








“The Scholar Gypsy”
by Matthew Arnold
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pastoral elegy

A serious formal poem in which a poet grieves the loss 
of a dead friend.
Composed in an elevated, dignified style, pastoral 
elegy, as its name implies, combines the forms and 
traditions of elegy with those of pastoral.
In this type of elegy, the poet-mourner figures himself 
and the individual mourned as shepherds who have 
lived their lives in a simple, rural setting, tending their 
flocks.
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The Scholar Gypsy

The subject of Arnold’s elegy is a legendary, poor 
Oxford University student of the 17th century who has 
abandoned his studies to learn the occult ways of the 
nomadic gypsy people. 
The Scholar-Gypsy is portrayed not as dead but as 
existing in an immortal twilight of the Romantic 
imagination.
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The Scholar Gypsy

As the years become centuries, the increasingly 
mysterious scholar-gypsy continues his quest, a solitary 
figure always seen at a distance, carefully avoiding 
any contact with the corruption of modern civilization.
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The Scholar Gypsy

The poem tends to fall into two separate but related 
parts.
The first part, the first 13 stanzas, deals primarily with 
the quest of the poet for the scholar; 
the second part deals with the quest of the scholar 
(and of Arnold) for the spark from heaven, the 
mystical moment of insight.
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Stanza 5

The Scholar-Gypsy seeks a power of imagination 
capable of creating and not simply reflecting reality.
The Scholar-Gypsy is a revolutionary who seeks to 
improve the world not through the industrial 
innovations of Victorian materialism but through a 
spiritual purification.
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Stanza 8

After the encounter with his former fellow students, the 
scholar-gypsy becomes a ghostly figure. 
He is occasionally sighted, but as one draws close he 
disappears, becoming, as the years pass, more an 
enduring illusion than a tangible reality. 
Gradually, only those who inhabit the country see the 
scholar-gypsy.
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Stanza 14

The poem’s major break comes with the line “But 
what—I dream!” 
His imaginative reverie broken, the speaker at first 
acknowledges in accordance with 19th-century 
realism that the Scholar-Gypsy must be long since 
dead.
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Stanza 16

It is worthy of note that the only italicized words in the 
whole poem are in line 152, “Thou hadst one aim, one
business, one desire”—emphasizing the poet’s desire 
for singleness of purpose.
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Stanza 17

Arnold’s speaker declares that the Scholar-Gypsy lives 
on and has achieved his quest for immortality 
because he has remained untainted by contact with 
the spiritual desolation of the modern world: 
“O life unlike to ours! / Who fluctuate idly without term 
or scope.”
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Stanza 21

In self-disgust, Arnold’s speaker urges the Scholar-
Gypsy to maintain his immortal spirit of imagination, 
which can only be accomplished by fleeing contact 
with the modern world, which is “feverish” and 
infected with “mental strife.”
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Sources

� Ross Murfin and Supryia M. Ray, The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms, 
3rd ed., Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2009. (Slide 2)

� “The Scholar-Gipsy – Summary” eNotes Publishing Ed. eNotes Editorial. eNotes.com, 
Inc. eNotes.com 14 Nov, 2019 http://www.enotes.com/topics/scholar-
gipsy#summary-summary-865058 (Slides 3-12)
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Modern Painters

John Ruskin (1819 – 1900)
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Modern Painters: Summary
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� Ruskin asserts that great art is more than technique; the idea that the 
painter or writer is trying to convey is exceedingly important.

� Ruskin sets forth his concept of the pathetic fallacy: a condition in 
which a literary image that is not realistic in its depiction of its subject 
matter produces a strong emotion in the reader.



Modern Painters: Themes
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� The idea that the writer or artist attempts to convey is more important 
than perfect technique.

� Literary images must be truthful in some essential sense.



Modern Painters: “The Slave Ship”
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Turner’s painting, “The Slave Ship,” perfectly illustrates Ruskin’s point 
because its evocation of fiery turbulence “condemn[s]” the “guilty ship” 
and so reveals the “purest truth.”
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A term coined by Victorian art critic John Ruskin in Modern Painters (v.3, 
1856) to describe the attribution of human traits and emotions to 
inanimate nature.
Ruskin considered such attribution a sign of artistic weakness, an “error … 
which the mind admits when affected strongly by emotion.”

Source: The Bedford Glossary of Literary Terms

Pathetic Fallacy 
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Pathetic Fallacy
Citing the lines “They rowed her in across the rolling foam — / The cruel, 
crawling foam” from Charles Kingsley’s Alton Locke (1850) as an example, 
he noted that “The foam is not cruel, neither does it crawl. The state of 
mind which attributes to it these characters of a living creature is one in 
which the reason is unhinged by grief.”
While subsequent critics have generally used the term neutrally, modern 
poets have tended to avoid the device.

Source: The Bedford Glossary of Literary Terms
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Pathetic Fallacy
The pathetic fallacy is a limited form of personification, a figure of speech 
that bestows human characteristics upon anything nonhuman.

Source: The Bedford Glossary of Literary Terms
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In the section on the pathetic fallacy, Ruskin is again concerned with the 
concept of truth.
Here Ruskin tells us that our perception of “the ordinary, proper, and true 
appearances of things” can be distorted “when we are under the 
influence of emotion, or contemplative fancy,” as happens when we come 
across a poetic image that ascribes human qualities or emotions to 
inanimate objects.

Modern Painters: Pathetic Fallacy
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Modern Painters: Pathetic Fallacy
While Ruskin acknowledges that we can receive pleasure from fanciful 
similes and metaphors having a less than firm footing in reality and even 
admits that some of our favorite poetry might feature this “willful fancy,” 
he nonetheless claims that we allow for such fancies in this case because 
we know that poetry is a special form that is created to produce a 
passionate response.
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The finest poets, however, such as Dante, “do not often admit to this kind 
of falseness”; only the “second order of poets” indulge immoderately in 
such practices.

Modern Painters: Pathetic Fallacy
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Source
� Teaching with The Norton Anthology of English Literature: A Guide for Instructors, 9th ed., W. W. 

Norton & Company, 2012. (Slides 2-4, 9-11)
� Ross Murfin and Supryia M. Ray, The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms, 3rd ed., 

Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2009. (Slides 6-8)
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