold's idealised image of classical serenity and 

reasonableness. Nevertheless, Arnold and Hopkins were, despite being the
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public champion of the classics and a professor of them, also perhaps linked 

by a strong strain of Romanticism, evident in Arnold's devotion to Wordsworth 

(and his debt to Byron in “Empedocles”) and Hopkins' near-pantheism; in 

keeping with this, both also found much wrong with nineteenth-century 

society, such as its materialism and its lack of clear purpose, commitment and 

direction (unlike the “heart right” and “single eye” of the tall nun and the “one 

aim, one business, one desire” of the Scholar-Gipsy), and shared such 

feelings as a fear of the uncultured masses. Where they differed from each 

other most strikingly was in the way their philosophical or religious beliefs 

influenced their thinking: for Hopkins, aspects of classical style and form 

helped him to express notions derived from Christianity which have few 

precedents in the ancients, whereas Arnold, lacking this Christian conviction, 

actually sought the substance of his beliefs in the Stoic philosophy of the 

ancients and (eventually) in what he perceived as the “sweetness and light” 

of the classical vision, supplied for Hopkins by his religious faith.
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