Dover Beach

The sea is calm to-night,

The tide is full, the moon lies fair

Upon the straits; on the French coast the light

Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand,

Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay.

Come to the window, sweet is the night-air!

Only, from the long line of spray

Where the sea meets the moon-blanched land,

Listen! you hear the grating roar
Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,

At their return, up the high strand,

Begin, and cease, and then again begin,

With tremulous cadence slow, and bring

The eternal note of sadness in.

Sophocles long ago

Heard it on the Aegean, and it brought

Into his mind the turbid ebb and flow

Of human misery; we

Find also in the sound a thought,

Hearing it by this distant northern sea.


The sea of faith

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth's shore

Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.

But now I only hear
Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,

Retreating, to the breath
Of the night wind, down the vast edges drear

And naked shingles of the world.


Ah, love, let us be true

To one another! for the world which seems

To lie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new,

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,

Where ignorant armies clash by night.                                                                                                                                    .                                                                                                          


Structure: very loose: pentameter, iambic. Rhyme scheme is also there but not dominant (except in stanzas 2 and esp. 4). There is also internal rhyme, alliteration and assonance as well as enjambment. All these things provide a sense of flow and echo underneath: sound and motion of waves. Falling rhythm in lines: more stresses to slow second half of line down: like the wave dissipating on the shore.








Beautiful scene of the sea-side at night but underneath the  associative implications which will change the perception: “calm” “full”  (“to-night” shows transience of calm) will be contrasted later, as will the 3x repetition of “is” (affirmative sense of being) - to be replaced by the 2x3 rep of “nor” (the negation of beauty etc)





Man talking to his beloved, looking out over the English Channel at night; tone is mournful, forlorn, melancholic. Mood is sombre and dark





Beauty of scene is in the dark where light is there then “is gone” – symbolic of the failing light of faith later in poem


(alliteration stresses the moment)





Exhortation to partner to come see/smell/feel





Adverb “only” indicates change of feeling as he moves focus from sight of the shore to the sound of the surf.





View becomes an eerie landscape as he moves to the central image of the poem: the sea on the shore; it is again a place of definition (like light and dark) but the edges move; this  underpins ideas in the poem. 





“grating roar” violent onomatopoeia: repeated later wrt sea of faith receding. “roar’ has no rhyme in this stanza: stands out. (This will be repeated later)





Pebbles at the mercy of the sea: symbolic of human beings as helpless wrt forces beyond their control later in poem. The sound provokes the association with sadness which is “eternal”: always been there. This comes in with the tide. (“eternal note of sadness” =metaphor)(Pathetic fallacy: nature mirrors internal  emotional state): feeling of pathos





Idea of repetition (with repeated words and sounds and mimicking rhythm of the sea ) foreshadows pattern of history of misery





Great use of descriptive adjectives: ‘tremulous cadence slow’





falling rhythm of sea + last 5 lines have closer rhymes (fcgfg) and end with short ‘i’ and nasal: ‘and’ ‘ing’ ‘in’  + lots of nasals + some sibilants + some ‘t’s  =  adds to slow sonorous power = relentless





Rhyme follows tighter scheme at end of 1st stanza showing continuity of idea. Ideas dominate over sound here but power in adj and ‘b’ sound “turbid ebb and flow”.( ‘turbid’ =great adjective = confused /muddy)





 Nasals: “human misery” connect back to end of 1st stanza





Associative movement to past and different sea but same concern “human misery”. Allusion to Antigone: gods can visit ruin on people from one generation to the next, like the swelling tide driven by the winds. The association has moved from waves to tide, to tide as metaphor for longer periods in history. “we”: more universal rather than personal voice?





Assonance “misery; we” reinforces associative connection as does repetition of “Heard” to “hearing”. Present tense “brings to mind” also  reinforces associative moment. Nasals and sibilants (+’t’s) in last line reflect end of previous stanza: build power to go into next stanza





Sound becomes the dominant driving force in the poem, implying that what we see is illusory or that we cannot see: the noise is what is real.





Simile comparing sea of faith to  clothing around the world (personified) giving the sense of  God’s providence, warmth, comfort, protection from the cold of doubt and despair. ‘Bright’ also gives the sense again of light and joy.


Allit.  and assonance  add to sense of order and peace.





Rhyme scheme is more similar to first stanza in looseness but now ‘roar is central, not because of its singularity but because of its connection to the ends of other lines: rhymes with ‘shore’ and most other lines end with  sound of  ‘r’: ‘furled’, ‘hear’, ‘drear’, ‘world’ = stress the sound of the receding tide





Long and short lines look like the movement of the waves. 


Short lines and enjambment also give sense of the sea moving. Short lines also emphasise points: fullness of the sea vs loneliness of narrator because of the retreat of faith.


 Long lines to show the fullness of the faith and then in contrast the lengths to which faith has receded.





Central idea of the poem: metaphor of “sea of faith”: recalls a time when religion could be experienced without doubt brought on by progress and science





‘hear’ refers back but sense of isolation now: from we to ‘I’ only’ = alone = implication that others do not realise = adds to the more melancholic isolation of the two lovers in the next stanza





The idea of wave and tide now expands beyond the back and forth movement between generations to a much wider view of time and the loss of faith as a tide that keeps receding till the sea and faith are gone.





 ‘r’ sounds, and ‘o’ or ‘ow’ assonance, and long vs short words stress weight, power and rhythm of the retreat





Personification of wind, pursuing, adds to sense of threat and vulnerability to the ‘nakedness’ (personification of world again) felt once the sea of faith is gone.





Contrast with earlier night scene: ‘glimmering and vast’ cliffs vs ‘vast edges drear’





The only possibility of faith left, is faith in one another. Arnold means for all humans to hold to notions of love for humanity, but the intimacy of the poem, between two people,  and the fact that he ‘only’ hears, suggest a much bleaker picture: the message is meant for all but the implication is that others may not hear.








This is because the world outside, which seems so inviting has nothing for us





3rd apostrophe (!) to lover in the poem: ‘come’, ‘listen’ ‘let us be true’ = shows contrast of romance of earlier scene with the desperate reality of what is necessary to survive in a loveless world





Great contrasts ratio 1:2 between 3 rhyme pairings: ‘seems/dreams’ vs ‘pain/ darkling plain’ and ‘flight/night’; and between anaphora: so/so/so vs ‘nor/nor/nor’ (x2): stresses what we have lost: happiness, love, guidance, security, peace, comfort. 





Conclusion: takes us back to the picture at the start and sees it as a sham: the world is not what it seems and contains no basic human values: offering us nothing to ease our journey through life. The world has become an amoral battlefield of hatred and pain without the guiding light of religious faith and its values. The associative train is complete: final image of ‘darkling plain’: a place where no definition is discernible: no light and no sea: despair and hopelessness are complete in that there will not even be the back and forth movement of human misery.





Rhymes of ‘light/flight/night’ take us back to first stanza ‘to-night/ light’ (and last word is same as last word of first line in poem) to show the contrasting opposition of  illusion vs reality: poem ends in absolute darkness.


In the darkness, sound again dominates:  ‘alarms’ of fear and ‘clashing’ (onomatopoeia) of aggression. Other aggression and fear pairings: ‘struggle and flight’, and ‘armies/alarms’ (note similarity in words implying that they go together):  We are reduced to basic survival instincts in a chaotic, ignorant, brutal world.





Structure of last stanza is the tightest: regular iambic rhythm, mostly pentameter, rhyme and sense follow sonnet quatrain pattern ABBA, CDDC. There is also heightening of the rhyme pattern with the couplet rhymes especially in the final couplet CC. The strong structural elements give force to the argument they underlie but also allow the writer to show contrast with the last two lines which don’t quite work: 11 and 9 syllables, 5 and 4 beats, penultimate line is the end of the quatrain but also the first line of the final rhyming couplet. This emphasises the last two lines which are the climax, but also echoes the  sense of disintegration and chaos in the world, where the possibility of the returning tide and faith are lost; the pattern stops, ends, without fulfilment.








