Matthew Arnold’s poem The Scholar-Gipsy (1853) is a pastoral elegy
that reflects on the themes of change, modern life, and the pursuit of
knowledge. The poem is based on a legend from Joseph Glanvill’s The
Vanity of Dogmatizing (1661), which tells the story of an Oxford
scholar who abandons academic life to join a band of gypsies,
seeking deeper wisdom.

Arnold begins by describing the beautiful countryside near Oxford,
where he imagines the scholar still wandering. He reflects on how the
scholar, in leaving formal education, gained secret knowledge from
the gypsies. The poet contrasts this with the restless, anxious life of
modern people, who are burdened by doubts, stress, and constant
change.

Unlike the modern world, which is filled with distractions and lost
ideals, the scholar-gipsy is believed to live eternally, untouched by
time. Arnold advises the scholar to avoid modern people, fearing that
their uncertainties and fatigue might infect him. The poem ends with
a melancholic tone, highlighting the poet’s longing for a simpler, more
meaningful existence.

Genre: Pastoral elegy

Theme: Contrast between the purity of the past and the chaos of
modern life

Symbolism: The scholar represents an idealized pursuit of wisdom,
while modern life symbolizes instability

Style: Romantic and melancholic tone with vivid imagery



Moral: True knowledge requires detachment from material
distractions



