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Matthew Arnold’s “Dover Beach”—Interpretive Sentences Activity

Additional Background (see p. 928 for the poet’s biography): Brought up in a rural setting by a father who believed in the ideals of classical learning, Matthew Arnold was, like his Romantic predecessors, enchanted with natural, aesthetic, and moral beauty. However, he was born into the larger Victorian era, a time of massive technological change, social turmoil, and political upheaval. England's industrial advancements were supported by the philosophy of utilitarianism, which dismissed religion as outmoded and stressed the value of material progress. Arnold believed literature and literary criticism were the means by which the masses could be taught how to live a cultured, moral life amidst the unpleasant realities of the industrial age.
Review Arnold’s poem on pp. 930-931 and answer the following questions:

Why are irregular lines and enjambment appropriate for a poem with a seaside setting?

What do references to nature and time contribute to the structure and meaning of the poem?

Read the following critical response to “Dover Beach” and answer the question below. 

“Love Is Itself a Faith”


More than any other poem written in the nineteenth century, “Dover Beach” continues to echo through the consciousness of every generation of the twentieth century. To say why involves matters of both technique and meaning.


Compared with the characteristic product of Romantic or Victorian poets, “Dover Beach” is low-keyed. For all its conversational tone, however, the poem is remarkably ambitious in its claim to render a universal condition.


Unlike his predecessors and contemporaries, Arnold neither reaches for the sublime nor dwells on the sentimental in this poem. Instead, he writes a love poem that, incidentally, expresses the crisis of conscience brought about by the dwindling of religion—“the Sea of Faith”—and the rise of science. Science has transformed human life through industrialism and through the mass warfare that scientific inventions made possible. Against these bewildering developments, Arnold poses the notion that love is itself a faith to cling to and, by implication, that individual integrity and a humanistic vision broad enough to include the tragic conclusions of Sophocles are the only defenses against a world moving toward anarchy.

Defend or oppose the writer’s claim that “Dover Beach” is primarily a love poem.

Finally, write two interpretive sentences for Arnold’s poem—they need not be interrelated. Review the elements of an effective interpretive sentence. Each element is essential, but organization and specific content will vary. The parts of each sentence should be logically connected.

Context: The writer identifies the literary work or the specific section or element of the work the sentence will discuss.

Literary Device: The writer names, defines, or implies by illustration a relevant literary device.

Text References: The writer directly quotes words and phrases or refers to specific content or language from the literary selection.

Interpretation: The writer shows how the literary device and examples reveal theme, the speaker's attitude, the poet's artistry, or the significance of the work.

Coherence: The writer uses transitions and connecting words to bind the parts of the sentence into a logical whole.

Example: In all the stanzas of “Dover Beach,” language describing setting suggests positive and negative moods, a part of the larger motif of contrast conveyed by setting—sea and land, present and past, real and metaphorical places, the individual and society, and national and universal identity.
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