‘NATURE IN THE EARLY POEMS OF MATTHEW ABRNOLD

By
OMNIA RIAD GINDY

Th= ‘“dissolving ageacics of the eighicenth century and the fiery
storm of the French Revolution” ' had destroyed, for Arnald, the
basis of Europe’s spiritual life. To him the grand business of "“modermn’™
poctry was to supply anew such 2 hasis, to give a maral interpretation,
from an independent point of view, of man and the world, and, thercfore,
it was thut for hum, as for Epictetus, the ““concern how to live™ became
the hest and master thung. 2 This concern lies behind, and accounts
for, his szemingly inconsistent dealings with Nature, His attitude
rernained the same throughout, and it is best reflected i the relevant
poems he himself put in the Selections of 1877, pamely, Quier Work,
Parting, Sclj-Dependence, Moralicy, A Sununer Night and Lines Wreitien
in Kensingrton Gerdens.  These ceveal a dualistic framez of mind in which
two modes of parespiion coexist without eoming inta conflict with cach
other. In the first place, he chose to see and represent.nature os excmpt
from the bewildering and benumbing infuences to which poor uprooted
man was subjccred; hence, as 3 healinz power for

“The complaining millions of men
{who) Parken in Iabour and pain™.
{trom The Yourh o Nawure)

In this Acnold was not altogeth2r treading a solilary path. Wordsworth
writing in 1800 saw with concern “‘the increasing accumulation
of mzn in cties™ 7 By th: 1840°s the modern industrial city, the

1. M. Arnold’s Poerical Waorks, ed. C. B, Tinker & H. F. Lowry, Londoo.
O.U.P. 1550. Pp. 438-99, from Arnceld's noic on Senancour,

2. See Arnolds Preface to his edicion of Poems of Wardsworth (Macmillap,
Laonden, 1947) Pp. xvi-vi,

3. Englich Orirical Essays : XIX Cemury, World's Classics, P. 6,
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creation and symbo! of the Libera!, machine-ridden socicty, was ia full
existence. In the new covironment the loss of the scnse of cammunity,
and the pain of doubting attending on the breakdown of traditional ways
of thought combingd to transform the romantic love of nature into the
nostalgia for a lost world of peace and companionsiip, of quiel minde.
As Mr. Houghton puts it, “The image aind its basis in memory, for every
Yictorianin the city had either grown up in the country or in a town small
enough for rcady contact with the rural environment™.! The nature
postry of the Victorians and their landscape printing in a sensc were
meant te counterbalance their loss of lellowsbip with rature, To
Ruskin, erchitccture was, “as far ag may be ... to tell us about Nature,
to posssss us with memories of ner quietness’®. 2 This attitude was not
mere escapism; or if it wag, at least, it is escapism based on expenence.
The country-side was secn as a truz spiritual retrest which could
rescus men from the 1nf(ection of urban Iife -—ite wtilitriapism,
its sclfishness, its wear and tear on body and soul  Arnold’s view of
the therapeutic power of nature was delicate, ipstinctive and never
blatantly didactic. In Lines Wrirten in Kemsington Gardens, a poem
reminiscent of Wardsworth's Reverie of Pour Susan and Marvell's Tha
Garden, amidst “*men's impious uproar™ and the *cily’s jar”, Arrold
perceives that ““hore 1s peace for ever rew™’, that the universal vulues
he sometimes deerns dead still ahide in the “Calm soul of all things',
and rcpose and consolatien ensue. He had not as yet been seriously
cauzht up in the 1oils of the Machine of the Inspectorale, but the intes
Licctual and spintuzl almoesphere ha matured tn, the experience of living
at Fox Howe, his wrecked passion for Marguerite had made him find
in the grand still forms of the snowy mountains and in the stars of the
Armanent, a perpctual souree of consolation and an ideal of traiquillity
to which *“this poor cxageerated sur-excited humarity'™ ¥ could aspire.
In th: violenoe of parting with Mareuerite, Arnold desires Lo be
lifted up ard made onc with a great wild energy -

1. W. E. Houghton : The Vicrorign: Frame of Mind 1630--18710. Yale
Utluversity Press, 1957. Page 80,

2. Srelectinmr from the Writags of John Ruskin (m d.) Lopden, Gearpe
Routlcdge & Sons. New York, LLF. Dutton & Co. Poage 175,

3. Letter ta Clough, 27 October 1850, in M. Arpold's Letrers ta A. H. Closghy,
ed. & iotroduced by H. F. Lowry, Londen, O.U.P., 1933. Pege 116,
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“Ye¢ storm-winda of Autumn !
Who rush by, ...
Ah ! with you lst ;e po”
(fram Parting)

but it is only to go where the decp stillness of the mouniaing and the
icy torrents of Obarmann arg 1o sooths him and cure him: of his confus-
ion! However, it is in Quiet Work, the very title of which
epitomises what Arno'd held pature o me=an te man, that he expreascs
his views explicitly :

“One lesson. Nzture, let me Icarn of thee,

One lesson which in every wind is blown,

One lesson of two dutics kept at one

Though the loud world proclaim their enmity —

Of toi! wosever'd from tranquiility !

Yes, while an earth a thousand discords ring,

Man's fitful uproar minasling with his toil,

Still do thy sleeplcss mminsters move on ,..""

L= ]

The poem stood as the motte te the 1853 Volume of Arnold’s posms
andin the final arrangemeat of the callected posms it was the first one
in th? beck. Thzrefors, it is olcar that (he) regarded it as of primary
1mportance with rispsct to his postry and to his plulosophy af Life™. 2

In thal ags of “discords’™ Armold saw thet only in active employ-
ment oould mcn hops to  retain their equilibium. In 1848 ho tells
Clough, “If you m=an to do nothing why not emigra:c? Shake yourself ..
For God's sake don’{ mope, for fram that no gaod can came™. ¥ Four

L. Cf Leter toClough Sept. 1842 {op.cit. P. 119}, <] carcy my zahing hend
to the cloustsins and to my cousio the Bhunlis Alp.”

2. Tinke¢r, C.B., & Lowry, H F., The Poctry of Malthew Armald .
A Commentary, London, O.U.P.,, 1940, Pzpe 22.

3. Letter 10 Clouch, (Letters Page 84) June/Jaly IS4,
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months later, he writcs, "1 desire you skould have seme occupation—
I think it is desirable for cveryone, s¢ry much so**for the poor subjective,
dzpth-bunter, Clough. ¥ He hiself found in the grinding work of the
inspectoratle a parhial relicf from the menial znd spiritual digcomforts
he used to expericnce : I am somctimes in bad spirits, but generally
in better than I uscd to be™. 2 Writing to a friend, he quotes, “Rien
ne sauve dans cette vie-gi que ’gecupation et le travail *'¥ This seme
quotation with othars stressing the need of work occurs several times
in s Note-Books. But Arnold was no mere propagandist for the
Victorian pospel of work. Truz, he kad expericneed in his own mental
history the partzal wisdom of Caslyle’s infunclion to close onc's Byron
and to open one’s Goethic and that he had in [851 1o take on the arduous
task of inapecting Dissenter’s schools spread over a very wide ares; but
the ficld in which be chose his living was that of educalion, where he
could be in touch with both the workings of the eutside world and of
the human mind. He had not betrayed his old desite to sce his
way to the *firm iatellipihle law of things sod thus to pet a basis
for a less confuscd action and a mere complete perfection than
we have at present” 4. This is the-Apostle of Culture speaking, the one
who condemacd all mechanieal action and mere doing that was divore-
ed from a pursuit of inwurd perfection. The yourg poet of 1848 was
no less a firm helisver in Culture and no more indulgent of blind intense
activity, directed to 6o formative end  What he admired in Nature
was precisely its **Quict Work' @ it was quict because the “finp inte-
Uigible law of things” seemed to find ifs fulfilment ihereip

»Still do thy slespless ministers move on,

Their glorious tasks in silence perfecting,

Still working, blaming still our vain turmoil’”,
(from Quier Work)

i. Letter (o Clough (Lerters Papr BRY 12 August, 1848,
2. Op.Cit. P. 122, 7 March, 1852.

3. M, Arpolds Lerrers, collected and zrranged by G. W, E. Rusll_London,
Macmillan, i90i. Page 260.

4. M. Arnolds Celrure ard Angrchy, London, John Murray, 1549. Pegr 122.
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To Asmold, then, the zppearances of nature *‘could provide a
consoling power for man and could stand as a mute criticiam of human
aclivity”™.! but ir no way did he ever exalt nature at the expense of
man. The natureeversus-man situation which Ameld created in his
poems was always o ternporary hypothesis pastulated in order to redirect
man to the primary Jaw of his being.  There is no ¢ssential contradiction
between To an Independent Preacker and Moraliy, on the one haud,
and Self~Dependence aud A Summer Night, on the other. The theee
last mentioned pocuts always formed a group whenever they were res
published, the order of Morality and Self-Dependence somelimes being
reversed. The poems figure bothin the Collected Edition of the poems
andin the Sclections. They fallew from the poct’s refl=ctions on man’s
fatg in face of “Progress™ and ““Revolutions™, and in Seif-Dependence,

“Weary of myself, and sick of asking
What I am, and what I ought to be*’,

he rcturns to address the stars, the “labourers™ of Quier work,

*“Ye who from my childhaod up have calm’d me,
Calm me, ah. compase me te the ead /.7

In contzmplating the vastress of the heavens Amo!d hopes to
find nleass fram that semse of constriction implicd in the last lines of
Revolutions

**One day, thou say’st, there will at last appear

The word, the order, which God meant should be.
— Ah ! we shall know that well when {t cames near;
The band will quit man’s heart, he will breathe free.””

To the poet's desire for sclf-expansion comes the ‘‘air-born® answer

“Wouldst thou be ag these arc ? Live as they.
Unaflrighted by the silence round them,
Undistracied by the sights they ece,...

1. W, A. Jomison, Araold omd the Ramantics, Rosepkildr & Bagerr,
Copcnhagrp, 1958, Page 2.
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sslf~poised they live, nor pipe with noting
All the fever of soms differing soul.
In their own tasks all their powers pouriog,
These allain the mighty lile you see’f

The poet, instead of bzing merged into the Universe, is s2uf back to
actuality, and the “word, the order which God meant should be’ is

“Resolve 1o be thyself; and know that he,
Who finds hims:li, loses his misery™.
(fram Self-Dependence)

Nature iz there to suggest meral values to man, but the laws which govern
her are scparale and distioet from those which govern human life. Reli-
gious impulses being & “mystery’”, mun hus to reiy npon self-control
or canduct in the ordering of his lifc; however, once he perseveres in
that “stnfe dvane’” in his *'strugpling, fask’ d morality™, a-maoral nature
relinquishes her assumed superiority  and, in a sense, even ditects man
to the Creater :

“t... that ssvere, that eacnest air,
I saw, I felt it once — but where 7

“Twas when tha keavenly house [ trod,
And lay upon the breast of God™
(from Muorality)

To “rest’’ in naturc is to deny one’s humanity, to bertray one’s
higher and spiritual self .
“Know, man hath all which Nawre hath, but mors,
And in that more lie all his hopes of good™.
Yet, evenwhen
“Man must begin ... where Nature ends;

when WNature and man can never be fast friends™,
(from In Harmony with Nature)



Arnatd does nat hesitate to proise Natare for its steength and coolness —
that would not confuse the issue for him. To confute the Independent
Preacher, who should have known better than to cry up naturc as 2
complete guide for human conduct and whase Nonconformity seems Lo
have exaspsrated him, Arnotd brings in the nature of contemporary
sleencs, “red in tooth and clow®. The desire te find in pature the same
spiritual qualities as those of the human soul.is “‘unworthy of a man
full-erown™. Man and nature subscribe to different ordem of being :

“To its own impulse cvory eredlure siirs;
Live by thy light, and earth will live by hers 1™

{ from Religious F‘ro'fa-fion)l

In 4 Summer Nigit Ris recurring worry over the fate of man having cast
him fram the heights he stlained in Morafity, Arnold finds humself faced
with a prospzet of two alternatives in neither of which could man attain
seil“fuliifment. He is loath to be by passion quite possess’™d” or “‘guite
beaumb'd by th: world's sway'™.  In his restlessness and  misery. the
clear, pure heavens, who remain **A world above man's head”, perfonn
their Munction and “Ict him see

“How boundless might his soul’s horizans be’'.
that between the foles of “Madman or slawe™

“How fair a lot to fill

Is left to each man stili ! ™

The clps.: follawing of this conclusion by The Buried Life cannot hut be
significant.

In The Yourh of Nature and The Youth of Man, accasioned hy the
poet’s visit to Ryda! and Grasmzre and hy the recent puhlication of The
Prelide, Arnold hecomas preoceupied with the Berkeleyan a3 to whether
nature lives in itself or in the eyc of the beholder. Nature asserts her
objective life and tpumphantly sings of her immerial

“Lovelinces, magic, and grace’.
{from The Youth g Nature)
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In The Youth of Man

“Murmur of living,
Stir of existence,
Sou! of the worid"

arc invaked as a revitalising force Lo the **dying spirit of youth'”. Howe-
ver, in both poems thore is the underlying feeling that it {s beczuse of
man's weakness that nature has her hour of triumph :

“Yourselves end your fedlows ye known not, and me,
The mateless, the one, will ye know 7'
(frami The Youth of Nature)

It i3 the faded ignoble Lives of the disiliusioned aged couple, led
“within the wallsfof an ¢ver parrowing world™™!  that bring out by
contract the eternal freshness and youth of pature. The last Lines of
The Youh o Man — linss of dubious poetic valse — make the point
clear :

“Sink, 0 Youtl, in thy scul !
Yeamn to the greatness of Nature,
Rally the good in the depths of thyself !''

Oae of the reasons why the solitary Empedocles plunges into the
crater of Mount Etna is his desperate wisl; Lo acquire vilality and sclf-
expansion by uniting himeelf with the elements, butin Act IT ol Empedo-
cles on Ema Arpold has eeased to identify himself with his protagonist.
It is in the Stoic address te Pausanias in Act I Scene I that Arnold sums
up his counsidersd, dualistic attitude 1o patwre. A Spinatistic, neufral
natuie folfils its own luws tegardless of mezn 2; nevertheless, this fact
need pot deter man fram picturing in it any moral or spiritual values
which may conduce to his happiness. On the ene hand,

“Nature, with equzl mind.
Sces all her sons at play,

I. From Tke Youth of Man,

2. Cr.Euays (London,0.U.P, 1935} byMatthow Arnald -*‘Mercus Autcfius™,
FPage 239, where Arnold objeets to the ide 2 1hat“ ke whele course of the vniverse has
8 mrovidenial reference to man's weliare™.
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Sees man eontrol the wind,

The wind sweep man away;
Allows the proudly-riding and the foundering bark™,
on the ather

“Is it so small a thing

To have enjoy'd the sun P71

Itis on the lipht ef this doublc-sided attitude that one is to take
Nature’s words ¢

“Lowv¢liness, magic, and grace,
They zre here ! they are st ip the world,
They mbide; and ths fingst of souls.
Hath not been thrill'd by them all,
Nor the dullest been dead to them quite'.
(from The Youth ry Neture)

To conciude from 1hese lines that Araold clings to the belief that
moral values are objcetive in nature “*because he needs an extrapersonal
ethical reliance’? js misleading. In keeping with hig view, natural
scenes or landseapes in Amold’s poetry gencrally appear exacty ng
they would to an extremely observam nculral Ioaker-on.

Armeld was not at heart a true Wordsworthian poet of nature.
For him any line of thought or sct of heliefs ceased to be valid onck its
vital relationship to the problem af living could ro longer be perceived.
He renlised, for instance, that rationalism and scicntific invertigation had
created an unfathomable gulf between the romanatic and early Words-
worthian  conecpts of nature and the analyUe, utilitarian climate of
mid-nineteenth century thought. Hence he felt quite jusitified in dismis-
sing Wordsworth's philosophy as an illusion, “a tissue of clevated tat

1. Empedocts gn Ema, Act] Sexocit, liocs 257-261, Lines 197-8.

1 H N. Fnir:hi]d_, Refigepes Tegnds n Ergligh Poetry, 18)0—1880. New
York, Columbia University Press. 1957, Page 439,
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abstract verbiage, alien to the very nature of poetey’”!.  Arpold was
generons in biy praise of Woardeworth alter the larter’s death, but in
Stanzas in Memory of the Author aof “Obermann’, written in 1849, he
does not fight shy of pointing cut that *in this our troubled day™ the
ssthuded Wordsworlb atlzined to see his way only by averlinp his eyes
from *half of human fate’. To the believer in bumaniam, to one who
held that ““the spactazle of a writer striving evidenily to get breast to
braast with reality is always full of instruction and invigeration'™,
this was a grave shortcoming

1. Frow Arnold's Preface to Poems of Bordywarth, Pags xix.
2. Lerters vo ... Clough, Page 36, 2D July, 1644,



