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Critically appreciate the use of imagery in Arnold’s poems.

Imagery is a literary device that uses descriptive language to create mental pictures in the
reader's mind. Matthew Arnold (1822-1888) is known for his powerful use of imagery in his
poetry. He often uses vivid pictures of nature, landscapes, and everyday life to express deep
emotions and ideas. His imagery helps readers understand the themes of his poems—such as
loss, faith, nature, and the struggle between modern life and tradition. We will appreciate
Arnold’s use of imagery in his most famous poems below.

Nature Imagery: Arnold’s poems are filled with beautiful descriptions of nature. He often
paints pictures of the sea, fields, trees, and the countryside to create a feeling. For example, in
"Dover Beach" (1867), he describes the sea at night:

The sea is calm tonight.

The tide is full, the moon lies fair

Upon the straits.

This peaceful image of the sea under the moonlight creates a calm and quiet setting. However,
as the poem continues, the sound of the waves becomes a symbol of sadness and the loss of
faith. Arnold brings the idea of sadness with the image of

“pebbles”

— the pebbles are thrown back and forth by the waves of the sea. The poet writes:

Listen! you hear the grating roar 

Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,

This shift in imagery—from peaceful to sadness—shows Arnold’s worry about the changing
world.
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Similarly, in "Thyrsis" (1865), Arnold uses the image of the Oxford countryside to show his
feelings about time and change. He describes fields, hills, and an old “elm-tree”. The elm tree
is very important in the poem. The elm tree represents something that does not change, even
when everything else does. The tree is a symbol of the past, memories, and a lost friend.
Through this imagery, Arnold expresses his sadness about losing his friend and the way life
moves forward without stopping.

Imagery of Light and Darkness: Arnold also uses light and darkness to symbolize hope,
faith, or sadness. In "Dover Beach," the fading lights on the French coast suggest that
something is disappearing—just like faith is fading from the world. Later in the poem, the world
is described as being dark, uncertain, and full of struggle:

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight.

The image of a dark battlefield shows a world full of confusion, doubt, and struggle.

In contrast, in "The Scholar-Gipsy" (1853), Arnold describes the countryside bathed in sunlight.
The golden fields, bright sky, and gentle breeze create an image of hope and beauty. This
peaceful setting contrasts with the modern world, which Arnold sees as stressful and
exhausting. The countryside imagery represents a place where one can escape from the
problems of modern life.

Symbolic Imagery: Arnold often uses objects or places as symbols in his poems. In "The
Scholar-Gipsy," the scholar himself is a symbol of escape and eternal searching. The
countryside, where he is seen, represents a simpler, purer life. On the other hand, Oxford
represents the pressures of modern education and society.

In "Thyrsis," the elm tree is another strong symbol. It represents the past, memory, and the
speaker’s friendship with Thyrsis (Arnold portrays his friend Clough as Thyrsis. Thyrsis is a
traditional Greek name for a shepherd-poet.). The poet writes:

That single elm-tree bright…

We prized it dearly; while it stood, we said,

Our friend, the Gipsy-Scholar, was not dead;
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Even though the poet’s friend has died, the tree remains standing, just like the speaker’s love
and admiration for his lost friend.

To wrap up, Matthew Arnold’s use of imagery makes his poems emotional, meaningful, and
memorable. He uses things we all know—the sea, trees, light, and darkness—to help us feel his
ideas instead of just hearing them. His vivid descriptions help readers connect to his thoughts
and see the beauty, sadness, and struggles of the world through his eyes.


