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Yu, Jie-Ae. “Matthew Arnold’s ‘Mycerinus’: Unraveling Adverse Occurrence, Resilient Force, and a 
Quest for Liberation.” Studies in English Language & Literature 45.4 (2019): 39-55. This article intends 
to examine how Matthew Arnold’s early poem “Mycerinus” features the protagonist’s confrontation with 
prophetic ordinance about the termination of his life within 6 years. It also unravels the main figure’s 
vibrant reactions to the distressing augury, which involve his vigorous inquisition to internal deliverance 
from the heavy burden of the incredible oracle. Through this literary work, the author prefigures a number 
of his later poems where he depicts the protagonists’ interior pilgrimages undertaking inevitable tribulation 
and determined responses, whereby they ennoble their spirit through unyielding resilience to adverse 
fortunes. The paper incorporates Arnold’s letters and prose works in which the writer explicates his 
conceptions of poetry and its substantial function during his time of chaos and difficulties. (Changwon 
National University)  
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I

  Matthew Arnold’s letters to Arthur Hugh Cough, his bosom friend at Oxford, are 
significant in showing his authorial credence in his poetical works. A missive to the 
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same person, dated around December 1847, reveals a serious deploration at his 
contemporary time affluent with “the neglect of an inward poetic life” (Letters, PP 
733),1 confronting the age of “industrial development” (Preface to First Edition of 
Poems, PP 619) and “the doubts and difficulties which beset men’s minds to-day” 
(Emerson, PP 657). Under the circumstances of darkness and uncertainty, he persists 
to unfold man’s “inward characteristics” which register “the energetic and 
harmonious activity of all powers of the human mind” (On the Modern Element in 
Literature, PP 271-2). What he means by the “activity” of the mind is, as he 
clarifies in the same prose, “the actions of man strictly determined by his thoughts 
and feelings” (The Italics are Arnold’s, 281). Throughout most of Arnold’s poetical 
works, published from the first of 1849 to the last in 1867 (excluding his poem 
about the death of his dog in 1882), the author depicts such an “inward spring” of 
the protagonists’ minds. Their spirits inherit, in a sense, those of the main figures in 
“classical antiquity” (On the Modern Element in Literature, PP 283), particularly 
Greek tragedies composed by Sophocles, Aeschylus, and Euripides. Arnold 
represents a broad range of characters who confront and struggle with dominant 
forces, adverse fortunes, or repressive and despairing moments. His strong vocation 
is that his poetry ought to embody the “spiritual faculty” (Letters, PP 774) amidst 
of frustration and affliction. 
  Among Arnold’s earliest works, “Mycerinus”, which is the second poem of The 
Strayed Reveller, and Other Poems, the first anthology of the author published in 
1849, is worthwhile to examine because it foreshadows the complex thematic pattern 
of one’s internal activity in Arnold’s poetical works. The tonal texture articulated by 
Mycerinus certainly foregrounds the poet’s “powerful and profound application of 
ideas to life” (Wordsworth, PP 706) which represent man’s “struggling, fierce, and 
passionate” stance toward “indomitable” power lying beyond his capacity (On the 
Study of Celtic Literature, PP 480). Regarding critical conceptions of Arnold’s era, 

  1 Arnold’s poetry and prose are taken from Matthew Arnold: Poetry and Prose. Ed. John Bryson. London: 
Rupert Hart-Davis, 1954, referred to as PP.  
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W. M. Rossetti, in his review of the writer’s first published collection of poetry in 
1850, accounts the “story of the six years of life portioned to a King of Egypt 
succeeding a father” who committed injustice but lived long (Rossetti, CH 60).2 
Rossetti accentuates the intensive moment of Mycerinus’s imminent “leave” which is 
articulated through the monarch’s “bitter words” (CH 60). J. A. Froude, in The 
Westminster Review of 1854, is also impressed by the dramatic state of the ruler’s 
forthcoming death, but accentuates his recognition of the “oracle” as the “purposes 
of the gods who desired to afflict the Egyptians” (CH 86). Froude also mentions the 
grand style of “Homer manner” (CH 86) which Arnold was fascinated with, and 
later penned on a complimentary prose for the Greek poet in On Translating Homer 
in 1861. In addition to Froude’s comment on the serious dictions of Mycerinus, 
another anonymous commentator in English Review points out the King’s 
“melancholy,” commenting that this poem is “a kind of apotheosis of despair” in the 
process of his reactions to “fate” necessitated by his father’s injustice (CH 131).
  Considering modern commentaries of “Mycerinus,” critics such as Gordon Harford 
and Alan Grob, like contemporary reviewers of Arnold, provide readers with little 
analysis of the poem. Nevertheless, they make some useful remarks on the 
significance of the poem as follows: “stoic characteristics” like “fortitude, dignity, 
steadiness, self-reliance” drawn from Arnold’s evident interest in “Epictetus and 
Aurelius” (Hartford 54); “a prevailing mood of pathos”; and “elegiac note” but its 
“ostensible meaning” of “pleasure” (Grob 1-2). My contention is that Arnold’s 
contemporary and modern evaluators briefly specify one part of the dramatic event 
focused on Mycerinus’s grief at his remaining, short life expectancy. In addition, 
most critics paid insufficient attention to the process by which the monarch takes a 
vigorous resistance to his fated ambience. This article aims to unfurl the vibrant 
internal activity of the ruler in reaction to the seemingly overweening force over his 
willpower. It argues that the work is not a simple but complex one among Arnold’s 

  2 Contemporary criticisms of Arnold’s works are quoted from The Critical Heritage Series. Ed. Carl 
Dawson. 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1995), referred to as CH. 
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earliest poems, for it raises the dynamic discordant voices in the inward aspect of 
the protagonist, which Arnold expands on in his later works. In dealing with the 
subject of the multiple layers of the King’s perceptions of recompense, fate, and his 
own resolution for liberation, the paper refers to relevant letters and prose works 
which show the writer’s poetical strategies as well as thematic significances. 

II

  In his added note to the reprinted version of The Strayed Reveller in 1853, 
Arnold shows his perception of the story about Mycerinus, which he has taken from 
Herodotus (PP 783). The main scene portrays the tragic moment of the Egyptian 
king in confrontation with the prophetic articulation. Arnold’s recollection of the 
reading underlies the structure and theme of the poem “Mycerinus.” He intensifies 
how the monarch reacts to the incredible fortunetelling. Arnold reworks Homer’s 
intensive poetic strategy like in medias res by which a good writer, as Homer 
declares, commences the beginning of his work with intensity and attention. 
Arnold’s selected text indicates his fascination with both the monarch’s concern with 
his father’s previous deeds and his embarrassment at the unexpected hearing of the 
future augury: 

After Chephren, Mycerinus, son of Cheops, reigned over Egypt. He abhorred his 
father’s courses, and judged his subjects more justly than any of their kings had done. 
To him there came an oracle from the city of Buto, to the effect that he was to live 
but six years longer, and to die in the seventh year from that time. (PP 783) 

At the beginning of “Mycerinus,” Arnold adapts this historical account into the work 
by creating the authentic voice of the king about the King’s frustrating condition. In 
contrast with Herodotus’s record of the monarch’s abhorrence at his father’s works, 
Arnold himself endorses the monarch’s denial of the involvement of his parent in 
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the tragic consequence foretold by the oracle. This is Arnold’s chief interests in 
reworking the original source. He was more preoccupied with imagining the ruler’s 
internal activity in reaction to the forthcoming path of his life. It is the King’s own 
regulating judgment that expounds the cause and process of the present situation: 

“Not by the justice that my father spurn’d,
Not for the thousands whom my father slew,
Altars unfed and temples overturn’d,
Cold hearts and thankless tongues, where thanks are due;
Fell this dread voice from lips that cannot lie,
Stern sentence of the Powers of Destiny.

“I will unfold my sentence and my crime.
My crime ― that, rapt in reverential awe,
I sate obedient, in the fiery prime
Of youth, self-govern’d at the feet of Law;
Ennobling this dull pomp, the life of kings,
By contemplation of diviner things.”
                       (“Mycerinus” 1-12, PP 33)  

  Unlike the historical character, Arnold’s creation of the new figure establishes the 
King’s attempt to separate what his father has done during his reign from what the 
current king himself is actually doing. Arnoldian monarch confides in assuming that 
it must be his own “crime” if anything bad occurs. Mycerinus defiant stance is 
different from the resigned attitude of King Oedipus Tyrannus, which impressed 
Arnold during his literary career. Mycerinus in Arnold’s work is ready to regard 
misfortune of his region as his own fault. Rose Sneyd argues that Arnold might be 
regarded as a poet who “inherited” the idea of “pessimism” (455). However, my 
contention is that we cannot generalize this attitude to a broad range of the author’s 
works. I would postulate that numerous Arnold protagonists are determined to resist 
such pessimistic resignation. The character of Mycerinus is noticeable because of his 
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pioneering defiant venture to remain in such a predetermined position. Here lies 
where Arnold departs from his awareness of classical antiquity. His created 
character, particularly in Mycerinus, reveals his vibrant spirit of courage and 
confidence in reasoning out the underlying cause of circumstantial adversities. The 
adventurous and independent mental power “in the fiery prime of youth” in the 
monarch is recurrent in Arnold’s earliest poems such as “Youth and Calm” and 
“Youth Agitations,” where he commonly depicts a problem of encountering the 
“crowning end of life” (“Youth and Calm” 6, PP 43) which young people must 
acknowledge that “calm’s not life’s crown” (“Youth and Calm” 23, PP 43). 
  Mycerinus’s resistance to conceding to become one of the “slaves of a tyrannous 
necessity” (“Mycerinus” 42, PP 34) sustains because he has a firm belief that he 
“loved the good” which his father “scorn’d” and hated “wrong” (“Mycerinus” 15, 
PP 33). As Cicero, a representative ancient Stoic thinker whom Arnold 
acknowledges in On the Modern Element in Literature (PP 279), accentuates the 
coexistence of fate and willpower. Arnold’s deployment of two aspects of human 
life is revealed in his earliest works like “Quiet Work,” and “In Utrumque Paratus.” 
However, Arnold’s characterization of Mycerinus is more like a figure who, albeit 
such coexistence of the two opposite domains, advocates the power and activity of 
man’s spiritual force to retort the machinery of the necessity. In contrast with the 
“self-denunciation” and “disinterestedness” in the protagonist of another early poem 
“Resignation,” (Machann 287), Mycerinus’s struggle clearly unveils in facing the 
imposition of the oracle upon his life. The natural melancholic mood establishes the 
gloomy voices of the speakers of Switzerland and Faded Leaves, the later poems of 
the 1850s, amidst their perception of loss in love and time. The protagonists of the 
aforementioned poems also inherit the repellent attitude of Mycerinus who does not 
yield to the “sentence of the Powers of Destiny” (“Mycerinus” 6, PP 33): 

“I look’d for life more lasting, rule more high;
And when six years are measured, lo, I die!



Matthew Arnold’s “Mycerinus”  45

“Yet surely, O my people, did I deem
Man’s justice from the all-just Gods was given;
A light that from some upper fount did beam,
Some better archetype, whose seat was heaven;
A light that, shining from the blest abodes,
Did shadow somewhat of the life of Gods.” 
                          (“Mycerinus” 17-24, PP 33)

Mycerinus’s scornful attitude toward the negative augury comes from his credence 
that he is not worthy of punishment from “Gods” and that “six years,” like a death 
sentence, is not righteous given that he has done “man’s justice” and pursued “a 
light” which could have shadowed the undeserved intention of the Almighties. His 
“strenuous” perception of the possibility of imposing a “struggling life”  and “unjust 
close” by “austere Powers” (“Mycerinus” 30-31, PP 33) diverts his “self-tormenting 
heart” into vibrant forces, which are well below his quest for love and pleasure. 
This vigorous and rebellious character influences Arnold’s subsequent protagonists 
such as Sohrab, and Balder’s father in his narrative poems composed from 1853-4. 
These two figures proceed their desires to fight opposing people whom they 
expected to confront: Sohrab against Rustum despite his presumption of him being 
his father, and Balder’s parent notwithstanding his limitation of reaching Hella’s 
realm to save his son, Balder. Mycerinus foregrounds their resistance, even if it 
“claims its meed” (“Mycerinus” 28, PP 33). 
  Mycerinus’s resilient attitude toward the predestined path by the Gods derives 
from his pursuit of joy amidst his mortal life. Lucretius, a Roman poet and 
philosopher whom Arnold was well aware of, emphasizes in On the Nature of 
Things, the prestigious right of man in search for this pleasant aspect of human life. 
Lucretius’s Epicureanism defends the materialistic principle of “sensation” (On the 
Nature of Things, 142) as a part of natural forces. Reflecting the Epicurean spirit, 
Mycerinus is obsessed with the life of “joy” and “love” which he ought to obtain 
regardless of the interruption of fatal forces. This vital attitude of the Egyptian King 
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differs from the resigned stance of tragic characters, who are hurled into yielding to 
the irresistible dominance of fate: 

“Seems there no joy in dances crown’d with flowers,
Love, free to range, and regal banquetings?
Bend ye on these, indeed, an unmoved eye,
Not Gods but ghosts, in frozen apathy?

“Or is it that some Force, to wise, too strong,
Even for yourselves to conquer or beguile, 
Sweep earth, and heaven, and men, and gods along,
Like the broad volume of the insurgent Nile?
And the great powers we serve, themselves may be 
Slaves of a tyrannous necessity?.”
                        (“Mycerinus” 33-42, PP 33-4)

The picture of the “insurgent Nile” implicates the unswerving resilience of the 
monarch in response to the horrific predominance of “necessity.” Mycerinus’s vision 
of the value of enjoyment, connected with the sensuous facet of one’s transitory 
existence, is further emphasized via different sorts of poetic dictions such as “lust” 
and “pleasant dream” (“Mycerinus” 50, PP 34). His tone becomes tough and severe 
in the process of advocating his desire to maintain self-satisfaction: “stringing vain 
words of powers we cannot see, / Blind divinations of a will supreme / Lost 
labour!” (“Mycerinus” 51-3, PP 34). This characterization is reminiscent of Arnold’s 
evaluation of “vehement reaction” (On the Study of Celtic Literature, PP 479) as 
being “the literary touchstone” (Machann, “Matthew Arnold” 2014, 518). The ruler’s 
passion for joy and pleasure becomes an important motto for him to continue living. 
This vibrant and amiable position germinates later characters of Arnold’s lyric poetry 
like Marguerite poems, “The Buried Life,” and Calais Sands, where the writer 
stresses the significance of the pleasurable quality among men as the underlying 
source of “forming, sustaining, and delighting us” (The Study of Poetry, PP 664). 
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  It is Arnold’s new creation of the character of Mycerinus who steps further to 
show how much he cherishes his life itself without reference to the “circumambient 
gloom” and “Gods careless of our doom” (“Mycerinus” 53-4, PP 34). In compliance 
with the speaker’s perspective on the existence of invisible but dominant power, 
conveyed via the image of “sleepless ministers” in the earliest poem “Quiet Work” 
(11, PP 31), Arnold deploys the thematic pattern of fatal power in one sense. 
However, in an expanded poem like “Mycerinus” Arnold plays up the protagonist’s 
internal activity of defiance and stoical forbearance over terrible augury. Whereas 
Arnold accentuates the “topographical” significance of the “associative power of the 
site” (Miller 147-8) in his numerous later works, his earliest poem instead focuses 
on unraveling the “conceptual topography” (Caufield 169) of the hero as one of his 
chief poetic strategies. Mycerinus’s inward attitude is re-endorsed later through the 
subtle but definite quest of Empedocles on Etna when he confronts unavoidable 
internal fatalities such as “some root of suffering” and “the burden of ourselves” 
along with “the soul’s deep eternal night” (Empedocles on Etna I, i, 155, 302, PP 
229, 233):     

“The rest I give to joy. Even while I speak,
My sand runs short; and— as yon star-shot ray,
Hemm’d by two banks of cloud, peers pale and weak,
Now, as the barrier closes, dies away—
Even so do past and future intertwine,
Blooting this six years’ space which yet is mine.”
                           (“Mycerinus” 55-60, PP 34)

Both the figures Mycerinus and Empedocles accept the realistic condition of life, 
which is like “sand” running short and a “star” whose light can be covered by “two 
banks of cloud.” Arnold certainly develops Mycerinus’s recognition of the ideas of 
the fact of life in the character of Empedocles. Furthermore, Empedocles’s plunging 
into the fire of a crater is foreshadowed in the spirit of Mycerinus who will enter 
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the core of such transitoriness of life, when six years must be a part of the transient 
feature of this earthly existence. As mentioned in numerous parts of his poetical and 
prose works, such as “Worldly Place”, Pagan and Medieval Element, and the first 
series of Essays in Criticism, Arnold, who was preoccupied with stoical thinkers like 
Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus, and Cicero, reflects the heroic attitude of the King to his 
boundary of life expectancy. However, as Empedocles terminates his existence 
through both fiery passion for resisting the limitation of his mortality, Mycerinus 
establishes his willingness to continue living without losing fortitude and defiance 
against the internal bondage threatened by the oracle:   

“And languid pleasure fade and flower again,
And the dull Gods behold, ere these are flown,
Revels more deep, joy keener than their own.

“Into the silence of the groves and woods
I will go forth; though something would I would say—
Something — yet what, I know not; for the Gods
The doom they pass revoke not, nor delay;
And prayers, and gifts, and tears, are fruitless all,
And the night waxes, and the shadows fall.” 

                    (“Mycerinus” 64-72, PP 34)

  Mycerinus’s resilient attitude toward the apparent six years left of his life drives 
him to seek liberation from gloomy thoughts about the shortage. This pursuit of 
freedom mirrors, as J. Jeffrey Franklin reckons with insight, “a spiritually 
self-determining modernist subjectivity” which was formulated during the Victorian 
era connected with the establishment of the “type of modern selfhood” (187). Via 
wandering and solitude, the protagonist intends to become scot-free from the 
self-imposed distress necessitated by the negative perspective omen for his future. 
Arnold, who himself declares as being a “Wordsworthian” in Essays in Criticism 
draws upon the monarch’s vigorous spiritual interaction with beauteous natural 
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surroundings. Arnold’s endorsement of numerous picturesque scenes of nature plays 
a vital role in strengthening the heart of the protagonist. Wordsworth’s hero 
discovers “a presence” as a spiritual entity in countryside scenes, whereas Arnold’s 
Mycerinus enjoys the beauty and wonder of nature as much as Wordsworth’s figure, 
but Mycerinus, as a pagan Egyptian king, does not articulate very clearly where the 
mental substance originates. What really fascinates the ruler is the natural rhythm or 
cycle of nature which is paralleled to that of a recurrent pattern in the mutability of 
human life:  

To the cool region of the groves he loved
There by the river-banks he wander’d on
From palm-grove on to palm-grove, happy trees,
Their smooth tops shining sunward, and beneath
Burying their unsunn’d stems in grass and flowers;
Where in one dream the feverish time of you 
Might fade in slumber, and the feet of joy
Might wander all day long and never tire.
Here came the king, holding high feast, at morn,
Rose-crown’d; and ever, when the sun went down.
                         (“Mycerinus” 85-94, PP 35)

 
Without accompanying his comrades, Mycerinus takes complete solitude amidst 
woods and this tendency of being alone. This solitary wandering is interrelated to 
that of the subsequent protagonist in “The Scholar-Gipsy” because there is the 
common element of searching for freedom from the “the workings of men’s brains,” 
which bring about “sick fatigue” and “languid doubt” of human competence (“The 
Scholar-Gipsy” 46, 64, PP 176, 179). Indeed, Mycerinus’s yearning for liberation 
from the “feverish moment” amidst natural ambience prefigures the Scholar-Gipsy’s 
desire to leave “the infection of our mental strife” among “the country-lanes” (“The 
Scholar-Gipsy” 41, 122, PP 176, 180). In addition to the aforementioned poem, the 
solitude in strolling  around the surrounding also affects other speakers of Arnold’s 
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lyric poems like Switzerland and The Strayed Reveller, and elegiac poems such as 
“Haworth Churchyard” and “Stanzas in Memory of the Author of ‘Obermann’,” all 
of which represent a protagonist who struggles with liberating from pain imposed by 
their loss of youth, love, fame, and beloved one. Mycerinus establishes the epitome 
of his mental activity to vigorously search for “the feet of joy” through unbounded 
vigor.
  Mycerinus’s vigorous wish for freedom via his meditative solitariness with 
wandering, leads him to ennoble and elevate his soul by recognizing the strength of 
his spirit. His wandering soul becomes “wondering” at “the loud joyful laughter of 
his lips” (“Mycerinus” 102, PP 35). He shows “detachment” (Caufield 169) from 
guilty consciousness, disregarding the negative oracle. The rejuvenating and 
everlasting freshness of nature, however, empowers him to regard his life as part of 
nature, as long as he subsists and occupies even “a little space” (“Mycerinus 107, 
PP 35). This procedure of empowering and elevating oneself resonates Arnold’s 
conception of the “best poetry” which contributes to “sustaining” and also “forming” 
the enriched construction of one’s selfhood (The Study of Poetry, PP 665). The 
image of small space is figuratively portrayed because it represents the short span of 
his lifetime, due not only to the oracle’s articulation but also man’s transitoriness. 
  Mycerinus’s consciousness of taking initiative over his life does not allow a 
“joyless feast” at his court, but rejuvenates his “dream” to live out the remainder of 
his existence with amazement; indeed, “he within, / Took pleasure of his soul, and 
knew its strength” (“Mycerinus 109-10, PP 35). This powerful picture of his internal 
activity for lifting up his selfhood reappears in the last scene of the dramatic poem 
Empedocles on Etna, where the hero plunges all his existence into the fire of a 
crater, whose symbolic action clearly indicates his firm belief in the revitalizing and 
undying soul, which surpasses “the limitations of materialism” (Slinn 53) bounded 
up with his physical boundary. As with the character of Empedocles in the final 
scene of the dramatic poem, Mycerinus eventually acknowledges his unyielding soul 
unimpaired by his depressing circumstances which have determined, against his 
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willpower, the culmination of his physical existence. Arnold’s use of natural images 
is re-endorsed to effect Mycerinus’s further construction of his vibrant selfhood: 
  

Nor wither’d when the palm-tree plumes, that roof’d 
With their mild dark his grassy banquet-hall,
Bent to the cold winds of the showerless spring;
No, nor grew dark when autumn brought the clouds.

So six long years he revell’d, night and day.
And when the mirth wax’d loudest, with dull sound 
Sometime from the grove’s centre echoes came,
To tell his wondering people of their king;
In the still night, across the steaming flats;
Mix’d with the murmur of the moving Nile.
                         (“Mycerinus” 119-128, PP 36)

In resistance to the total destruction of his bodily substance, the last picture of this 
poem reaches its climax to convey Mycerinus’s confirmation of his unbounded 
spirit. Throughout his poetry, Arnold, in numerous works, deploys the image of river 
in lyric, elegiac, and dramatic poems. Among lyric poems, it is in “The Buried 
Life” where Arnold echoes a similar message of the source of man’s existence. The 
“indiscernible stream” and the “unregarded river of our life” in “The Buried Life” 
(35-6, PP 166) are related to the incipient picture of the river in his earliest work 
because “Mycerinus certainly establishes the recurrent image of the water as the 
basis of realizing the origin of one’s existence. The figurative depiction of the Nile 
in this poem is correlated to “the buried stream, and seem to be / Eddying at large 
in blind certainty, / Though driving on with it eternally” (“The Buried Life” 38-40, 
PP 166). 
  Arnold’s manifestation of the unlimited power of human spirit epitomizes the 
crucial activity of the protagonist’s “inward characteristics,” especially its 
“intellectual maturity” and “elegance and refinement” (On the Modern Element in 
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Literature, PP 272-3). Mycerinus’s nourishment of his spirit via interaction with the 
spiritual entity of natural surroundings is reminiscent of Arnold’s “relationship with 
Romanticism” (Clausson 174-5). In particular, the writer incorporates the Romantic 
perception of external landscapes, particularly the Wordsworthian notion of 
“presence” in nature (“Tintern Abbey” l. 95), which consoles and heals the tiredness 
and pain of the human spirit “in the dreary intercourse of daily life” (“Tintern 
Abbey” l. 132). Arnold’s adoption of the interchanging relationship of his hero with 
outward nature plays a vital role in liberating the bounded spirit of man caged in his 
own creation of isolating selfhood. The limitless power to pursue the expansion of 
the speaker’s perspectives of the immortal range is reenacted through the speakers’ 
voice of the elegiac works regarding Obermann. As in portraying Mycerinus’s 
adoration for freeing his mind bound up with time and space, Arnold maintains to 
depict the activity of Obermann’s “wounded human spirit” (“In Memory of the 
Author of ‘Obermann,’” 23, PP 207), which is not believed to perish with his 
physical body. Rather, it is assured to still enliven with “the distant peaks of snow” 
and “through the pine branches” (“In Memory of the Author of ‘Obermann’” 123, 
126, PP 210). By adopting the passionate and authentic protagonists of the 
“Romantic lyric” (Clausson 176) Arnold enacts the characterization of the monarch 
whose unbounded spirit resists his preordained path of life. Indeed, Mycerinus 
becomes an icon for Arnold’s subsequent protagonists in that the hero is determined 
to obtain and confirm his unique substance and dignity as a man who craves for 
surpassing the gloomy shroud of his fated transience and afflictive inwardness.  

III
  
  This article has explored how “Mycerinus shows Arnold’s persistent search for the 
function of poetry which involves the protagonist’s inward activities of his mind. 
One of the major findings of this paper is that the King, regardless of the oracle’s 
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distressing prophesy, defiantly sets up a question about the possibility of its working 
ministry. This is where Arnold departs from the Greek tragedies which he was 
deeply impressed by. Mycerinus spells out a courageous query on the justice of the 
oracles. Oedipus’s realization of his ignorance in patricide is overwhelmed by 
indomitable power, whereby he tugs off his eyes as self-punishment and makes an 
immediate self-exile from the city of Thebes. However, Arnold’s Mycerinus is, to 
the end of the poem, determined to treat it as a light power which he does not 
concede to. The problem of recompense becomes the question of provocation and 
reconstruction of his vigorous identity.    
  Another discovery is “Mycerinus’s rhetorical inquiry into the validity and 
righteousness about his reduced lifespan empowers him to take an unyielding stance 
toward the unavoidable fatality. Arnold inherits the stoical principle of forbearance 
in undertaking the current suffering, but reworks its spirit to accept whatever fate 
occurs. In appearance, Mycerinus resigns from the current gloomy circumstance, but 
a close reading of the textual layers unveils his complexity, particularly in affirming 
the strength of his spirit and wondering soul itself. His repressed guilt is found 
nowhere in his heart, rather he plunges himself into the present via contributing to 
his appointed kingship. Arnold’s deployment of Mycerinus’s powerful dictions to 
unfold his courage conveys his unyielding spirit to the oppression of fated 
prediction. In addition, Arnold’s working of natural imagery plays a key role in 
indicating the sustaining source of his spiritual power. 
  Finally, solitude in the tranquil surroundings renders Mycerinus to reflect on the 
immortal substance of the universe, whereby he expands his limited perspective on 
human life into the existence of other realm of the eternal world. This meditation 
allows him to overcome his sense of afflictive presence and fear about his 
unpredictable occurrences. Arnold’s frequent deployment of the river image, on this 
occasion, the Nile implicates the protagonist’s yearning for the permanent place in 
which his tiring soul is able to rest. The dynamic process of Mycerinus’s mind in 
struggling with fated forces is related to that of other poems included in The Strayed 
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Reveller, and Other Poems, such as “Quiet Work,” “In Utrumque Paratus,” and “A 
Modern Sappho.” However, “Mycerinus is much more like a poem to highlight both 
the strength of man’s defiance and yearning for independence amidst its parallel 
with the irresistible power. Indeed, such character of Mycerinus contributes to 
prefiguring Arnold’s subsequent characters: Sohrab and  Balder’s father in his 
narrative poems; the speakers of Faded Leaves, Fragment of Chorus of a 
“Dejaneira,” “The Buried Life” in lyric poems; lastly the Scholar-Gipsy, Thyrsis, 
and Obermann in elegiac works. 

Works Cited
 

Anonymous. “Other Comments on the Early Volumes.” English Review (1850): 57-8. The 
Critical Heritage Series. Ed. Carl Dawson. 2nd ed. London: Routledge, 1995. 131-2. 
Print. 

Arnold, Matthew. Matthew Arnold: Poetry and Prose. Ed. John Bryson. London: Rupert 
Hart-Davis, 1954. Print. 

Caufield, James Walter. Overcoming Matthew Arnold: Ethics in Culture and Criticism. Surrey: 
Ashgate, 2012. Print. 

Clausson, Nils. “Pastoral Elegy into Romantic Lyric: Generic Transformation in Matthew 
Arnold’s ‘Thyrsis’.” Victorian Poetry 48.2 (2010): 173-94. Print. 

Franklin, J. Jeffrey. Spirit Matters: Occult Beliefs, Alternative Religions, and the Crisis of 
Faith in Victorian Britain. London and Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2018. Print.  

Froude, J. A. “Review.” Westminster Review 119 (1854): 146-59. Critical Heritage, 85-95. 
Print.

Grob, Alan. “Arnold’s ‘Mycerinus’: The Fate of Pleasure.” Victorian Poetry 21.1 (1982): 1-20. 
Print. 

Hartford, Gordon. “Matthew Arnold: Not Quite A Stoic Poet.” English Studies in Africa 42.1 
(1999): 51-62. Print. 

Lucretius. Lucretius: On the Nature of Things. Trans. Sir Robert Allison. London: Arthur L. 
Humphreys, 1919. Print.    

Machann, Clinton. “Matthew Arnold.” Victorian Poetry 53.3 (2015): 285-92. Print. 
______. “Matthew Arnold.” Victorian Poetry 52.3 (2014): 516-23. Print. 
Miller, Tracy. “What Remains: Matthew Arnold’s Poetics of Place and the Victorian Elegy.” 



Matthew Arnold’s “Mycerinus”  55

Victorian Poetry 50.2 (2012): 147-65. Print. 
Rossetti, W. M. “Review.” Germ 2 (1850): 84-96. Critical Heritage, 56-70. Print. 
Slinn, E. Warwick. “Experimental Form in Victorian Poetry.” The Cambridge Companion to 

Victorian Poetry. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2000. 46-66. Print. 
Sneyd, Rose. “Matthew Arnold and Giacomo Leopardi: Modernist Lyric Poetics and Stoic 

Pessimism in “Dover Beach.” Victorian Poetry 56.4 (2018): 455-75. Print.
Wordsworth, William. “Tintern Abbey.” William Wordsworth. Ed. Stephen Gill. Oxford: 

Oxford UP, 1984. Print.     

Yu, Jie-Ae (Changwon National University/Professor)
Address: 51140) Department of English Language and Literature, Changwon National University,
        20 Changwondaehakro, Uichangku, Changwon, Gyeongsangnamdo, SOUTH KOREA 
Email: jieaeyu@changwon.ac.kr

Received: October 10, 2019 / Revised: November 10, 2019 / Accepted: November 20, 2019


