
 

 

47. To Arthur Hugh Clough 

Milford B[oys] S[chool]/Octber 28 [18]52. 

 
My dear Clough 

 

… 

 

More and more I feel that the difference between a mature and a youthful age of the 

world compels the poetry of the former to use great plainness of speech as compared with that 

of the latter: and that Keats and Shelley were on a false track when they set themselves to 

reproduce the exuberance of expression, the charm, the richness of images, and the felicity, of 

the Elizabethan poets. Yet critics cannot get to learn this, because the Elizabethan poets are our 

greatest, and our canons of poetry are founded on their works. They still think that the object 

of poetry is to produce exquisite bits and images - such as Shelley's clouds shepherded by the 

slow unwilling wind, and Keats passim: whereas modern poetry can only subsist by its contents: 

by becoming a complete magister vitae as the poetry of the ancients did: by including, as theirs 

did, religion with poetry, instead of existing as poetry only, and leaving religious wants to be 

supplied by the Christian religion, as a power existing independent of the poetical power. But 

the language, style and general proceedings of a poetry which has such an immense task to 

perform, must be very plain direct and severe: and it must not lose itself in parts and episodes 

and ornamental work, but must press forwards to the whole. 

 

… 

 

your ever affectionate  

MATTHEW ARNOLD 

 
 
 


