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All over Paris right now a ritual is being repeated, by the hour, the day, the week. From the front of a long queue, its masked 

members standing two meters apart, a single customer enters a bakery and stops well short of the counter to give an order for a loaf 

of bread. The gloved baker retires from the counter to get the bread. The customer advances and puts money down and retreats a 

few steps. The baker steps forward, takes the money, sets down the bread, gives change if necessary, and retreats again. The 

customer advances, takes the bread, and departs. Next! 

 Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic, similar sorts of transaction occur. Last week, my son drove up to his girlfriend’s 

house with a carful of furniture from his dorm room. Like thousands of American college students, he had been told to leave right 

away. Her parents had left the garage door open, and he unloaded the car without seeing a soul. His girlfriend, in self-quarantine, 

yelled hello from behind a door. My son retreated to the driveway. His phone rang. In a minute he would be allowed to go back in 

for a plate of sandwiches that would be left for him. He waited, entered, ate, retreated, called, thanked, and drove away, never 

having seen anyone. To prevent the spread of disease, “social distance” had been maintained. 

 Although we are living in unprecedented times, these awkward practices are not so strange to me. For the past two weeks I 

have been walking, in strictly controlled doses, around Paris thinking about Matthew Arnold’s poem, “The Scholar-Gipsy.” Although 
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it was written in 1853, the poem has a surprising amount to say about current circumstances. It tells of the poet’s decision to keep 

clear of the one person he wants to meet, so that he will not transmit a raging, often fatal disease. The only solution is for the poet 

to set down his verbal wares and step back from the partial transaction. 

 But will either the poet or his would-be friend remain untouched by the disease? The answer is not so clear. As an editor of 

the Longman Anthology of British Literature, I had to annotate the famously convoluted last stanzas of the poem so that 

undergraduates—and their teachers—would have a fighting chance of guessing the outcome. 

 Here’s the setup. Arnold starts with the legend of a student at Oxford University who abandoned his courses two centuries 

earlier, in order to wander the hills with Roma people. Hoping to discover their occult imaginative power, he intended to return 

when he had learned their secrets.  

 What makes the Scholar-Gipsy special is that he has managed, despite being seen from a distance, to steer clear of ordinary 

humanity. Immune from their worries, he has attained a sort of immortality: “For what wears out the life of mortal men?” Arnold 

asks. The diagnosis is that they suffer from living with the shock of endless change. Because the Scholar-Gipsy avoids the “sick 

fatigue” of modern thought and “this strange disease of modern life, / With its sick hurry, its divided aims,” he has for two hundred 

years escaped its contagion. The poet would love to learn how to cure his own debilitating, deadly anxieties, but he realizes that by 

communicating with the Scholar he would probably transmit “the infection of our mental strife” and kill him.  
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 So the poet addresses the Scholar with advice that has become all too familiar in the spring of 2020: “Fly our paths, our 

feverish contact fly!” The poem concludes with a lengthy warning whose first line might have been posted on the door of a café or 

pub last week:  

  Then fly our greetings, fly our speech and smiles! 

 The rest of the advice, alas, is muddy enough (and commercial enough) to have come from the British or American 

government: 

—As some grave Tyrian trader, from the sea, 

Descried at sunrise an emerging prow 

Lifting the cool-hair'd creepers stealthily, 

The fringes of a southward-facing brow 

Among the Ægæan Isles; 

And saw the merry Grecian coaster come, 

Freighted with amber grapes, and Chian wine, 

Green, bursting figs, and tunnies steep'd in brine— 

And knew the intruders on his ancient home, 
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The young light-hearted masters of the waves— 

And snatch'd his rudder, and shook out more sail; 

And day and night held on indignantly 

O'er the blue Midland waters with the gale, 

Betwixt the Syrtes and soft Sicily, 

To where the Atlantic raves 

Outside the western straits; and unbent sails 

There, where down cloudy cliffs, through sheets of foam, 

Shy traffickers, the dark Iberians come; 

   And on the beach undid his corded bales. 

 

 You can see why a note is needed. In this epic simile, competition from jolly, well-supplied Greek traders forces a Phoenician 

trader (a Tyrian) to seek other markets beyond the straights of Gibraltar, outside the Mediterranean. There on what are now Spanish 

shores he will practice a peculiar form of commerce. He sets down his goods (the “corded bales”), and then retires to a distance, 

letting his potential customers, the shy Iberians, come to inspect his wares.  
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 What should happen next is not described in the poem, but Arnold expects his audience to know the drill. If the Iberians see 

something they like, they will set it aside with what they regard as proper payment. Then they will retire and let the trader return to 

make his own adjustments of goods and gold, until an agreement is finally reached, neither side having had face-to-face contact.  

 In the context of the poem’s concern about the transmission of knowledge and disease, the Greek traders with their wine 

and “merry” boats are like the Victorians whose smiles the Scholar-Gipsy must flee. Both modern culture (derived from the Greeks) 

and its physical goods are dangerous; the whole European mercantile socio-economic system spreads sickness. Better for the 

Scholar to imitate “some grave Tyrian trader” and deal from a distance—even if he is actually emulating the Grecian intruders by 

having sought to penetrate the Roma culture. 

 But what secrets the Scholar has to sell or barter, Arnold never reveals. It is as if he has taken the role of fugitive Scholar 

upon himself, leaving a poem, baled up in Keatsian stanzas, on the doorstep of Victorian literature. Readers ever after can tug on the 

wrapping, inspect the contents, and try to assess its worth. But no author lingers nearby to seal the bargain. The safe distance 

between scholar, poet, and reader remains unbreeched.  

 The disease is metaphorical, but Arnold’s dread of it is real. Figuratively stepping back to employ critical distance, modern 

readers can see that the fugitive young man from the past, haunting the Oxford hills and glimpsed only from afar, is Arnold himself, 

in his student days. Whatever youthful joy and hope and promise he had then would be destroyed if that student learned what 

Arnold knows now. A married man with a growing family, on the verge of giving up poetry and settling into his job as a school 
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inspector, a social critic out of tenor with the “damned times” he found himself in, Arnold was a man who brooded over distances in 

all his writing. “Dover Beach,” “The Buried Life,” “Lines Written in Kensington Gardens”—these poems and many more present the 

world in terms of a vulnerable in here and an aggressively infectious out there. Peace, protection, understanding, distance: his 

description of the desperate losing battle to secure these qualities is what made Arnold so compelling to the Victorians, to T. S. Eliot 

and other modernists, and to many a reader since. 

 In “The Scholar-Gipsy,” Arnold pictures the struggle with his own past as matter of distances. Distance in time is figured as a 

distance in space. The dangerously uncertain physical space between the poet and the Scholar, a distance the poet at first longs to 

close and then seeks to expand, represents the permeable boundary between the outlooks of an idealistic student and his alienated 

successor. The bold, inquisitive, uncorrupted youth of the past must avoid worldly contamination if he is to continue to inspire 

poets, or show the world what true health is. Although his physical remoteness may anticipate today’s college students, sent home 

to pursue distance learning via Zoom, to Arnold’s mind the Scholar-Gipsy has done the right thing by abandoning classes altogether. 

And yet he must nevertheless, by travelling in that final simile beyond the boundaries of the classical civilization, hand in some sort 

of final report. Tortuously prescribed by the school-inspector poet, the assignment is to set up guarded commerce and mute 

communication with faraway peoples as yet untouched by the disease. Arnold seems to be thinking of his future readers, hoping 

that they will not have been as unlucky as he was. 
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  But move a poet from Oxford (or Iberia) to New York, taking into account three thousand miles of space, and he might see 

distance differently. Just three years after “The Scholar-Gipsy” was published, Walt Whitman offered his own take on temporal 

distance, and found it mattered not one bit, as long as his readers shared proximity to the sights of New York. Where Arnold erects 

barriers between youth and age, then and now, Whitman obliterates them. “What is the count of the scores or hundreds of years 

between us?” he asks in “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,”  

Whatever it is, it avails not—distance avails not, and place avails not, 

I too lived, Brooklyn of ample hills was mine, 

I too walk’d the streets of Manhattan island . . . 

To walk where Whitman has walked is to feel the immediacy of his presence, the breath of his body.  

 I can’t see the East River, where the ferry crossed, from the place I am sitting now. But I can remember running across the 

Brooklyn Bridge one day in 1978 while a student at Columbia University, when the hour and the weather were exactly as Whitman 

describes them in what he called his “sun-down poem.” And ever since that sunset, I have believed him when I read these words: 

“Who knows, for all the distance, but I am as good as looking at you now, for all you cannot see me?”  

 My memory makes Whitman’s prophecy work. Perhaps, never having been a scholar -gipsy, I don’t have as much to fear 

from contamination as Arnold does. As a New Yorker, I am contaminated already. For Arnold the imperiled health of the Scholar is 
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intertwined with the as-yet untouched beauty of the Oxford countryside, but for Whitman and for me, the health of our relationship 

depends on the ever-ravaged but always ravishing vitality of the city we love. 

 Distance is hard to get a grip on. And today it is hard to get into Whitman’s frame of mind when the very idea of closeness 

brings a shudder. Was it only short a while ago we of the twenty-first century went to a café, or had dinner together, or sat and 

laughed in a crowded theatre? How long ago was it that, when people kept their distance, the distance was felt to be wounding, not 

understood to be caring?  

 How far are some of us from the graveyard? Too far, if it is a funeral we cannot attend. The state-mandated physical distance 

from the deathbed and the graveside is a cruel addition to the distance from the time, not so long ago, when the dead were alive, 

beside us, able to touch with a hand, “a hand that can be clasped no more,” as Tennyson laments in In Memoriam.  

 It’s a commonplace to observe that in an era of near instantaneous global communication, we don’t give much thought to 

actual physical distance. If we have to describe it or confront it, we do so in terms of time spent, usually comfortably, waiting for it to 

be traversed. Since we are now collectively waiting for distance to “flatten the curve” of viral infection, this might be a moment to 

travel a little deeper into its territory.  

  “Distance” entered the English language from French about two centuries after the Norman conquest. Derived from the 

Latin distantia, “standing apart,” the thirteenth-century word “destance” was first used in what is now regarded as its figurative 

sense, to mean “discord” or “quarrel.” In its various spellings (“distawns,” “dystaunce,” “distans,” etc.) the word signaled a breach 
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between people and their opinions. In Confessio Amantis John Gower speaks of a theological dispute: “And thus we fellen 

in distaunce My prest and I” (1393). John Hardyng’s Chronicle relates that “In Wales Morgan made war & great distaunce” (1470). 

“Without distance” meant “without dispute or discord.” The OED does not show the word as having an accepted spatial usage until 

Shakespeare’s day. Writers who wanted to speak of distance in its common modern sense of “remoteness,” would always specify 

“distance of space” or “distance of time” to show they were using the word, to their understanding, metaphorically. Thus Chaucer 

speaks of “the distaunce Of tymes” in The House of Fame in 1384. 

 Even as the word became more associated with measurable entities like miles or years, its most frequent use seems to have 

been in regard to status and behavior. “Social distance” for Shakespeare had to do with how familiar his characters could allow 

themselves to be with each other. It meant standing aloof from one’s inferiors and maintaining proper deference—in which physical 

distance could be involved—to one’s betters. In Othello (1604), Desdemona reassures Cassio that her husband, once so friendly, is 

only keeping “a politic distance” from him. Bertram says of Diana’s flirtation in All’s Well that Ends Well (c1605) “She knew her 

distance, and did angle for me.” And in Shakespeare’s narrative poem “A Lover’s Complaint” (1609), a wronged woman explains her 

cautious behavior toward a suitor: “With safest distance I mine honour shielded.” “Keeping one’s distance” and “knowing one’s 

distance” remained perhaps the most common category of thought about distance until very recent times. 

 In the social sphere, distance is distinction, hierarchy. In the virus crisis, social space has become egalitarian, a universal two 

meters between often masked strangers or friends. In the face of a disease that does not respect titles or the size of bank accounts, 
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out in the street or in the grocery line, we are all presumed to be equally deserving of our distance. Even if, once we are infected, 

our treatment may vary enormously. And then, socially determined access to the best care, or any care, will again make distance and 

discord synonymous.  

 There’s a simple idea here: distance means separation. But it is not definable except in terms of positions that vary across 

many categories of thought and perception. Relative and relational, distance requires two points and a perceived gap between 

them. In some instances, the distance is a product of rupture. Too much social distance brings about loneliness and depression. Too 

little distance between people can trigger domestic violence, an aggression that is a different kind of rupture, one that reveals too 

much distance in the psychological meaning of the term. What once was close is now far off, and so we will have to arrive at or come 

to an understanding by overcoming the distance of discord.  

 But if distance signals difference of opinion, status, origin, or value, sometimes the recognition of that space is the product of 

desire. Distance attracts. One can chart the river of distance order to bridge it, for reasons that range from the political to the 

intellectual to the sexual. “Ain’t no river wide enough / To keep me from you,” as the song goes. Distance can be identified, 

measured, and laid siege to by those who want to create a rapport or achieve an embrace where none existed before. “Distance 

between us / is a mouth” writes Fiona Sze-Lorrain in a haunting image from “Invisible Eye” (2010). It might be possible to make that 

mouth speak of its own dissolution, or to cover it with our own lips.  
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 So if distance is a barrier, a moat, a shield, an obstacle, it is also a pathway, a duration, a crossing, a magnet, a narrow 

doorway that widens with determined foot traffic. Hence it ought to be possible to imagine a seductively “good” distance that might 

allay the fears of poets, social workers, and public health authorities, a distance that has been singled out for shortening or 

standardized as salubrious.  

 Distance not only depends on perception; it alters perception too. To paraphrase a cliché, distance makes the heart grow 

fonder. Distance often creates a pleasing haze around a past event, an absent person, a far-off view of the “picturesque” hovel we 

would never want to enter. As the poet May Swenson wrote in 1963:  

Distance 

and a certain light 

makes anything artistic— 

it doesn't matter what. 

For Swenson, rusted cars, garbage scows, and gobs of spit all benefit from this impartial aesthetic benediction. If you’re a painter or 

photographer, the visual side of this proposition will be self-evident, the honeyed light of late afternoon being the fallback dash of 

pictorial seasoning that makes palatable many a human-marred landscape. But taking Swenson’s words more figuratively, the 

distance of years is perhaps the foremost generator of that “certain light.” Nostalgia—not necessarily in its root sense of longing for 
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home, but in its extended sense of longing for a home in the past—paints many a pretty picture from the most unlikely materials. 

The phrase “Make America Great Again” contains endless material for reflection on the blinkered fantasy about days gone by. 

 If distance can prettify, it can also protect people from more than microbes. In The Prelude, written in 1805 but published 

just three years before “The Scholar-Gipsy,” William Wordsworth told his readers how glad he was to have encountered the 

contaminating horrors of urban life only after his values had been formed in the countryside. Having survived the harrowing 

experience of London’s Bartholomew Fair recounted in Book VII, Wordsworth opens Book VIII by celebrating a rural fair set on a 

village green beneath beautiful hills. Here the honest behavior of rustic folk shows what matters most in life. Their good example 

provides a moral framework by which the poet can evaluate the discoveries, both profound and appalling, of his maturing mind. His 

understanding of Nature, a capitalized, custodial entity for him, acts as a combination of armor and filtration system. Its defenses 

are summed up in the concept of a “fit distance”: 

. . . blessed be the God 

Of Nature and of man that this was so; 

That men did at the first present themselves 

Before my untaught eyes thus purified 

Removed, and at a distance that was fit. (1805: 441-445) 
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Wordsworth, whom Arnold knew and admired even as a child, puts the challenge in a nutshell: you need to keep the right distance, 

a suitable and robust distance, a fit health-club, gym membership type of distance, from other people, who are safely “removed” 

from you. If they are the proper sort of people, Cumberland country folk, then they will appear “purified” in your innocent eyes so 

that you can protect yourself from contamination later, when your vision has been educated and you get close enough to people to 

see what they are really up to. 

 Wordsworth leaves his readers to guess how large that “fit” distance is, and how long it takes to establish it. We of a more 

pestilential era, facing every moment the “sick hurry” of modern life that so distressed Arnold, will likely have to struggle to get our 

Wordsworthian shields up.  Back in 1800, in his “Preface to Lyrical Ballads,” Wordsworth had already complained that the 

“increasing accumulation of men in cities” was “unfitting” them for serious thought and genuine emotion. More than two centuries 

later, as we go about social-distancing and self-isolating, we will need, like Arnold’s Tyrian traders, to run up the miles between 

ourselves and the attractive danger of other people. We have to set down the corded bales of our lives on the ever-more-vacant 

shores of our proximate relationships. For the moment—and just for the moment, if we are lucky—we must retreat and let the 

negotiation happen at a distance. We can wonder if it will be a fit distance, an enhancing one, or even one that “avails not” in the 

grand scheme of things. 

 But it helps to remember that distance is nothing in itself. Like the coronavirus, it is not alive. It needs us to give it a shape 

and size and consequence. Like the virus, it needs hosts. And as with a virus, sometimes those who are implicated in its devastating 
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effects, its life-and-death matters of closeness or separation, may not even be aware of it themselves. They, like many of us, may 

carry distance with them, within them, spreading it as they travel.  

 Multi-step, socially distanced transactions like those enacted in bakeries or Victorian poems can possibly break the chain of 

transmission and render distance more useful, less harmful. How can we know? Only the distance of time can tell us. In this instant 

we can only know that distance requires our urgent attention. Only as it is registered by us and shared between us will its effects be 

rendered visible.  

 A few days ago, I made a decision about distance, although what might happen during the time of traveling the distance was 

a factor that I could not gauge. On my way out of Paris on a bright, late March morning, heading to the airport, I looked down from 

the elevated highway to see a small cemetery. The polished granite of the closely-packed graves sparkled in the sun. At first glance I 

thought the monuments were touching each other. Then I took a harder look. Not being a surveyor, I didn’t have a Leica laser 

measurer, accurate to one millimeter from a quarter of a kilometer away, to calculate how far I was from them, or they from each 

other. But it seemed to me, squinting down from above, on my way to New York, that the distance between the center line of one 

stone slab and that of its next-door neighbor was precisely two meters.  

 


