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Chapter I

SIMILAR VIEWS ON WORDSWORTH

It would be most difficult to find two literary 
critics who are more opposed than the two great Vic
torian critics, Matthew Arnold and Walter Horatio 
Pater. Each represents an entirely different viewpoint 
in nineteenth century criticism» Arnold constantly 
seeks "disinterestedness," a position which removes 
one from personal prejudices; he opposes the excesses 
of the Romantic Movement and the Romantics' futile 
abhorrence of life; and he condemns literary criticism 
that does not teach men to dwell on excellence which 
in turn leads to perfection. Arnold constantly condemns 
mere Romantic expressionism and Romantic criticism 
because as he declares the Romantic Age lacked "intel
lectual atmosphere." He is at one and the same time 
the chief force in opposition to the Romantics in the 
nineteenth century and a severe critic of his own 
Romantic contemporaries. Ruskin, for Arnold, is 
"eccentric" and "dogmatic;" Carlyle is a "moral 
desperato," and Swinburne is a "'pseudo-Shelley. "^His

^Rene Wellek, "The Later Nineteenth Century," A 
History of Modern Criticism(New York, 1965), p. 16 3.
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theories of literary criticism, then, are unique to a 
century which continues the subjective criticism of the 
Romantic critic, Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Arnold, 
instead, continues some of the theories of Goethe’s 
period of classicism, during which objective form and 
values were sought, when he looks to antiquity as a 
model and when he seeks "disinterestedness." Arnold 
admires the Classics because he, like Goethe, thought 
that Classical literature possessed those elements 
which are universally found in great literature.
Arnold, then, stands in opposition to the highly sub
jective criticism of his own century, and is, instead 
a judicial critic, one who seeks an objective norm by 
which to judge.

On the other hand, Walter Pater is an impres
sionistic critic. In the development of aesthetic 
criticism in the nineteenth century, Pater's theories 
lie between the critical standards of Matthew Arnold 
aid the aesthetic hedonism of Oscar Wilde. Arnold does 
not accept the hedonistic, relativistic premises that 
Pater formulates, but Pater does not condone Wilde's 
immorality. Pater does, though, continue the work of 
the Pre-Rapbelites, and he is the precursor of the 
"art for art's sake" movement. Pater's principles of
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literary criticism stress the personal impressions
received from a work of art and the manner in which the
perceiver understands the uniqueness of a work of art.
His theories are, in one sense, an outgrowth of the
criticism of Coleridge, but they are also products of
French Romanticism. Pater says at one point that
"neither Germany with its Goethe and Tieck, nor England
with its Byron and Scott, is nearly so representative
of the romantic temper as France, with. Murger, and

2Gautier, and Victor Hugo." It seems, then, that 
Pater’s type of Romanticism is not necessarily the 
national variety, but it is the eternal type made up 
of both Continental and English Romanticism. His prin
ciples of literary criticism clearly reflect the de
sire "to know one's impression as it really is, to 
discriminate it, and to realize it distinctly." J What 
one must understand is that while Arnold dislikes 
English Romantic theories and writers, Pater favors 
highly romantic expressionism and individualism. Yet 
both Arnold and Pater praise a Romantic poet, William

Walter Pater, "Postcript," Appreciations (New York,
I9OÌ4.), p. 2I49.

2

3Pater, "Preface," Appreciations, p.I#
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Wordsworth. This in itself is curious because of 
Arnold's dislike for the Romantics, the school to which 
Wordsworth belongs, and Pater's affinity for Romantic 
expressionism, a quality which is least represented by 
Wordsworth's poetry.

Curious as it is that Arnold and Pater write about
and praise the same man, their individual critical
approaches are vastly different. One tends to expect
that Arnold's criticism would be judicial, while Pater's
is impressionistic. Yet, both men seem to make many of
the same points about Wordsworth. For instance, both
Pater and Arnold want to rescue Wordswbrth from those
critics who make him a mere declaimer on moral and
social issues. Pater says that Wordsworth

has much conventional sentiment, and some 
of that insincere poetic diction, against 
which his most serious critical efforts 
were directed: the reaction in his political 
ideas, consequent on the excesses of 1795, 
make him, at times, a mere declaimer on 
moral and social topics. 4-

This observation by Pater is similar to Arnold's
attack on those who go to Wordsworth for his philosophy.
Arnold feels that the Wordsworthians are apt "to lay
far too much stress upon what they call his philosophy." ^ 

-
Pater, "Wordsworth," Appreciations, p.lj.0.

5Matthew Arnold, "Wordsworth," Essays In Criticism: 
Second Series (London, 1900), p.llj."87
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Arnold says, then, that "we cannot do him justice
6until we dismiss his formal philosophy." Hence, 

Arnold, as well as Pater, attempts to provide a new 
appreciation for Wordsxtforth, an attempt which moves 
him from the accepted interpretations and which raises 
him to a new level.

Not only do Pater an d Arnold ask their readers to 
ignore Wordsworth's philosophy, but both critics agree 
that at times Wordsworth's poetry is insipid. Arnold 
says that

work altogether inferior, work quite 
uninspired, flat and dull, is produced by 
him Qifordsworth3 with evident unconsciousness 
of its defects, and he presents it to us with 
the same faith and seriousness as his best 
work. '

Pater concurs with this idea when he says:
For nowhere is there so perplexed a mixture 
as in Wordsworth's own poetry, of work 
touched with intense and individual power- 
with work of almost no character at all. ®

Both critics agree that his mixture of inferior and
superior work detracts from Wordsworth. For Arnold,
"Wordsworth needs to be relieved of a great deal of

6Ibid., p.15 3.
^Ibid., p.135.
8

Pater, "Wordsworth," P.I4.O.
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the poetical baggage which now encumbers him" in order 
"to be recognized far and wide as a great poet." 9 For 
Pater, Wordsworth*s critics "by making the most of 
these blemishes" can "obscure the true aesthetic value 
of his work."

Another area in which Arnold and Pater say 
seemingly the same thing concerns fancy and imagination. 
Arnold maintains that Wordsworth has "poems of the 
fancy" and "poems of the imagination." ^ Pater, like
wise uses the terms when he says that "of those who 
dwelt upon the metaphysical distinction between the
Fancy and the Imagination, it was Wordsworth who made12
the most of it." One might ask why is there a 
similarity in terminology? There really is no similarity 
because as Arnold is using these phrases, they are 
meant to be terms of classification devoid of ^oleridgean 
overtones. Pater, it seems, has Coleridge in mind. We 
have, therefore, a perfect example of what we seek in 
this thesis. Both critics use the same words and

9 — ----------- — --
Arnold, "Wordsworth," p.136.10
Pater, "Wordsworth," p.iiO.11
Arnold, "Wordsworth," »137.

12
Pater, "Wordsworth," p.39.
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phrases but with different meanings and effects;.
When one reads the respective essays on Wordsworth, 

closely, he begins to notice that while each critic 
often enough says seemingly the same thing and each 
praises similar aspects of Wordsworth*s poetry, the 
ideas behind the words are quite different. Both 
critics attempt to elevate Wordsworth’s, reputation, 
but the individual approaches are diametrically op
posed. Arnold tries to judge Wordsworth’s poetry 
by relating it to standards, which in his own mind, 
bave universal application. Pater, on the other hand;, 
critizes Wordsworth in the manner of the modern crit
ics. Indeed, he can be called the first modern crit
ic because his criticism manifests the same sort of 
scientific or objective approach that characterizes 
the New Critics*

In order to understand fully what Arnold and 
Pater are really saying about Wordsworth requires 
much more background material about the respective 
premises of literary criticism of each critic than 
might be expected. Indeed, to appreciate complete
ly the respective essays on Wordsworth, we must know 
the assumptions which lie behind the assertions in 
each essay. It is the purpose of this thesis, then,
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to provide the necessary backgrounds that make such an 
appreciation possible* The next two chapters will ac
quaint the reader with the premises of literary crit
icism of Arnold and Pater. This being done, we will 
then attempt to show how these individual assumptions 
color the positions of each critic in his essay on
Wordsworth



Chapter II

MATTHEW ARNOLD’S LITERARY CRITICISM: A SURVEY

There are several major charges which have been 
brought against the criticism of Matthew Arnold. Some 
critics say that Arnold criticizes subjects about 
which he does not have adequate knowledge. For in
stance, he has no great political philosophy, yet he 
criticizes his own age on its politics. -Even his own 
literary criticism evidences a lack, at times, of 
thorough knowledge about his subject, and his call 
for an objective critical effort is plagued by his 
own personal affinities or predilections. Yet,
Arnold stands as a major critic. His critical ideas 
remain because he had the intelligence to recognize 
the changes in life which were being brought about by 
nineteenth century science, but, at the same time, he 
never discarded what was valuable in the past. The 
modern world is as much in need of "free play of the 
mind," "disinterestedness," and many of the other key 
ideas postulated by Arnold as much as the nineteenth 
century was.Arnold's literary criticism may, Indeed, 
be lacking at times in profound scholarship, and it 
may not be as objective to readers as Arnold thought 
it was, but his principles of literary criticism do
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offer a good starting point froru which other critics 
can formulate their own principles. This chapter will 
deal exclusively with Arnold’s premises of literary 
criticism in order, first, to establish his reputation 
as a literary critic, second, to explain his premises, 
and, finally, to show that all his critical writings 
are directed to one end, intellectual amelioration.

One of the clearest interpreters of Arnold's
works is Stuart P. Sherman, who in his study,
Matthew Arnold: How To Know Him, gives an excellent
summary of Arnold's achievement. He says that Arnold

did not attempt a chronicle of all the popular and 
transitory work issuing from the press* he care
fully selected for comment men and books which he 
thought had some mark of immortality about them; 
he assembled, as be says, a group of persons 
illustrating the 'admirable riches of human nature.' 
In the second place, he conveys along with the 
firm and delicate delineations of his subjects an 
irresistably stimulating sense of his own fine de
light in them that indispensable personal gusto 
of the interpreter which excites the envy of the 
reader, stimulates his curiosity, and makes him 
feel that until he shares it, he is excluded from 
one of the exquisite pleasures of the world» The 
third and perhaps most distinctive cause of Arnold's 
desirability is in the soundness of the literary 
principles and the general ideas which he states 
and illustrates.-1

^Stuart P. Sherman, Matthew Arnold: How To Know 
Him(Hew York, 1917)  ̂ pp® 132-33®
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This insight by Sherman is important because it demon
strates the selectivity of Arnold's mind, the influ
ence of Arnold's writings, and the value of Arnold's 
conclusions about literary matters.

Since we are examining Arnold's premises of lit
erary criticism, we have to isolate the works which 
contain the bulk of his literary judgements. Arnold 
did not neatly catalogue his premises, but he scatter
ed them throughout his major essays. For example, 
Arnold in one essay begins by discussing Celtic lit
erature, but in the midst of his discussion, he re
turns to the subject of literary criticism. The 
immediate problem is, then, to determine in which 
major works did Arnold most often digress to a con
sideration of literary criticism. The following 
works contain the bulk of his premises of literary 
criticism: Essays in Criticism: First and Second
Series (1965-1888), On The Study of Celtic Literature 
(3.867 ), On Translating, miner (1861), "On the Modern 
Element in Literature" (l$6l), and "Preface To Thè 
First Edition of Poems" (1853, 185!+).. These works 
may seem few in number, but in pages, they represent 
a considerable undertaking.
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The one word which Arnold repeats ad infinitum
in his essays of literary criticism is "disinterestedness.
The good critic, Arnold says, must be disinterested
in order to pass intellectually sound judgments about
experience. In "The Function of Criticism at the
Present Time "(1865), Arnold explains how criticism
achieves disinterestedness. He says:

And how is criticism to show disinterestedness?
By keeping aloof from what is called 'the prac
tical view of things;' by resolutely following 
the law of its own nature, which is to be a 
free play of the mind on all subjects which it 
touches: By steadily refusing to lend itself 
to any of those ulterior, political, practical, 
considerations about ideas, which plenty of 
people will be sure to attach to them, which 
perhaps ought often to be attached to them, 
which in this country at any rate are certain 
to be attached to them quite sufficiently, 
but which criticism has really nothing to do with.2

Then, Arnold goes on to define the business of
criticism in his most quoted definition.

Its business is as I have 3aid, simply to know 
the best that is known and thought in the world, 
and by in its turn making this known, to create 
a current of true and fresh ideas.3

^Matthew Arnold, "The Function of Criticism, at the Present Time," Essays in Criticism: First Series (London, 1900), p. lb.
-Ibid., pp. 18-19
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In the same essay, Arnold maintains that English 
criticism during his time did not possess these gifts, 
that it he English critics always looked for* causes, 
that they did not know how to be disinterested.

The question naturally arises as to where does
one fine the 'best that is known and thought in the 
world." Arnold maintains that one can find it in toe
Hellenic culture and the culture of continental Europe. 
Throughout Culture and Anarchy(1869). Arnold constantly 
praises the Hellenic culture for its sweetness and 
light or beauty and intelligence. In the chapter 
entitled "Porro Unum Est Necessarium," he says that

sweetness_and light evidently have to do with the 
bent or side^in humanity which we call Hellenic, 
ixreek intelligence has obviously for its essence 
the instinct for what Plato calls the true, firm 
intelligible law of things, the law of light, of seeing things as they are. 4

"To see things as they really are" is the optimum for
Arnold, and the end of this discipline is, as he says 
in "Hebraism and Hellenism,"

to get rid of one's ignorance, to see things as 
they really are, and by seeing them as they are to see them in their beauty, is the simple and 
attractive idea which Hellenism holds out before 
.uman nature; and from the simplicity and charm of 
the ideal, Hellenism, is invested with a kind of 
aerial case, clearness, and radiancy; they are full

Siatthew Arnold, "Porro Unum Est Necessarium," ^uiture and Anarchy. ed. R.H. SuperiAnn Arbor, 1965),



of what we call sweetness and light.^
One must understand that in Arnoldian terms, 

"disinterestedness,” or free play of the mind is 
necessary for nineteenth century critics. Arnold 
further holds that the critic's function is to inves
tigate the best known and thought in the world, and 
from this, the critic must turn to the literature of 
his own day in view of his findings, to show how it 
can become better.

Arnold like most of the thinkers of the nineteenth 
century, was disenchanted with t he religion of his day. 
he foresaw the demise of religious faith because the 
new science of the century was not compatible with 
accepteo religious tradition. Since in his youth he 
was trained on literal interpretation of the Bible, 
the theories of men like Darwin, Strauss, Renan and 
Colenso dislodged his personal interpretation, and he 
felt that in the beliefs of Christianity there was 
nothing left for him. Thus, it is not surprising to 
find Arnold attempting to replace religion, the super
natural-dissipated, with poetry, the human consoler. 
Arnold is not willing to accept Christian dogma. Por 
him, religion teaches man how to live, but, poetry

^Arnold, "Hebraism and Hellenism," Culture and Anarchy, p. 167. -----------



supplements religion because poetry is the best in 
religion.

15

Arnold says in "The Study of Poetry"(1880) that 
"more and more mankind will discover that we have to 
turn to poetry to interpret life for us, to console 
us, to sustain us. Without poetry, our science will 
appear incomplete^ and most of what now passes with 
us for religion and philosophy will be replaced by 
poetry." This statement reveals very clearly the 
disenchantment that Arnold underwent with the teachings 
of Christianity. Whenever man has a problem, he will 
generally turn to his religion for an answer because 
religion in its usual connotation, sustains and con
soles. Arnold, though, abandoning his original 
theological premises, has to replace them with some
thing else. He replaces them with experience because 
experience becomes a religion for him. Arnold main
tains that mankind must follow the fruits of experience 
in order to conduct himself properly, and these fruits 
are best found in poetry. Hence, when Arnold says that 
religion will be replaced by poetry, he means that 
poetry is experience, and the lessons of experience, 
as found in poetry, will become the sustainer of men.

. Arnold, "The Study of Poetry," Essays In Criticism: First Series, pp. 2-3. ------------------ -
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This doctrine places a heavy burden on poetry, but 
Arnold, in his normal selective way, only chooses 
that poetry which fits his concept. It is extremely 
difficult to pin Arnold down as to what makes poetic 
greatness just as it is difficult to get him to define 
the grand style or any of his favorite concepts.
Arnold sought constantly in literature "sweetness and 
light," "high-seriousness," "truth, morality, and 
religion," but he never gave concrete statements or 
de±initions about these qualities. He knew what he 
was seeking, but the only way he seems to communicate 
these qualities is by pointing to the literature which 
he feels possesses them. Thus, when in "The Study of 
Poetry, Arnold sets out to make clear what poetry is 
truly excellent, his reader is amazed to find that all 
Arnold does is offer him a series of quotations.

In order to understand to what power in man great 
literature appeals for Arnold, we must examine his 
concept of the "best self." William Robbins in his 
book* The Ethical Idealism of Matthew Arnold, sums it 
up this way:

...the best poetry, like Christianitv satisfies the 
thinking power (reason) and the religious sense 
(imagination and feeling). The imaginative reason, then, is for Arnold the power by which man is able 
to comprehend moral and religious truth, and since the findings are subjective, agreement must be 
assumed by an appeal to what man's higher nature
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has always found and still finds to be reasonable, 
by an appeal, in other words, to history and ex
perience. 7

This insight by Robbins helps to clarify Arnold's
concept of the two selves in man. Perhaps the best
explanation of this concept is in Arnold's "Preface'’
to the Last Essays On Ch.urch and Religion:

It will generally be admitted, too, that all ex
perience as to conduct brings at last to the fact 
of the two selves, or instincts, or forces,— name 
them how we will, and however we may suppose them 
to have arisen,--contending for the mastery in man: 
one, a movement of first impulse and more involuntary, 
leading us to gratify any inclination that may solicit 
us, and called generally a movement of man's ordinary 
or passing self, of sense, appetite, desire; the 
other, a movement of reflection and more voluntary, 
leading us to submit inclinations to some rule and 
called generally a movement of man's higher or en
during self, of reason, spirit, will. The thing is 
described in different words by different nations 
and men relating their experience of it, but as 
to the thing itself they all, or all the most serious 
and important among them, agree. This, I think, will 
be admitted. Nor will it be denied that they all 
come to the conclusion that for a man to obey the 
higher self, or reason, or whatever it is to be 
called, is happiness and life for him; to obey the lower is death and misery. °

The "higher self," then, is the power which must be
satisfied in life, and for Arnold, the literature which
is the optimum is that which appeals to and helps to

7■William Robbins, The 3thical Idealism of Matthew 
Arnold(London, 1959), po. 168. "

8Matthew Arnold, "Preface," Last Essays on Church and Religion(New York, 1898), pp„ 166-6?.
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form the higher self. Again Arnold looks to the Hel
lenic and continental literature rather than to con
temporary literature for the points that appeal to 
the higher self because the Hellenic and continental 
cultures, for Arnold, possess that quality which 
satisfies reason and which allows man to maintain his 
dignity in spite of the hostile world. In "On The 
Modern Element In Literature," he says:

Now, the peculiar characteristics of the highest 
literature— the poetry— of the fifth century in 
Greece before the Christian era, is its adequacy; 
the peculiar characteristic of the poetry of 
Sophocles is its consummate, its unrivalled ad
equacy; that it represents the highly developed 
human nature of that age--human nature developed 
in a number of directions, politically, socially, 
religiously, morally developed--in its completest 
and most harmonious development in all these di
rections; while there is shed over this poetry 
the charm of that noble serenity which always 
accompanies true insight. °

The literature of his day did not possess this ad
equacy because it did not appeal to the higher self. 
In Arnold’s view, the poetry of his day was lacking 
moral profundity. The universal quality and the"po- 
litical, social, religious, and moral" orientation 
of fifth century Greece could not be found in mod
ern literature in England.

qArnold, "On The Modern Element In Literature," 
On The Classical Tradition, ed. R.H. Super(1960),I,' p. 28.
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¥e have discovered so far that poetry holds the
lessons of experience by which man can judge his own
actions. Arnold develops this idea in greater depth,
when in the "Preface to the Poems of 1853," he states:

What are t he eternal objects of Poetry among all 
nations and at all times? They are actions; human 
actions; possessing an inherent interest in them
selves, and which are to be communicated in an 
interesting manner by the art of the poet. 10

This idea may be short, but it anticipates many other 
aspects of Arnold's critical premises. This idea 
should remind one of the theories of poetry as ex
pressed in the ancient world by Aristotle and Longinus. 
For Aristotle, tragedy, a species of poetry, is "an 
imitation of an action," and according to Aristotle's 
doctrine, is a certain pleasurable impression produced 
upon the mind of the hearer or spectator." 11 Arnold 
goes further than Aristotle and approaches Longinus 
because like Longinus he is concerned with the moral 
element in poetry, and poetry for Arnold must always 
be concerned with the question "how to live."

One of Arnold's earliest essays which contains 
some of his already well-formulated premises is most 
assuredly "The Preface to the Poems of 1853." Arnold

10
T . . ^Pnoldi "Prefaces To Poems(18£3)," Mixed Essavs Irish assays and Others (New York, 19 0 1), p~.~'j|89.---

. Samuel H. Butcher, "The End of Pine Arts"
^ ¿ V p? 92q6T °f P°et^  m d
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begins the essay with the idea that "a poetical work, 
therefore, is not yet justified when it has been shown 
to be an accurate and therefore interesting representa
tion from which men can derive enjoyment or from which
consolation and sustenation are derived which in turn

12
allows man to maintain his dignity.” Arnold
immediately attacks his own. poem, Empedocles, because 
no poetical enjoyment is derived from the poem. Ac
cording to Arnold, Empedocles is a poem "in which the 
suffering finds no vent in action; in which a contin
uous state of mental distress is prolonged, unrelieved
by incident, hope, or resistance; in which there is

13everything to be endured, nothing to be done.”
This type of poetry has nothing in it for Arnold, 

and Arnold by attackirg one of his own. poems is at
tempting to combat the literary philosophy of the t im© 
which held that the poet had only to present an in
ternal struggle or attitude of mind or employ bombastic 
expressionism. This particular literary philosophy is, 
of course, one aspect of the Romantic Movement. Gen
erally, there is a reaction against an earlier age by 
the newer movements such as Romanticism stands diamet
rically opposed to Neo-Classicism, but in the case of
the Romantic Age and the Victorian, there is no major 

—
Arnold, "Preface(18^3),” Mixed Essays, p. [|22. 
Ibid., p. i;88.



reaction which wanted to abolish all that Romanticism 
promulgated. Instead, there was a continuity of mind 
and movement for the most part. Arnold, though, did 
not favor the aspect of Romanticism which placed 
complete faith in the world of total sadness over 
happiness. One should think of Byron and the cult of 
Byronism to see what Arnold is criticizing. Byron's 
poetry reflects a deep melancholy or brooding approach 
to life. In this type of poetry, man cannot find 
answers to the question "how to live." This type of 

x poetry does not contain the answers that Arnold seeks 
because it does not have the didactic purpose for which 
Arnold constantly searches. Instead of treating ex
cellent human actions, the poets introspected and 
indulged in self-criticism.

The job of the poet, then, is to deal with human 
actions, but these actions must be excellent. Arnold 
continues that the actions which are most excellent are

those, certainly, which most powerfully appeal to 
the great primary human affections: to those 
elementary feelings which subsist permanently in 
race, and which are independent of time. 14

The time, then, is not of significance; the externals
of the time add nothing. The business of the critical
poet is "with the inward men; with their feeling and

21

Ibid., p. I4.9O.
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behavior in certain tragic situations, which engage 
their passions as men; these have in them nothing 
local and casual; they are as accessible to the

15modern poet as to a contemporary.” For Arnold,
these are the human affections with which a poet must 
deal.

In the ”Preface”(1853)j Arnold again demonstrates 
the distaste he has for the culture of his own age and 
the affinity he has for Hellenic culture. Arnold 
says that:

The radical difference between their poetical
theory and ours consists, as it appears to me, is
this: that, with them, the poetical character of
the action in itself, and the conduct of it, was
the first, consideration; with us attention is
fixed mainly on the value of the separate thoughts 16
and images which occur in the treatment of an action.

He continues his praise of the Hellenic writers when
he states that individual modern writers could profit
much from the material which the ancients mastered»
The Greeks, of course, had much didactism intheir
works, and Arnold, too, maintains in his own works a
didactic purpose. He says that the individual writer

will learn from them how unspeakably superior is the 
effect...produced by the most striking single thought 
or by the happiest image... he wi. 11 b e convinced that 
it is this effect, unity, and profoundness of moral
15

Ibid., p. J4.9I.
16

Ibid
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impressions at which the ancient poets aimed; that 
it is this which constitutes the grandeur of their 
works and which makes them immortal. ^7

In summary, then, it should be noted that Arnold sees 
two things of importance in Hellenic literature. First, 
he praises their view of life and their consequent way 
of treating it in literature. That is to say, the 
Greeks viewed the world as a hostile and indifferent 
place. Man was constantly in struggle with his re
lation to the universe, himself, and other men. The 
Greeks with their highly philosophic states of mind 
were able to maintain, in spite of the world's in
difference and hostility, a great state of dignity in 
life. Their literature reflects this dignity, and 
Arnold feels that modern writers must alsio learn to 
display the dignity that is possible in life. Secondly, 
in his discussion of Hellenic literature, he praises 
the style of the ancients. In this discussion of their 
style, he is, without saying so, giving an alternative 
to the Romantic styles of writers, like Keats and 
Tennyson. In other words, as Arnold dislike d that 
aspect of modern poetry which had no moral profundity, 
he similarly dislikes the Romantic style of writing 
which indulged itself In fancy images, allegory,
elegance, and most of the other Romantic excesses.

—
Ibid., pp. 500-01.



Instead, Arnold wanted the simple, unadorned style 
of the Hellenic writers.

We have placed these past ideas in a somewhat 
sequential order, but in the "Preface” (1853)* one 
is forced constantly to turn pages back and forth 
in order to see the relationship of one idea to another. 
As stated earlier in this thesis, Arnold never tired 
of repeating an idea that he liked, and in the essay, 
"Literature and Science" (1882), which was used as 
one of Arnold’s lectures in his American tour of' 
l883-l8Sl|, he alludes to the very ideas contained 

x in the "Preface" (1853)» "Literature and Science" 
is a powerful defense for literature as one of the 
principles in education, and again Arnold looks to 
the Hellenic culture for inspiration. He maintains 
that the Greek literature is the best to be studied.
He is concerned with the "precise symmetry" (syrnraetrla 
prise a) of the Greeks. This concept is explained by 
Arnold in the following manner. Precise symmetry 
is achieved by

Fit details strictly combined, in view of a 
large general result nobly conceived^ that 'is 
.just the beautiful symmetria prisca of the 
Greeks, and it is just where we English fail, 
where all our art fails.

21+

^Matthew Arnold, "Literature and Science, " The 
Portable Matthew Arnold, ed. Lionel Trilling(New 
York, 191+9), p. k-21.
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This very brief comment, twenty years in coming, 
contains the formula for a successful literature, arid 
the writer who incorporates these points into his art 
will be successful at least in Arnold's eyes. In
directly, Arnold is again criticizing the Romantics 
who wrote one-^ided literature instead of well-rounded 
literature(symmetria prisca).

Finally, Arnold in the conclusion to the "Preface 
To The Second Edition of Poems"(1851}-) gives what seems 
to him to be the vice of the modern intellect. This 

x vice does not manifest itself in the Greek and Roman 
intellects, which he praises so highly, and he hint© 
also, in a general way, that this vice is not present 
in any writer who chooses great actions for his subject. 
He says:

They (the ancients) can help to cure us of what is, 
it seems to me, the great vice of our intellect, 
manifesting itself in our incredible vagaries in 
literature, in art, in religion, in morals; namely, 
that it is fantastic, and wants Sanity. Sanity, -- 
that is the great virtue of ancient literature that 
want of that is the great defect of the moderns, in 
spite of all its variety and power. It is impossible 

• to read carefully the great ancients, without losing 
something of our caprice and eccentricity: and to 
emulate them we must at least read them.
Emulate not imitate them is Arnold's final caution 

for his audience in the conclusion to the Essays In
19— ------------------------------------- --------
Arnold, "prefaced854),,f Mixed Essays, p. 50?.

■ ■
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Criticism. One should note that throughout Arnold’s 
discussion of the greatness of the ancient literature, 
he is indirectly telling his audience what the vices 
of Romanticism are. Thus, he wants modern literature 
to rid itself of poetry which does not help man answer 
the question "how to live;" to rid itself of one-sided
ness and approach many-sidedness (symmetria prisca); 
and to rid itself of fantasy and achieve sanity. These 
points now lead to a discussion of a very specific, but 
illusive concept in Arnold’s literary criticism, the 
grand style.

For the origin of the grand style, one must again 
consider the "Preface to the Poems"(1853)* In this 
essay, Arnold hints indirectly at a concept which he 
docs not attempt to define until nine years later in 
"On Translating Homer" (l86l). What he does in the 
"Preface" is to explain where he finds this style in 
the G-reeks. It might be well to preface this dis
cussion of the grand style with Lionel Trilling's 
comment about it because he finds some unique social 
implications in Arnold's concept of the grand style.
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He says:
When Arnold speaks of Homer's 'Grand Style,' he 
has in mind whether or. not he says so, the mean 
style in which the British conduct their popular 
education, when he speaks of the simplicity of 
Homer's Style he has in mind not only the clutter 
of contemporary poems but also, we must suppose, 
the clutter of contemporary life; and when he 
speaks of Homer's rapidity he has reference to 
what he elsewhere refers to as a middle class 
'drugged with business...* And so, without ever 
permitting his hearers or readers to lose sight 
of the true, essential nature of literature, 
without ever bending art to utility, he relates 
literature to actuality either as a symptom or 
as a condition. To be sure, he was not alone in 

. making the relation, for the whole tendency of 
high criticism since early in the nineteenth 
century has been put forward the social cri
terion of 'adequacy' which Arnold invoked in 
bis inaugural lecture and expounded in virtually all his critical essays, but no one had ever 
made the criterion quite so real, so direct and 
so simple* at the same time keeping it So wholly literary.

This comment is interesting from an interpretative 
view, but I feel that Trilling may be reading too much 
into Arnold's concept of the grand style. Trilling's 
interpretation further supports the earlier contention 
of this chapter that Arnold's influence was strongly 
felt in areas other than literary.

One of the earliest applications of the grand 
style appears in the ’’Preface" (1835) when Arnold 
states that with the Greeks

the action predominated over the expression of it;

Lionel Trilling, ed., "Introduction," The Portable Matthew Arnold (New York, 19i|9), pp. 23-17-------
20
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with us the expression predominates over the 
action. Not that they failed in expression, 
or were inattentive to it; on the contrary 
they are the highest models expression, the 
unapproached masters of the grand style 21

But Arnold stops there; he does not define the grand 
style; he merely says that the Greeks possess the 
grand style. One should note again that Arnold is 
indirectly criticizing the stylistic aspect of 
Contemporary Romanticism which contained only 
expression and not application of rules of living. 

Eight years later in l86l, Arnold in his essay, 
"On translating Homer," which was a defense for the 
study of the classics, states:

...the^work of great masters is unique; 
fch® has a great master's genuineand that stamp is the grand style.22

and
stamp,

Then finally, Arnold in one of his rare attempts at
^peci^ic definition, does offer this comment. He says 
that

...the grand style arises in poetry, when a_noble nature, poetically lifted, trTHP^. I ^ eT'icaiiv gifted, treats
su'bjectm^3iClty SeY®rity a serious

According to G. Thomas Fairclough,

^Arnold, "Preface (1853)," pp, 1+91-92,
21

Arnold, »On Translatingg homer, " On the
8nd °n Ifomer

23

Study ("N ew
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This is no simple definition. Included are the 
human qualities of the artist (' a noble Nature’) 
and a restriction upon subject Matter ( ' a serious.: 
subject’), as well as those qualities in the 
writer and his art which one is more apt to asso- 
iate with literary style (‘poetically gifted... 
with simplicity or with severity’).24

Indeed, it is no simple definition because Arnold 
assumes that each part of his definition is self- 
explanatory. To someone who is very familiar with 
Arnold, then the points which he isolates take on some 
meaning, but even then, there is something to be 
desired. Thus, despite Arnold’s statement that there 
are no terms within the definition which need ex
planation, we feel that he should have given some 
explanation. In a sense, Arnold complicates matters 
further when he states a few pages later in the 
essay that ’’both these styles, the simple and the 
severe are truly grand;... .But the simple is no 
doubt preferred.” ^ Arnold probably felt at this 
point that he had made his concept clear, but he has 
only confused the issue. One cannot pin him down 
specifically; he refuses to define concepts.Perhaps, 
the easiest way to ^proach the graad style is to

24
G. Thomas Pairclough, A Fugitive and Gracious 

Light, The University of Nebraska, Studiesy No.23 (Lincoln, 19 6 1), p. 49.
25Arnold, "On Translating Homer," p. 268.
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examine the authors that possess, in Arnold's mind, 
the grand style.

He feels that the best model of the "simple" 
grand style is Homer, and the best example of the 
"severe" grand style is Milton. Dante possesses an ad
mirable combination of severe and simple. Por examples 
of the grand style severe and simple, Arnold uses lines 
from the Purgatory. He says:

Of this severity the last line... QjhereJ Dante 
J^tell^j Porese that Virgil had guicled h i m  
through Hell... £is3 an excellent specimen of 
the grand style in severity, where the poet's 
mind is too full charged to suffer him to speak 
more explicitly. But the very next stanza is 
a beautiful specimen of the grand style in 
simplicity, where a noble nature and a poet-with the most

6

Arnold absolutely refuses to define the grand style.
He constantly shows where one can find the grand 
style, but exactly what it is, is left to the reader 
to ponder. We can, perhaps, give another insight 
into the grand style by showing what Arnold felt the 
translator of Homer should always keep in mind.
One must remember that Homer, for Arnold, is the 
best model of the grand style. Arnold isolates four 
qualities which must be kept in mind, and we feel 
that these four isolated qualities ultimately give 
rise to the grand 3 tyle in Homer as well a3 the other

ical gift unite to utter a thin, limpid plainness and clearness.

26 Ibid., p„ 267
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authors who Arnold feels possess the grand style.. 
Arnold says:

When I say, the translator of Homer should 
above all be penetrated by a sense of four qualities of his author;- 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 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.■'

We can come no closer to the grand style, and we will
not attempt a definition of it because it would be
impossible. We believe that when one reads what
Arnold has to 3ay about the grand style, one senses
what it is, but one cannot specifically define it.

This chapter has, so far, considered Arnold's 
premises of literary criticism with the emphasis on 
what the good critic must do and what vices must be 
avoided by authors. We have shown that Arnold feels 
the critic must be "disinterested,” and the way to 
achieve this is by a free play of the mind on aid- 
sub jects. We have also shown that criticism, for 
Arnold, mu3t answer the question "how to live" 
because poetry is a criticism of life. Poetry will 
eventually replace religion because it has the power 
to sustain and console us. Likewise, the best

27Ibid, p.li].9.
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literature for Arnold is that which appeals to the 
higher self of mar. Man must seek the best known and 
thought in the world, and this, for the most part can 
be found in the Hellenic culture. The writer must 
also aim at a true representation of excellent human 
actions which are independent of time, and leave a 
profound moral impression; he must consider the whole 
not the parts of an action. And above all, modern 
writers must aim at the grand style which arises 
naturally from a writer when he is saturated with 
these earlier points.

These are the points that Arnold wants his readers 
to accept, but he also had one other theory for judg
ing literature which must be considered. This aspect 
of Arnold’s criticism is his "touchstone1' method. In 
essence, this method consists of a number of lines 
by various authors which Arnold considers to be the 
supreme example of greatness in literature. Arnold 
very clearly states in "The Study of Poetry" (i860) 
the essence of this method when he says;

Indeed there can be no more useful help for 
discovering x̂ hat poetry belongs to the class 
of the truly excellent, and can therefore do 
us most good, then to have always In one's mind
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lines and expressions of the great masters and 
to apply them as a touchstone to other poetry.
Of course we are not to require this other poetry 
to resemble them; it may be very dissimilar. But 
if we have any tact we shall find them, when we 
have lodged them well in our minds, an infallible 
touchstone for detecting the presence or absence 
of_high poetic quality, and also the degree of 
this quality, in all other poetry which we may place beside them.2o

This method of criticism should present no surprise for 
uhe serious student of Arnold because throughout his 
earlier works whenever he was seeking to clarify a 
point he resorts to quoting lines or passages which 
best illustrate it. For years before he ever defined 
one grand style, Arnold referred his critics and 
students to lines which possessed it. Whenever Arnold 
spoke about the"moral element," "noble minds," "excellent 
actions," or any of his other favorite ides, he went to 
lines or passages for support. Nor should it come as 
a surprise when one remembers that Arnold himself 
carried in his pockets, index cards with, passages in 
Hebrew from the Old Testament to keep up his knowledge 
of the language and ideas.

Arnold, who states that he dislikes generalities 
but more than often that is all he gives, says of the 
touchstones he isolates:

Arnold, "The Study of Poetry," Essays in Criticism: Second Series, pp. 1 6 -1 ?. ” ----— ---------
28
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The specimens I have quoted differ widely from 
one another, but they have in common this: the 
possession of the very highest poetical quality... 
They are in the matter and substance of the poetry, 
and they are in its manner and style... Let us add, 
therefore, to what we have said, this: that the sub 
stance and matter of the best poetry acquire their 
special character from possessing, in an eminent 
degree, truth and seriousness... So far as high poet 
ic truth, and seriousness are wanting to a poet’s 
matter and substance, so far also, we may be sure, 
will a high poetic stamp of diction and movement 
be wanting in t'h.is style and manner.29

Arnold quickly tires of these generalizations and adds:
"so stated, these are but dry generalities; their whole

30force lies in their application."^
There are eleven touchstones isolated by Arnold 

in "The Study of Poetry," but throughout his earlier 
works, Arnold sets aside many other passages which., 
might as easily serve. "High seriousness" is the 
mental attitude which Arnold suggests is the one 
characteristic that is so vitally important. Of the 
various critics it is probably John R. Shepard Bells, 
Jr. $ who succeeds best in capturing the many sided 
natures of the touchstones. One passage in the intro
duction to his book, The Touchstones of Matthew Arnold, 
gives a very good over-all insight into the theory.

29Ibid., pp. 20-22
30
Ibid., p. 23.
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He says:
Of the eleven touchstone verses eight are in 
denotation, definite pessimistic, while one 
expresses resignation. Two, for example, con
tain the word pain (a key word in Arnold’s poetry). 
Each, of them must have held for Arnold, a signifi
cance very precious, yet very elusive; one which 
defeated exposition. To his conscious mind each 
may have invoked, by allusion, an element which he 
felt to be of the essence of the touchstone's 
author; and each may have summoned up for Arnold 
a series of similar states of mind characteristic 
of that author and of the great works. Such appeal, 
moreover, may have gone deeper than the conscious 
intellect. These lines may have struck some singu
larly sympathetic note in Arnold's mind; Some note 
subtly attuned îp profound and possibly melancholy habits of mind.^i

Arnold, with his characteristic love of application not 
generalization, sets before his readers eleven highly 
imaginative and profound states of mind. He did not 
seriously propose that x̂e should attempt to ponder 
these apart from their contents. The melancholy state 
of mind that characterizes these passages is only in
dicative of another influence in Arnold's career, that 
of stoicism. The term stoicism is dropped very often 
in most philosophic or literary discussions, but the 
true essence of real stoicism is little known or un
derstood. Arnold accepts the generalization that 
stoicism is a type of melancholy resignation.

& LJohn Shepard Eells, Jr., The Touchstones of 
Matthew Arnold (New York, 1955)» P- 32.
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Stoicism, for the most part, was an ethical doc
trine most of whose influence was felt in the ancient 
world. The doctrine started with Zeno who derived the 
moral theory: learn to be indifferent to external in
fluences. Epictetus, another very influential Stoic, 
maintained that good and evil depend on the individual 
person. Other men can have power over the individual 
unless he becomes indifferent to externals. The con
cept that influenced Spinoza, and in turn Arnold, con
cerns virtue. In the eyes of the Stoic, virtue consists 
of a will in agreement with the happenings of nature. 
Spinoza expands this idea, and Arnold takes from 
Spinoza what he likes in the concept. Arnold does not 
always follow the philosophy, but when it suited his 
purposes, he used it. The idea especially close to 
Arnold in Stoicism is the resignation of self.

John Hicks in "The Stoicism of Matthew Arnold" 
feels that Arnold does have a certain stoical element, 
but cautions that "one may not think of Arnold as 
always and invariably a stoic."32 He says:

32j0hn Hicks, et.al., "The Stoicism of Matthew 
Arnold," Critical Studies in Arnold, Emerson and 
Newman, University of Iowa Studies, No. I(Iowa 
City, 19J+2), p, 62.
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By a stoic I do not mean one who, overcome with nostalgic longings, half-resentfully resigns 
himself to a melancholy fate. Historically, 
Stoicism was not the last resort of emotional 
futilities; at its best it was a happy phil
osophy, a happy religion. Instead of trying 
to thwart man's emotions, it directed them 
to high end3 and fortified them with the 
assurances of the reason. It sought just and 
wise action, not a sickly passivity. To such 
a Stoicism, I am comparing Arnold's philosophy.33

"Man's emotions directed to high ends," "just and wise
action," "disinterestedness," Stoical and Arnoldian
interpretation, these qualities are what Arnold called
for in his criticism of life and premises of literary
criticism.

Before bringing this chapter on Arnold to a close, 
it is necessary to examine one more concept which is 
central to an understanding of Arnold. He makes many 
judgments about literature, but, at the same time, he 
cautions his audience to avoid two fallacies when 
they are attempting to pass judgments. First,"according 
to Arnold, "there arises in our poetic judgments the 
fallacy caused by the estimate which we may call 
historic." 3^Thus, as we have shown, even though Arnold

33lbid.. p. 11.

^Arnold, "The Study of Poetry," p. 7.
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depended so much on the past for many of his idea^, 
he is ouite aware that the intense study of the past 
can blind a man's objective judgement „ Secondly, 
Arnold says that "our personal affinities, likings, 
and circumstances, have great power to sway our 
estimate of this or that poet's works, and to make us 
attach more importance to it as poetry than in itself 
as it really possesses, because to us it is, or has 
been of high importance.». And thus we get the source 
of a second fallacy in our poetic judgements-the 
fallacy caused by an estimate which we may call

35personal."
We might ask ourselves what type of estimate 

then does Arnold want? Again one does not have to 
look fer for an answer because after bis discussion 
of the touchstones in "The Study of Poetry," he 
states:

these few lines, if we have tact and can use 
them, are enough even of themselves to keep 
clear and sound our judgements about poetry

Ibid., p. 7.35
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to save us from fallacious estimate of it, 
to conduct us to a real estimate.3°

The real estimate is, of course, Arnold’s ideal in 
criticism. The real estimate in Arnold’s criticism 
depends on ’’disinterestedness."

It is difficult again to determine in great de
tail what Arnold meant by the "real estimate," and 
it is equally difficult to see how Arnold avoids 
committing the fallacy of the personal estimate in 
his choice of touchstones. John Shepard Eells has an 
interesting and enlightening comment on this problem. 
According to Eells, Arnold

was, finally, in attempting to set up what he 
called a ’real,’ as opposed to the ’fallacious’ 
estimates of poetry, undertaking an impossible 
task. ’We can never entirely free ourselves from 
the personal approach,’ says Burgum; and this, 
of course, is true. Each poem means something 
different to each reader each time it is read;, 
and the judgement of poetry must always, there
fore, be, on the whole, relative, subjective, 
personal, and intuitive... If, then, we regard 
The Study of Poetry as a hasty attempt, in in
formal approximate language, to accomplish 
the impossible, we must concede that it is a pretty good job.37
And that it is a pretty good job is quite obvious. 

One cannot come away from the touchstones or the

36
Ibid., p. 19.

37Eells, p. 2I4.6



homments about them by Arnold without gaining some 
intellectual good. The method may not always accom
plish. the end that Arnold has in mind, but the ex
pression ’’always in one * s mind lines and expressions 
of the great masters,” gives a keen awareness of what 
he was trying to accomplish with reference to the grea 
masters and great poetry.

We have, then, in this chapter attempted a delin
eation of Arnold’s premises of literary criticism.
No matter how many of Arnold’s essays in criticism 
that one reads, there is no escaping these concepts 
because Arnold constantly alludes to or repeats those 
ideas which he considers so necessary for great liter
ature. Matthew Arnold, poet and critic, may have 
established certain norms of literary criticism which 
3eem impracticle to the modern mind, but his general 
reputation has no shadow of doubt surrounding it.
He stands as one of the profound intellectuals of 
the nineteenth century. He may at times seem in
effectual but he never is. It was perhaps, unfair 
to isolate his literary criticism from his other 
criticisms because he felt that literature, religion 
sociology, education, economics, and politics taken 
together lead to intellectual and moral betterment.
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Arnold constantly appeals to the heart of his 
audience; he stimulates aesthetic sensibilities; 
and he starts the intellectual curiosity or flex
ibility of mind so necessary for the production of 
any outstanding work of art. Since Arnold possessed 
such a great love for the Hellenic culture, it is 
appropriate, we feel, to apply one of Plato's ideas 
to Arnold. Arnold discovered that "the unexamined 
life is not worth living," and in discovering this, 
his drive in life was to make people read, understand, 

\ and apply to their lives the best that was thought 
and known in the world.



Chapter III

WAITER PATER’S LITERARY CRITICISM: A SURVEY

In the last chapter, Arnold's premises of lit
erary criticism were delineated and compiled. It 
should be seen from t his last chapter that Arnold 
was rather dogmatic and absolute in determining what 
contributes great literature. Arnold's ideas are not, 
perhaps, as workable in practice as they are in theory, 
but the points that he feels are necessary for great 
literature are well-defined. In this chapter, we will 
be dealing with Walter Pater, a man who is at the 
opposite end of the critical pole. Pater's criticism 
does not have a didactic purpose as does Arnold's,
While Arnold was concerned with intellectual amel
ioration, a subject which he never tired of promul
gating, Pater is concerned with one thing, intellectual 
pleasure. Pater is one of the great expositors of "art 
for art's sal® , 11 and the whole of his criticism is 
directed to t his one end. Pater is constantly con
cerned with the subjective pleasure that one receives 
from a work of art. There is no hint of didacticism 
in his writings. Thus, one can see that Pater's 
position, as opposed to Arnold's is very distinct.
For Pater, pleasure is the end; for Arnold, intel-

-



lectual and moral amelioration is the end.
Compared to the sheer bulk of Arnold's writings, 

Peter produced, in quantity, very little, but what he 
did leave us is outstanding. Although he does not 
formulate any philosophical dogmas, he does clearly 
set down, especially in The Renaissance, definite 
views about the method of aesthetic criticism and the 
function of art. Thus, this chapter, as the last, 
will attempt to establish Pater's premises of literary 
criticism and to show the vast difference of opinion 
that exists between Arnold and Pater about the function 
of art and the artist.

To say the least, Pater was infatuated with 
physical beauty. One constantly notices throughout 
his works the concentration on the physical beauty of 
the male and female bodies, natural scenery— all that 
is visible and tangible. Many people feel that Pater 
was too engrossed with physical beauty, but when one 
considers the aesthetic abstractions Pater makes from 
the physical, one realizes that Pater was not obsessed 
but inspired. Perris Greenslet in his biography of 
Pater says

the most characteristic and stimulating trait in 
Pater's art criticism is his ability to take any 
given work of art and express from it, and elaborate, 
*1 1 .those vivid, human intimations, vague half 
reminiscences, or visionary, historic adumbrations

43



which with most of us form the ground of our 
deepest pleasures, but which, in most cases, can never become articulate, I

This statement by Greenslet is short, but it is im
portant because it sums up very succinctly the real 
merit of Pater's habit of mind. Pater's concept of 
ciiticism takes its origin in the sensual, and without 
this element, Pater's criticism would be meaningless. 
Since Pater does express so many of the aesthetic 
-leelings that flow through the minds of many, we must 
examine, in depth, his method of aesthetic criticism. 

Aesthetic criticism by its very nature is an 
arduous process and many fail where Pater succeeds. 
Greenslet 'captures in very few words Pater's method of 
aesthetic criticism when he says that Pater

does not do this, as some have done it, by a single 
act of the interpretative imagination disclosing the object and its relations for us as if in a 
sudden gleam of white light. Rather, he studies 
history, biography, letters, fragmentary remains, 
all the flotsam and jetsam of the past, and revives 
the atmosphere, or--to use a word savouring of the 
shop— the milieu of the artist; then he subjects 
the^painter's work to a kind of long mystic 
meditation, until by virtue of his mediumship we 
behold the very spirit of it, and even partake of the mood wherein it was created. 2

All Pater's criticism starts with his concept of
1 —  — -------------- — ---
Perris Greenslet, Walter Pater(New York. ]QCHK PP. 52-53. -------------2
Ibid., p. 53.
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beauty. This illusive eleraent characterized by so 
many definitions has a special meaning for Pater, His 
definition is essential for an understanding of bis 
criticism, and it can be found in the "Author's Preface" 
to The Renaissance. This collection of essays on the
Italian Renaissance contains most of Pater's premises 
of literary criticism, and since this chapter is con
cerned with these premises, The Renaissance is of ex
treme importance. Pater says t hat

beauty, like all other qualities presented to 
human experience, is relative, and the definition 
of it becomes unmeaning and useless in proportion 
to its abstractness. To define beauty, not in the 
most abstract, but in the most concrete terms 
possible, to f ind, not a universal formula for it, 
but the formula which expresses most adequately 
this or that special manifestation of it, is the 
aim of the true student of aesthetics. 3

Beauty is relative for Pater, and his criticism is
very subjective or impressionistic. Pater limits his
concept of beauty even more when he discusses 
objects of aesthetic criticism. According to

the
him,

the objects with which aesthetic criticism deals-- 
music, poetry, artistic and accomplished forms of 
human life —  are indeed receptacles of so many . 
powers or forces: they possess, like the products 
of nature, so many virtues or qualities. What is 
this song or picture, this engaging personality 
presented in life or in a book, to me? What effect 
does it really produce on me? Does it- give me 
pleasure? and if so, what sort or degree of pleasure? 
How is my nature modified by its presence, and under
3Walter Pater, "Preface," The Renaissance(New York,

1903), p. IX.



its influence?
Pater, then, is not concerned with. metaphysical

speculation about beauty but with its effect on the
beholder’s senses, how it affects his mate-up. Pater
is adamant about the fact that people should not be
concerned with needless abstractions and speculations
about aesthetic qualities. The impression is of
supreme importance. Pater says

he who experiences these impressions strongly, and 
drives directly at the discrimination and analysis 
of them, has no need to trouble himself with the 
abstract question what beauty is in itself, or 
what its exact relation to truth or experience—  
metaphysical questions, as unprofitable as meta
physical questions elsewhere. He may pass them 
all by as being, answerable or not, of no interest 
to him. ?

Physical sensations are to be sought by the aesthetic 
critic, and those objects which give pleasureable im
pressions are of primary concern to the aesthetic 
critic. This aspect of Pater's thought is very obvious 
throughout Marius The Epicurean. Marius is the complete 
record of the experience of Marius from childhood 
through maturity. The movement of the novel traces 
his development from paganism to Pater's conception 
of Christianity, namely serenity and detachment. The

j-

Ibid „
Ibid., p. X.

5>
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novel is an attempt by Pater to record subjectively 
as many impressions from life as possible. Man must 
become conscious of all the stimuli around him.
These points are essential in Pater's literary crit
icism and appear constantly throughout Marius.
In the novel, Pater also comments on the proper type 
of education. It is, perhaps, the following passage 
which is the best expression in the novel of Pater's 
concern for the pleasureable. He says that an educa
tion must be

directed expecially to the expansion and refinement 
of the power of,reception; of those powers, above 
all, which are immediately relative to fleeting- 
phenomena, the powers of emotion and sense. In 
such,an education, an 'aesthetic' education, as 
it might now be termed, and certainly occupied 
very largely with those aspects of things which 
affect us pleasureably through sensation, art,

including all finer sorts of literature would have a great part to play. 6 ’
Throughout the novel, one constantly finds this same
idea re-expressed. Man must seek the pleasureable;
he must be concerned with sensation. The novel
stands not as a monument of great literature but as a
milestone in the history of ideas. Marius is but a
series of essays in the world of sensation and ideas
as expressed by a Paterian disembodied spirit. 

According to Pater,

_ Walter Pater, "New Cyrenaicism, " igoi cure an (London. 1902), p. 11+7,

6 "
Marius The



the aesthetic critic, then, regards all the ob
jects with which he has to do, all works of art, 
and the fairer forms of nature and human life, as 
powers or forces producing pleasurable sensations, 
each of a more or less peculiar or unique kind. '

It should be obvious, already at this point, that for
Pater, sensual pleasure is the optimum. That which
strikes the senses of the beholder favorably is that
which has value or is great in Pater’s system. To
bring this first concern to its natural conclusion
and, at the same time, to move to the next considera
tion, we again use Pater’s own words. Pleasure is 
the optimum for the sense impressions, but how does 
one achieve this pleasure? Pater says

what is important, then, is not that the critic 
should possess a correct abstract definition of 
beauty for the intellect, but a certain kind of 
temperament, the power of being deeply moved by 
the presence of beautiful objects. He will re
member always that beauty exists in many forms. J

Pater relies heavily on the sensuous element as 
a relative quality of experience in his approaches to 
literature. There is no concern for the abstract 
"definitions" of anything in Pater's premises. How 
something strikes the sense of a reader and how the
reader interprets’ or feels this sense impression is 
of great import. This impression must not be a

7 -----------------------
Pater, "Preface," p. XI.

8
Ibid., p. XII.



general feeling about the object, but each aspect of 
the object, be it a poem or a painting, must be savored 
j.n order to derive the pleasure that Pater demands,, 
Again, as in all Pater's writings, the impression 
and the pleasure derived is relative to the individual 
perceiver. For example, in Pater's Imaginary Portraits, 
he again reveals the importance of impressions and 
sensations by creating from bis own impressions, ex
periences, and imagination, a series of portraits 
which demonstrates;his aesthetic point of view. There 
is no attempt at dramatic contrast or portrayal. This 
study is, perhaps, characteristic of Pater the man.
E,acb portrait has something of the melancholy in it 
as did Pater's life. Each contains something of the 
bewilderment and shortness of life, and man's in— 
aoility to fathom it. Each character is in some form 
of isolation from the world as was Pater. One portrait, 
"The Child In The House,” which presents the recol- 
lections of childhood with the pleasant thoughts of 
remembered sensations and pleasures, serves to re
inforce the necessity of sensation that Pater promul
gates. One particular passage which represents this 
idea well reads:

Also as he felt this pressure upon him of the 
sensible world, then, as often afterwards, there 
would come another sort of curious questioning how
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the last impressions of eye and ear might happen to 
him, how they would find him--the scent of the last 
flower, the soft yellowness of the last morning, 
the last recognition of some object of affection, 
hand or voice; it could not be but that the latest 
look of the eyes, before their final closing, 
would be strangely vivid; one would go with the 
hot tears, the cry, the touch of the wistful by
stander, impressed how deeply on one: or would 
it be, perhaps,a mere frail retiring of all things, 
great or little, away from one, into a level distance? 9
Since Pater holds that beauty must be defined in 

the concrete and that there should be no metaphysical 
speculations about it, he cannot permit himself, then, 
to formulate philosophical theories of art and beauty, 
but he can and does reflect upon the nature and func
tions of art. Here, then, is the crux of Pater's 
premises— nature and function. One must not forget 
that Pater's discussions of nature and function are 
intimately tied to his premises about the sensuous, 
about beauty, and about its relativity.

Pater, then, spends much time discussing the 
nature aid function of art. It is, therefore, 
necessary to see what he means by the nature and func
tion of artistic endeavors in order to see how his 
premises of literary criticism operate. How Pater 
judges literature as good will d spend upon ib at its 
basic function is and what the nature of art is. It 

9
Walter Pater, "The Dhild In The House," Imaginary Portraits (New York, 1961).), p.2o.
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is probably "The School of Giorgione,” as essay con
tained in studies in The Renaissance, that gives the 
best insights. For an understanding of Pater's 
criticism, a knowledge of two of his theories are of 
extreme importance. One must be concerned with what 
Pater calls Anders-3 treben, and aecondly one must 
understand that Pater feels that all art aspires to 
the condition of music.

Before we give Pater's definitions or discussion 
of these specific topics, we must examine briefly the 
role that the sensuous element plays in aesthetic 
criticism in Pater's world. He is constantly con
cerned with the discrimination of his own impressions, 
and he did possess a mind that was deeply moved by 
the presence of beauty. His concern with texture, 
color, rhythm, and suggestive words are all directed 
toxiard the imagination. As Pater says in "The School 
of Giorgione,”

as art addresses not pure sense, still less pure 
intellect, but the 'imaginative reason' through 
the senses, there are differences of kind in 
aesthetic beauty, corresponding to the differences 
in kinds of gifts of sense themselves. Each art, 
therefore, having its own peculiar and incommuni
cable sensuous charm, has its own special mode of 
reaching the imagination, its ox̂ n special respon
sibilities to its material.--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Pater, ’’The School of Giorgione,” The Renaissance, 
P. 2J4.3.
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The aesthetic critic, as far as Pater is concerned, 
must Start with the individual impressions of each 
particular type of art. Pater maintains that critics 
must hold to the fact that each art does possess 
separate impressions that are not translatable into 
other particular forms because if this is not true, 
then all art becomes a matter of indifference. It is 
essential that one remember that Pater maintains that 
each does have an individuality or t he concept of 
Anders—streocn seems like a contradiction.

Avyu.rn'-.-strobjv , in brief, means that even though 
each art retains characteristic impressions, each 
still passes into the characteristics of some other 
art. Pater says:

But although each art has thus its own specific 
order of impressions, and an untranslatable charm, 
while a just apprehension of the ultimate dif
ferences of the arts is the beginning of aesthetic 
criticism; yet it is noticeable that, in its 
special mode of handling its given material, each 
art may be observed to pass into the condition of 
some other art, by what German critics term an 
umaers-streben--a partial alienation from its own 
limitations by which the arts are able, not indeed 
to supply the place of each other, but reciprocally to lend each other new forces.

This idea looks to Pater's premise that all art is
constantly striving to one thing— music. Pater as an
aesthetic critic is constantly concerned with that
type of art in which there is no distinction between

11 -----------------------------------------------------
Ibid., p.139.

-
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the matter and the form; there must be an identifi
cation of the two. As Pater says in "The School of 
Giorgione,"

All art constantly aspires toward the condition of 
music. For while in all other kinds of art it is 
possible to distinguish, the matter from the form, 
and the understanding can always make this dis
tinction, yet it is the constant effort of art to 
obliterate it. That the mere matter of a poem, 
for instance--its subject, namely, its given 
incidents or situation;that the mere matter of a 
picture— the actual circumstances of an event, 
the actual topography of a landscape— should be 
nothing without the form, the spirit, of the 
handling; that this form, this mode of handling, 
should become an end in itself, should penetrate 
every part of the matter:--this is what all art 
constantly strives after, and achieves in different degrees. ^

We have quoted both of these ideas at length because 
they are essential to Pater’s aesthetic criticism and 
to an understanding of stat ements he makes about 
poetry. "The School of Giorgione" is at times 
lacking in lucidity because of the complicated 
sentences and. many parentheses, but it is indicative 
to note that Pater spends more time discussing music 
in the essay than any place else in his ivritings.
This fact may not be overwhelming, but it is important 
because Pater's tone is more dogmatic on the discussion 
of all art aspiring to music than it is in any of bis 
other works.

12
Ibid., p. lî.0



It is interesting to note also that Pater 
probably had faulty knowledge about Giorgione because 
art critics have shown that the Giorgione to whom 
Pater attributes great merit, was probably not the 
Giorgione who really did the work. The point that is 
interesting to note is that even if Pater had the 
wrong artist, his premises of criticism still hold 
true because his criticism is so subjective and 
relative. A.C. Benson in his biography Walter Pater 
sums it up this way:

After all, the pictures which he described exist; 
the message which they held for his own spirit 
was generated by the sight of them, and the 
poetical suggestiveness of his criticism is full 
of vital force; he made no attempt to set mis
conception right, to date pictures, or to alter 
their dates. He took them on trust; and thus, 
though his judgments have no precise technical 
value, the inspiration of his sympathetic emotion 
forfeits little or none of its force by being 
expended on pictures which he did not attribute 
correctly, and which it could not be expected that he should so attributed.

Thus, in the essay, one must overlook the mistaken 
identity, and draw conclusions about Pater's views.
We do not mean the previous section of this chapter to 
be a digression, but we believe that it was better 
to support Pater's premises in this way before pro
ceeding to the conclusions that he makes about poetry
----T3-- -------------------------------------------

Arthur G. Benson, Walter Pater(New York. 1906),po hi.

—
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in "The School of Giorgione."
From the foregoing discussion about art and 

specifically the quality of music, it should be 
obvious that the literature which closely approaches 
to music is the best literature for Pater, and since 
ultimately this thesis is concerned with the applica
tion of premises of literary criticism to the leading 
poet of the Romantic movement, William Wordsworth, 
something about poetry in Pater's writings about 
aesthetic criticism must be given. From studies in 
Pater's works, we have noted that when he examines a 
concept, he does it thoroughly. So it came as no 
surprise when Pater clearly stated what form of 
poetry he thought to be best. From what has been 
said, the form of poetry which is best is that which 
comes closest to the condition of music or that in 
which the matter and form is most closely one. Pater 
says that

the ideal types of poetry are those in which this 
distinction is reduced to its minimum; so that 
lyrical poetry, precisely because in it we are 
least able to detach the matter from the form, 
without a deduction of something from the matter 
itself, is, at least artistically, the highest 
and most complete form of poetry. U+
We have, perhaps, come in a round about way to a
_n_ 'Pater, "The School of Giorgione," pp. Iip2— .
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subject hinted at or talked around, namely Pater’s 
definition of poetry, but we feel that it was neces
sary to go that route in order for the definition to 
make the most sense. Of all the essays in The 
Renaissance, "The School of Giorgione" was the last 
to be written, but it was considered early in this 
chapter because it does contain many of the detailed 
explanations which helps one to understand Pater's 
premises. It is, though, in the essay on "Winckelmann" 
that Pater gives his definition of poetry. The def
inition, in its form, is not outstanding or striking.
In fact, it is not even that quotable, but in view of 
the earlier discussion about the nature and function 
of art, it is very meaningful as far as Pater's method 
of aesthetic criticism. Pater says:

Let us understand by poetry all literary pro
duction which attains the power of giving pleasure 
by its form, as distinct from its matter. ~L-:,

If time had not been spent discussing "The School of
Giorgione," this definition runs the risk of not
saying too much, but it is anything but simple when
one begins to take it apart.

First of all, one notes the expression, "the 
power of giving pleasure." This expression takes its 
full expression in Pater's belief about pleasureable

Yj—
Pater, "Winckelmann," The Renaissance, p0 2i|3.
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sensations, each of its own kind and the existence 
of beauty in many forms. The second part of the 
definition ’’form distinct from matter," depends on 
the discussion of "The School of Giorgione." One 
must remember that Pater says that the best poetry, 
lyric poetry, has the distinction between, matter and 
form reduced to a minimum.

One should note immediately the far-reaching 
effects of this definition. Pater’s insistence that 
the form give pleasure as distinct from the matter is 
one of the basic principles of much modern criticism. 
Pater’s definition foreshadows Archibald MacLeish's 
statement in his poem, "Ars Poetica" that "a poem 
should not mean, but be." Matter, for Pater, is the 
meaning of a work of art, and this consideration has 
no concern for him. The form, then, must convey the 
pleasure that is so essential for Pater. The supreme 
is, of course, that work of art which achieves a per
fect identification of matter and form. Art is always 
striving to achieve this identification, and it should 
not be chained by the mechanics of the material from 
which it is created. Pater says in "The School of 
Giorgione" that

art, then, is thus always striving to be in
dependent of the mere intelligence, to become a matter of pure perception, to get rid of its 
responsibilities to its subject or material; the
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ideal examples of poetry and painting being those 
in which the constituent elements of the composition 
are so welded together, that the material or sub
ject no longer strikes the intellect only; nor the 
form, the eye or ear only; but form and matter, 
in their union or identity, present one single 
effect to the ’imaginative reason,' that complex- 
faculty for which every thought and feeling is 
twin-born with its sensible analogue or symbol.

What Pater seeks in the ideal creation is the highest
form of art. Pater finds this complete identification
in music which achieves the complete union of matter
and form. Pater realizes that in literature the
identification of matter and form is almost impossible
because as he says, it is only lyric poetry in which
this identification is almost achieved.

I have dwelt at length in this chapter with 
Pater’s premises of literary criticism as found in the 
essays in The Renaissance. Pater, at times, in these 
essays leaves something to be desired in clarity, but 
generally his premises are lucid when seen in relation 
to his concepts of beauty and pleasure. These two 
concepts are the basis of Pater's theories on the 
nature and function of art, and these are contained 
for the most part in "Wincklemann, " "The School of 
Giorgione," the "Author's Preface" to The Renaissance, 
and the "Conclusion" to The Renaissance. This number 
may be few, but Pater was not as prolific as was Matthew

Pater, "The School of Giorgione," p. U 4I4..
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Arnold. There is, perhaps, even a key to Pater in 
this quantitative approach. Arnold never tired of 
’’beating" a word, phrase, or idea to death. When he 
found that which, he liked, he used it over and over 
again. Arnold was a very practical man in many ways, 
and perhaps he thought that if he exposed the general 
public, which he hoped to better, enough times to 
his key ideas, they would become saturated to such an 
extent that they would adopt what he was advocating. 
This is not the case with Pater. Pater, as is evident 
from his xvritings, did not like to hammer his audience 
with constantly recurring ideas. He was content to 
make his point very directly once, and then to let his 
premises take their natural course of action in his 
related writings. Pater does not find a way of 
directing his premises into all his writings as does 
Arnold. For example, Pater has two complete studies, 
Plato aid Platonism and Greek Studies. In neither 
does he try to work in the premises that are contained 
in The Renaissance and Appreciations.

One thing that Pater did, though, was to leave 
.a summary of his artistic premises. This summary is 
contained in the essay on "Style" which appeared in 
Appreciations(1888). This essay is anything but lucid 
because of Pater's use of his characteristic stiff
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language. But when one gets below the surface, one 
sees that Pater is presenting a relatively simple 
case for gooo and great literature. Again, it is 
implicit that Pater was writing with his mind to 
what he had already said about pleasure and beauty 
and its relation to nature and function of art. He 
does not feel that it is necessary to reiterate what 
he had once said. It may be said, we feel, with much 
certainty that all of Pater’s writings which, deal 
with nio theories of aesthetic criticism contain a 
definite continuity. It is almost as if Pater was 
writing one long paper which would contain this one 
aspect of Pater’s mind. It is Pater more than Arnold 
who is "manysided." Arnold may have written many 
volumes more, but he also repeats ideas over and over 
again. Pater may have written considerably less, but 
he examines many more concepts than does Arnold. Pater 
completes his examination of criticism, for example, 
and then he passes to a consideration of some other 
intellectual problem. Hence, the problem in this 
chapter was one of selection, or one of selecting 
only those worts which deal with criticism.

In the essay on "Style," Pater begins by answering 
the idea that there is an essential difference between 
prose and poetry. For Pater, as Wordsworth, there is
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no essential difference between prose and poetry.
Pater groups prose and poetry as literature, and then 
he attempts to distinguish betxieen types of literature. 
Pater points out that there are two types of litera
ture. One literature is merely concerned with the 
transcription of fact, and the other type is the 
imaginative sense of fact. Pater feels that litera
ture which is concerned only with fact is not art, 
but he realizes that it is very difficult to draw a 
line between fact and the imaginative sense of fact.
In his essay on "Style," he says that

the line between fact and something quite different 
from external fact is, indeed, hard to draw. In 
Pascal, for instance, in the persuasive writers 
generally, how difficult to define the point where 
from time to time argument which, if it is to be 
worth anything at all, must consist of facts or 
groups of facts, becomes a pleading--a theorem 
no longer, but essentially an appeal to the reader 
to the reader to catch the writer's spirit, to 
think with him, if no one can or will--an ex
pression no longer of fact but of his sense of it, 
his peculiar intuition of a world, prospective, 
or discerned below the faulty conditions of the 
present, in either case changed somewhat from the actual world. 1/

This transition from fact to imaginative fact is almost 
unescapable as far as Pater is concerned. The his
torian or the scientist as he perceives the world and 
the fact must, at some time, subjectively interpret it.
One should see, then,how this distinction is in line—  - ---------- -----
, > Walt®r Pater, "Style," Appreciations (London.
1 /0-}) j p • 0 *
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with. Pater's earlier viax̂ s about relativity and im
pressions about all things. Pater also enlarges 
upon his earlier meaning of beauty in the discussion 
about fact and imaginative fact in the essay on "Style" 
when he says:

For just in proportion as the writer's aim, 
consciously or unconsciously, comes to be the 
transcribing, not of the world, not of mere fact, 
but of his sense of it, he becomes an artist, his 
work fine art; and good art(as I hope ultimately 
to show)' in proportion to the truth of his 
presentment of that sense; as in those humbler 
or plainer functions of literature also, truth—  
truth to bare fact, there--is the essence of such 
artistic quality as they may have. Truth! there 
can be no merit, no craft at all, without that.
And further, all beauty is in the long run only 
fineness of truth, or what we call expression, 
the finer accommodation of speech to that version within.

Thus, for Pater, beauty as discussed earlier in this 
chapter, now becomes "only fineness of truth." And 
by truth. Pater, of course, does not mean metaphysical 
truth, but rather the personal interpretation or im
pression as seen through the eye and mind of the 
beholder.

After Pater concludes that truth, the refinement 
of beauty, is necessary in great literature, he then 
considers the structural developments necessary for 
great literature. Under structure, Pater considers 
th.e use of words and choice of words and the internal 
----IT---------------- -----------------------------------------------

Ibid., pp. 9-10.
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construction of a work of art. It will be seen from 
this discussion that Pater did recognize the fact that 
generally great artists had a definite plan in mind 
and that the literature Pater praises was not hap
hazardly constructed or interpreted» He holds that 
all good literature is the creation of a scholarly
craftsman who ’’with all the jealousy of a lover of

19words’’ will refuse to bend to the whims of the
majority who attempt to degrade the language. But
this scholar while refusing to comprise

is no pedant, and does but show his intelligence of 
the rules of language in his freedoms with it, 
addition or expansion, which like the spontaneities 
of manner in a well-bre^person will further 
illustrate good taste.

Further, the good artist leaves something for the
"willing intelligence of his reader" because "there
is a pleasurable stimulus in the challenge for a
continuous effort on their part, to be rewarded by
securer and more intimate grasp of the author’s 

21sense." The author, then, must aim at a "peculiar
atmosphere" which appeals to the reader's sense of

19Ibid., P. 13.
20

Ibid., p. Ik,
21

Ibid., p. 17.
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pleasure, and according to Pater, a skillful artist
22

creates this by "his tact of omission." In con
clusion on the section about use of words, Pater says:

For in truth all art does but consist in the re
moval of surplusage, from the last finish of the 
gem-engraver blowing away the last particle of 
invisible dust, back to the earliest divination 
of the finished work to b e ,  lying somewhere, 
according to Michelangelo's fancy, in the rough 
hewn block of stone.
The next part of structure that Pater deems 

necessary for great art is its architectural structure. 
We can do no better than to quote Pater immediately 
because he sums up his position very briefly and 
clearly. According to Pater, the all important 
structure is that

architectural conception of work, which foresees 
the end in the beginning and never loses sight of 
it, and in every part is conscious of all the rest, 
till the last sentence does but, with undiminished 
vigour, unfold and justify the first. 21j.

He enforces this point a few sentences later when he
says that "all depends upon the original unity, the
vital wholeness and identity, of the Initiatory

25apprehension or view." If the artist follows
-------22

Ibid., p. 10,
23Ibid., pp. 19-20.
2k
Ibid., p. 21.

25
Ibid., p.22.
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these patterns, then when it is time to end his work
of art, he will do it "not in weariness and because
he finds himself at as end, but in all the freshness

2 &of volition."
Truth, then, is one of the marks of great litera

ture for Pater and this truth must be a fineness of 
beauty in idea and word. Pater also feels that the 
distinction between good and great art depends not 
on the form but on the matter. That is to say, good 
art depends on the soul of the artist, but great art 
depends on his mind. The essay on "Style" is compli
cated in presentation because it is not directed at 
a common audience but at artists. Hence, Pater in
sists upon the pleasure that an artist experiences 
when the difficulty of a work is overcome. Only an 
artist who has experienced this feeling, probably as 
Pater did, could express in words the feeling of this 
accomplishment. There is one point which runs through 
the whole essay as an inferred principle which helps 
to make the matter clearer. This principle is the 
doctrine of ars celare artem. Pater, from his dis
cussion of triumph in creating and the pleasure de
rived from creating, certainly feels that great art 
is not ostentatious. Its greatness is in the fact of 

2^ *
Ibid., p. 2i|.
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giving pleasure to the beholder in such, a way that 
the mechanics of creating flow as naturally as a 
smooth stream.

We now must return to an earlier essay in The 
Renaissance. the "Conclusion." The "Conclusion" was 
omitted in the second edition of The Renaissance by 
Pater because he "conceived it might possibly mis
lead some of those young men into whose hands it

27
might fall. The "Conclusion" is an example of
Epicureanism, but Pater does not mean a lapsing or 
lolling in pure physical pleasure. The reason that 
Pater probably withdrew the "Conclusion" is that he 
recognized his theories do not afford a concrete 
refutation of the physical, and they could be mis
construed by young men who "clasp their hands and 
shriek in ecstacy." But Pater, at least in his own 
mind and in the overview of his writings, makes clear 
that the sensual must be in perception of beauty and 
not in pure physical pleasure.

In view of this distinction, the statements in 
the "Conclusion" are more meaningful. Prom the start 
of the essay where Pater discusses physical life as 
"a combination of natural elements to which science 
gives their names" and experience as a "group of 

F? '
Pater, "Conslusion," The Renaissance, p. 214,6 .
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impressions,” it is obvious that Pater's starting
28

premise is relativity. There is no constancy in
Pater's world because the many external impressions 
have an overwhelming effect on the mind and before we 
understand the impression, it has passed. Pater says 
that

every moment some form grows perfect in hand or 
face; some tone on the hills or the. sea is choicer 
than the rest; some mood or passion or insight or 
intellectual excitement is irresistibly real and 
attractive to us,— for that moment only. Rot the 
fruit of experience, but experience itself, is the end. 29

To experience as much as possible, not to contemplate
the end of an experience is what man must strive for.
Man must live for the moment, and derive as much
pleasure as possible. "To burn always with this
hard, gemlike flame, to maintain his ecstasy, is

3 0success in life”- is Pater's formula for life.
There is, perhaps, no clearer example in Pater's 
writings of a carpe diem philosophy than this one 
statement in the "Conclusion.”

In the "Conclusion," Pater gives as his con
cluding statement the crux of his literary criticism.
----------2 2 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ibid., pp. 21+6-lj.7.29
Ibid., p. 21+9.

30
Ibid., p. 25>0
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The idea or theory that Pater promulgates is not 
unique to him nor is it unique to literature. But 
the idea takes on new meaning when one considers it 
in light of Pater's other theories of literary crit
icism. It is better to quote Pater at this point and 
then proceed to concluding remarks about bis premises 
of literary criticism. As stated earlier, to get as 
many pulsations as possible into every moment is of 
supreme importance. The question then arises as to 
in what sphere does one find the most pulsations or 
experience the most pleasure. Pater says:

Of this wisdom, the poetic passion, the desire of 
beauty, the love of art for art's sake has most; 
for art comes to you professing frankly to give 
nothing but the highest quality to your moments 
as they pass, and simply for those moment’s sake.31

Arb ior art's sake then is Pater's final summary of 
his premises. This system is hedonistic but it calls 
for intellectual hedonism. The imagination not the 
senses must experience the pleasures that Pater calls 
for. The senses only start the process; the imagina
tion concludes the process by experiencing the pleasure 
that Pater feels must come from art.

Thus, Pater, like the Romantics which he so deeply 
admires, places, for the most part beauty above truth. 
When judging Pater’s criticism we must take two main

Ibid., p. 25>2.
31
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points into consideration. First he, like the 
Romantics, has a highly subjective approach to life, 
and thus, his philosophy of life and literature is 
colored by personal affinities. Secondly, we must 
note that his key idea that all beauty is relative 
is consistent throughout all his writings. Whether 
he is interpreting Platonism or Christianity, all we 
see is an exhibition of himself. He, like the Romantics, 
makes his life a -work of art. His thoughts, writings, 
and personal manners are all directed to this one end. 
Pater’s writings are filled with the most sensitive 
appreciations of the world's beauty, and even if, at 
times, he does misunderstand or unconsciously falsify 
the assumptions upon which he writes, he still remains 
in the complex nineteenth century as a major influence 
in later nineteenth century literature and most assur
edly in nineteenth and twentieth century literary 
criticism. Thus it is that some can and some cannot 
accept Pater's philosophy of art and life, but at the 
same time his theories xuhich teach that beauty and 
pleasure are the purpose of 3-ife have become a general 
influence on so much that has come after him.



Chapter IV

DIVERC-HNT CONCLUSIONS ABOUT WORDSWORTH

It Id hoped at this point that we have firmly 
demonstrated that Arnold is an absolutist, a man who 
sought an objective norm by which to judge, and Pater, 
a relativist, a man who sought only the pleasureable 
for its own sake. In Chapter II, we established 
Arnold's premises of literary criticism and attempted 
to show the historical development of these premises. 
Likewise, in Chapter III wo set down Pater's premises 
of literary criticism and their intellectual antecedents, 
.in this chapter, we will, first, catalogue both Arnold's 
and Pater's premises of literary criticism in order to 
provide a summary of what has been shown in this thesis, 
and secondly, by establishing this, it will be easier 
for the reader to see the application of these premises 
bo the conclusions about Wordsworth by Arnold and Pater 
m  Chapter I. This chapter will show, in view of the 
assumptions which lie behind the assertions about 
Wordsworth by Arnold and Pater, why even though these 
individual assumptions have colored the position of 
each critic in his essay on Wordsworth, each critic 
concludes that Wordsworth is great.

As we have shorn, poetry, for Arnold was a criticism
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Qi Hj-ei it had to answer the question "how to live." 
ne held that poetry must contain the lessons for living 
oy which man could judge experience because poetry will 
eventually replace religion and will become the sustainer 
and consoler of man. Great poetry, for Arnold, must 
always be concerned with excellent actions, with 
actions which possess "an inherent interest in them
selves." These actions must involve situations from 
which there can be some poetical enjoyment because a 
truly excellent action is one in which mental distress 
is not prolonged and in which there is an outlet for 
mental distress, for Arnold, the expression of this 
action must not predominate over the action itself, 
cuu, instead, it must be simple, unadorned, and an 
example of the "grand style" which Arnold never defines 
out which he illustrates by many examples especially 
those from Hellenic writings.

The good critic of literature, according to Arnold, 
must oe guided by certain objective norms. He must, 
first of all, be disinterested, and a critic attains a 
state of disinterestedness by "keeping aloof from the 
practical view of things" or by the flexible activity

T — ---------------- ------------------- -
Arnold, "Prefaces To Poems (1353), " p. .̂8 9 .
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of mind which allows him "to see t hings as they really 
2are." These norms must be used by the critic because 

without them he would not be able to pass judgments 
which result in intellectual and moral amelioration.
The conclusions which yield this amelioration must, 
for Arnold, be derived from "the best thought and
known" in the world which is found in the Hellenic

3culture and the literature of continental Europe.
Arnold also maintains that a good critic mm t 

avoid certain fallacies of criticism which, if com
mitted, would cause improper conclusions. The good 
critic, for Arnold, must avoid personal and historic 
critical judgments, and aim, instead, at real or 
objective conclusions about the work under consideration. 
He further maintains that the "touchstone" method of 
criticism is useful in arriving at a real estimate.
By keeping lines from literature, which possess 
high seriousness and all the other points that Arnold 
isolates as necessary for great literature in mind, 
one can then employ these lines as objective norms by 
which to judge other literature. The only problem

2
Arnold, "Porro Unum Est Necessarium," p. 1?8.
3Arnold, "The Function of Criticism at the P r e s e n t  

Time," pp. 18-19.
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with these last considerations is the fact that Arnold 
never attained a real estimate because of his personal 
affinities, and, hence, his touchstones are all colored 
by a personal taste which reflects Arnold's stat# of 
mind at t he time he chose each one,

Pater, on the other hand, never aimed at a real 
estimate or an objective norm by which to judge ex
perience. Pater is never concerned with the fruits of 
experience because as he says, "experience not the 
fruit of experience, is the end." Man must attempt 
to gain or derive as much pleasure from life as possible 
he must try to get as many pulsations into each given 
moment because once the moment has passed, nothing can 
recreate it in exactly the same way. Art, then, for 
Pater, must give man pleasure. For him, the worth of 
any work of art is the subjective pleasure that it 
offers to its perceiver. Thus, Pater's premises of 
literary criticism like all of his ideas are highly 
subjective and intimately related to hie conception of 
beauty and pleasure.

All aesthetic criticism, according to Pater, 
starts with beauty which is a reJ.ative concept and 
which must be seen in the concrete not the abstract» 
Aesthetic criticism must be concerned with what a
--------- j .  -

Pater, "Conclusion," The Renaissance, p .  2^0.
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work of art does to its perceiver; it must bo con
cerned with how the nature of the perceiver is modified 
after having been impressed with the pleasure that the 
work of art yields.

Art, according to Pater, is constantly trying to 
rid itself of the distinction between form and matter 
so that it can achieve complete identification of the 
two. Hence, there is in all art a passage into the 
condition of some other art. Each art retains its own 
characteristics, but since art tries to find a complete 
identification of form and matter, it aspires to the 
condition of music in which there is complete identifi
cation. This process is called Anders-streben.

Poetry, for Pater, never quite achieves the identi
fication of matter and form that music does, but lyric 
poetry is the species which comes closest to the identi
fication. None the less poetry is at its best when the 
form gives pleasure as distinct from the matter, and 
the form of poetry which produces the greatest pleasure, 
since in it the difference between form and matter is 
kept at a minimum, is lyric poetry.

Pater does not bother to distinguish various 
species of literature, but rather he feels that there 
are only two types of literature, literature which re
cords pure fact and literature which records an imagi
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native sense oi fact. Pie further maintains that 
literature which records only fact is not art, but 
subjectivity, on the part of an individual writer, 
makes it almost impossible to create a literature of 
pure fact; there is always subjective coloring whether 
the writer is a poet or a scientist.

For Pater, as Wordsworth, there is no essential 
difference between the language of prose and poetry.
The writer of each must consider the same things. He 
must choose words which will give pleasure, and the 
internal construction of the x̂ ork must be such that the 
end is seen in the beginning so that its creator re
ceives pleasure from the work and so that the reader 
because "there is a pleasureable stimulus in the 
challenge for a continuous effort" is "rex^arded by a 
securer and more intimate grasp of the author's sense."

in the past pages, we have summarized the main 
points of Arnold's and Pater's premises of literary 
criticism. As we have shown constantly, Arnold attempts 
to establish an objective norm by -which to judge' litera
ture which in turn will be used to judge experience. 
Pater makes no such attempt. For Pater, a work of art 
exists for its own sake, and it must give pleasure, 
thus, greatness for Arnold depends on how a work of art

£  ---------------------------- — --------------------- -----------------------

Pater, "Style," Appreciations. p. 21.
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fits into his intellectual predilections; for Pater, 
greatness depends on the pleasure received from a 
work of art. In the following pages, we will apply 
each critic’s premises to his statements about Wordsworth 
and show how each statement is a product of the in
dividual starting premises.

The first point that we must consider in this
concluding chapter is Arnold's statement about poetry
in his essay on Wordsworth. According to Arnold,

poetry is at bottom a criticism of life, that the 
greatness of a poet lies in his powerful and 
beautiful application of ideas to life,--to the 
question: How to live? 6

This idea is, of course, related to Arnold’s statement
in "The Study of Poetry" that poetry is the consoler
and sustainer of man. These ideas are the key to an
understanding of what Arnold finds in Wordsworth’s
poetry. Those elements in his poetry that sustain
and console are characterized by the word "joy" in
the essay on Wordsworth. According to Arnold:

Wordsworth’s poetry is great because of the ex
traordinary power with which he feels the joy 
offered to us in the simple primary affections and 
duties; and because of the extraordinary power 
with which in case after case, he shows us this 
joy, and renders it so as to make us share it. 1

The word "joy" is not a passive state for Arnold, but
it is that activity or power which makes us able Lto
----5--------------------------------------------------

7
Arnold, "Wordsworth.," p. llj.5.

7

Ibid., p. 1^3.
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live, which allows us to answer the question how to 
live, and which enables us to live with dignity in the 
hostile world which surrounds man. Wordsworth's 
poetry contains all of these elements of greatness.
This idea is not found in Pater's essay on Wordsworth 
because Pater is not didactic. As is obvious from his 
preraises of literary criticism, Pater seeks only the 
pleasure that can be derived from a work of art, not 
the lessons which are contained in a work of art.
Thus, even though there are seeming similarities in the 
two essays, there are really no similarities because 
tue iceas behind the words when examined in view of the 
material contained in Chapters II and III can only 
exhibit a wide divergence.

While Arnold finds the power of sustaining mankind 
in Wordsworth's poetry, he rejects totally his philosophy 
This rejection of the philosophy is closely connected 
to his principles of literary criticism as examined in 
Chapter II. Arnold, when discussing Wordsworth, always 
tries to show him as a great poet, and he feels that 
Wordsworth's philosophy detracts from this greatness.
In fact, he holds that the admirers of the poet place 
too much stress on what they call his philosophy8 

According to Arnold, one must "dismiss his formal
philosophy" before bis true merit can be examined. 8

---- 5----------------- —  ------------------ .-------- --
Ibid.
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Pater, on the other hand, ignores Wordsworth’s 
philosophy for a different reason. He, unlike Arnold, 
does not have a didaetie purpose, but seeks only that 
which affords him. a subjective intellectual pleasure, 
'i’hus, when Pater, in his essay on 'Wordsworth, states 
that the poet

passes from the humble graves and lowly arches of 
the ’little rock—like pile’ of Westmoreland Church, 
on bold trains of speculative thought, and comes, 
from point to point, into strange contact with 
thoughts which have visited him from time to time, 
far more venturesome, perhaps, errant spirits, '

and likewise when he says that Wordsworth was "attracted
by the thought of a spirit of life in outward things a
single, all-pervading mind in them" he is not discussing
his philosophy, as Arnold viex-is it, but rather, he is
showing his attraction to the suggestiveness of

10
Wordsworth's thought. Thus, we have this major
area in which on first reading the two critics seem to 
be developing similar ideas about Wordsworth, namely 
a discussion of his philosophy. But when one examines 
these statements against the backgrounds of the two 
critics, one sees immediately that Arnold is attempting 
to justify Wordsworth's position as the third greatest

o * ---------
Pater, "Wordsworth," n. 5>Il.
Ibid., p. 56.

10
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writer in the English language by dismissing his 
philosophy as a deterent to the achievement of this 
position; while Pater, in reality, is not considering 
his philosophy, but is}, instead, concerned with the 
pleasure rendered by Wordsworth's suggestive thought.

There is another consideration about Wordsi^orth
by Arnold and Pater which again seems to align the two
critics, namely Wordsworth's use of Fancy and Imagination.
Both discuss Wordsworth's poems of the Fancy and the
Imagination, out this concept when examined in view of
the divergent intellectual positions of the two critics
is totally j-oreign, When Pater discusses Wordsworth's
use of Fancy and Imagination, and especially when he
says that Wordsworth made the most of the distinction
between the Fancy end Imagination, he is adhering
closely to the Romantic doctrine concerning these two
elements. Closely related to this concept is Pater's
concern with the duality of higher and lower moods in
wOj. dswor th's poetry. Pater maintains that if one learns
to distinguish his higher mood from his lower mood, then
one can distinguish the "organic, animated, expressive,
from that which is only conventional, derivative and

11
unexpressive." Both of these considerations clearly

IT “ — — ----------------------------------------
Ibid. , p . I4.2.
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mark Pater as a Romantic critic, adhering to the idea 
that the Imagination is markedly superior to the Fancy 
because the Imagination is an intuitive power rather 
than a rational power. It is the creative faculty 
under whose influence works of art are produced. 
According to Pater, Wordsworth, under the influence of 
the Imagination, has the ability to raise sensations to 
the level of thought. Thus, Pater's conclusion that 
Wordsworth is a poet of the Imagination and the poetry 
of his higher mood is organic and animated clearly 
marks him as a proclaimer of Romantic theories.

Arnold, likewise, states that Wordsworth has poems 
of the Imagination and the Fancy, but, for him, this 
classification is ineffectual. Arnold, though, is not 
employing the Romantic understanding of these terms, as 
Pater does, but rather he is criticizing this Romantic 
theory by maintaining that his classification is in
effectual. One must remember that Arnold is the chief 
force in opposition to Romantic expressionism in the 
nineteenth century, and, thus, the Romantic understanding 
and acceptance of Fancy and Imagination are quite alien 
to Arnold's premises of literary criticism.

Another major area in which, on first reading, 
one tends to believe that a similar concept is being 
discussed is Wordsworth's style. Pater and Arnold both
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examine his style, but when one considers the respec
tive discussions in detail, one realizes that the two 
critics are again examining a concept to which they 
may assign the same name, but which, in the sphere of 
the respective premises, is totally divergent. When 
Pater discusses Wordsworth's U3e of words as "thought 
and feeling," and his meter as "an additional grace," 
he again demonstrates his predilection toward sub
jective pleasure as a norm for judging works of art. 1  

When Arnold maintains that Wordsworth's attempts at 
a style cause him to fall into "ponderosity and 
pomposity," and likewise when he maintains that 
Wordsworth must "be relieved of a great deal of the 
poetical baggage which now encumbers him," or he 
will "continue to be a poet for the few only- a poet 
valued far below his real worth by the world," he 
is not really attempting a critical judgement of a 
certain aspect of the poet's work as Pater does, but 
rather he is attempting, as he does throughout his 
essay, to justify the ways of Wordsworth to the'
world.by sorting out what he feels are inferior

13elements within the poet's works. For Arnold, * 13

Ibid., p.5>8
13Arnold, "Wordsworth.," p.136*

12
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style must not dominate the ideas for living contained 
in great literature. Style must be simple and un
adorned. The poet must not merely indulge in Romantic 
or bombastic expressionism, but he must allow the 
action to predominate over the expression of the action. 
Thus, that which is natural, is, for Arnold, the best 
style.

The i inal area that we must consider in order to 
bring this study to finality concerns the conclusion 
that Arnold and Pater make about Wordsworth's poetry.
We must examine this conclusion in relation to the 
premises established by the two critics about the end 
of art in order to see how divergent the positions 
on Wordsworth by Arnold and Pater really are. For 
Pater, the end of life is not action but contem
plation—  being as distinct from doing. "^Art for 
Pater must fulfill this function, and specifically 
for Wordsworth, Pater applies this conclusion when 
he says that ’’contemplation—  that is with Wordsworth 
the end-in-itself, the perfect end. " 1 5  ¿mold follows 
a very similar vein of thought which results, of course,

IkPater, Wordsworth,” p.  62.
15Ibid., p. 60.

—
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in a different conclusion when he maintains in his 
essay on Wordsworth that poetry as well as being a 
"criticism of life" is "nothing less than the most 
perfect speech of man, that in which he comes nearest 
to being able to utter the truth. " 1 6 Tbe truth for
Arnold must be concerned with answers to the question 
"how to live." Man must reflect upon the laws of 
poetic truth and beauty in order to answer the question, 
and this contemplation, for adequate answers must be 
related to "man, nature, and human life." Thus, 
when one considers carefully these conclusions, one 
recognizes that for Arnold, contemplation results in 
knowledge which can influence conduct; while for Pater, 
contemplation yields pleasure.

Matthew Arnold and Walter Horation Pater both 
consider Wordsworth as a great poet, and in each critic's 
respective essay on the poet, the reader might arrive 
at the conslusion that both critics are saying the 
same thing. But when one examines these similarities 
against the total literary critical opinions of these 
critics,one realizes that the similarities are only 
apparent. Matthew Arnold*s essay is an attempt to 
establish that Wordsworth is the third greatest writer

16
Arnold, "Wordsworth," p. llj.5»



in the English language and to justify the ways of 
Wordsworth to the world. The purpose of Arnold’s 
essay is to dismiss those elements which in his 
opinion have prevented the universal recognition of 
Wordsworth’s greatness. There is no attempt on Arnold's 
part to provide a critical evaluation of Wordsworth's 
poetry because Arnold throughout his opinions about 
literar̂ , matters always takes the approach which allows 
him to isolate only those elements in any author's work 
which appeal to him and which he feels makes for-great
ness. Unlike Arnold, Pater in his essay attempts a 
critical evaluation of the poet's works. Pater con
stantly shows those elements in Wordsworth's poetry 
which add or detract from the effect of the poet's 
body of works. The only point that one must remember 
is the fact that Pater's critical evaluation is based 
on his criterion of criticism which holds that that 
which produces pleasure is excellent. Hence, these 
elements which Pater isolates as adding to Wordsworth's 
greatness are the elements which render to Pater' the 
pleasure that he seeks. Por Pater,Wordsworth is a 
greaii Romantic poet, a poet of a period of literature 
which he admires. He is a poet who satisfies in 
Pater the greatest cravings for subjective pleasure.

81j.
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Likewise, for Arnold, arch-foe of Romanticism in the 
nineteenth century, Wordsworth, a Romantic, is equally 
great. Thus, we must conclude that Arnold finds in 
Wordsworth's poetry the virtues that he feels are 
universally found in great poetry. Arnold's or Pater's 
essay on Wordsworth may or may not have helped to better 
the poet's reputation, but each essay does stand as a 
monument to a poet whose works influenced two divergent 
literary critics to the extent that each had nothing 
but the highest praise for him.
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