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How does Matthew Arnold use imagery and symbolism in “Dover Beach” to express the 

crisis of faith and modern uncertainty? 

Matthew Arnold’s poem “Dover Beach” is rich in imagery and symbolism, which he uses 

to show the loss of religious faith, emotional loneliness, and confusion of the modern 

age. Written during the Victorian period, when science and rational thinking were 

weakening traditional beliefs, the poem reflects Arnold’s deep anxiety about the spiritual 

emptiness of the world. 

At the opening of the poem, Arnold creates visual and auditory imagery of a peaceful 

night by the sea. The calm water, shining moon, and quiet cliffs give a feeling of beauty, 

stability, and harmony. However, this peaceful picture is suddenly disturbed by the harsh 

sound of pebbles pulled by the waves. This sound becomes a symbol of human misery 

and the hidden sadness of life, suggesting that beneath outward beauty lies suffering. 

Arnold strengthens this idea by referring to Sophocles, the ancient Greek dramatist, 

who also heard the same sound of the sea and connected it with the eternal suffering of 

humanity. This reference shows that human pain is not limited to one age but is 

universal and timeless. 

The most powerful symbol in the poem is the “Sea of Faith.” Arnold explains that faith 

once surrounded the world like a protective and shining belt, giving people certainty and 

comfort. But now this sea is retreating, leaving behind a bare and desolate shore. This 

retreat symbolizes the Victorian crisis of faith, when scientific discoveries such as 

evolution made people question religion. The withdrawing sea suggests loss, 

emptiness, and spiritual isolation. 

After presenting this bleak vision, Arnold turns toward his beloved and asks for love, 

truth, and faithfulness between human beings. Since religion and certainty are 

disappearing, human relationships become the only source of hope and meaning. This 

emotional appeal makes the poem deeply personal as well as philosophical. 


