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Written in 1851, the poem Dover Beach was published in 1867 in a collection entitled New 

Poems. Dover Beach is considered to be one of the best poems by Matthew Arnold. It is 

written in the form of a dramatic monologue, where a single speaker, in this case the poet 

himself, speaks in the presence of a silent auditor. The poem is inspired by the poet’s visit to 

the south coast of England with his wife, Frances. It is because of the occasion of the 

composition of the poem, that many critics claim it to be a love poem. However, there is 

much more to it. Arnold was writing at a time when conventional religion was been severely 

challenged by the tremendous advancement in science and technology. The 19th century 

Victorian England saw an unprecedented rise in terms of materialist production and an equal 

progress in all areas of human knowledge. As a result economy poured into the market and 

society became more and more money-orientated. On the other hand, new inventions and 

scientific discoveries gave man an illusion of gaining mastery over the forces of Nature. All 

these factors together with the Industrial Revolution made man attain a sense of glory and 

pride. Consequently, the idea of God gradually receded and religion received a heavy 

setback. People lost faith in God as they became more and more driven by machines. 

The poem opens with a scenic description of a beautiful landscape. Apparently Arnold looks 

over the landscape from his hotel window, where he is holidaying with his wife. It is a 

moonlit night. Arnold looks at the English Channel that seems very calm and quiet. There is a 

high tide in the sea and the entire Dover Strait is moon blanched. Geographically, the Dover 

Strait lies between the English Channel and the North Sea. The English coast lies to the north 

of this sea and to the south stands the French coast. The Dover Strait divides England from 



France. With the moon beams falling upon the white sands of Dover, the entire landscape 

assumes a highly romantic quality with its accompanying serenity and calmness. It is a 

soothing atmosphere and the poet is initially mesmerised by the surroundings. He observes 

the lights on the French coast gleaming momentarily and then fading away in the distance. 

Contrasted to that, the English cliffs stand tall and glimmering in the serene moonlight. The 

overall impression is that of tranquillity and peacefulness. The poet calls his wife, addressing 

her as his ‘love’ and invites her to come to the window and enjoy the scenic beauty. He asks 

her to look at the waves which come and touch the moon blanched land and then retreat back, 

making a ‘grating roar’, leaving the pebbles which it has washed ashore. The poet observes 

the repeating action of the waves; of their rhythmic ebb and flow movement and identifies in 

the monotonous music a note of eternal sadness. Soon the readers get aware that the tranquil 

and serene landscape that had evoked an atmosphere of harmony and peacefulness leads to a 

disharmonious ‘grating’ sound disrupting the calmness and bringing in a tune of sadness. In 

the light of the later statements and observations made by the poet, the earlier description of 

the landscape assumes a symbolic significance. Considering the contemporary scenario, 

Arnold’s tranquil landscape can be compared to the superficial and surface complacency of 

the Victorians. The Victorian age believed in progress and naturally they believed that 

material progress would emerge from hard work and a strong sense of duty rather than from 

personal or religious inclinations. As a result ‘good manners’ were considered more 

important than moral integrity. The age thus compromised with many essential features of 

individuality to maintain surface polish of being upright. Underneath this superficial 

equanimity, there was a deep disturbance that was covered up by the society. In the light of 

this scenario, the serene landscape in the beginning of the poem stands as a symbol of the 

surface gloss of the society; whereas the ‘grating roar’ that the sensitive artist can hear is the 



deep down note of disharmony that is gradually surmounting due to the loss of faith and 

religion. 

In the second stanza, all of a sudden, the poet brings in the classical reference to Sophocles. 

Sophocles was an ancient classical playwright and was known for his tragic plays. Arnold 

imagines that Sophocles must have heard the same note of sadness when he stood on the 

shores of the Aegean Sea which he now himself hears standing on the English coast. Much 

like Arnold, Sophocles in his mind, had also likened the monotonous sound of the retreating 

waves to that of general sorrow of humanity. Arnold brings in the classical reference to 

suggest that across time and generation, in spite of all the progress and advancement that 

mankind had done, the only thing that has remained constant is human misery. Since times 

immemorial to the contemporary times, human suffering had been an invariable part of his 

journey which had run parallel to the journey of progress. In other words, it has been 

unceasing much like the eternal ebb and flow of the sea waves. 

In the third stanza, Arnold compares religion to a sea. Here ‘faith’ refers to religious faith 

which in Arnold’s age being lost rapidly, owing to the influences of materialism and science. 

The poet recalls of a time when the sea of faith was in full tide and encircled the world like a 

‘bright girdle’. This is an example of simile. A girdle is a waist band that is worn over a dress 

especially by dancers to keep the folds of the dress intact. The girdle thus provides support to 

the dress by keeping it in place even when the dancer is in movements. Similarly, Arnold 

here compares conventional religion to that of a girdle which had always provided a support 

system to mankind in times of crisis and danger. Whenever mankind has faced any calamity, 

people’s faith had always given them the moral support to withstand and overcome the 

disaster. It had also provided unity and solidarity during catastrophe. But now that people had 

lost faith in God, religion has receded back much like the waves of the sea leaving the naked 

shingles exposed on the shores. The shingles or pebbles are naked because the water has 



receded leaving them exposed. Metaphorically, with the loss of faith and religion, the human 

beings are similarly exposed with their doubt, greed and hypocrisy. It is hence significant as 

it is indicative of the depression and desperateness of the Victorian age. 

In the fourth and final stanza, the poet again addresses his wife and desperately requests her 

that the two of them need to treat each other with honesty and authenticity. The exclamatory 

‘Ah’! indicates the intense sorrow pent up in the mind of the  poet because of the loss of 

religious faith and the desperation in his voice is indicative of the urgency that the poet feels 

regarding the plea that he makes. He makes the request because the world as it is, with its 

dream like quality, variety, beauty and newness is unable to offer joy, love or clarity; neither 

is it equipped to offer certitude, peace or relief from pain. The world with all its diversity is 

basically an illusion which does not provide any genuine means of overcoming crisis. It is 

similar to the superficial polish that the hypocritical Victorian society maintained. Therefore, 

the poet feels that the only thing that can sustain them in this uncertain world is mutual trust 

and love for each other. In the last few lines, Arnold refers to classical battle of Epipoloe 

which was fought by the Athenian army. Arnold refers to the army as ‘confused’ because the 

battle took place at night and because of the darkness, the army could not distinguish its 

fellow soldiers from the enemies and ignorantly killed each other resulting in defeat and 

disaster. The Athenian army was literally blinded due to darkness of the night leading to their 

catastrophe but the Victorians are metaphorically blinded by the loss of faith and religion 

resulting in the mechanisation of the age. They thus live a life of purposeless activity and 

futility. They are ignorant of their own purpose in life and meaninglessly engage in ruthless 

competitive battles where they kill each other out of utter confusion and chaos. The ending 

the poem is in sharp contrast to the beginning. The clashing of the soldiers is in direct 

contrast to the beautiful, serene landscape with which the poem had begun. The note of 

pessimism and lamentation that the poet expresses ultimately gives way to a positive and 



optimistic feeling under the condition that only if people can retain their inherent honesty, 

moral integrity and most importantly, love for one another, then perhaps the catastrophe can 

be avoided by mankind.                                  


