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Matthew Arnold's Empedocles on Etna is a profound poem which

touches on the fundamental problems of human experience. This study
attempts to re-interpret the particular solutions to these problems
advanced in the poem. A consideration of other works of literature
viiich explore the same questions of life and death suggests that the
suicide of Arnold's Empedocles is not an act of despair but a symbolic
ritual of purification. In this light, a new reading of the poem dis-
covers much internal evidence to support this view of it as a celebration
of visionary calm. Arnold himself, however, repudiated Empedocles in
the Preface to his next volume of poems, and he did not reprint it
until fifteen years later. This study attempts to prove that Arnold's
repudiation was not based on any intrinsic defects in Empedocles or on
the objections and complaints made against the poem by critics and re-
viewers, but that it was rather the result of his intensely personal

and painfully ambiguous relationship to the poem.
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I

A CONTEXT FOR EMPEDOCLES ON ETNA

It is now generally agreed that Empedocles on Etna is Matthew

Arnold's most important poem. Walter Houghton, in his notable inter-
pretation, approvingly repeats T. Sturge Moore's judgement that
"Empedocles more and more appears the most considerable poem of a
comparable length by a Victorian.”1 The amount cf critical attention
which the poem has received is of itself sufficient evidence of the
poem's importance, but opinions remain sharply divided about the quality

and success of Arnold's achievement in Empedocles on Etna. The majority

of critics2 acknowledge the stature of the poem while confessing some
reservations about the resolution, or lack of resolution, of issues
raised in the poem. A number of critics have also expréssed their
dissatisfaction with other aspects of the poem, but the critical debate
inevitably continues to centre on the problem of suicide. However much
we may sympathize with the figure of Empedocles it is, after all, diff-

icult to wholly understand the ecstatic state of mind in which he leaps

lWalter E. Houghton, "Arnold's 'Empedocles on Etna'', Victorian
tudies, I(June 1958), 311. 1In addition to citing Moore's 1938 essay,
Houghton also quotes Allott's opinion: "When the devil's advocate has
done his worst, 'Empedocles on Etna' remains perhaps the best long poem
by a Victorian."

Commentators on the poem are too numerous to identify individ-
uvally here but I will have occasion to refer to most of them in the course
of this study. For an excellent, discriminating summary of the major
writings on Empedocles, complete to the end of 1966, see Frederic E.
Faverty, ed., The Victorian Poets: A Guide to Research, Second Edition
(Cambridge, Mass., 1968), pp. 197-200.

1




to his death, and we understand only too well Arnold's 'rejection' of
the poem in 1853. The critical consensus, then, with a few exceptions
and a host of qualifications, suggests essentially that if.Empedocles
is a signal figure in Victorian literature, he is nevertheless a giant
of despair.

What we make of the suicide of Empedocles will influence not
only our interpretation of the poem itself, but also our conception
of Arnold's complex relationship to his poem. It is, therefore, useful
to consider briefly some of the attitudes to suicide which have been
prominent at one time or another in the course of Western thought,
especially those attitudes which were current during the time of Emped-
ocles of Agrigentum, the Greek philosopher of the fifth century B.C.
who provided Arnold with a model and some basic materials for the poem.

Among the ancient Scythians suicide was regarded as a duty and
an honour by those who grew too old to keep up a nomadic life; by
killing themselves they relieved the tribe of a burden. One report of
the Scythian sages notes, ''the anticipation of the time of death is a
glory in their eyes, and they have themselves burned alive as soon as
age or sickness begins to trouble them . . . Fire would be contaminated
if it did not receive the human sacrifice still breathing.”3 Charondas,
the lawgiver of Catana, is said to have taken his own life for breaking

one of his own laws (cf. Arnold's 'The Sick King in Bokhara'). From the

3A. Alvarez, The Savage God (New York, 1970), p. 56. Alvarez is
quoting Quintus Curtius, by way of Durkheim.




many instances of ancient suicide, both factual and legendary, one

1R

writer concludes: . . suicides . . . in ancient Greece, had one
quality in common: a certain nobility of motive . . . the ancient Greeks
took their own lives only for the best possible reasons: grief, high
patriotic principle, or to avoid dishonour. Their philosophic dis-
cussion of the subject is proportionately detached and balanced. The
keys were moderation and high principle.“4

Stoicism was also instrumental in promoting suicide as a dig-
nified and rational act, first by example and later by precept. Zeno,
the founder of Stoicism, and his successor and disciple Cleanthes,
taught indifference to both pleasure and pain and urged their followers
to live virtuously and '"in agreement with nature'', but they found
nature less than agreeable themselves. Zeno apparently hanged himself
"out of sheer irritation”5 and Cleanthes, after starving himself for
two days to cure a gumboil, refused to resume eating after his infection
had cleared and so starved to death.6 Suicide was an act of equanimity
in response to an immoderate life. We also know from the extant writings

of decadent Rome that suicide later became fashionable and frequent.7

4Alvarez, P. 59, quoting Fedden.
5Alvarez, p.‘61.

6Alvarez, p. 61.

7Alvarez, p. 63, lists some of the more famous ancient suicides,
including: Socrates, Lycurgus, Cato, Seneca and Paulina, Marcellinus,
Isocrates, Demosthenes, Lucretius, Lucan, Labienus, Terence, Aristarchus,
Petronius Arbiter, Hannibal, Boadicea, Brutus, Cassius, Mark Antony and
Cleopatra, Nero, Otho, King Ptolemy of Cyprus, King Sardanapalus of Persia,
Mithridates, and a host of others. Alvarez also reminds us that Donne's
Biathanatos lists three pages of notable classical suicides and that
Montaigne compiled an even greater list; according to Alvarez both touch
on only a fraction of known classical suicides.



Without elaborating further, we can detect the outlines of a
classical tradition of suicide which did not generally recognize des-
pair as a motivation and which was not compelled to justify suicide
against theological or Christian prohibitions. Significantly, all of
these examples display similarities to the case of the ancient Empedocles:
like the Scythian sages, he was concerned to maintain the purity of fire
and the other elements free from contamination; like Charondas, he was
a resolute and single-minded man with a divine and mystical conception
of his office and of his place in the world; also like Charondas, he
was an inhabitant of Catana, a Greek colony in Sicily; and with the
Stoics he shared a number of philosophical tenets -- indeed, the Stoics
acknowledged their debt to Empedocles as the originator of some of their
ideas. We have, then, a basic context in which Empedocles' suicide may
be considered in terms more appropriate than Christian repugnance,
philosophical antipathy or modern compassion. More important, Matthew
Arnold had a sure sense of this calm, rational and detached attitude to
suicide, which he also saw as characteristic of other aspects of classic-
al culture and the Greek mind. Whether or not Arnold was conscious of
the history of suicide and the philosophy and literature of suicide as
constituting a distinct tradition, he was certainly familiar with the
philosophic spirit of which these classical attitudes to suicide arc a
manifestation. Consequently, Arnold's Empedocles not only shares the
situation of the historical Empedocles, but he is also endowed with
characteristics and beliefs which we do not find in the historical
Empedocles but which are apparent among his Greek contemporaries and

elsewhere in classical tradition. Even among the few examples already



mentioned we note that the Scythian concern with age and sickness, and
their desire to die while still breathing, Zeno's irritation, and a
widespread philosophical ennui, are features of Arnold's Empedocles
which suggest that he represents an age and a habit of mind as much as
he dramatizes an individual consciousness. It is important to invoke

a classical tradition as a context for Empedocles on Etna because it

offers us an alternative attitude to suicide, a sense of the age of
Empedocles, and a recognition of Arnold's intimacy with ancient philos-
ophy and literature. But before developing the specific classical

currents in Empedocles on Etna, another perspective is necessary.

Approximately twenty-two centuries separate the Greek philosopher
and Arnold's sage; the distance between them constitutes the bulk of
Western history and Arnold's Empedocles seems to feel the full weight
and complexity of this history as his burden. Implicit in much of the

dialogue of Empedocles on Etna, and explicit in the long oration which

Empedocles delivers to Pausanias, is the sage's sense of this burden;

he is almost conscious of the gulf between himself and his ancestor.
Among the shifts and changes between these two points in history, rem-
nants of Empedocles's classical milicu persist, albeit in fragmented
and modified forms, and in a sense, these complex changes and this
enduring or recurring permanence are two of the major themes of Arnold's

poem. In his discussion of Empedocles on Etna in the Preface to his

Poems. A New Edition (1853), Arnold suggests the ideas of change and

permanence simultaneously in a passage which is both a kind of compressed
and personal version of history and an implied identification of his

own age with that of the ancient Empedocles:



I intended to delineate the feelings of one of the last of

the Greek religious philosophers, one of the family of Orpheus
and Musaeus, having survived his fellows, living on into a

time when the habits of Greek thought and feeling had begun
fast to change, character to dwindle, the influence of the
Sophists to prevail. Into the feelings of a man so situated
there entered much that we are accustomed to consider as
exclusively modern; how much, the fragments of Empedocles
himself which remain to us are sufficient at least to indicate.
What those who are familiar only with the great monuments of
early Greek genius suppose to be its exclusive characteristics,
have disappeared: the calm, the cheerfulness, the disinterested
objectivity have disappeared; the dialogue of the mind with
itself has commenced; modern problems have presented them-
selves; we hear already the doubts, we witness the discourage-
ment, of Hamlet and of Faust.

Arnold's sense of this emergent modernism -- debilitating, enervating,
and marking the decline of a more stable age, the end of Periclean
Athens, the beginnings of the Peloponnesian War -- is frequently echoed
in descriptions of his own age in his poetry and other writings. For
example, in a letter to Clough from Thun (September 23, 1849) Arnold
complains:
My dearest Clough these are damned times -- everything

is against one -- the height to which knowledge is come, the

spread of luxury, our physical enervation, the absence of

great natures, the unavoidable contact with millions of

small ones, newspapers, cities, light profligate friends,

moral desperadoes like Carlyle, our own selves, and the

sickening consciousness of our difficulties: but for God's

sake let us neither be fanatics nor yet chaff blown by

the wind ....

Of course, the brief portrait of the age of Empedocles is part of a weli-

considered and careful work of prose whereas the comments to Clough are

8R.H. Super, ed., The Complete Prose Works of Matthew Arnold

(Ann Arbor, 1960 - ), I, 1. Hereafter cited as Prose Works.

9H.F. Lowry, ed., The Letters of Matthew Arnold to Arthur Hugh

Clough (London and New York, 1932), p. 111. Hereafter cited as Letters
to Clough. Note that Arnold had begun writing Empedocles on Etna at the
time of this letter.




part of an intimate and distraught outburst; but if the respective
occasions dictate the differences in tone, the two passages are never-
theless linked in Arnold's thought -- each is an elaboration upon the
other, one defining what has 'disappeared" and the other explaining what
has replaced the lost spirit. A more vital connection is Empedocles

on Etna itself where the classical predicament and the modern situation
are fused together in a single consciousness:

Hither and thither spins
The wind-borne, mirroring soul,
A thousand glimpses wins,
And never sees a whole;
Looks once, and drives elsewhere, and leaves its last employ.
What? hate, and awe, and shame
Fill thee to see our time;
Thou feelest thy soul's frame
Shaken and out of chime?
What? life and chance go hard with thee too, as with us;

And littleness united

Is become invincible.

... over all the world

What suffering is there not seen
Of plainness oppressed by cunning,
What anguish of greatness,

Railed and hunted from the world,
Because its simplicity rebukes
This envious, miserable age!l0

lOKenneth Allott, ed., The Poems of Matthew Arnold (London, 1965),
pp. 159, 160-61, 180-81. Allott's edition of the poems has been used
throughout this study because it is based on the textus receptus establish-
ed by Arnold's 1885 edition, and Allott also includes all variant readings
of any consequence. Hereafter, quotations from the poem will be identified
by line references incorporated into the text. Line references for the
above quotatiouns are as follows: I, ii, 82-86; I, ii, 112-116; II, 92-94;
II, 99-101; II, 104-107.




These few extracts from Empedocles illustrate the same sense
of bewilderment and frustrated indignation that Arnold articulates in
his letter to Clough and hints at in the 1853 Preface. Arnold sees
himself, the historical Empedocles, and his own imaginative Empedocles
beset by a common enemy which he elsewhere calls ''the world's multi-

11

tudinousness'',” ™ and the resemblances of their situations underlie a

number of Arnold's other observations to Clough. At about the same
time that he was begimning his Empedocles Arnold writes: 'Reflect too, as
I cannot but do here more and more, in spite of all the nonsense some

people talk, how deeply unpoetical the age and all one's surroundings

are.”12 In the following year he speaks of 'this poor exaggerated

13

surexcited humanity''. In another letter, soon after the publication

of Empedocles on Etna, and Other Poems (1852), Arnold reformulates the

dilemna in these terms: "But woe was upon me if I analysed not my
. . / .
situation: and Werterp,; René[,] and such like[,] none of them analyse

the modern situation in its true blankness and barremnness, and unpoetry-
14

lessness." Although he does not name Empedocles, he is discussing
the volume to which that poem gives its title and he seems in an un-
guarded moment to identify himself with the protagonist of his poem
insofar as Empedocles's analysis of "the modern situation'is also his

own analysis. Less than two months later Arnold reiterates the

llLetters to Clough, p. 97.

12Ibid., p. 99.

Bypid., p. 116.

Pnaa, . 5 198,



identification, this time maintaining the distinction between him-
self and his character by means of a simile: " . . . yes -- congestion
of the brain is what we suffer from -- I always feel it and say it --
and cry for air like my own Empedocles.”l5
The force of these interwoven associations, and there are
many more, suggests a ground for the kind of comparison which Arnold
makes in his inaugural lecture as Professor of Poetry at Oxford, 'On
the Modern Element in Literature" (1857).16 There he insists repeatedly
on the "modernity" of the age of Pericles, AEschylus and Sophocles,
but by this time his definition of modernity has changed. The 'modern
element" in the age of Pericles is supremely defined by ''the manifesta-
tion of a critical spirit,”17 the spirit of disinterested inquiry

which is exalted in Culture and Anarchy (1869); but the modern element

in the story of Empedocles is the element of doubt, of alienation and

of self-consciousness which is, in a sense, a consequence of this critical
spirit, although it is admittedly a somewhat tangential offshoot. In

the 1853 Preface Arnold rejects Empedocles's modern aspect as excessively
morbid, calling it '"'the dialogue of the mind with itself', but this
anticipates a problem which will be considered later; the point of noting
the "modern element' in Empedocles' situation here is to emphasize not
only Arnold's attraction to the historical Empedocles, and his conflation

of that period of Greek history with his own age, but also to suggest a

Libid., p. 130.

16Prose Works, I, 18-37.

17Prose Works, I, 25.
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balancing perspective for a consideration of the poem -- Empedocles
on Etna participates equally in its classical roots and its striking
modernity.18

In conflating these two periods of history, however, Arnold
does more than imaginatively assimilate the legend and the philosophy
of Empedocles as the source for his poem; in effect, he also collapses
into a single dramatic moment much of the intervening history between

these two focal points. Indeed, Empedocles on Etna is a very eclectic

poem. According to the retrospective account of the 1853 Preface,
Arnold discerns the gloom of Hamlet and of Faust as already incipient
in the ancient Empedocles. It seems to me that Arnold implies a distinc-
tion between Hamlet and Faust as two different kinds of doubters, and
it is necessary to try to establish Arnold's conception of their differ-
ences.

Arnold's profound admiration for Senancour's Obermann is well-
known, as is also his respect for George Sand. In 1833 George Sand

wrote an article on Obermann for the Revue des Deux Mondes (Series 2,

vol. 2, 15 juin 1833, 645-658), presumably on the occasion of the second

edition of Obermann in that year (it had not been reprinted since its

181t seems to me that this fact must be emphasized because of the

influence of Houghton's interpretation, cited above. Houghton's argument
is actually very judicious and temperate, but his treatment of the poem
in terms of the "modern thought'" delineated in Act I and the "modern
feeling'" which emerges in Act II (a distinction which he says Arnold
probably intended) has been unduly exaggerated by subsequent critics who,
perhaps unwittingly, give a disproportionate weight to the poem's
modernity. Arnold himself recognizes broader dimensions: '"The poet's
matter being the hitherto experience of the world, and his own,
increases with every century." (Letters to Clough, p. 65).
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original publication in 1804). In the next edition of Senancour's
epistolary '"novel" (1840), George Sand's essay was incorporated as a
"Preface'" which was also reprinted in a number of subsequent editions
(1844, 1847, 1852, 1863). It is highly probable that Arnold read
Obermann in the 1840 edition (or the 1844 or 1847 edition) prefaced
by George Sand and that this preface suggested to him a basis for his
important distinction between Hamlet and Faust and also stimulated
ideas which eventually became part of his conception of Empedocles.19
George Sand's 'Preface'" to Obermann begins by defining Obermann's

character comparatively:

lng. Kenneth Allott, "Matthew Arnold's Reading-Lists in Three
Early Diaries', Victorian Studies, II (March 1959), 257 n. 15, where
Allott notes Arnold's first mention of Obermann in November 1848 (Clough
Letters, p. 95), 'by which date he could have discovered Senancour for
himself in Sainte-Beuve' according to Allott. In fact Sainte-Beuve
had written a preface for the 1833 edition of Obermann which Arnold
might have known, but Allottis probably thinking of Sainte-Beuve's essay
on Senancour in Portraits Contemporains (1845). I have not seen the
1833 edition of Obermann, but it is possible that Sainte-Beuve's pre-
face is identical with"Senancour" in Portraits Contemporains (which is
mainly a collection of earlier essays). In any case, Allott's foot-
note continues, "It does not really help to know that [Arnold] probably
read Obermann in George Sand's edition of 1840." This strikes me as
an irresponsible comment in an otherwise valuable piece of research.
Arnold's awareness of Sand's Preface is both demonstrable and signific-
ant, as I will show here and later in my discussion of Arnold's 1853
Preface. Arnold's 1869 essay on Obermann for the Academy also mentions
both George Sand's and Sainte-Beuve's writings on Senancour and Obermann.
This essay is reprinted in Fraser Neiman, ed., Essays, Letters, and Re-
views by Matthew Arnold (Cambridge, Mass., 1960), pp. 156-163. Sand's
Preface is also echoed in On the Study of Celtic Literature. See Prose
Works, IIT, 372-373.
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Quoique la souffrance morale puisse Stre divisée en
d'innombrables ordres, quoique les flots amers de cette in-
épuisable source se répandent en une multitude de canaux
pour embrasser et submerger 1'humanité entiére [note, incid-
entally, how the nautical metaphors anticipate some of Arnold's
later poetry], il y a plusieurs ordres principaux dont toutes
les autres douleurs dérivent plus ou moins immédiatement. I1
y a, 1° la passion contrariée dans son développement, c'est-
d-dire la lutte de 1'homme contre les choses; 2° le sentiment
de facultés supérieures, sans volonté qui les puisse réaliser;
3° le sentiment de facult&s incompletes, clair, @vident,
irrécusable, assidu, avoué: ces trois ordres de souffrances
peuvent etre expliqués et résumés par ces trois noms, Werther,
René, Obermann.

Le premier tient a la vie active de 1'dme . . . Il reldve
de 1'amour, et comme mal, a pu étre observé d&s les premiers
siecles de 1'histoire humaine. La colére d'Achille perdant
Briséis et le suicide de 1'enthousiaste allemand s'expliquent
tous deux par l'exaltation de facultés éminentes, génées,
irritées ou blessées. La différence des génies grec et allemand
et des deux civilisations placées a tant de siécles de distance,
ne trouble en rien la parenté psychologique de ces deux données.
Les éclatantes douleurs, les tragiques infortunes ont di exciter
de plus nombreuses et de plus précoces sympathies que les deux

autres ordres de souffrance . . . Celles-ci n'ont pu naltre que
dans une civilisation trés-avancée . . . la mieux connue de ces
deux maladies sourde et desséchantes . . . [René est le] type
d'une réverie douloureuse, mais . . . a l'amertume de son inaction

sociale se méle la satisfaction orgueilleuse et secréte du dédain
o «. o Qui etablit la supériorité de cette Zme sur tous les
hommes, sur toutes les choses au milieu desquelles ellese con-
sume, hautaine et solitaire.

A c8té de cette destinde a la fois brillante et sombre, se
traine en silence la destinée d'Obermann, majestueuse dans sa
misére, sublime dans son infirmité . . . René signifie le génie
sans volonté: Obermann signifie 1'élévation morale sans génie,
la sensibilité maladive Bonstrueusement isolee en 1l'absence d'une
volonté avide d'action.2

George Sand's initial distinctions are subtle yet intelligible: Werther's

suffering is essentially "primitive'" and his disillusionment in love, not

oGeorge Sand, '"Preface", in E.P. de Sanancour, Obermann (Paris,
1840), pp. ii-iii.
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unlike the anger of Achilles,21 appeals to our most primary sympathies;
but in contrast to "les eclatantes douleurs'" of Werther and Achilles,

René and Obermann represent "deux maladies sourdes et desséchantes,” which
"n'ont pu naltre que dans wume civilisation trés-avancée." But if Werther
embodies the first and most basic order of ''la souffrance morale',

whereas René'and Obermann undergo the more modern sufferings of refined
sensibilities, we must make a further distinction. Different as they
certainly are, Werther and René nevertheless belong to the same large
tradition of "existences manquées'. Obermann, on the other hand, has an
obscure heritage; his only famous ancestor is Hamlet with vwhom he shares

'"la nalve tristesse des facultés qui s'avouent incomplétes, la touchante

. s , ; . . .
et noble révélation d'une impuissance . . . d'ume intelligence élevée,
- A Foy 5 How: o W e o
que d'une ame dfelite." The tradition of Faust is essentially character-

ized by ambition:

I1 est impossible de comparer Obermann a des types de
souffrance tels que Faust, Manfred, Childe-Harold, Conrad et
Lara. Ces variétds de douleur signifient, dans Goethe, le
vertige de l'ambition intellectuelle; et dans Byron, success-—
ivement, d'abord un vertige pareil (Manfred); puis la satidté
de la débauche (Childe-Harold) .« + v v v v o & o o o o o « o
la majorité des lecteurs s'est tournée vers 1'ambition des
rdles plus séduisans de Faust, de Werther, de René, de Saint-
Preux. y

Mysterieux, reveur, incertain, tristement railleur, peureux
par irrésolution, amer par vertu, Obermann a peut—%tre une
parenté éloignée avec Hamlet, ce type embrouillé, mais profond
de la faiblesse humaine, si complet dans son avortement, si
logique dans son inconséquence.22

21Note Sand's brilliant assertion of the shared psychology of

Werther the Romantic archetype and Achilles the epic hero, notwithstand-
ing "la différence des génies grec et allemand", in the light of my con-
tention of Arnold's identification of Empedocles' suffering with his own.

22Sand, "Preface', pp. iv-vi.
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Sand goes on to describe the condition of Obermann in moving
phrases, some of which seem to be reflected in Arnold's two poems and
his essay on Obermann, and many more of which describe Arnold's Emped-
ocles almost as well as they do Senancour's engaging hermit. Arnold
certainly recognizes the kinship of Empedocles and Obermann when he
writes: "as deep as [Obermann's] sense that the time was out of joint,
was the feeling of this Hamlet that he had no power to set it right
. . . a root of failure, powerlessness, and ennui, there certainly was
in Senancour's own nature; so that, unfavourable as may have been his
time, we should err in attributing to any outward circumstances the

5

whole of the discouragement by which he is pervaded.”2 Arnold's

Empedocles also has a pervasive '"'settled gloom' which has both internal
and external sources. According to Pausanias, the times are responsiblec:

e ¢ 4« « & &« « 4 « « « + + . since this new swarm

of sophists has got empire in our schools

Where he was paramount, since he is banished

And lives a lonely man in triple gloom --

He grasps the very reins of life and death. (I, i, 121-125)
According to Callicles, however:

'Tis not the times, 'tis not the scphists vex him;

There is some root of suffering in himself,

Some secret and unfollowed vein of woe,

Which makes the time look black and sad to him. (I, i, 150-153)
And, of course, Callicles proves to be the surer analyst although Emped-

ocles, in the narrow vision of his "triple gloom', agrees with Pausanias

23Neiman, pp. 160-161., Although Arnold attributes these qualities
to Senancour himself, he illustrates them with Obermann's comments.



in complaining about the times and the sophists. In the course of the
poem Empedocles seems to arrive at the diagnosis which Callicles here
intuits. But if George Sand's discussion of Obermann reinforces Arnold's

24 and

own conception of Obermann, suggests the parallel with Hamlet,
distinguishes the separate traditions of Hamlet and of Faust, all of
which indirectly stimulate his portrait of Empedocles, then her 'Preface"
also has a more direct influence on Arnold's poem.

The second half of Sand's ''Preface' is prophetic. Briefly, she
argues that Obermann, 'born" thirty years too soon, embodies 'l'esprit
géﬁéfal depuis 1830." At the same time, she observes that 'notre époque
se signale par une grande multiplicité de maladies morales . . . désormais
contagieuses et mortelles.'" In fact, she recognizes that Obermann will
be superseded in the imminent future, just as he had replaced the exem-
plary figures of previouS ages; the "esprit géﬁé}al“ will continue to
be modified: "Le mal de Werther, celui de René: celui d'Obermann, ne
sont pas les seuls que la civilisation avancée nous ait apportés, et le
livre ot Dieu a inscrit le compte de ces f1éaux n'est peut-gtre encore
ouvert qu'é la premiére page." According to Sand, a new age is already
arising, bringing with it a new malady; she describes her presentiment
in terms that challenge and invite a new rendering of 'la souffrance

morale''. She calls powerfully for a new hero, yet to emerge on the

24Arnold's letters to Clough frequently echo Hamlet. His letter

to Clough about Empedocles, quoted above, implies Sand's argument by de-
fending Empedocles in contradistinction to Werther and René "and such like'.
His essay, 'Obermann', also quoted above, makes the same identification

of Hamlet and Obermann. Similarly when Arnold writes to Clough of '"surex-
cited humanity" he is borrowing the phrase from Sand's '"Preface', p. xiv.
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horizon, one who will not only translate '"l'esprit géhéfal” of the
moment but also portray the pain and suffering of those who are, or

try to be, true to life (”vécu”), in effect, true to their buried selves,
to use Arnold's own phrase. This new sufferer, this modern hero, George
Sand feels, may answer Obermann's plaintive desire to be able to say,"If
only we have been true to ourselves!'" with his resolute 'Obermann,

console yourself, for then we will have been true in Vain."25

Arnold's
Empedocles, we recall, articulates the pain of trying to 'at last be
true / To our own only true, deep-buried selves'. In 1840 the new hero
has not yet arrived: "Il appartiendra peut-étre a quelque génie austgre,
a quelque psychologiste rigide et profond, de nous montrer la souffrance
morale sous un autre aspect encore''. It seems that Arnold's Empedocles
is an effort to meet this challenging diagnosis, and some of the hints
in George Sand's outline are developed in Arnold's characterization of

Empedocles. Of course, if the 1853 Preface implicitly promotes Sand's

distinction between Hamlet and Faust, Empedocles on Etna, while recog-

nizing this distinction, involves aspects of both traditions; Empedocles
is possessed by two orders of doubt which roughly correspond to, and
account for, Houghton's postulation that the poem delineates successively

"a modern feeling not less remarkable than the modern thought . ..”26

25My translation of Sand's "Preface", p. xvii: "Une telle ame peut

. »__
s'efforcer 4 consoler Obermann, en lui montrant une blessure plus envenimée
. . . . Ie N 1 L o g

que la sienne, en lui disant la différence du doute a 1'incredulite,

z < . . b . . ,
en répondant 4 cette belle et triste parole: Qu'un jour je puisse dire a

. t <( . . 4 ]
un _homme qui m'entende: Si nous avions vecu. > - - Obermann, consolez-
. = .

vous, nous aurions veécu en vain.'

26Prose Works, I, 32.
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It is not impossible that Arnold might have announced himself
to George Sand as this ”géhie austére" when he visited her at Nohant
in 1846. Shortly after Sand's death in 1876, Arnold confides in a
letter to his daughter: "I also heard from Morley yesterday that G.

Sand had said to Renan that when she saw me years ago, 'Je lui faisais
27

1'effet d'un Milton jeune et voyageant.' Renan told him this." This

comment certainly suggests that their 1846 meeting entailed a more
thorough discussion of poetical matters and of Arnold's plans than Arnold

indicates in his reminscence published in the Fortnightly Review in 1877:

She conversed of the country through which I had been wandering,
of the Berry peasants and their mode of life, of Switzerland,
whither I was going; she touched politely, by a few questions
and remarks, upon England and things and persons English --
upon Oxford and Cambridge, Byron, Bulwer . . . After breakfast
she led the way into the garden, asked me a few kind questions
about myself and my plans, gathered a flower or two and gave
them to me, shook hands heartily at the gate, and I saw her

no more.

27G.W.E. Russell, ed., Letters of Matthew Arnold, 1848-18838

(London, 1901), II, 151. Hereafter cited as Letters. Arnold's 1846
visit to Nohant was the occasion of their only meeting.

28Reprinted in Mixed Essays (New York, 1880), pp. 318-319.
Apparently Iris E. Sells in Matthew Arnold and France: The Poet (Cambridge
1935), conjectures that on this visit George Sand introduced him to Ober-
mann. In '"Matthew Arnold's Reading-Lists in Three Early Diaries', p. 257
n. 15 (cited above), Allott supports this conjecture: "If George Sand spoke
to him about Switzerland at Nohant in 1846, as Arnold says, then Obermann
may well have come into the conversation." Mrs. Sells's book has not been
available to me, but I consider this suggestion plausible, and I would add
that, whether or not Sand first introduced Arnocld to Obermann, he would
have come eventually to associate his relationships with Sand and with
Obermann and he would probably have made an effort to read her Preface.
However, since Allott says in the same footnote, "It does not really help
to know that he probably read Obermann in George Sand's edition of 1840",
it leads me to suppose that Mrs. Sells has not presented this aspect of
the Arnold-Sand relationship convincingly.
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Arnold must have said a great deal more about himself and his plans than
he leads us to believe in order to have impressed George Sand as a young
Milton on his voyages; in fact, by 1846 Arnold had written little and
published nothing. To warrant the comparison with Milton, of all people,
Arnold might have simply told Sand that he was diligently preparing him-
self for a poetic career by reading the classics and other great works

of literature, as Milton had done. But we have no evidence that Arnold
began his assiduous study of the classics as early as 1846 (when he im-
pressed his friends as a dandy, and read a great deal of philosophy);
this would not, in any case, provide sufficient grounds for calling him
a young Milton. Perhaps Arnold addressed himself to the challenge issued
in Sand's 'Preface' to Obermann (which Arnold could have read prior to
the visit, or which Sand could have outlined to him during their inter-
view) to record a new version of ''la souffrance morale', to produce the
new 'hero'; perhaps Arnold explained his general intentions in 'epic
proportions', or perhaps the comment alludes to a more specific connection

(it might not be entirely fruitless to compare Empedocles on Etna with Sam-

son Agonisteszg). We can only guess what Sand's comparison might have

meant, but her choice of Milton was probably not gratuitous.
From these few suggestions towards constructing a context in

wnich to consider Empedocles on Etna we note that neither the classical

tradition with its equanimity nor the modern examples of Romantic heroes,

nor yet the other figures alluded to in passing, present suicide anti-

2
“9Arnold refers to Samson Agonistes and Milton's preface to it in
his own "Preface" to Merope. See Prose Works, I, 60-62.
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pathetically. Most of them win our sympathies, some even gain our
admiration, and this usually in spite of, rather than because of, the

fact that they take their own lives. And this is true also of the death-
oriented figures who consider suicide but do not actually proceed to the
act by any direct means; Hamlet and OCbermann, for example, are not
superior to their Faustian counterparts by any margin of moral courage
which restrains them from suicide. Their specific situations simply
demand different resolutions. What all of these suicides and death-
contemplating figures have as their common legacy (and this is perhaps
what makes them more or less attractive to us) is a wealth of motivations
to perform the deed. Arnold's Empedocles is clearly the consummate Vic-
torian inheritor of these several traditions, yet he stands alone, so far
as I know, among the famous suicides of literature in being taxed with
insufficiently developed.ﬁntivation. Arnold himself is partly responsible
for making the question of motivation a critical issue. In publicly
rejecting Empedocles in the 1853 Preface he uses the words ”morBid”,”monot—
onous'', "painful, not tragic', and he describes the situation as one '"in
which there is everything to be endured, nothing to be done." Most of his
early critics agreed with the general tenor of these epithets, and on

the basis of Arnold's phrase, "poetically faulty", they began to discern

a variety of faults; the most frequent target was understandably the
suicide and the 1853 Preface undoubtedly encouraged the critics and re-
viewers in this course. Carl Dawson's recent study of the contemporary

criticism leads him to conclude, 'the critics considered Empedocles' leap
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to be an intolerable gesture.”30 The most frequent complaint centred
explicitly on the disparity between Empedocles's advice to Pausanias and
his suicide. But in their proper perspective, such criticisms can be
explained. The reviewers demanded of Arnold, as indeed they did of
Tennyson and Browning, that he meet the many needs of their age. The
reviews compiled by Dawson suggest that Arnold's critics were almost

as unanimous in this respect as Edgar Shannon's Tennyson and the Reviewers

shows that poet's early critics to have been. The ''social relevance' of
literature seems to have been a Victorian preoccupation.

In the case of this particular complaint about Empedocles, how-
ever, the commonplace has persisted. Even those critics most sympathetic
to Arnold concur with Kathleen Tillotson's opinion when she says, "It is
a notorious flaw in the poem that Empedocles' subsequent despair and the
catastrophe seem arbitrarily juxtaposed to, not logically developed from,
the statement of his creed."31 The complaint has been echoed by most of

Arnold's recent critics in spite of the fact that we can more readily than

could Arnold's contemporaries accept Empedocles' suicide in the light of a

3OCarl Dawson, ed., Matthew Arnold, The Poetry: The Critical Heri-

tage (London and Boston, 1973), p. 11. Hereafter cited as Critical Heritage.

See also p. 72 for Clough's comment, and p. 217 for R.H. Hutton's verdict.
3 athleen Tillotson, "Matthew Arnold and Carlyle", in Geoffrey and
Kathleen Tillotson, Mid-Victorian Studies (London, 1965), p. 229. This
essay was originally the 1956 Warton Lecture. Note incidentally that in
another essay in this collection, '"Yes: in the sea of life', (p. 177) Kath-
leen Tillotson suggests that Foscolo's Ultime Lettere di Jacopo Ortis might
have had some influence on Arnold's Empedocles. Arncld probably read
the book in Dumas's French translation of 1839 if we can believe the
original title of "To Marguerite - Continued" which was first published
in 1852 as "To Marguerite, in Returning a Volume of the Letters of Ortis".
It should be noted, however, that Arnold nowhere else refers to Ortis
while his references to other literary figures in whom he was interested
are frequently repeated. In any case, I have been unable, despite repeated
attempts, to acquire any translations of this work.
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context of the sort I have suggested. The English critics of Arnold's
time did not think the suicide justifiable, but we have not the same
criteria; from this distance in time Empedocles' suicide seems suffic-
iently motivated because our perspective is informed by more psycholo-
gical insight and less ethical rigidity. Yet Empedocles's action

remains problematic, perhaps not because of the fact that he commits
suicide after delivering to Pausanias '"a philosophy to live by', but
rather because he presents such a philosophy before committing suicide.
Kathleen Tillotson offers a similar explanation: '"When Arnold said, many
years after, that 'if Empeodcles throws himself into Etna, his creed

can hardly be meant to be one to live by', he stated the difficulty, but
the wiong way round. For the creed is presented as one 'to live by', and
carries conviction tc every reader whether or not he accepts it; and the
more so to contemporary readers, because it was so recognizable as the

creed of Sartor Resartus.”SZ As Kathleen Tillotson says, Arnold's relation

to Carlyle, at least in Empedocles, is "essential' and, in all likelihood,
"completely conscious'. But Arnold's relation to Carlyle is also the most
complex and ambiguous of all his literary relations (with the possible
exception of that with Clough which is slightly less ambiguous but more
complex) .

Throughout most of the eighteen-forties Arnold entertains a very

high estimate of Carlyle. In March, 1848 he sends his mother a new article

321144, , p. 230.
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by Carlyle with this recommendation: ''The source of repose in Carlyle's
article is that he alone puts aside the din and whirl and brutality which
envelop a movement of the masses, to fix his thoughts on its ideal invisible

character.”33

On the following day he writes about the same article to
Clough: " . . . and how solemn, how deeply restful it strikes on one
amidst the heat and vain words that are everywhere just now . . . it is
the style and feeling by which the beloved man appears."34 But by Septem-
ber of the following year, in the letter to Clough from Thun, 'the beloved
man'' has become a "moral desperado'. In 1859 Arnold summarily dismisses
"that regular Carlylean strain which we all know by heart and which the

35

clear-headed among us have so utter a contempt for'". Arnold is not

alone in his reversal of attitude to Carlyle but the reasons for his
changed view are different from the reasons of others who rejected
Carlyle at about the same time.
A recent defender of Carlyle, George Levine, appraises the
collective attitudes of his contemporaries in this way:
When they knew they would not listen to what Carlyle had to say
but could not ignore how much he had inspired them in their
early years, they joined a kind of conspiracy to emasculate him
through praise: he may not be right, but he is poetic . . .
When the generation that Carlyle had inspired decided he was

not to be trusted, they tended to make the division between
the substance and the style almost absolute.

33Letters, I, 4.

34Letters to Clough, p. 75.

35Letters to Clough, p. 151. Tillotson, p. 232, notes that in 1866
there was "a brief rapprochement" but she also points out that Arnold con-
tinued to see Carlyle "as typical of Hebraism without Hellenism'.

6George Levine, '"The Use and Abuse of Carlylese", in G. Levine and
W.A. Madden, eds., The Art of Victorian Prose (London, 1968), pp. 101-102.




To illustrate the diplomacy of fickleness of which Carlyle became a
victim, Levine offers John Morley's remarks as representative:

the writer who in these days has done more than anybody else

to fire men's hearts with a feeling for right and an eager

desire for social activity, has with deliberate contempt thrust

away from him the only instruments by which we can make sure what

right is, and that our social action is wise and effective. A

born poet, only wanting perhaps a clearer feeling for form and

a more delicate spiritual self-possession . . . he has been

driven by the impetuosity of his sympathies to attack the

scientific side of social questions in an imaginative and highly

emotional manner.37
The general feeling, according to Levine, was that "Imagination and per-
sonal insight are fine for singing, but have nothing to do with the
resolution or even formulation of practical problems.”38 But Arnold,
long before he turns to public criticism, venerates Carlyle for precisely
those qualities which were being excoriated as ineffectual by critics
like Morley. Arnold deplored this 'firing of men's hearts to social
activity" preferring "Imagination and personal insight' as the proper
qualities to be cultivated for the age. He admires Carlyle's ability ''to
fix his thoughts on [the] ideal invisible character" of political move-
ments, and his "restful" voice ''amidst the heat and vain words that are
everywhere'. And later, when Arnold in turn also rejects Carlyle, it is
because of that extravagant '"Carlylean strain' with its vituperative and

polemical gestures, that pseudo-poetic language which Carlyle's erstwhile

disciples were still willing to grant as a quaint virtue after they had

7Levine, p. 102, quoting from John Morley, Miscellanies (London,
1888), I, 148-149,

381114, p. 102.
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effectively repudiated his teachings. In the reaction against Carlyle,
his critics claimed that he had abandoned them by forsaking his quest
for practical solutions to social problems. Clough, for example, is
reported to have said to Emerson, '"Carlyle led us out into the wilder-
ness and left us there.”39 Of course, Carlyle had done no such thing,
but the charge was convincingly imputed to him as an ironic consequence
of his own method. Carlyle characteristically used a Juvenalian, bludgeon-
ing, satirical kind of humour to ridicule an idea by showing that follow-
ing the idea to its logical conclusion revealed its utter absurdity; but
in doing so, Carlyle usually also took his reader beyond the point at
issue, into a now-frustrating and maddening, now-delicious fantasy world,
in effect, not rousing his readers to redress a specific wrong, but in-
spiriting them with a general confidence in the wisdom of his pronounce-
ments. Once inspired, they took practical action which they dedicated to
Carlyle, though he had only indirectly elicited any action. His early
admirers could ''no longer accept' his ideas when he turned out to be a
transcendentalist, a visionary idealist, instead of a practical, liberal
reformer.

Arnold had recognized Carlyle's idealism from the beginning, yet
he too turned against Carlyle, somewhere between '‘the beloved man' of

March 1848 and the "moral desperado' of September 1849. Between these

dates Arnold had begun writing Empedocles on Etna and I believe that

39D.J. DeLaura, "Arnold and Carlyle'", PMLA, LXXIX (March 1964), 105.
DeLaura's source is J.I. Osborne's Arthur Hugh Clough (Boston and New York,
1920), which gives July 15, 1848 as the surprisingly early date of this
remark. Whether or not Clough actually said this, the fact is that he
could have said it, in the light of Carlyle's already waning influence and
reputation.




Arnold's attempt to apply Carlyle's idealistic affirmation of Sartor
Resartus in the critical case of Empedocles, and his subsequent sense of
the inefficacy of Carlyle's ''creed'", accounts for Arnold's reversal of
attitude to Carlyle as well as the "incongruity' between Empedocles's
creed and his suicide. Kathleen Tillotson points out, and recent critics
repeat, the most obvious parallel between these two works: Empedocles
says, ostensibly to Pausanias, and perhaps at this point also to himself,
"Make us, not fly to dreams, but moderate desire" (I, ii, 386); Carlyle's

Teufelsdrockh similarly exhorts, '"Blockhead . . . the Fraction of Life can

be increased in value not so much by increasing your Numerator as by less-

ening your Denominator . . . Well did the Wisest of our time write: 'It

is only with Renunciation (Entsagen) that Life, properly speaking, can

. . 40 . .
be said to begin.'" Empedocles's gnomic conclusion, 'Because thou must
not dream, thou need'st not then despair!" (I, ii, 426), seems to be a

further development from the