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WHY DID MATTHEW ARNOLD effectively stop writing poetry after 1860?    

I know that this question may seem out of place at the beginning of a story that purports to be about the golem; however, the nature of the question itself may provide an explanation that can help dispel our surprise.  It is difficult to hear an unspoken utterance, as it is difficult to read unwritten words.  Literary scholars are skilled at tracing common themes through texts; they have greater trouble linking history’s silences.

This story is about three such silences, which, we might say, are connected.  The first, as is often the case, is the greatest of the three.  So, let us try, as Neruda wrote, to retrace the jasmine of our exhausted human spring.  

1)

It is difficult to describe how God created the world.  It is difficult to describe how He cleaned himself with the yet uncreated waters of the world’s oceans, how He washed away impossible inequities, how He fasted before stomach or food existed.  How can I relate to you the pouring dark silence that filled the wide vessel of the universe before the first eloquence?  I cannot.  Shakespeare asked us simply to entertain conjecture of such a silence; the learned have given it a name: the supreme crown, the highest Sefirah.  You and I, we can only cling to what has already been written.  We can only assume that God saw, contemplated, and studied these paradoxes to purify Himself before forming the world from nothingness.  

I will try to retell the story that has already been written countless times.

When the moment to engrave time into space arrived, we know God began to create the world using the holy 22 letters.  The Patriarch Abraham has passed down that preternatural memory to us.  We know on that first day He said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.  God Himself recorded that fact for us in His Book.  

Spinning the permutations of the letters, God encoded the world into existence.  ‘Aleph was combined with all the other letters and all with ‘Aleph, Bet with all and all with Bet and so on. Spinning, for 5 days, letters of the One Divine Name were bound to one another, clumping into His programmed order through the 231 gates.  From One Name the soul of everything was permutated and born.  All this, we know.  It has all been written down for us; the sages have proclaimed this truth.

But, amidst this deafening construction, another silence arose, a necessary remnant of that broken primordial nothingness.  Though pierced by God’s word and sealed by His Name, it endured.  We know this, it has been written down for us: God created man on the sixth day.  Then, something went wrong; as we have all read, God exiled Adam to the other side of immortality.  

2)


The night was moist after a long March rain; or, rather, it could have been dry but chilled.  Rabbi Judah Bezalel Loew (or was it Loevy or Levi?) went down to the river bank in the cover of darkness, flanked on both sides by learned, nameless assistants.  Or perhaps he was alone with his son-in-law, Rabbi Isaac ha-Kohen.  We can only know what has been written down for us; perhaps too much has been written.

The Maharal did or did not start by molding the figure of a man using the clay of the riverbed.  Or possibly it was mud.  In either case, Rabbi Loew and his sometimes nameless, sometimes two or three assistants, after months or years of study together in the attic of the old synagogue, began the ritual that for some is spelled out in the Sefer Yetsira and for others is just the creation of centuries of rabbinic interpretation.


The Maharal was told in a dream, “Ah, By Clay Destroy Evil Forces, Golem, Help Israel Justice!”  So, they must have proceeded to spin the letters of these ten revealed gifts from God.  But did the Rabbi forget that dream?  Did the two or three or four men by the river in Prague instead progress to chant all the combinations of the A with the B with the V of JHVH?  Who can say now, hundreds of years and pages after the event?  We can only know what has been written.

Regardless of how many men went down to the river that dry or moist night, that number plus one climbed back from the bank and into the now disappeared slanted streets of the ghetto.  

All the children were amused by the dim-witted antics of the silly, powerful man.  Or, rather, all the ghetto, from young to old, feared this dark skinned outsider, this soulless simulacrum.  Maybe someone saw doom on his alien face.  He was named Joseph; he had no name.  He fell in love with the Maharal’s daughter; no, it was his granddaughter.  The mud man was created to save and protect; the clay effigy was given life so that he might wreak vengeance.  It was hubris; it was desperation.  Regardless of the details, we know the golem ran amuck and Rabbi Loew exiled him from this world, transforming truth into death.  Many people died.  Whatever the golem was or was not, it is silent now.  The powers the Maharal discovered and articulated are lost to the silence of unwritten history.  We know all this: it has been passed down to us in countless stories. 

3)


Words are immortal: they can lie dormant for centuries, not spoken or read for half an eternity, but then found or pronounced by accident or revelation.  We cannot see the linguistic subterranean channels; who knows where they lead, what disparate events they might connect?


 At times, great men, in either their great fortune or misfortune, fall into these channels, discovering what had been long ago forgotten.  As we can see the stillness between two waves of the sea, we can half-hear the terrible echoes of the preternatural silence in the words of these monuments of unaging intellect.


Why did Matthew Arnold effectively stop writing poetry after 1860?  We turn back to this question.  I will not answer it here but rather will tell you a little something of the man who turns out to be our brief protagonist.  That is, after all, the accepted narrative technique.


No one knows when Arnold wrote “Dover Beach.”  Though he was in the regular habit of dating his works, he chose, for whatever reason, to leave this poem without a year, month, or any temporal label.  The poem was published in a collection in 1867.  

As countless scholars have observed, Arnold effectively stopped writing poetry after sometime around 1860.  Instead, he devoted the rest of his life to the writing of literary essays until his death in 1888.  Today, we mostly remember Arnold for his essays praising the redemptive social qualities of literature’s “sweetness and light.”  We also read several of his poems.


Nonetheless, we can only know what has been written and, to some extent, what was not written.  As Borges observed, we cannot know God’s thoughts as he looked upon his Rabbi in Prague and we can only guess at the Rabbi’s disappointment as he gazed into the eye’s of his idiot golem.  However, in his writing and his silence, Arnold told us something of a creator staring into the utter disappointment of his creation.

The sea is calm tonight.

The tide is full, the moon lies fair

Upon the straits—on the French coast the light

Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand,

Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay.

Come to the window, sweet is the night air!

Only, from the long line of spray

Where the sea meets the moon-blanched land,

Listen!  You hear the grating roar

Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,

At their return, up the high strand,

Begin, and cease, and then again begin,

With tremulous cadence slow, and bring

That eternal note of sadness in.

Sophocles long ago

Heard it on the Aegean, and it brought

Into his mind the turbid ebb and flow

Of human misery; we

Find also in the sound a thought,

Hearing it by this distant northern sea.

The Sea of Faith

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore

Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.

But now I only hear

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,

Retreating, to the breath

Of the night wind, down the vast edges drear

And naked shingles of the world.

Ah, love, let us be true

To one another!  For the world, which seems 

To lie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new,

Hath really neither joy, nor love nor light,

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,

Where ignorant armies clash by night.

Explanation

As I guess I should have expected, this piece turned out to be much more difficult to write than I think a more traditional essay would have been.  Although, honestly, one of the attractions of writing a creative piece was the seeming avoidance of research, it turned out that this piece required a lot of outside reading.  The purpose of this corollary is to point out those influences and to try to explain them.


The basic theme of this piece is the idea that any failed act of creation is an inherent indictment of the creator.  In each of the three vignettes, the creator, having seen his failure, decides to stop creating and in fact exiles his creation.  God kicked Adam out of Eden after the business with the apple; the Maharal destroyed the golem after he ran amuck; Matthew Arnold stopped writing poetry when it did not fit his vision of “sweetness and light.”  Each creator is in a sense shamed by the flaws in his creation and, as a result, chooses silence.


In class we often criticized Idel for his penchant for pursuing subterranean channels instead of defensible academic claims.  I know that this piece is just a giant subterranean claim, but I tried to make that a conscious part of the text.  It is honestly more of a creative speculation than a traditional narrative.  However, I think that this form fits into the themes of the work.


I think that the introduction to the three vignettes is fairly self-explanatory.  I tried to make the whole thing interesting by starting off with something of an absurd question at the outset.  I also wanted the reader to start questioning the nature of silence, especially its mysterious creative qualities (to not create is to create silence).  One of the rhetorical or literary devices that I awkwardly tried to cling to throughout the piece is allusion.  I tried to use the refrain, “we can only know what has been written,” or something like it anytime I discussed an outside text.  The quote at the end of the introduction is from Pablo Neruda’s long poem “The Heights of Macchu Picchu.”  This specific line is from the fourth stanza of the first chapter.  I think it expressed better than I ever could our attempt to trace the routes and connections between one silence and another.


The first paragraph of the first vignette is my attempt to explore or play with the image of God preparing to create the world.  We discussed how rabbis and magicians fasted and cleaned themselves in pure rainwater before devoting themselves to magic.  I especially liked Mulisch’s description in The Procedure of his own preparation before writing.  Somehow while playing around with these paradoxes, I thought God must have realized the impossibility of all this before the first day.  So, I thought it would be interesting to say God studied these paradoxes as Rabbi Loew might have studied the Sefer Yetsirah.  


I borrowed from Shakespeare’s Henry II to describe the period before the world.  When I first read about the theosophic Kabbalist concept of “nothingness,” I thought of these lines from the prologue to Act IV of that play.  By quoting these lines, I am trying to emphasize the assertion of my piece that “we can only know what has been written.”  Also, as the end of the paper suggests more clearly, I wanted to propose that perhaps, at certain moments in literature, writers have, for whatever reason, been able to describe that preternatural condition.  


In my retelling of the creation in Genesis, I relied on the translation of Sefer Yetsirah that is in our course packet.  I also looked at Mulisch’s description of the text in The Procedure.  I also tried to incorporate Scholem’s descriptions of the preternatural condition found in his analysis of the Zohar.  Mostly, I looked at section four of his second lecture on the Zohar entitled “The Theosophic Doctrine.”  I used the text found in the most recent edition of Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. 

Also, I tried to interweave the Lurianic idea of the Tsimtsum and the images of the spinning letters from the Sefer Yetsirah.  The concept of a failed creation is central to my piece.  Originally, I tried to explain the concept (or, rather, my limited understanding of the concept) of the Tsimtsum in terms of a linguistic metaphor.  I wanted to suggest that while the letters could encode a physical world, they could not form an immortal soul.  I wanted to extend an argument made by George Steiner, a linguist at Yale, that created languages such as Esperanto or languages that lack a vibrant cultural connection are relegated to ad hoc usage.  Steiner describes this theory in his book After Babel.  He specifically discusses the concept of ad hoc languages in the chapter entitled “Topologies of Culture.”  Simply, I was going to say that primordial Hebrew, because it lacked a living cultural past at the moment of creation, could adequately make the physical world but could not manage to create man’s eternal soul.  I was then going to postulate that this shortcoming of the holy letters was responsible for the fall from grace.  However, all this seemed too dense and too difficult to translate into a narrative.  Instead, I just tried to hint at the failure of creation and then let the reader arrive at whatever conclusions he/she could.

In the second vignette, I tried to express the silence inherent in our understanding of the golem legend.  I actually modeled this part of the story on WisŁawa Szymborska’s poem “Atlantis.”  Both that poem and my story try to tell the story of a legend while preserving the historical ambiguity of the situation.  In addition, by keeping in line with the idea that “we can only know what has been written,” I try to make the point that sometimes a silence or confusion can result from too much information.  I tried to interweave and allude to Goldsmith’s description of Rabbi Loew, Rosenberg’s tale, Peretz’s version, and Mulisch’s retelling.  I thought this was kind of a cool way of telling the story and also an interesting commentary on how we view the golem legend.  At the close of this part of the story, I again emphasized that Rabbi Loew, like God before him, stopped creating after he saw the flaws in his creation.  As God exiled Adam from the divine world, Rabbi Loew exiled the golem from our world.

Without question, my third vignette is a little forced and a little odd.  I really tried to make the connection to Matthew Arnold somewhat reasonable and natural but, alas, my ambition was greater than my talent.  Basically, I’m really fascinated by Arnold’s poetical silence and his subsequent literary essays.  It’s my feeling that he wrote poems that expressed something he was afraid of; that is, his truly creative impulses led him to doubt and fear.  He stopped writing poetry because he couldn’t cope with these terrifying uncertainties.  Instead, he constructed the idea of the modern mass education system in which the literary classics are taught to each and every person in society.  He believed, as we sometimes still do, that such masterpieces of “sweetness and light” would guide humankind to social progress.  I would argue that this interpretation of the benevolent nature of human knowledge was turned on its head by the horrors of the 20th century.  However, again, I thought that all this was too dense to incorporate into the narrative.  Instead, I just said that Arnold, like God and Rabbi Loew before him, found a disturbing silence in his creation and, unable to deal with this reflection of his own flaws, exiled his poetry.  That is, silence is equivalent to creative exile.

In this section of the text, I alluded to Peretz’s first line, “‘Great men were once capable of great miracles,” because it just seemed to sound right.  Also, I thought that it fit into what I was trying to say, that sometimes human beings can tap into creative forces beyond themselves.  In the same paragraph, I used a metaphor from from section five of T.S. Eliot’s poem “Little Gidding”―the metaphor of the stillness between the two waves of the sea. In the same line in my piece, I also alluded to Yeats’ poem “Sailing to Byzantium.”  That is the source of “monuments of unaging intellect.”  Again, as was the case with the borrowing from Peretz, Yeats’ image communicates the sense that within humanity are certain remnants of an ancient creative force or insight.

In my final paragraphs, I alluded to Borges’ poem “The Golem” to describe the silence, both actual and perceived, of God and the Maharal as each gazed at His/his creation.  I ended the piece with Arnold’s poem because I thought it would be more effective to force the reader to try to see the connection between the three instead of forcing it upon him/her.  I know that the end may seem abrupt or ambiguous or perhaps nonsensical, but I think it accomplishes what I would like it to, more or less.
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