POEM



1 A poem which creates a mood of despair is Matthew Arnold’s ‘Dover Beach’.  The poem is Arnold’s thoughts on the recession of faith within society.  This was mainly due to the growing support for Darwin’s theory of Evolution which seemed for many to contradict their faiths.  Arnold examines the effect which the loss of faith has and he creates a mood of despair as his view is that the loss of faith leaves all human kind susceptible to pain and confusion.

Arnold uses the view from the coast of Devon to create a metaphor for the world’s loss of faith.  He watches what is supposedly a lighthouse on the French coast and states that the light ‘Gleams and is gone.’  Arnold is in fact comparing the light to faith.  The connotations of light are firstly of hope and warmth but just as a candle might flicker with ever increasing weakness as the world’s faith has become weak and is dying.  Arnold also emphasizes this with the dischordancy with the plosives of ‘Gleams’ and ‘Gone’

Which are a contrast to the euphonic sounds that he uses in the previous lines.  Through just this short metaphor the mood is immediately set.  The tone is clearly one of nostalgia and reflection but the weakness of faith to which the connotations of light make seem ever more important create a strong mood of despair that faith if disappearing from society.

Arnold further goes on to create his mood of despair by using the extended metaphor of the sea he can see.  He describes the sea as creating 



“A grating roar of pebbles



which the waves draw back



and fling at their return up



the high strand.



Begin, cease, and then begin again.”

Arnold firstly creates the feeling of the sea by using enjamement to create a flowing sensation.  However instead of making the poem more appealing it actually echoes Arnold’s idea that people’s faith if transient and it is with the withdrawal of faith that the ‘grating roar’ is created.  The dischordant sounds are particularly important but the word choice of ‘roar’ is particularly note worthy.  It is not a feeble cry of anguish that resounds around the world due to the withdrawal of faith.  He further emphasizes this idea with the pebbles being thrown up the beach which is clearly an act of rejection.

Arnold then moves away from the despairing about the withdrawing faith but goes on to examine the effect which the loss of faith will cause.  He compares what is now the ‘sea of faith’ to the ‘folds of a bright girdle furled’

It is again another use of comparing faith to light but this time he extends this metaphor into a piece of clothing that keeps the rest of our clothes in place.  He uses this to say that faith acts as necessity to life that it defines us and without it our lives (like the clothes the girdle keeps in place) become confused.  It is not the only time he suggests this as he already has compared the lack of faith to a ‘turbid ebb and flow’ which also emphasizes his despair at our condition.  Arnold further emphasizes what lack of faith does by saying with its withdrawal the ‘naked shingles of the world’ are left for everyone to see.  Without faith humans are left vulnerable again suggested by the word choice but also all our pain and sorrow is revealed we have no ‘light’ to turn to for guidance or any ‘girdle’ to stop confusion instead we must endure life which to Arnold is only full of pain and suffering.  He further emphasizes the tone of despair when he says that without faith instead of ‘a world that lies before us like a land of dreams’ it has 



“ hope, nor light, nor certitude,



nor peace, nor help from pain”

The anaphora explicitly emphasizes the despair at the loss of faith but as the poem draws to the conclusion Arnold employs iambic pentameter to make it appear that his pain and anguish at this is increasing.  Finally the poem ends with an allusion to a famous battle where, 

“ignorant armies clash by night”

In the real battle the soldiers ended up killing each other and their allies in the dark.  Without the light that faith gives which Arnold has already suggested earlier we do not fight a battle as such with enemies but metaphorically our lives are thrown into turmoil and the stupidity of rejecting faith only means we go through life causing pain to ourselves and each other.

To conclude the poem emphasizes the despair with which a loss of faith leaves human nature and the mood is clearly one that leaves the reader with a sour taste that our ignorance may lead us to live in a world full of pain and without any dependability on a figure such as God to give us certainty.  

