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Chapter 1

Introduction: Gerard
Manley Hopkins and
Victorian London

Few poets capture the essence of their time quite like Gerard Manley Hopkins.
Both a product and an iconoclast of Victorian London, Hopkins was a Jesuit
priest and a poet, a religious convert and a solitary figure grappling with
the spiritual and social complexities of his age. Anyone attempting to
understand the man and his work must first come to terms with the rich
and multifaceted context of Victorian London, the city that fundamentally
shaped and nourished his imagination.

The 19th - century London of Hopkins’ time was experiencing an un-
precedented process of change and growth. The city was expanding rapidly,
driven by the forces of industrialization and urbanization. At the same time,
it was a place of stark contrasts: wealth and poverty, progress and decay,
optimism and despair all coexisted within its boundaries. In response to the
challenges posed by this new reality, London underwent a cultural and intel-
lectual ferment, as artists, writers, scientists, and religious thinkers sought
to reinterpret the human experience in light of the novel circumstances they
faced.

Among these influential figures were Hopkins’ contemporaries, a diverse
group of poets and writers who navigated the changing landscape of Victorian
London in their own distinctive ways. Figures such as Alfred, Lord Tennyson,
the Brownings, Matthew Arnold, and Christina Rossetti each responded
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to the societal, cultural, and political forces of the time, producing works
that continue to resonate today. By situating Hopkins within this broader
literary context, we can better appreciate the unique qualities of his artistry,
which both engaged with and departed from prevailing trends.

Religion and spirituality played a significant role in Victorian London,
providing solace and guidance amid the bewildering pace of change. The city
was a crucible of religious thought and activity, with diverse denominations
and movements such as High Church Anglicanism, the Oxford Movement,
and the revival of Roman Catholicism vying for influence. Hopkins’ own
religious journey-marked by his conversion from Anglicanism to Catholicism
and his eventual entry into the Society of Jesus - was deeply intertwined
with the religious landscape of London, and understanding this context is
crucial for grasping the full depth of his poetic vision.

Victorian London was also a hotbed of scientific, technological, and
artistic innovation - trends which left an indelible mark on Hopkins’ life
and work. The emergence of new disciplines such as evolutionary biology,
geology, and the nascent field of psychology forced artists and thinkers to
grapple with questions of human nature, the environment, and the cosmos
with a renewed sense of urgency and curiosity. Hopkins, too, engaged with
these emerging fields, integrating them into his poetry and contributing to
an ongoing conversation at the heart of Victorian intellectual life.

The built environment of the city also served as a backdrop and inspira-
tion for Hopkins’ poetry. The city itself - its architecture, landmarks, and
spaces - frequently made its way into his verse. Moreover, the infrastructure
of London facilitated Hopkins’ personal and intellectual growth, as he was
able to attend lectures and performances, visit libraries and museums, and
engage in dialogue with fellow scholars, artists, and spiritual seekers.

As we move forward, we must constantly remind ourselves that Hopkins’
work is not merely a reflection of his own time and place; it is also a testament
to the universal human experience. In Hopkins, the profound depths of
spirituality, the beauty and complexity of nature, and the subtleties of
artistry coalesce into a singular and transcendent language, rendering visible
the invisible. He is both a distinctive individual and a timeless poet, one
who defies easy categorization and demands our full attention, challenging
us to delve deeper and deeper into the world he presents, a world no less
enigmatic and wondrous than our own.
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Setting the Scene: Victorian London’s Social, Cultural,
and Political Landscape

Any thorough understanding of Gerard Manley Hopkins and his distinctive
artistry necessitates a keen appreciation and immersion into the world he
inhabited, a world that indelibly marked and shaped his consciousness,
sensibilities, and poetic vision. Thus, to step into the matrix of Hopkins’
life and works is to explore the rich tapestry of Victorian London, a period
not only rife with unprecedented political, social, and cultural changes, but
also characterized by an undercurrent of anxiety and crisis. Victoria reigned
over an empire on which the sun never set, London emerged as the heart of
an expanding global network, while the Industrial Revolution brought tides
of great innovation, prosperity, and progress. Yet, beneath this veneer of
optimism lay social tensions and dislocations, religious angst, and scientific
awakening, all ripples emanating from a philosophical zeitgeist that rapidly
unmoored beliefs and norms once deemed immutable.

The Victorian period was notably marked by a rigid class hierarchy and
moral code, both of which became increasingly subject to the strains of
reformist movements and seismic societal shifts. While the upper and middle
classes basked in prosperity, the urban poor lived in squalor, grappling with
overcrowding, disease, and crime. The metropolis of London served as a
physical manifestation of these social disparities, embodying the tale of two
cities: one adorned with grand architectural symbols of wealth and power,
and the other teeming with destitution, where poverty reigned in labyrinthine
slums and tenements. The juxtaposition of such stark realities struck a
chord in the Victorian psyche, as writers, scholars, and activists sought
solutions to redress social injustice. The advent of education and labor
reforms, philanthropic efforts, and advocacy for women’s rights signaled the
beginnings of a dawning inclusivity, permeating even Hopkins’ own life as
he carefully navigated the complexities of his chosen path.

Parallel to these social changes, the religious fabric of Victorian society
underwent significant transformation. The Oxford Movement spearheaded
the re - examination of the role of the Church of England, challenging
Protestantism’s grip on religious thought, and calling for a return to High
Church Anglicanism. Hopkins, eventually straying further from the Anglican
fold, found solace in the arms of the Catholic Church. This environment of
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religious unrest mirrors the competing sentiments of the times: certainty and
doubt, faith and skepticism, and the dynamic interplay between reason and
emotion. Theology and science entered the boxing ring of public discourse
in an uneasy dance, as new scientific discoveries and theories challenged
long - held religious doctrine. Charles Darwin’s publication of On the Origin
of Species provoked moral and intellectual disagreements on the nature of
human existence, the true value of our uniqueness, and our place in the
cosmic order.

Just as science and religion braided strands of dissidence, art and aes-
thetics in the Victorian period were similarly kaleidoscopic, fueled by the
interplay of tradition and innovation. Hopkins was himself swept by the
creative currents coursing through the era, bearing witness to a burgeoning
literary landscape that featured the works of eminent contemporaries such
as Alfred Lord Tennyson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Christina Rossetti,
and the Brontë sisters. The period was marked by Romanticism’s waning
embers and the rise of Realism, encapsulating dichotomous themes such as
urbanization and nature, imperialist valiance, and social justice. An artist’s
palette in this context was diverse, brimming with potential. The Pre -
Raphaelite Brotherhood, for example, rejected the rigid canons of the day
and sought new forms of artistic expression that returned to the sensibilities
of a bygone era. Gothic Revival, with its evocations of medieval art forms
and spiritual symbolism, left imprints on architectural marvels such as the
Houses of Parliament and the Natural History Museum.

Thus, spanning the cultural, social, and political realms, Victorian
London was an age of burgeoning contradictions and ironies, a world in
which saplings of progress shook the very foundations of order and tradition.
As Hopkins navigated his way through this complex milieu, he transcended
the age’s constraints, seeking to transform its paradoxes into a source
of creative power as demonstrated by the now - beloved, indefinable and
unmistakable Hopkinsian rhythm. In examining his life and works against
this backdrop, one discerns not only the marrow that runs through his poetic
veins, but also the wellspring from which his vision emerged. Integral to
understanding Hopkins is revisiting this ecstatic interweaving of inspiration,
adversity, despair, and exultation.

And now, as we turn to the company Hopkins kept, amidst both the
friends who inspired him and the renowned Victorian poets and writers of
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his time, we see how this landscape enriched his literary journey, shaping,
refining, and amplifying his distinctive voice.

Hopkins’ Contemporaries: Notable Victorian Poets and
Writers

The social, cultural, and political context of Victorian London provided a
rich and diverse background for the development of its flourishing literary
scene. Many of the most notable poets and writers of the time were Gerard
Manley Hopkins’ contemporaries. The progressive ideas of the era that
infected the arts, sciences, and humanities resulted in a great flourishing of
artistic styles and thematic preoccupations. As we delve into the lives and
works of these writers, ranging from the Romantic holdouts of John Keats
and Percy Shelley to the boldly experimental Jesuit poet sayers of Hopkins’
own inner circle, we can gain valuable insights into the seething milieu that
both shaped and was shaped by Hopkins’ unique art.

One of the most famous Romantic poets, John Keats’ works had a
significant impact on the thematic development of Hopkins’ own poetry.
Though Keats passed away before Hopkins was born, his poems’ lush
language and vivid imagery greatly inspired the younger poet. Hopkins
admired Keats’ ability to express deep emotion through the natural world
and sought to accomplish the same in his own poetry. Furthermore, Keats
embraced the revolutionary idea of ”negative capability,” that is, the power
of a poet to dwell within uncertainties and confusions rather than seeking
clear answers. This power is exhibited in the frequently mystical tone of
his work, which played a substantial role in shaping Hopkins’ own struggle
with faith and its ineffability.

Another eminent poet of the era who indirectly influenced Hopkins was
Percy Bysshe Shelley. A vehement advocate of social reformation, Shelley’s
works often voice the divine power of nature and engage in puns that subvert
the status quo. Hopkins’ own poetic style can be seen as influenced by many
of Shelley’s thematic concerns, especially with regard to nature’s expressive
power. It is also worth noting that Shelley’s pursuit of radicalism set a
precedent for a strain of courageous experimentation that Hopkins carried
forward to new heights in his own work.

Among the poets that directly interacted with and influenced Hopkins
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was Robert Bridges, his close friend and eventual literary executor. They
first met at Oxford, and it was Bridges who introduced him to the poetic
technique known as sprung rhythm, which changed the course of Hopkins’
work. Bridges’ influence can be seen in the development of Hopkins’ themes
and style, as they shared an investment in the potential of art to express
the divine. Throughout their lives, they often exchanged letters discussing
their poetic endeavors, offering each other critique and support.

Hopkins was also closely involved with other Victorian Jesuit poets,
sharing insights on religious, artistic, and intellectual matters. These peers
included poets like John B. Tabb, Richard Watson Dixon, and Henry Francis
Lyte. While Tabb exemplified his adherence to Catholicism with simplicity
and clarity in his lyrics, Watson Dixon explored biblical subjects and themes
in his works. Henry Francis Lyte’s famous hymn ”Abide with Me,” which
profoundly moved Hopkins, exemplified Victorian religiosity and the power
that Hopkins and his contemporaries sought to evoke in their works.

It would be incomplete to discuss Hopkins’ contemporaries without
touching on the women poets and writers who were equally signatory to
the temperaments of the age. Christina Rossetti, a devout Anglican, wrote
works on themes ranging from Nature, love, and death, to biblical allegory
and social critique. Her religious sensibility mirrored that of Hopkins’,
and she became a precursor for the future generation of feminist poets.
Likewise, Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s sonnet sequence ”Sonnets from the
Portuguese” is a masterful exploration of love, faith, and the nature of the
self represented precociously through the language of the heart.

The Role of Religion and Spirituality in Victorian Lon-
don

The Victorian era, spanning the period from 1837 to 1901, was characterized
by an intense interest in religion and spirituality as individuals and communi-
ties grappled with the economic, social, and cultural changes brought about
by industrialization, urbanization, and the impact of scientific discovery.
In this context, faith offered an anchor, giving sense and meaning to the
turmoil of rapidly changing social, political, and intellectual landscapes.
Correspondingly, Victorian London became the backdrop and inspiration
for a diverse range of religious and spiritual movements that attempted to
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guide the city’s inhabitants through increasingly complex and shifting times.
One critical aspect of religious and spiritual life in Victorian London

was the phenomenon of the ”Oxford Movement,” a theological and liturgical
renewal initiated by Anglican priests and scholars in the early 19th century.
Led by figures such as John Henry Newman, Edward Bouverie Pusey, and
John Keble, the movement sought to revive the traditions of the Early Church
in the existing structure of Anglicanism, emphasizing the sacramental,
mystical, and hierarchical elements of Christianity. Though initially confined
to academic circles, the Oxford Movement gained a significant following
in London and ultimately produced a profound effect on the religious and
cultural leanings of the Victorian capital.

Another potent spiritual force shaping London at this time was the
evangelical movement, with its emphasis on personal conversion, moral
rectitude, and the Bible as the foundation of life and faith. The evan-
gelicalism of Victorian England influenced not only the Anglican Church
but also birthed a wide array of nonconformist denominations, such as the
Methodists, Baptists, and Congregationalists. Activists like Lord Shaftes-
bury and William Wilberforce leveraged their evangelical convictions to
advance social concerns, such as the abolition of slavery, labor reform, and
public health initiatives. The rich texture of Victorian spirituality would
be incomplete without acknowledging the distinctive contributions of these
fervent evangelical believers.

Furthermore, the Victorian era witnessed a surge of interest in alternative
and esoteric spiritualities, fueled in part by the popular fascination with
spiritualism and the supernatural. Seances, mediums, and mesmerism found
a ready audience among Londoners seeking novel avenues to understanding
the transcendent and the afterlife. One telling example is the formation of
the Theosophical Society in 1875 by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, which drew
upon Eastern mysticism, Western esotericism, and spiritualism to propose a
syncretic, universalist path to enlightenment. Indeed, the later years of the
Victorian era were marked by a growing fascination with spiritual exploration,
often tinged with mysticism and a search for personal transformation,
encompassing a plethora of beliefs and practices that transcended traditional
religious boundaries.

It is from this rich background that Gerard Manley Hopkins derived
his exceptional poetic vision of the divine. Hopkins found himself in the
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crux of these momentous religious and spiritual currents, negotiating a
path that would ultimately lead him to embrace the Catholic Church in
an act of conversion both personal and profound. In one sense, Hopkins
embodies the quintessential Victorian spiritual seeker: an individual striving
to make sense of complex, interlocking forces and influences in pursuit of
the transcendent and the eternal.

The wealth of religious and spiritual perspectives that characterized
Victorian London provided a kaleidoscope of avenues to engage with the
ultimate questions of existence. Poets and thinkers of the age were imbued
with a particular urgency to explore and express their understandings
of reality, driven by a profound consciousness of, and fascination with,
the transcendent. As we delve into the life and works of Gerard Manley
Hopkins, we cannot fully appreciate the depth and complexity of his vision
without understanding the tremendous impact and inspiration exerted by the
spiritual landscape of his time. The diverse tapestry of religious movements,
theological debates, mystical explorations, and alternative spiritualities that
interwove 19th - century London truly set the stage for the emergence of
a poet of unbridled creativity and unique insights into the nature of the
divine in the world.

The Emerging Science, Technology, and Arts of the
Period and their Intersection with Hopkins’ Life

London during the Victorian era witnessed groundbreaking advances in the
realms of science, technology, and arts. This vibrant atmosphere engen-
dered the intellectual development of numerous men and women of letters,
among them Gerard Manley Hopkins. In a society undergoing profound
transformation, these burgeoning fields left indelible marks on Hopkins’ life,
shaping his personal experiences, spiritual beliefs, and giving texture to his
poetry.

The dynamism of Victorian London’s scientific landscape permeated
into the works of many writers, providing them with rich material to
explore. With Charles Darwin’s revolutionary On the Origin of Species,
new paradigms in biology shook the foundations of conventional wisdom.
Hopkins, an avid reader and keen observer of the natural world, found himself
captivated by these new scientific ideas. His interest in nature manifested
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itself in his curiosity and respect for the intricacies of the environment,
which held intense spiritual meaning for him. Impressions of the natural
world bloomed in his poetry; the dappled beauty of the world appeared
repeatedly in his verses, echoing both the diversity and unity he perceived
in creation.

The innovations in technology that punctuated Victorian London also
seeped into the layers of Hopkins’ life and work. The invention of the steam
engine and railway systems revolutionized transportation and communica-
tion, altering the city’s social fabric. Hopkins’ extensive travels, which took
him to various counties and countries, allowed him to appreciate the unique
landscapes of each place he visited. Moreover, it facilitated his understand-
ing of the world as an interconnected system, in which the health of one
part indirectly influences the whole. Telegraphy and the popularization
of printed magazines offered a vast interconnectedness that too shaped
Hopkins’ perception of social and ecological dynamics, nuances of which are
visible in his work.

Amidst the technological frenzy, Victorian London was also a hotbed
of artistic ferment that struck a chord with Hopkins. The emergence of
the Aesthetic Movement, which championed the notion of art for art’s sake,
liberated the artist’s creative expression from moral constraints. While this
movement ostensibly deviated from Hopkins’ spiritual inclinations, he found
freedom to carve his singular style, paving the way for the genesis of his
trademark sprung rhythm.

At the same time, the Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood was another artistic
force that left its fingerprints on Hopkins’ work. Championing a return
to the meticulous detail and lush imagery of pre - Renaissance art, the
movement’s principles aligned with Hopkins’ sensitivity for the natural
world. The abundant descriptions of flora and fauna in his poetry can be
traced to the artistic imprint of the Pre - Raphaelite painters like John
Everett Millais and Dante Gabriel Rossetti.

Hopkins was also nourished by the influence of John Ruskin, a leading art
critic and social commentator. Ruskin’s advocacy for a union of scientific
truth and natural beauty undergirded Hopkins’ endeavor to bridge the
schism between faith and science. Moreover, Ruskin’s outspokenness against
the detrimental effects of industrialization on society’s relationship to nature
resonated deeply with Hopkins. The latter’s poems manifested a sense of
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longing for a world imbued with the presence of God, unmarred by the
destructive forces of industrialization.

This colorful socio - cultural milieu of Victorian London played a crucial
role in molding Hopkins’ poetic sensibilities, synthesizing the emerging
trends in science, technology, and the arts into his singular artistic vision.
By nurturing his creativity and intellect, this atmosphere helped unearth
the distinct brilliance of Hopkins, who stands today as one of the most
spellbinding poets of the English language. As we traverse the labyrinthine
verses in his poetry, we unearth a writer who was an extraordinary product
of his time, while simultaneously transcending the conventions of his age to
weave stunning tapestries of meaning and faith.

London’s Landscape and Architecture in Hopkins’ Po-
etry and Personal Life

The landscapes of London bridge the gap between Hopkins’ early years
and the time he spent studying at Oxford University. His fascination with
the city’s visual textures finds its beginnings in the home he was born in,
a grand villa in Stratford that overlooked the lush meadows of the Lee
Valley. These views inspired him from a young age, planting the seeds of
a connection that he would stitch through his later writings. The dawn of
industrialization creates a backdrop for his wistful odes, whose rhythmic
brushstrokes pulse with the very heartbeat of London.

Just as the city of London held a fluid presence in Hopkins’ life, so
too does it unfold in his poetry. Fractal patterns from London’s landscape
pattern his verses like vivid threads of spider silk, spun from the heart of
a city that hums with creative life. For instance, in ”The Wreck of the
Deutschland,” Hopkins weaves a chillingly accurate picture of London’s
infamous pea - soup fog. Yellowing the skies and choking the streets, these
fogs were an indelible part of Victorian life, hazards of an era marked by
burgeoning industrial progress. Swirling around the scene of a shipwreck,
the fog that haunts the poem mirrors the smoky tendrils of his own memory.

His sporadic residence in various neighborhoods of London - Hampstead,
Highgate, Bow - etched the contours of each area’s beauties and ugliness
onto his consciousness, shaping his perception of architecture as both an
aesthetic and symbolic force. Delving into specific buildings, his poems
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unfurl like architectural blueprints, sketches of the spaces through which
he moved and which in turn, shaped his life. Consider the Gothic spires of
St. Ignatius Church in Stamford Hill, which likely inspired his piece ”The
Lantern Out of Doors.” The intricate stonework and careful attention to
detail, emblematic of Gothic architecture, were to become central themes of
Hopkins’ own creative process - delicate, precise, and divine.

Hopkins’ affinity for the Gothic aesthetic aligns him with the Gothic
Revival movement of the time, championed by figures such as architect
Augustus Pugin. As this movement aimed to reconnect the British public
with religious rituals within a contemporary framework, Hopkins burrowed
into the intricate interplay between faith, art, and design. The Gothic
Revival deeply resonated with his own poetic objectives as he aimed to
rejuvenate religious themes in literature. The allure of medievalism, along
with the Pre - Raphaelite movement, shaded his palette with the rich hues
of the past.

As industrialization continued to shape the city, Hopkins lamented the
consequences of this rapid change on his beloved London landscapes. The
encroachment of factories and smokestacks upon the rivers and meadows
prevalent in his poem ”Binsey Poplars” echoes the sentimental, desperate
plea of a man watching his world disappear. The trees, once flourishing
beside the Thames, are sacrificed to the relentless tide of progress. Similarly,
Hopkins’ exquisite poem ”God’s Grandeur” serves as an elegy for both the
natural and architectural world. In contrast to the majesty of London’s
Gothic Revival churches, the emergence of industrially constructed edifices
signals the erosion of a delicate balance between form, function, and faith.
For Hopkins, the quiet flutter of spirit found in a beautiful building could
be drowned by the cacophony of factories.



Chapter 2

Hopkins’ Early Life and
Education

Born on July 28th, 1844, Gerard Manley Hopkins was the eldest of nine
children to parents Catherine Stratford and Manley Hopkins. His parents
were both devout High Church Anglicans who imbued their London home
with a deep spiritual atmosphere. With his father being a naval officer and
poet himself, and his mother a skilled amateur artist, the young Gerard was
surrounded by a rich tapestry of culture, literature, and the arts.

Hopkins’ early education is marked by the fusion of intellectual challenge
and creative encouragement - an aspect that would go on to inform his
later years. From an early age, he was intensely curious and showed a keen
interest in drawing and art. As a child, Hopkins was taught by his mother,
who was a great admirer of John Keble, one of the founding members of the
Oxford Movement and a notable poet. Keble’s work, such as ”The Christian
Year” (1827), would later prove influential in Gerard’s poetic sensibilities.

In 1854, at the age of ten, Hopkins entered Highgate School, one of the
leading schools in Victorian London. There, he found a thriving intellectual
environment, where the young poet further honed his literary skills. His
eclectic education covered not only classical literature, but also modern
English and foreign languages. Hopkins’ school years offered him a unique
opportunity to experiment with artistic expression.

Hopkins’ love for poetry took root and blossomed under the tutelage
of Richard Watson Dixon, a fellow poet, who introduced him to the works
of the great Romantic poets like Wordsworth, Shelley, and Keats. During

17



CHAPTER 2. HOPKINS’ EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION 18

his school years, Hopkins was also inducted into the study of the ’Pre -
Raphaelites’ - a movement in art and literature that shunned superficial
Victorian aesthetics for a return to the lavish intricacies of the medieval
past. Young Hopkins was able to absorb and appreciate both the Romantic
and Pre - Raphaelite schools of thought, resulting in the formation of a bold,
imaginative, and distinctive literary voice that would later be recognized as
his own.

While honing his poetic talents, Hopkins also cultivated an intense love
for nature, fueled by the landscapes of North London and the paradise - like
gardens of his family’s home. He began to develop a unique perspective
on the divine, which was deeply intertwined with his observations and
experiences of the natural world. The influences of Keble, together with
this innate love for nature, would provide fertile ground for Hopkins’ early
poetic endeavors.

One such early poem, ”The Escorial,” is a testament to Hopkins’ growing
mastery of his art. Written when he was just seventeen, the poem displays
a budding understanding of form and fluidity as he experimented with
different stanzaic structures and rhythmical patterns. His keen attention
to the minute details of the world around him - nature, architecture, urban
life - and their relation to the divine, would continue to inspire his poetic
imagination.

As the time came to leave Highgate and prepare for university life,
Hopkins found himself at a crossroads, discerning not only his academic
future but also his spiritual path. The influences of his parents, education
at Highgate, and tutors had given him the tools and inspiration to confront
the complex and exhilarating world of Victorian London with the poetic
sensibilities and intellectual rigor that would come to define his life.

In the intellectual crucible of Victorian London, Gerard Manley Hopkins
began shaping his erudite, experimental, and deeply spiritual poetic vision
- a vision that would later earn him critical acclaim and secure his place
among the great poets of his age. The young Londoner who traversed the
landscapes of Highgate School, immersed himself in the art and literature
of his time, and cultivated a profound love for the natural world, would go
on to navigate university life at Oxford, where his spiritual journey took an
even deeper and more profound turn.
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Introduction to Hopkins’ Early Life

As a portrait painter deftly colors his canvas to capture the essence of
his subject, so too did Gerard Manley Hopkins blend innovative linguistic,
rhythmic, and imaginative techniques into his poetry to produce some of
the most distinct and remarkable works in the history of English literature.
The vivacity and depth of his poetic artistry did not emerge overnight, but
rather was a product of the myriad influences that shaped his early life. An
exploration of Hopkins’ formative years thus reveals a wealth of experiences
and encounters that, much like the varying shades on an artist’s palette,
contributed to the unique hues of his poetic vision.

Born in 1844 into a deeply religious and artistically inclined family, the
young Hopkins was immersed in an environment that promoted both intellect
and imagination. His father, Manley Hopkins, was a marine insurance
adjuster who nurtured an enduring love for music and poetry, while his
mother, Kate Smith Hopkins, was a devout Anglican and an accomplished
writer. The blend of creativity and piety present in their home would later
give rise to the synthesis of spirituality and artistic expression that came to
define his poetry.

In his early years, Hopkins received a comprehensive education within the
nurturing confines of his home, where he gained significant exposure to the
literary arts. His father introduced him to the works of such legendary poets
as Shakespeare, Keats, and Milton, while his mother fostered a love for the
Bible and devotional literature, such as the Book of Common Prayer. These
disparate influences laid the groundwork for the development of Hopkins’
dual passion for experimental poetics and profound theological exploration.

Upon entering Highgate School at the age of 12, Hopkins found himself
in a vibrant intellectual community that further kindled his keen artistic
sensibilities. He studied classical literature extensively, immersing himself
in the poetic traditions of antiquity, while also engaging with contemporary
Victorian literature and forming a keen appreciation for the works of poets
like Tennyson and the Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood. Under the tutelage of
esteemed headmaster Dr. John Bradley Dyne, the budding poet’s talent
began to truly blossom.

Hopkins’ early poetic endeavors bear witness to a talent in search of
its own authentic voice amid the cacophony of prevailing Victorian literary
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trends. The traces of Romanticism, Classical inspiration, and Victorian
sensibilities that can be discerned in his initial attempts at verse speak to a
young artist experimenting with various styles in order to ultimately craft
his signature mode of expression.

During these impressionable years, the allure of a world beyond the
Anglican tradition in which he was raised beckoned to Hopkins. The
intellectual ferment within the hallowed halls of Oxford lured him closer to
a profound encounter with Catholicism and the Jesuits, which would play a
transformative role in his life and artistic trajectory. Determined to partake
in the quest for truth and beauty that characterized the Victorian age, he
began to prepare for university life with a burgeoning sense of purpose - a
purpose that would soon meld with the divine and infuse his poetry with a
spiritual resonance that reverberates to this day.

As we journey alongside Hopkins through these years of formation, the
vision of a young man gradually coming into his own emerges vividly from
the canvas. The myriad colors of his upbringing, education, and early poetic
influences coalesce to form the portrait of an individual whose life would be
marked indelibly by both artistic and religious fervor. Indeed, the swirling
shades of divine inspiration and human longing that enliven this portrait
prepare us for a more profound exploration of the role that religion and
spirituality would play in the unique poetic tapestry woven by Hopkins.

Family Background and Upbringing in Victorian London

Gerard Manley Hopkins was born in Stratford, Essex, a suburb bordering
London, in 1844. He was the firstborn of a thriving middle - class family that
was well - positioned to take advantage of the opportunities and challenges
that Victorian London presented. As Hopkins grew up amidst this atmo-
sphere of rapid expansion, intellectual curiosity, and moral ambivalence, the
importance of his family’s influence on his life and work became increasingly
apparent.

Hopkins’ father, Manley Hopkins, was a marine insurance adjuster - a
profession that provided a comfortable income and social stability for the
family. His work connected the family to the bustling activity of the docks,
where trade, commerce, and distant cultures flowed into London from all
corners of the British Empire. This exposure to global nuances might have
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laid the seeds for Hopkins’ sensitivity to cultural and linguistic diversity,
visible in his later poetry.

Manley Hopkins was also a man of letters, having published a volume of
his poetry and a treatise on the insurance industry. This literary inclination
was reinforced by his wife, Catherine, who possessed a keen artistic tempera-
ment and a love of high culture. Gerard was born into an ideal environment
that nourished and encouraged one’s artistic aspirations. Moreover, even
though the couple eventually had nine children, they made sure to nurture
and cultivate the individual talents of their offspring. Their home became a
thriving space for music, arts, poetry, and lively intellectual discourse.

Hopkins’ family belonged to the Anglo - Catholic branch of Anglicanism,
a High Church movement that promoted the importance of liturgy, ritual,
and sacrament in religious life. Growing up in this atmosphere, Hopkins
absorbed a rich religious culture which would later shape his exploration of
spiritual themes in his poetry. Significantly, the Anglican Church had a vast
ecclesiastical complex in the neighborhood of Hampstead, within walking
distance of the family’s home. This early environment was a blend of both
religious devotion and creative inspiration.

Education was a major priority for the Hopkins family, with most of the
children receiving their schooling at home. Rather than employing a private
tutor or governess, young Gerard and his siblings were primarily educated
by their mother. This decision is likely to have stemmed from the family’s
dissatisfaction with the quality of local schools. As a result, Catherine
Hopkins served as the driving force behind her children’s academic and
artistic achievements. Imparting her own knowledge of classical languages,
literature, and history, Catherine provided Gerard with the intellectual
foundation that would be developed further during his formative years at
Highgate School and subsequently at Oxford University.

An important yet often overlooked aspect of Victorian family life was
the role of domestic staff. At the peak of its affluence, the Hopkins family
employed several servants who contributed to the rearing of the children
as well as the daily management of the household. It would be remiss
not to acknowledge the influence these individuals may have had on the
young poet’s upbringing and experiences. After all, the relationships that
children forge with the adults around them shape their worldview, their
understanding of social dynamics, and their attitudes towards authority.
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The Hopkins family presents a fascinating instance of cultural mixing in
Victorian London. They were sufficiently wealthy and well - connected to
participate in the cultural life of the metropolis and to provide their children
with an intellectually stimulating environment throughout their childhood.
At the same time, their Anglo - Catholic religious identity allowed them to
maintain a semblance of moral stability in the face of rapid industrialization,
social upheaval, and secularism. Hopkins’ unique poetic vision and his deep
commitment to a spiritual life can be traced back to this family background,
where elements of worldly engagement and lofty religious idealism were
interwoven into a rich and complex tapestry.

As we shall later witness, the impact of Hopkins’ upbringing would
extend well into his adult life, manifesting itself in his choice of friends, his
conversion to Catholicism, and the intensity of his dedication to his religious
vocation as a Jesuit priest. Enveloped from childhood in an environment
that nourished his spirit and intellect, the young Hopkins was thus imbued
with the creative energy required to cultivate his remarkable poetic gift. The
world that Hopkins inhabited in his formative years continues to reverberate
through the legacy he bequeathed to us - a poetic inheritance that has
enriched and deepened our understanding of the human condition.

Home Education and Influence of His Parents on His
Intellectual Growth

In the formative years of a young Gerard Manley Hopkins, the bustling
streets of Victorian London stood in stark contrast to the quiet haven he
found within the walls of his family home. Straddling the divide between
traditionalism and modernity, his parents cultivated an environment that
nurtured the development of what was still a latent intellectual and poetic
genius. Like all artists with distinctive visions, Hopkins was greatly influ-
enced by the intellectual atmosphere of his immediate surroundings, and
his family life played a significant role in shaping his artistic temperament.

Born to a loving and devout Anglican family, Hopkins enjoyed the
benefits of a culturally and intellectually rich upbringing as his parents,
Manley and Catherine, exposed their children to a range of artistic pursuits.
His father, an insurance adjuster by profession, was also a keen poet and
artist, producing several volumes of poetry and even coinages of his own.
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Additionally, Catherine was fond of music and played the piano, instilling
in young Hopkins the sensitivity to rhythm and melody that would later
serve as integral components of his poetic style.

Given the moribund state of state - funded education in Victorian Lon-
don that was marred by overcrowded classrooms and antiquated teaching
methods, Hopkins’ parents opted to educate their children at home through
a variety of means. In addition to employing tutors and governesses, Man-
ley and Catherine led by example by engaging their children in educated
conversations, no doubt igniting the fire of curiosity in their young minds.
The vicissitudes of his father’s work afforded the family the chance to travel
around England, a welcome opportunity for exposure to the picturesque
countryside that would later feature in Hopkins’ naturalistic poetry.

The family’s mid-19th-century library became an indispensable resource
for fostering the young poet’s burgeoning talents. Housing an extensive
collection of classical literature, poetry anthologies, and scientific treatises,
the library undoubtedly sparked in young Gerard the desire to imbibe from
the wellspring of literary knowledge at his fingertips. The works of poets
like William Shakespeare, John Milton, and Edmund Spenser were essential
aspects of young Gerard’s reading repertoire, and the themes and verse
patterns they employed would later make themselves manifest in his poetry.

Equally important to the intellectual nurture of Hopkins was the encour-
agement his parents provided. Recognizing and fostering their son’s interest
in poetry and related disciplines, they encouraged him to write, draw, and
compose music. It is during these years that Hopkins began to pen his own
verse in earnest, producing juvenile poems that offered glimpses of his future
artistic genius. Lines such as ”Sudden thy silent beauty on me shone, / Fair
as the moon had given thee all her spell,” from his early works, demonstrate
the innate penchant for eloquence and sensitivity towards the beauty of
form and expression that would define the mature Hopkins.

The religious and spiritual experiences witnessed by the young poet also
had a profound influence on his intellectual development. Hopkins’ parents,
devout Anglicans, bestowed upon their children a deep sense of piety and
faith, laying the foundations of Gerard’s religious fervor. In addition to
scripture readings and family prayers, the meticulous observance of the
Church calendar brought young Hopkins in contact with the ancient vestiges
of English Christian spirituality.



CHAPTER 2. HOPKINS’ EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION 24

As the inquisitive mind of the young Hopkins expanded under the
influence of his parents and the sheltered environment of his home, it
became necessary for him to venture out into the wider world that had,
until then, piqued his curiosity from a safe distance. The quintessential
sanctuary of his childhood, resplendent with the whispers of poetic musings,
the wordless melodies of piano keys, and the divine glow of a spirit nourished
by faith, had begun to spill its contents into a receptive world eager to
provide a canvas upon which the young poet could exercise his learned
craft. It was with a heart alive to the timeless beauty of nature and a mind
steeped in the rich tapestry of the English tradition that Gerard Manley
Hopkins stepped forth into the next stage of his journey, seeking a path
that would eventually lead him to the vaunted halls of Oxford and beyond.

Schooling at Highgate School: Formation of His Artistic
Sensibilities

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ enrollment at Highgate School in 1854 marked a
pivotal phase in the formation of his artistic sensibilities. The renowned
institution, nestled atop the Highgate Hills in Victorian London, represented
an idyllic setting for nurturing the creative impulses that brewed within the
passionate teenager. Enshrined in an atmosphere that fostered intellectual
growth and stimulated cultural awareness, Hopkins cultivated his poetic
prowess amidst the vibrant academic discourse and spiritual awakening that
characterised his time at Highgate.

Beyond the abounding natural beauty that surrounded the school - its
lush gardens, the picturesque vistas of London, and the wooded areas where
Hopkins often wandered - the curriculum at Highgate offered the young
poet a substantial grounding in the liberal arts. Latin and Greek, subjects
fundamental to his future scholarly endeavours, featured prominently in
his studies. The rigorous education in classical languages augmented his
linguistic creativity and stirred a deep reverence for antiquity, which echoed
throughout his future works.

The influence of Highgate’s educators cannot be underestimated in
shaping Hopkins’ formative years. Dr. Benjamin Jowett, a figurehead
in the translation of Plato’s works into English, occasionally lectured at
the school. His erudition and eloquence left a profound impression on
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Hopkins, particularly in the realm of classical literature. The biblical scholar,
Henry Wace, another prominent figure at the school, instilled in Hopkins a
discerning appreciation of the English language and acquainted him with
the foremost poetic minds of the era. With relentless zeal, Hopkins delved
into the works of English literary luminaries such as Tennyson, Browning,
and Dickens, deriving intense pleasure from their intricate versification and
themes.

This literary immersion inspired the flourishing poet to pen his initial
verses. In a testament to his precocious abilities, Hopkins even garnered
recognition in Highgate’s major poetry competition, earning an ”extra prize”
for his masterful rendering of verse. Despite the painstaking nature of his
poetic labours, experimentalism remained an intrinsic aspect of his creative
process. Hopkins’ indefatigable drive to push the boundaries of poetic
expression emanated from a desire to seek harmony with the divine, to
depict the world with a sense of awe and wonder that transcended human
comprehension.

Highgate’s penchant for nurturing spiritual growth also played a crucial
role in shaping Hopkins’ artistic sensibilities. Within the hallowed halls of
the school’s chapel, he encountered High Church Anglicanism, a branch
of the Anglican Communion that emphasised liturgical tradition, ecclesias-
tical authority, and the sacraments. This spiritual practice, with its rich
liturgy and poetic components, appealed to Hopkins’ innate affinity for the
transcendent and the sublime.

The school’s strong moral convictions fostered Hopkins’ burgeoning
interest in ethics and theology, which catalysed his desire to find expression
for the divine within his poetry. This quest imbued the young poet’s work
with a sense of ambition and scope that remained a hallmark of his oeuvre
throughout his life. Confronted with complex themes such as faith, doubt,
and the human struggle for meaning amidst suffering, Hopkins forged a
poetic lexicon that bore the unmistakable imprint of his Highgate education.

The profound impact of Highgate School on Hopkins’ artistic development
is indisputable. As the spring of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetic vision
gradually burgeoned within the nurturing crucible of the institution, the
adolescent would unwittingly commence a journey that would culminate in
the creation of some of the most innovative, profound, and exquisite poetry
in the English language. Highgate represented an incubator for Hopkins’
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genius, a locus of inspiration and cultivation for one of literature’s brightest
constellations. Enveloped within its historic walls, Hopkins set his sights on
the vast, infinite heavens of creativity, and launched his lifelong pursuit of
transcending boundaries, extending the limits of expression, and capturing
the divine essence of the world in verse.

Exposure to Victorian Literature and Early Interest in
Poetry

As Gerard Manley Hopkins blossomed into a gifted intellectual in Victorian
London, he found himself both eager and impatient to explore the literary
environment of his time. The wealth of influences and artistic innovation he
encountered in this period would shape not only his academic pursuits, but
also his burgeoning poetic inclinations.

While homeschooled by his mother, Manuela, and occasionally by his
father, the young Hopkins was encouraged to read and recite poetry, which
began his love affair with the written word. His father, Manley Hopkins,
was an amateur poet himself, energetically embracing the literary scene of
their era. This devotion was passed down to Gerard, who was enraptured by
the likes of William Wordsworth, John Keats, and Alfred Lord Tennyson.

Wordsworth, as a key player in the Romantic tradition, became an early
influence on Hopkins’ own penchant for nature and spirituality in his later
poetry. Wordsworth’s poem ”The Prelude” especially resonated with the
young Hopkins, encompassing a sweeping expanse of the poet’s spiritual and
emotional journey through his childhood and adolescence. This intricate
narrative style portended Hopkins’ hankering for sprawling, introspective,
and complex poetic narratives, which he would later work to perfect.

However, it was the masterful work of John Keats, with his unique
marriage of sensuousness and spirituality, that truly ignited Hopkins’ early
fascination with the poetic realm. Keats’ ”Ode to a Nightingale” stirred
Hopkins to the core, and it was in grappling with the themes of mortality
and transcendence presented in this piece that he began to understand
the power of poetry to touch upon the ineffable. The sensual and visceral
language employed by Keats in jarring opposition with the spiritual and
emotional depths it evoked would inform Hopkins’ own powerful, evocative
poetic style.
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Although these Romantic greats surely left indelible impressions upon
young Hopkins, his true inspiration lay in the contemporary Victorian
poets, whose work was unfolding before his very eyes. Chief among these
influences was Alfred Lord Tennyson, whose ”In Memoriam A.H.H.” served
as a touchstone of Victorian poetry. This elegiac epic, which traversed the
poet’s journey through grief and religious doubt, resonated powerfully with
Hopkins. Delving into the shifting landscape of faith in an ever - changing
Victorian society, Tennyson’s poem appealed to Hopkins’ own grappling
with religion and his increasingly acute spiritual hunger.

In addition to these exciting poetical influences, Hopkins also explored
the realm of prose while immersing himself in the literary milieu of Victorian
London. Charles Dickens’ novels delighted him with their incisive social
critique and vivid characterizations. Equally fascinating were the social
theories and writings of John Stuart Mill and Thomas Carlyle, whose insights
into the complex issues of individualism, utilitarianism, and moral philosophy
unspooled before him with all the thrilling immediacy of contemporary
philosophy.

This exposure to such a rich tapestry of literary influences undoubtedly
fertilized the ground for Hopkins’ personal and spiritual evolution. Each
author, each poem, each passage he absorbed became an inextricable part
of the intrepid young poet, stirring within him a fervent desire to create
and express his own unique voice. These early encounters with the poignant
and the profound would later flow into Hopkins’ own writing with the
unstoppable force of a river bursting through a dam, creating an outpouring
of innovative, evocative works previously unseen in the world of poetry.

From the writings of these literary pioneers, Hopkins learned the power
of language to express the deepest reaches of human emotion and experience.
He marveled at the versatility of the written word, which allowed one to
plumb the darkest depths of sadness and despair, ascend to the highest
pinnacles of beauty and truth, and traverse the murky quagmire of doubt
and confusion that lies somewhere in between. As the young poet seasoned
his mind with the flavors of these literary masterpieces, he was reminded
of the ancient realm of classical literature, where the likes of Homer and
Virgil had tilled the soil from which these literary fruits now sprang forth.
The eternal circuit of influence and inspiration left a burning realization in
Hopkins’ consciousness: he now stood at the stony gates of a new era, poised
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to bridge the gap and carry the torch illuminated by these torchbearers of
the past. The scholars, poets, and novelists of Victorian London had opened
the doors to an uncharted universe of artistic endeavor, beckoning Hopkins
forward with an irresistible allure, like the ethereal glow of a firefly in the
moonlit night.

Hopkins’ Early Poetic Endeavors and Development of
His Distinct Artistry

As a prodigious writer and devout Jesuit priest, Gerard Manley Hopkins
was a man of many talents, whose early poetic endeavors would lead to the
development of an unrivaled and distinctive poetic artistry.

Hopkins’ initial interest in poetry began during his formative years,
where the young Hopkins was deeply influenced by his father, who was an
ardent lover of poetry. This early exposure to a diverse array of poetic works
cultivated a profound appreciation for the art form in Hopkins, thereby
laying the groundwork for the artistic sensibilities he would carry into his
later life. Additionally, his mother’s attentive guidance in nurturing musical
and artistic skills contributed greatly to sculpting the burgeoning poet’s
creative vision.

The influence of Victorian literature, particularly of Romantic poets
such as Wordsworth, Keats, and Tennyson, played an irrefutable role in
shaping Hopkins’ early poetic endeavors. From these masters, Hopkins
drew inspiration for his own poetic explorations, adopting and eventually
redefining poetic forms, meter, and diction. These poets, passionate about
the natural world, also instilled in him an innate desire to capture the beauty
of nature in words.

As Hopkins delved deeper into the artistry of poetry, he became increas-
ingly dissatisfied with existing techniques and sought to devise his own
unique poetic style. This journey led to the creation of what he called
“sprung rhythm,” a technique marked by the irregular accentuation of syl-
lables within a line. This innovative method allowed Hopkins to emulate
the natural speech patterns and rhythms of everyday human discourse.
He believed that the sprung rhythm would bring his poetry more in sync
with the energy and dynamism of the world around him. This rhythmic
innovation, combined with his predilection for alliteration and rich imagery,
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would give birth to his unmistakable style, one that was to carry a profound
and enduring influence on later generations of poets.

Hopkins did not confine his experimentation to meter alone; he also
sought to break the traditional conventions governing syntax and diction.
He toyed with Latin syntax, revisiting precepts of Old English grammar,
seeking to disrupt syntax’s linear order and, in doing so, unravel new layers
of meaning and depth. This syntactical experimentation lent his poetry an
intense musicality, with each poem assuming the character of a symphony
of images, sounds, and rhythms.

The unique imagery in Hopkins’ poetry, laden with metaphors, formed
the cornerstone of his distinct artistry, drawing inspiration from various
sources including nature, religion, and Victorian society itself. His poetic
language was marked by the use of compound words, or “kennings,” assem-
bled by the poet himself, which generated enigmatic, yet vivid, images that
captivated readers and illuminated hidden themes. Masterfully exploiting
the wealth of the English language, Hopkins breathed life into a poetic
landscape that seemed on the verge of stagnation.

In its nascent stages, Hopkins’s poetic endeavors did not receive the
admiration and acclaim they would garner posthumously. His contempo-
raries found his work difficult to comprehend, decrying its deviation from
established norms. But what his contemporaries failed to realize was that it
was precisely this eccentricity that would ensure his poems’ enduring appeal.
Hopkins’s poetry dissected a deeply layered and complex emotional land-
scape in a way that no poet before him had dared to attempt, illuminating
the tensions between the sacred and the secular, the serene and the chaotic,
the natural and the man - made.

Hopkins’s early poetic endeavors and development of his distinct artistry
revealed a poet with unparalleled creative vision, one who refused to be con-
fined by the conventional parameters that limited his peers. His innovative
use of sprung rhythm, syntax, diction, form, and imagery thrust him into a
league of his own, with his poetic creations continuing to hold fascination
for readers long after their inception. As Hopkins meticulously crafted his
distinctive poetic style, unbeknownst to him, he was also gradually weaving
the fabric of his legacy. And it is this legacy that we now inherit, a testimony
to the genius of a poet who dared to forge a path untrodden by those who
came before him.
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Pre - Oxford Influences and Preparation for University
Life

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ early life featured a rich environment in which the
burgeoning poet cultivated his unique vision and artistic sensibilities. His
home education provided a solid foundation, preparing him for a successful
academic career at Oxford. An essential aspect of Hopkins’ development in-
volved the myriad influences and experiences he gleaned from his interactions
and relationships with others during his formative years. From personal
mentors and Victorian literary figures to contemporaneous political and
social events, these pre - Oxford influences played a crucial role in shaping
Hopkins’ intellect and future pursuits.

Growing up in a prosperous and cultured Victorian family, Hopkins
benefited from a private tutor who provided him with insight into diverse
fields of knowledge. It was in these early years that Hopkins honed his
linguistic capabilities, laying the groundwork for his later masterful com-
mand of English and other languages. Entering Highgate School in 1863,
Hopkins enjoyed the camaraderie of like - minded intellectuals and reveled
in opportunities to participate in debates, offering him valuable practice in
the art of argumentation and critical thinking. These rigorous training in
rhetoric would come to inform his objective and analytical perspectives on
the complex themes he would later explore in his poetry.

The London of Hopkins’ time was a hub of artistic and literary creation,
with the works of Shakespeare and the Romantic poets deeply ingrained
in Victorian society. These figures could hardly escape young Hopkins’
attention, and he began to immerse himself in their works as well as the
poetry and writings of his contemporaries. He was especially drawn to John
Keats’ poetry and impressed by Keats’ utilization of sensuous and vivid
imagery to explore profound and often paradoxical themes. The powerful
appeal that these works held for Hopkins would later animate his own
creative spirit, propelling him towards a lifelong devotion to the literary
arts.

Hopkins’ extensive reading also introduced him to key figures of the
philosophical and theological world, notably John Stuart Mill, George Eliot,
and Soren Kierkegaard. Conversations with his father, who was a prominent
insurance adjuster and a deeply cultured man himself, informed the young
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poet’s views on moral philosophy and aesthetics. These thinkers’ dialectical
approach to addressing prevailing societal issues impelled Hopkins to explore
the contradictions and complexities within the world, and eventually, within
himself. By examining these opposing forces in his verse, Hopkins would
ultimately give voice to the stark polarities of life through his pioneering
poetic technique - sprung rhythm.

Preparations for Hopkins’ entrance to Oxford involved rigorous classical
training, solidifying his language proficiency, particularly in Greek and Latin.
The study of classical texts not only sharpened Hopkins’ analytic thinking
but also provided him with aesthetic and rhetorical models for his evolving
poetry.

The mid - 1800s were a time of sweeping social and political change in
Europe, which left an indelible mark on Hopkins’ intellectual mind and
creative spirit. The ideas of influential figures such as Charles Darwin, John
Ruskin, and the Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood challenged established norms
and modes of thinking, and Hopkins grappled with these differing viewpoints
in an attempt to reconcile his own understanding of faith, art, and science.
Though tensions arose from this complex interplay of ideas, these struggles
ultimately served to refine Hopkins’ convictions and heighten his artistic
sensibilities.

It was from this rich cultural and intellectual milieu that Hopkins, already
endowed with promising literary potential, entered Oxford, where his talents
would be further refined by the highest standards of learning. Among these
hallowed halls, he would encounter crucial influences, such as the illustrious
John Henry Newman, that would shape his life profoundly.

As Hopkins set foot on the Oxford campus, eager to satisfy his intellectual
cravings and unleash his creative energy, he carried with him the collective
wisdom and counsel of his mentors, the enduring echoes of beloved poets and
writers, the lessons gleaned from his classical education, and the inquisitive
and discerning spirit that defined his character. These formative influences,
combined with the environment and experiences made available to him at
Oxford, would converge to catalyze the emergence of one of the most unique
and enduring voices in the history of English literature.



Chapter 3

Oxford University and the
Influence of John Henry
Newman

Oxford University in the 19th century was a veritable crucible of intellectual
activity - a confluence of ideas where the rigorous pursuit of knowledge
rubbed shoulders with the passion of impassioned faith and the elaboration
of new theories vied with the establishment of enduring beliefs. It was within
the hallowed halls of this storied institution that Gerard Manley Hopkins, the
enigmatic poet and Jesuit, encountered one of the most definitive influences
in his life - John Henry Newman. The relationship between these two figures
was to leave an indelible impact on not only Hopkins’ religious beliefs but
also his poetic vision, marking a transcendent point in his spiritual and
literary journey.

As the epicenter of Anglican theology, 19th - century Oxford was the
birthplace of the Oxford Movement, a reaction against the increasing sec-
ularization of the Church of England. The movement posited the revival
of Catholicism as a response to the erosion of faith and religious authority
in contemporary society. Newman, one of the founding members of the
Oxford Movement, exuded a profound influence on Hopkins’ life and career.
A formidable theologian and orator, Newman’s conversion to Catholicism
in 1845 was seen as a pivotal moment in the history of the Catholic Church
in England.

However, Newman’s influence on Hopkins was not confined to the realm
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of religion. In addition to his theological prowess, Newman was a cultivated
scholar and writer, known for penning engaging prose that was characterized
by its lucidity and intellectual depth. His writings served as an essential
catalyst for Hopkins’ growing fascination with the potency of language,
as well as his valiant attempts to create a distinct poetic language that
was both reverent towards God and attuned to the potentialities of human
experience.

Newman’s influence pervaded every facet of Hopkins’ life at Oxford. Their
close friendship, marked by a warm correspondence and deep conversations
about theology, literature, and art, was a constant source of intellectual and
spiritual fulfillment for the young poet. Beyond the expanses of scholarly
discourse, however, it was Newman’s impact on Hopkins’ spiritual journey
that left an indelible mark on his life. Newman’s writings on conversion,
particularly his seminal work ”The Development of Christian Doctrine,”
played an integral role in Hopkins’ decision to embrace Catholicism. The
profound spiritual bond shared between these two figures found expression
in the letters and conversations that Hopkins exchanged with Newman,
charting the progress of a shared spiritual journey towards an apprehension
of divine truth.

As a response to the transformation wrought by the Oxford Movement,
Newman penned a treatise titled ”The Idea of a University” - a blueprint
for the integration of faith and reason in higher education. In this seminal
work, Newman rejected the prevailing utilitarian conception of education in
favor of an approach that championed the development of the individual
and placed religious knowledge at the heart of the academic enterprise. This
comprehensive approach to education mirrored Hopkins’ aspirations for his
own development, advocating the synthesis of poetry and faith as a means
of apprehending the divine. It is thus not without significance that ”The
Idea of a University” served as a touchstone for Hopkins’ subsequent outlook
on education and the role of art in shaping religious sensibilities.

The indelible imprint of John Henry Newman upon the life and works of
Gerard Manley Hopkins is a testament to the profound impact of intellectual
and spiritual mentorship in shaping the course of individual lives. As New-
man’s influence helped to mold Hopkins’ spiritual values, it also contributed
to the formation of a poetic voice that would reverberate through the echoes
of literary history, a voice marked by a daring and idiosyncratic conflation
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of faith and artistic expression.

Introduction to Oxford University in the 19th Century

During the 19th century, Oxford University saw a period of dramatic trans-
formation that would forever shape the institution and its role within the
broader intellectual and social landscape. When it comes to understanding
the context and background in which Gerard Manley Hopkins studied and
matured, this pivotal time in the University’s history is of utmost importance.
The 19th - century Oxford experience was marked by a unique interplay of
academic, religious, and social concerns that scholars and students alike
could not escape from. The halls of this historic institution witnessed the
emergence of intellectual giants, the revitalization of the religious faith, and
the birth of new movements, all within the framework of an ever - changing
Victorian world.

Throughout much of its history leading up to the 19th century, Oxford
University had been a bastion of the Anglican faith, with religious and
academic life often intertwined. Unsurprisingly, one of the most defining
characteristics of 19th - century Oxford was the shift in religious beliefs and
spiritual fervor. This period saw an awakening in religious life at Oxford,
driven in large part by the Oxford Movement, a religious reform movement
that started in the early 1830s and went on to have a profound and lasting
impact on the university, as well as on the Anglican Church at large. The
movement sought to shift the Church of England closer to its Catholic roots
and to foster a spirit of religious seriousness amongst the clergy and laity
alike. The proponents of the Oxford Movement, also known as Tractarians
due to their prolific series of theological tracts, sought to place increased
emphasis on the primacy of tradition and sacramental worship.

One of the key figures of the Oxford Movement was John Henry Newman,
who would go on to become a close mentor and friend of Hopkins. As a fellow
of Oriel College, Newman would have his life course changed by the religious
tumult of the time, which led to his eventual conversion to Catholicism and
ordination as a Catholic priest, becoming a cardinal at the end of his life.
Newman’s intellect and eloquence would convince numerous others to follow
his lead, as a new group of converts began to redefine Oxford’s religious
identities. Beyond the spheres of theology and philosophy, 19th - century
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Oxford was also a hotbed of scientific inquiry and literary creativity, with
its scholars making significant contributions across diverse disciplines. The
visionary naturalist, Charles Darwin, along with his co - discoverer of the
theory of natural selection, Alfred Russel Wallace, were both active in the
intellectual circles of the university during this time, and the publication of
Darwin’s groundbreaking work ’On the Origin of Species’ in 1859 caused
a societal upheaval, challenging traditional notions of divine creation and
setting the groundwork for a new age of biological knowledge.

The rapidly changing intellectual landscape of 19th - century Oxford also
provided fertile ground for new movements in literature and art. The Pre -
Raphaelite Brotherhood, a group of painters, poets, and critics who sought
to reject the insipidity of Victorian artistic conventions in favor of a return
to the more direct and spiritual art of the early Renaissance, emerged in
close proximity to the university.

While Hopkins’ studies at Oxford exposed him to the various intellectual
undercurrents of the age, the air he breathed was not solely composed of
theological debates and scientific discoveries but also permeated with a
strong current of dramatic social change. Society in 19th - century England
was going through a profound metamorphosis, as rapid industrialization
gave birth to a new urban working class and challenged traditional social
hierarchies. This awareness of social transformations intersected with his
academic pursuits and became the unseen muse for many of his works. Far
from being isolated within the ivory tower, 19th - century Oxford was a
vibrant microcosm of the broader Victorian world, struggling to renew itself
with each new generation of scholars.

It is imperative to recognize the importance of this period at Oxford in
understanding the formation of Hopkins’ thought, spirituality, and creative
force. His Oxford years were spent navigating the complex interplay between
religious awakening, intellectual zeal, and societal change, ultimately shaping
his distinct perspective on faith, art, and humans’ connection to the natural
world. This potent intellectual and social milieu that he found himself
immersed in would leave an indelible mark on his life and work, making
the unique moment of 19th - century Oxford eternity etched within his very
being.
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The Oxford Movement and the Revival of Catholicism

The nineteenth century marked a significant period of religious and cultural
upheaval in England, replete with radical theological debates, the flowering
of new movements, and the re - emergence of ancient traditions. As a
microcosm of this fertile landscape, Oxford University in the 1800s was a
crucible of intellectual ferment, philosophical soul - searching, and spiritual
transformation for its eager young scholars. It was in this enchanted milieu
that Gerard Manley Hopkins arrived, at the very heart of the Oxford
Movement and the revival of Catholicism in England.

The Oxford Movement, also known as the Tractarian Movement, was a
significant surge of theological energy that swept through Oxford University
- and England at large - between the 1830s and 1860s. Characterized by its
proponents’ desire to return the Church of England to its Catholic roots,
it also strove to preserve its theological independence from the rapidly
secularizing society that it found itself in. For Hopkins and his circle of
contemporaries, witnessing the restoration of Catholicism was no less than
a heady, transformative, and irresistible call to arms.

At the core of the Oxford Movement was its spiritual lodestar, John
Keble, whose Assize Sermon in 1833 is often regarded as the movement’s
founding moment. Keble, along with other theological titans such as John
Henry Newman, Edward Pusey, and Richard Hurrell Froude, collectively
animated the movement with their intellectual gravity and spiritual dy-
namism. Together, these luminaries produced a series of pamphlets, known
as Tracts for the Times, which both delineated and disseminated their vision
of Christianity infused with a zeal and rigor reminiscent of the early Church.

These tracts, towering in their erudition and imbued with a sense of
historical continuity, set the stage for a sweeping tidal wave of revivalist
sentiment. High Church Anglicanism, with its penchant for liturgy, sacra-
ments, and an all - encompassing ecclesiological perspective, emerged as a
potent antidote to what the Tractarians perceived as a tepid, diluted, and
world - weary Christianity struggling to survive amidst the shifting sands of
modernity. The fervor and spiritual intensity with which this renewed faith
was embraced left an indelible mark on a generation of poets, theologians,
and scholars, Hopkins included.

As one of the central figures of the Oxford Movement, John Henry
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Newman would become an influential and lifelong mentor to Hopkins,
whose own journey through Victorian Londinium - a bustling metropolis
teeming with diverse expressions of spirituality - required a guide with a sure
and steady hand. Newman’s finely honed intellect, willingness to explore
theological intricacies, and his steadfast conviction in the face of a society
that was increasingly dismissive of religiosity attracted Hopkins like a moth
to a celestial flame.

Hopkins, arriving at Oxford as an impressionable and fervently spiritual
youth, was swept up in the fervor of Catholic resurgence and the magnetic
pull of Newman’s intellect. His curiosity, his desire for community, and
his transcendent longings melded with the zeitgeist of his times; a perfect
alchemy that made him open to the revolution of the soul taking place
within the hallowed halls of Oxford. It was within this confluence of events,
acquaintances, and ideas that Hopkins would find the fertile ground for his
poetic sensibilities to grow and flourish, and for his spiritual and artistic
instincts to be firmly rooted in the rich soil of Catholic tradition.

In this atmosphere, suffused with the afterglow of religious transforma-
tion, one cannot help but marvel at the all - encompassing power of the
Oxford Movement and the revival of Catholicism on the prodigious young
poet. Had Hopkins not been in Oxford’s orbit at such a pivotal moment in
history, not encountered the cherished teacher and advisor in John Henry
Newman, not been surrounded by the animated debates that dissected
religious heritage and ardently re - examined the fundamentals of faith,
Gerard Manley Hopkins might have walked away from his university years,
not only a vastly different poet but also, quite possibly, a vastly different
man. In the grand theatre of Victorian London, there was indeed no scene
more potent, no drama more urgent, and no backdrop more breathtaking
than that of the Oxford Movement, which foregrounded the transformation
of Gerard Manley Hopkins from a sensitive student to a visionary poet and
profoundly dedicated man of faith.

John Henry Newman: Life, Career, and Influence on
Hopkins

Newman’s early religious education was grounded in the Anglican Church,
where he excelled as an Evangelical preacher and pastor. It was during his
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time at the University of Oxford that Newman began to explore the historic
roots and ancient traditions of the Christian Church. This exposure to the
wider Christian tradition fundamentally altered his view of Anglicanism
and led to his profound devotion to the Church Fathers, namely the Eastern
Orthodox and Roman Catholic theologians who shaped early Christian
doctrine.

This newfound devotion fueled Newman’s growing dissatisfaction with
the Anglican Church on several fronts. At a time when the Anglican Church
was increasingly being controlled by political forces, and perhaps also due to
witnessing an erosion of its theological foundations, Newman was inspired
to spearhead what became known as the Oxford Movement. Together with
other prominent Anglican clergymen, Newman sought to reinvigorate the
Church’s long - neglected Catholic traditions, primarily through a series of
theological essays titled ”Tracts for the Times.” These tracts underscored
the importance of episcopal authority and sacramental practice, asserting
that the Anglican Church was part of the universal Apostolic Church.

It was amidst this religious revival that Newman was driven, by intellec-
tual and spiritual conviction, to enter into full communion with the Roman
Catholic Church. This daring and controversial decision had immense per-
sonal consequences for him, as he was forced to abandon his prestigious
academic and clerical positions, disrupt cherished relationships, and face
social and financial hardships. Yet, it was this same courage and devotion
that endeared Newman to Hopkins and countless others who sought a more
profound theological and spiritual grounding.

When Hopkins and Newman first crossed paths, the young poet was
an Anglican undergraduate at Oxford, searching for spiritual direction. It
was Newman’s intellectual rigor, combined with his unwavering pursuit of
truth, that impressed and inspired Hopkins. The two established a deep
friendship, with Newman becoming a trusted mentor to the burgeoning
poet. Correspondence between the two reveals how Newman’s counsel on
matters of faith and conversion played a vital role in shaping Hopkins’ own
spiritual journey.

Newman’s influence on Hopkins can also be traced through the examina-
tion of one of his seminal works, ”The Idea of a University.” In this highly -
regarded treatise, Newman upholds the value of a liberal education in fos-
tering intellectual and moral growth. He argued for a balanced approach to
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education that nourished the mind, body, and soul, rather than prioritizing
one at the expense of the others. As an academic himself, Hopkins would
have found solace in Newman’s vision of a university where faith and reason
not only coexisted but mutually enriched each other.

Furthermore, Newman’s commitment to a holistic education undoubtedly
left a profound impression on Hopkins, who sought to integrate the literary
and spiritual facets of his intellect. As Hopkins pursued his vocation
as a Jesuit priest, he would continue to straddle the world of scholarly
pursuits and religious devotion, often seeing the two as interconnected and
complementary.

In summary, the life and career of John Henry Newman offer an illumi-
nating backdrop against which to further explore Gerard Manley Hopkins’
journey as a poet and Jesuit priest. It is evident that Newman’s influence
was profound, not only in terms of shaping Hopkins’ own spiritual progres-
sion and conversion to Catholicism but also in providing a vision for how
intellectual cultivation could coexist harmoniously with religious faith. As
we continue to delve deeper into Hopkins’ life and works, the towering figure
of John Henry Newman will remain an indispensable guide and companion,
ever attuned to the transcendent reaches of the human intellect and the
sacred depths of the human spirit.

Hopkins at Oxford: Academic Achievements and Intel-
lectual Growth

When Gerard Manley Hopkins arrived at the venerable walls of Oxford
University in 1863, he was well - prepared to navigate its rigorous academic
milieu. His intellect had been fostered by his parents, his learned and artistic
home environment, and his schooling at Highgate. At the time, Oxford was
still moored to a more traditional understanding of education, anchored in
the classics and theology. This provided Hopkins an opportunity not only to
forge ahead academically but also to undergo an intellectual transformation
that would later nourish his distinct poetic sensibilities.

Hopkins matriculated at Balliol College, pursuing a degree in the rigorous
Greats program, which encompassed classical literature, ancient history,
and philosophy. His classical training at Oxford enriched his outlook -
encouraging him towards greater linguistic precision and impelling him to
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seek perfection of form. This incubated the daring experiments with rhythm
and prosody that characterize his mature verse.

At Oxford, Hopkins was further exposed to the ideas of Socrates - often
examined in comparison to Plato. Hopkins was particularly intrigued by
Socratic irony, which can be described as feigning ignorance to procure truth
gradually. It is no wonder that he quickly developed a fondness for Socrates;
his mind, like the Athenian philosopher’s, was intellectually curious, striving
to understand the depths of the world and its intricacies. Socratic irony and
dialectic can be traced in Hopkins’ poetry in his exploration of paradoxes,
particularly in his treatment of spiritual and aesthetic matters.

During his time at Oxford, Hopkins studied the works of Aristotle, who
he found both fascinating and perplexing. He grappled with the Aristotelian
theory of tragedy that revolved around the concept of catharsis - the idea
of purging the audience’s emotions through the experience of fear and
pity. This left an indelible mark on Hopkins, fueling his ardent pursuit of
understanding the power of artistic expression to morally and emotionally
transform his readers.

Hopkins’ keen interest in classical literature also led him to an aware-
ness of the role of translation in preserving and transmitting wisdom. He
was instinctively drawn to the writings of Alexandrian scholars and their
evaluation of Homer’s and Virgil’s epics. At Oxford, Hopkins translated
several Greek and Latin texts, including Aeschylus’ play ”Agamemnon.”
This dexterous dwelling in another language not only refined his existing
linguistic prowess but also laid the foundation for his radical experiments
with prosody, ensuring his poetic agility.

In addition to the ancients, Hopkins was also introduced to the works of
John Stuart Mill, the English philosopher and political economist. Mill’s
ideas on individual autonomy and the relationship between individual liberty
and social morality induced him to reflect upon his own budding convictions
about faith, art, and society. As a practicing Christian, he admired the
spiritual fervor of John Keats and the rest of the Romantics, yet he felt that
their poetic opulence was at the expense of moral significance. His attempt
to strike a balance between aesthetic exuberance and moral gravity would
eventually crystalize in his idiosyncratic poetic style.

Hopkins’ pursuit of intellectual growth while at Oxford was not confined
to the academic sphere alone. The Oxford Movement was in full swing,
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sparking intense debates on religious issues. He frequented conversations
and meetings pertaining to High Church Anglicanism, delving into the works
of ecclesiastical thinkers such as Edward Pusey, Hurrell Froude, and John
Henry Newman. The latter eventually became a significant influence on
Hopkins’ religious and intellectual life, guiding him towards conversion and
a stronger spiritual grounding in his poetry.

A crucial aspect of Hopkins’ time at Oxford involved navigating a
complex web of intellectual circles: from the academic to the artistic to the
religious. His poetry, too, exemplified this variety and richness of thought.
In the later stages of his time at Oxford, Hopkins began to synthesize the
manifold strands of his intellectual education: classicism, religion, Romantic
and Victorian literature, philosophical rigor, and linguistic virtuosity all
coalesced into the unique Hopkinsian versification that still astounds readers
today.

Thus, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ Oxford years were nothing less than
transformational - where the crucible of his intellect was fired and the magma
of his artistry quickened. His academic achievements do not merely signify
successful examinations but rather herald a tectonic shift in his intellectual
and poetic terrain - sowing the seeds for the future blossoming of a voice
that would eventually alter the landscape of English literature.

The Friendship between Hopkins and Newman: Letters
and Conversations

In Victorian England, where the intellectual and spiritual climate was in a
state of constant flux, Gerard Manley Hopkins found solace, support, and
inspiration in his close friendship with fellow poet and Catholic convert,
John Henry Newman. The deep bond that formed between the two men
not only enriched their personal lives but also significantly impacted their
literary and religious trajectories. To truly understand the nature of their
relationship, one must delve into the wealth of personal correspondence and
intimate conversations that passed between Hopkins and Newman during
their close friendship.

Hopkins met Newman, a key figure in the Oxford Movement, when
the former arrived at Oxford University in 1863. What struck Hopkins
profoundly was the serenity that surrounded Newman, which he found
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deeply attractive. Their first encounter occurred in a domestic setting,
where a mutual friend introduced Hopkins to Newman. The latter’s simple
piety and genuine interest in Hopkins’ questions on poetry and spirituality
caused a profound influence on the young poet, who began to reevaluate
not only his understanding of literature but also his faith.

The correspondence between Hopkins and Newman reflects the evolution
of their friendship, from a mentor-mentee relationship to a close camaraderie,
both spiritually and intellectually. Newman provided Hopkins with guidance
and support during his early years at Oxford, even as Hopkins recognized
the authority and wisdom of the older man. The exchange of letters not only
portrayed their mutual respect and affection but also revealed the depth
of their intellectual engagement on matters of faith, poetry, and personal
growth.

In their correspondence, Hopkins’ characteristic enthusiasm and curiosity
shine through. His letters to Newman are filled with questions, seeking
wisdom on theological matters and sharing his thoughts and ideas on spir-
ituality, social issues, and the world of art and literature. Newman, ever
the patient mentor, addressed Hopkins’ queries with kindness, clarity, and
wisdom. In response to Hopkins’ questions about the purpose of art, for
example, Newman wrote, ”Art is the expression of the human mind in its
contact with reality; therefore, Catholic art should be the expression of the
Catholic mind in its contact with reality.”

The conversations between Hopkins and Newman explored themes such
as the nature of faith, the role of beauty in a morally ambiguous society, and
the blending of spiritual experiences with art. The discussions were recorded
in part by Hopkins in his letter exchanges with other acquaintances, as well
as Newman’s own writings. These exchanges reveal a meeting of like minds
- a genuine and deep - rooted intellectual and spiritual kinship rare in the
world of Victorian literary friendships.

Their relationship deepened as Hopkins struggled with the idea of convert-
ing to Catholicism. Fearful of both social and emotional consequences, Hop-
kins initially attempted to suppress his growing attraction to the Catholic
Church. Newman provided gentle guidance, moral support, and examples
of strength rooted in faith, profoundly affecting Hopkins’ thinking. When
Hopkins finally converted, he acknowledged Newman’s role by confessing
that it was his ”writings chiefly that I have had (to guide me) in choosing
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(the Catholic Church).”
Newman’s influence did not cease upon Hopkins’ conversion to Catholi-

cism. Rather, it intensified, as Hopkins relocated closer to Newman, so-
lidifying their bond in a shared religious community. Hopkins sought and
found further mentorship from Newman as he navigated his Jesuit life by
frequently consulting and seeking advice from him, addressing a myriad of
spiritual questions and doctrinal matters through letters and conversations.

The connection between Hopkins and Newman had a profound impact
on both men’s works. Hopkins’ poetry was deeply influenced by Newman’s
ideals and teachings on faith and artistry. Similarly, Newman’s spiritual
guidance imbibed one of his most enduring works, ”The Idea of a University”
with a nuanced understanding of the relationship between faith and reason.

As the sun began to set on the Victorian era, the friendship between Ger-
ard Manley Hopkins and John Henry Newman had created a lasting legacy.
Despite being centered on personal connections and private exchanges, this
evocative and powerful collaboration has resonated through the ages, both
in the realm of academia and in the hearts of those who seek a blending
of spiritual enlightenment and poetic expression. As their correspondence
came to an end with Newman’s death, the echoes of their conversations
linger on - in the lives they touched, the poems and writings they inspired,
and the enduring image of two gifted minds navigating the complexity of
faith, art, and intellectual inquiry in a world that often tried to separate
them.

Hopkins’ Spiritual Journey and Newman’s Role in His
Conversion

As Gerard Manley Hopkins stepped into the vibrant and diverse milieu
of Victorian London, he embarked on a spiritual journey that would be
both transformative and arduous. This restless quest would bring him into
contact with some of the most prominent figures in the Catholic resurgence
of the time and would culminate in his conversion to Catholicism. One
figure, in particular, would leave an indelible mark on this young poet’s
soul and on his intellectual and spiritual development - that of John Henry
Newman.

The revitalization of the Catholic faith in the 19th century also beckoned
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to Hopkins as a spiritual beacon. Glancing back toward the tradition which
had given birth to Oxford itself, he encountered the Oxford Movement,
whose aims were to renew the importance of sacramental teaching and
ecclesiastical structure within the Anglican Church. At the heart of this
movement was John Henry Newman, a charismatic champion of Catholicism,
who had himself returned to the fold of Roman Catholicism and catalyzed
conversions in others.

Hopkins’ early encounters with Newman’s written works occurred in
his schooling at Highgate. The young poet, having been reared within
the bosom of high church Anglicanism, could not but feel attracted to
the spiritual truth and intellectual rigor embodied by Newman’s tracts
and sermons. Within these works, Newman expounded upon the necessity
for external religious forms and sacraments to nourish the life of the soul.
Hopkins must have understood these ideas not only in their theological
depth but also as resonant metaphors for his own spiritual inclinations.

As Newman entered Hopkins’ life in the form of distinct, resonating ide-
ologies, the two men began to forge a friendship. Through letters exchanged
and meetings at Oxford, they plumbed the depths of faith, poetry, and
intellectual inquiry. The friendship that burgeoned between these two deeply
spiritual men bore lasting fruit, for Newman’s influence steered Hopkins
toward the shores of Catholicism.

The process of conversion, however, was no easy feat for young Hopkins.
A heartfelt reckoning with all he had known to be true was required. Casting
aside the familiar, he would embark on a journey that led to ultimate
communion with the sacramental vision of Newman’s theology. In the end,
it was Newman’s ”The Idea of a University” that provided the final catalyst
in Hopkins’ conversion. The work sketched a vision of intellectual openness
and depth which aligned with Hopkins’ own inclinations and detailed how
the Catholic faith could provide a framework for true human flourishing
and spiritual growth.

The lasting influence of Newman on Hopkins’ life and work is evident in
the themes that course through the poet’s oeuvre - themes of sacramentality,
spiritual struggle, and the presence of a loving God mirrored in the beauty
and intricacies of the cosmos. With Newman as his trusted mentor and
friend, Hopkins would navigate the tempestuous terrain of Victorian Doubt
and remain steadfast in his commitment to the Catholic faith.
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Newman not only served as a touchstone for Hopkins during his time of
spiritual crisis but would continue to guide him throughout his life, even
in his later years as a Jesuit priest. The bond they shared, steeped in the
mystical truths of Catholicism and the intellectual pursuit of beauty and
poetry, allowed each to grow and change within the sacred boundaries of
their shared faith. In the vastness of the Victorian tapestry, their unique
threads of spirituality were woven together, interlacing the sacred and the
poetic in profound and lasting ways.

In traversing the spiritual landscape of Victorian London, Gerard Manley
Hopkins found not only solace within the fold of Catholicism but an enduring
friendship in John Henry Newman - a friendship that changed their hearts
and their poetry forever. As the poet embraced his new faith, a spark
was lit, setting alight a spirituality that would blaze forth in both ecstasy
and darkness in some of the most captivating and meditative verse in the
English language. The enduring connection with Newman, like a celestial
glow within the tapestry of Hopkins’ life, served as a testimony to the power
of spiritual transformation, friendship, and the unwavering light of faith in
a changing era.

Newman’s ”The Idea of a University” and Its Impact on
Hopkins’ Thought

One of the most salient elements to emerge from the intellectual bond
between Gerard Manley Hopkins and John Henry Newman was the immense
impact of Newman’s seminal work, ”The Idea of a University,” on shaping
Hopkins’ thought. Published in 1852 shortly after Newman’s conversion
to Catholicism, this collection of essays covers various aspects of higher
education, including its purpose, the role of knowledge and faith in it, and
the relationship between the intellectual and moral dimensions of learning.
In many ways, the profound ideas put forth by Newman in this work not
only influenced Hopkins’ own understanding of education and vocation but
also inspired his highly unique, rigorously intellectual, and deeply spiritual
approach to poetry and life.

Newman’s core argument in ”The Idea of a University” is that the
ultimate end of a higher education should be ”the culture of the human
mind” and that teaching the ”systematic arrangement of facts” is but a
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small part of it. Instead, education should provide students with a coherent
grasp of the interconnectedness of various disciplines and ideas, ultimately
leading to the cultivation of their intellectual powers. For Hopkins, this
holistic perspective on education would have resonated deeply, as a brilliant
young student grappling with both his academic pursuits and his nascent
poetic aspirations. Moreover, the emphasis on breadth and interrelation of
knowledge would have fostered a fertile ground for the development of his
distinct artistic sensibility that integrated science, nature, and spirituality
into a unified, imaginative vision.

Newman’s understanding of the role of faith and theology in education
also left a lasting mark on Hopkins’ thought. In ”The Idea of a University,”
Newman argues that the University can never be complete without a dedi-
cated study of theology. Far from relegating faith to the realm of the private,
individual, or even marginal pursuit, Newman posits theology as the heart
and ”life - spring” of all knowledge and the ultimate guarantee of truth in
all other disciplines. This insistence on the indispensability of faith and
theology as integral parts of a true education undoubtedly resonated with
Hopkins, who was, at that time, in a state of spiritual quest and quickly
becoming increasingly disillusioned by High Church Anglicanism. Moreover,
it laid the groundwork for Hopkins’ ultimate embrace of Roman Catholicism,
which would become, in his view, the truest and most life -giving response to
the intersections of faith, knowledge, beauty, and ethics in both his poetry
and his life.

Newman’s forceful defense of the idea that the aim of higher education
should be the formation of character and moral sensibility, rather than
the mere accumulation of knowledge or professional success, also had a
pivotal and life - altering impact on Hopkins’ thought. Newman believed
that true education should foster virtues such as humility, self - discipline,
and sympathy while forming well - rounded, empathetic, and contemplative
individuals capable of discerning beauty and truth beyond their immediate
material environment. This notion of education as a catalyst for both
intellectual and moral growth resonated powerfully with Hopkins, who was
grappling with his own ethical concerns and the tension between his poetic
ambitions and his sense of religious calling. Ultimately, it was this vision
of education, as presented by Newman, that informed Hopkins’ decision to
join the Jesuits, seeking to integrate his intellectual, creative, and spiritual
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prowess in his pursuit of a life dedicated to the service of others.
In conclusion, Newman’s ”The Idea of a University” left an indelible

mark on Gerard Manley Hopkins’ intellectual growth, profoundly shaping
both his thinking about education and his development as a poet. As
Hopkins sought to navigate the complexities of his faith, vocation, and
artistic sensibilities, Newman’s work provided an inspiring blueprint for the
unification of his intellectual and spiritual life. Gleaning from Newman’s
visionary educational ideas, Hopkins would go on to forge a unique path,
ebbing and flowing between the disciplines, faiths, and worlds of his time,
ultimately enriching the landscape of English poetry and scholarship in
ways that defy categorization and transcend the barriers of convention.

The Lasting Influence of Newman on Hopkins’ Life and
Works

The lasting influence of John Henry Newman on Gerard Manley Hopkins’
life and works manifests in a myriad of ways, reflecting not only the depth
of their intellectual and spiritual connection but also the profound respect
and admiration Hopkins held for Newman. The extensive correspondence
between these two great minds provides invaluable insight into the forma-
tion of Hopkins’ distinctive poetic and spiritual worldview, allowing us to
trace the evolution of their friendship and its profound impact on Hopkins’
trajectory as an artist and a man of faith.

One striking example of Newman’s lasting influence on Hopkins’ life
and works can be found in Hopkins’ commitment to the integration of
faith and reason, a stance he inherited from Newman’s seminal work, ”The
Idea of a University.” In this influential treatise, Newman argues for the
importance of a liberal education that fosters the harmonious development
of the intellectual, moral, and spiritual faculties. This vision of an education
deeply resonated with Hopkins, who was grappling with the perceived chasm
between his poetic and religious vocations. It was Newman who helped
him to see that these two aspects of his identity were not incompatible but,
indeed, complementary, paving the way for Hopkins to nurture and refine
his artistic sensibilities within the context of a deeply held religious faith.

This integration of faith and reason can be discerned throughout Hop-
kins’ oeuvre, most notably in his distinctive poetic style, which melds the
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contemplative rigor of the Jesuit tradition with an exquisite sensitivity to
linguistic beauty and innovation. It is this synthesis of the rational and
the sensual, the theological and the aesthetic, that imbues Hopkins’ poetry
with its unique power and resonance, enabling him to communicate spiritual
truths with both precision and emotional authenticity. This accomplishment
speaks not only of Hopkins’ own genius but also of the formative role that
Newman played in shaping his vision of the possible.

The influence of Newman is also palpable in the themes that pervade
Hopkins’ poetry, many of which echo Newman’s own preoccupations and
concerns. For instance, both Newman and Hopkins were deeply invested
in the notion of divine presence as it is manifest in creation, a theme that
finds powerful expression in Hopkins’ many nature poems. Both were also
grappling with the question of the individual soul’s communion with God,
exploring the intricacies of the spiritual life in ways that are both deeply
personal and deeply resonant for the wider community of faith.

Moreover, as both men were converts to Catholicism, their shared expe-
riences of conversion and spiritual awakening form a vital undercurrent in
their respective works, shaping their reflections on the transformative power
of grace and the tenuousness of faith in a rapidly secularizing society. In
this regard, Newman’s impact on Hopkins can be seen not only in terms of
the explicit content of their respective writings but also in the ways that
their common ground as converts forged a spiritual kinship that informed
the tone and texture of their respective works.

The death of Newman in 1890 prompted Hopkins to articulate the depth
of his affection and admiration for his mentor, penning the moving ”Epitha-
lamion” in his honor. In this poem, Hopkins celebrates the transformative
impact that Newman’s friendship and guidance had upon his life, emphasiz-
ing the extent to which he regarded Newman as a kind of spiritual father,
whose wisdom and insight had given him the courage and the wherewithal
to embark upon the journey of self - discovery that would ultimately yield
his extraordinary poetry.

The enduring legacy of John Henry Newman on Gerard Manley Hopkins’
life and works is a testament not only to the power of their friendship and
intellectual communion but also to the enduring potency of their shared
convictions and aspirations. It is this profound interweaving of minds and
hearts that lies at the core of the remarkable synergy between these two
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towering figures of the Victorian era, giving rise to a body of work that
continues to captivate and inspire generations of readers, scholars, and
spiritual seekers alike. And as we venture deeper into the tangled landscape
of Hopkins’ poetry and letters, we cannot fail to discern the unmistakable
imprint of Newman’s thought and spirit, guiding us gently, yet unerringly,
toward a fuller understanding of the many dimensions of Hopkins’ singular
genius.



Chapter 4

Hopkins’ Conversion to
Catholicism and Jesuit
Vocation

Hopkins’ conversion to Catholicism began with his explorations of High
Church Anglicanism. Raised in an Anglican household, he was undoubtedly
aware of the differences within Protestantism in England. It was during his
time at Oxford, however, when he began to seriously explore the distinctive
beliefs of High Church Anglicans, otherwise known as Anglo - Catholics.
Their emphasis on sacramental worship, veneration of saints, and apostolic
succession resonated with Hopkins. Studying the works of prominent Anglo
- Catholics like Edward Bouverie Pusey and John Henry Newman, Hopkins
became increasingly drawn to their intellectual and spiritual depth.

However, it was Newman’s personal influence on Hopkins that most
significantly impacted his spiritual journey. Meeting Newman near the end
of his first year at Oxford changed the young Hopkins’ life. In their close
conversations, Newman’s sincerity and spiritual wisdom profoundly moved
him. He saw Newman as a true father figure, and their friendship became a
lifelong bond.

Looking back on the process of conversion, Hopkins would see his path to
Catholicism as guided by the hand of Providence. It began with encountering
subtle strains of Anglo-Catholicism, continued through meeting his spiritual
mentor Newman, and culminated in his baptism and reception into the
Catholic Church. Ultimately, as Hopkins’ spiritual journey deepened, he felt
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a growing dissatisfaction with the limitations of Anglicanism. This sense of
restlessness developed into a conviction that the Catholic Church was the
rightful inheritor of the apostolic authority and tradition.

As he viewed Catholicism as the true expression of Christianity, Hopkins’
intellectual curiosity and heart led him to embrace it fully. This personal
introspection and exploration, paralleled by wider Victorian society’s in-
creasing secularization and religious skepticism, bore witness to a spiritual
volatility that surrounded him. Hopkins’ decision to become a Roman
Catholic was not taken lightly - those around him would have viewed such a
move as apostasy, thereby staking enormous consequences.

This decisive step irrevocably altered the course of Hopkins’ life. Fol-
lowing his conversion, he left Oxford early and ultimately decided to join
the Society of Jesus, seeing the Jesuit order as his vocation. This partic-
ular choice of religious life was an expression of his desire to be entirely
united with the Catholic Church, and to serve God through his teaching,
scholarship, and his devotion to the spiritual welfare of others.

In entering the Jesuits, Hopkins was not only turning away from a secure
career as a university professor but also venturing into spiritual territory
much starker than anything he had experienced within Anglicanism. The
Jesuits, with their emphasis on Ignatian spirituality and an austere lifestyle,
presented the aspiring poet with a new range of spiritual vocabulary and
practices.

The juxtaposition of Catholicism’s resplendence with the versatile, vig-
orous demands of Jesuit life - a lifestyle marked by fasting, penance, and
relentless self - scrutiny - perhaps foreshadowed the contradictory joy and
suffering that enveloped the mature Hopkins. As he immersed himself in
Ignatian spirituality and the Spiritual Exercises, the young Jesuit drew
upon these new religious practices to expand and deepen his spiritual un-
derstanding. His poetry inevitably reflected these insights, as well as the
psychological impact of this dramatic transition. Engraved within Hopkins’
work, his paradoxical experience of the Catholic faith and the vigorous
demands of Jesuit life generate a rare alloy of splendor and desolation.

In embracing Catholicism and entering the Jesuits, Hopkins weathered
an unfamiliar and unyielding landscape, one that left indelible marks on
his heart and mind. Ultimately, it fed the creation of his luminous idiom
and unforgettable spiritual visions. That simultaneously glorious and stark
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vitality we know as the work of Gerard Manley Hopkins owes much to the
vocation incarcerating his steps within those prayers of the Jesuits, and the
stony, echoing walls of the Catholic Church.

Early Encounter with Catholicism: Victorian London’s
Religious Landscape

The beauty of London has been marveled at for centuries, the mists that
curl around the banks of the Thames, the grand architecture that lines the
streets and lanes, and the verdant parks filled with quiet charm. For Gerard
Manley Hopkins, there was also a different sort of beauty to be found -
spiritual beauty. The vibrant Victorian religious landscape provided the
fertile ground on which his faith could take root and flourish.

In the mid - 19th century, London was home to an eclectic plethora of
religious denominations. Protestantism, in its myriad forms, was the most
prominent, and the Anglican Church held the most considerable sway. The
Church of England sought to appease both High and Low Church factions,
while dissenting groups like Methodists, Baptists, and Wesleyans added
to the spiritual hodgepodge. However, Catholicism was experiencing a
resurgence as well, primarily due to the influx of Irish immigrants and the
influence of the Oxford Movement.

In this diverse religious milieu, young Hopkins found himself drawn
to the Catholic faith. The Oxford Movement, which began in the early
19th century, was initiated by a group of Anglican scholars yearning for
a return to the ancient traditions of their church. Partially inspired by
Romanticism, the original proponents sought to revitalize the Anglican
Church by recovering the theological, liturgical, and devotional practices
of the early Church. This search led some of them to the doorstep of
Catholicism, culminating in the conversion of prominent figures like John
Henry Newman.

Newman, who would come to play a central role in Hopkins’ spiritual
journey, had a significant impact on the religious climate of Victorian
London. The growth of the Anglo - Catholic movement and the founding
of the London Oratory in 1849 contributed to an increased visibility for
Catholicism in the city. The sonorous chants and fragrant incense of the
Latin Mass drew many curious minds, including that of a young Gerard
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Manley Hopkins.
As Hopkins began exploring the realm of Catholicism, he surely would

have encountered the magnificent churches and cathedrals scattered through-
out the city. Westminster Cathedral, designed by the eminent Victorian
architect Augustus Pugin, remains an awe - inspiring testament to Gothic
Revivalism, capturing the essence of the empyreal through its delicate spires
and luminous stained glass windows. Other notable churches, such as All
Saints Margaret Street and St. James Spanish Place, nimbly served both
the aesthetic and theological aspirations of the Anglo - Catholic movement,
appealing to the poet’s sensibilities.

In seeking a deeper understanding of the religious climate in which
Hopkins lived, we may turn to the pages of Dickens, whose portrayal of the
period’s religiosity is enlightening. For instance, in ’Little Dorrit,’ Dickens
depicts Mr. Pancks as one who passionately wrestles with matters of faith,
providing a vivid picture of the way spirituality infused the lives of everyday
Londoners. Hopkins, in his quest for spiritual depth, would have found
kindred spirits in these zealous and searching characters.

The Victorian religious landscape was not without controversy. Rising
secularist and rationalist movements, along with theological disputes that
rocked the Anglican Church, resulted in significant opposition toward re-
ligious revivalism and Catholicism. Anti - Catholic sentiment, fueled by
ancient prejudices, intensified the struggle for many in search of spiritual
solace. Hopkins, as a convert, would come to experience this firsthand.

Undeniably, the theater of Victorian London played a formative role
in Gerard Manley Hopkins’ spiritual journey. As he traversed the myriad
churches, chapels, and cathedrals, encountering individuals both devout
and doubting, the poet found within himself a calling to bear witness to
the divine through his unique and incandescent verse. The city that once
captivated the likes of Shakespeare, Milton, and Blake now provided the
stage on which the spiritual odyssey of Hopkins would unfold.

Hopkins’ early encounters with Catholicism in the bustling cityscape of
Victorian London foreshadowed a deeper exploration of Anglicanism and
High Church practices. As his poetic sensibilities continued to evolve, so
too would his understanding of the faith, leading him to a transformative
encounter with a figure who would prove to be a guiding star throughout
Hopkins’ religious journey: John Henry Newman.
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Hopkins’ Spiritual Journey: An Exploration of High
Church Anglicanism

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ spiritual journey was a complex one, marked by a
tireless quest for understanding the nature of God and His role in his own
life. One crucial aspect of Hopkins’ early religiosity was his attraction to and
eventual deep involvement in High Church Anglicanism, which served as the
principal gateway to his exploration and eventual embracement of Roman
Catholicism. High Church Anglicanism and its aesthetic and spiritual ethos
fundamentally molded Hopkins’ artistic sensibilities and spiritual outlook,
leaving a profound and lasting imprint on his poetic works.

At the heart of High Church Anglicanism lies the belief in the impor-
tance of liturgical sacraments, rituals, and hierarchical governance within
the Anglican Church. This religious movement was characterized by its
affinity for both the beauty of traditional church architecture and the rich,
ornamented liturgy. As a youth, Hopkins was exposed to such Anglican
practices, which laid the foundation for his appreciation of the sacramental
aspects of faith and the transcendental nature of religious ceremonies.

Hopkins’ penchant for aesthetic beauty, evident in his keen interest in
the visual arts and the Gothic Revival movement, was organically linked to
his burgeoning sense of religious devotion. The intricate, elaborate nature
of High Anglican worship provided Hopkins with an aesthetic framework
through which to meditate upon the divine, its beauty providing him with
an emotional and sensory connection to God.

In the midst of spiritual crises and identity struggles that often besieged
his adult life, Hopkins turned repeatedly to the heightened liturgical prac-
tices of High Church Anglicanism in hopes of obtaining spiritual solace.
Oxford University served as a veritable intellectual and artistic crucible for
Hopkins, providing him with opportunities to engage closely with theological
debates and to participate in discussions regarding the nature of religious
truth in society. Indeed, the university’s intellectual environment brought
together some of the most influential minds of the time, shaping the spiritual
landscape of Victorian England.

Here, Hopkins found a community of kindred spirits who shared his
interest in the High Church renaissance and its spiritual aesthetics. For
instance, Hopkins developed a friendship with the renowned E.B. Pusey,



CHAPTER 4. HOPKINS’ CONVERSION TO CATHOLICISM AND JESUIT
VOCATION

55

one of the chief proponents of the Oxford Movement, which sought to revive
the Catholic tradition within the Anglican Church. Pusey’s influence on
Hopkins, both in his spiritual inclinations and poetic themes, is undeniable.
Hopkins was drawn into the overarching dialogue that the Oxford Movement
generated, discussing the nature of the church, the role of its membership,
and the relationship between faith and reason.

As Hopkins immersed himself more and more in the High Church An-
glican tradition, he witnessed firsthand the movement’s burgeoning efforts
at building bridges with the Roman Catholic Church. His spiritual and
intellectual curiosity led him to study the works of St. Augustine, St.
Thomas Aquinas, and other great Catholic theologians, igniting a growing
affinity for Catholic doctrines and practices. Among the Anglican priests
whom he admired, John Henry Newman proved to be the most influential
in this journey towards Catholicism, given his background as an Anglican
and eventual conversion to and embrace of the Roman Catholic Church’s
teachings.

Newman’s own spiritual pilgrimage, immortalized in the classic ”Apologia
Pro Vita Sua,” resonated deeply with Hopkins as he grappled with his quest
to find a more rigorous and profound theological framework to align with
his spiritual aspirations. The road to Rome, as exemplified by Newman,
appeared as an increasingly attractive and inevitable path.

As his attraction to Roman Catholicism deepened, Hopkins began to
distance himself from the High Church Anglicanism that had been so
instrumental in shaping his faith and identity. Yet even as he underwent
this process, the legacy of this Anglican movement left indelible marks that
permeated his thought, his spirituality, and his poetry. It was within the
rich tapestry of High Church Anglicanism that the young poet developed his
gift for evocative imagery and rhythmic complexity, which would later come
to fruition in his own artistic creations. As the prelude to his conversion, the
spiritual journey that began in the exalted chambers and solemn rituals of
the High Church Anglican tradition would shape and mold the extraordinary
man and poet that Hopkins would become.
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Influential Figures on Hopkins’ Path to Conversion: New-
man, Pusey, and Faber

As Gerard Manley Hopkins pursued his spiritual journey, several influential
figures played crucial roles in shaping his beliefs, ultimately leading to his
conversion to Roman Catholicism. Among the most significant of these
figures were John Henry Newman, E. B. Pusey, and Frederick William Faber,
each contributing to Hopkins’ understanding of faith in their unique ways.

John Henry Newman, a prominent theologian and Catholic convert,
captivated a young Hopkins through the power of his ideas and his profound
spiritual life. From the moment Hopkins devotedly listened to the sermon
”Wisdom and Innocence” in St. Mary’s, Oxford, he became increasingly
drawn to Newman’s teachings and character. The older man’s emphasis on
the importance of conscience, personal holiness, and sincerity resonated with
Hopkins’ sensibilities, compelling the young poet to look beyond the confines
of Anglicanism for deeper spiritual fulfillment. Newman’s conversion to
Catholicism in 1845 soon became the blueprint for Hopkins’ own journey,
ultimately leading to his decision to join the Catholic Church. Through
their regular correspondence and conversations, Newman served as a guide,
mentor, and friend to Hopkins, providing him with insights and support
that shaped his faith.

E. B. Pusey, a leader of the Oxford Movement, also played a pivotal
role in Hopkins’ spiritual development. Pusey, who strived to cultivate
a ”high - church Anglicanism,” imbued with a sense of spiritual beauty
and holiness, appealed to the young poet’s artistic inclinations. Although
Pusey did not convert to Catholicism, his emphasis on the importance of
ritual, tradition, and the sacramental system fostered in Hopkins a growing
affinity for the richness of Catholic liturgy and practice. As Hopkins studied
Pusey’s writings and his translations of the early Church Fathers, he became
increasingly convinced of the historical and theological claims put forth by
the Catholic Church. Pusey’s influence, then, helped to lay the foundations
for Hopkins’ eventual conversion, even as the poet moved beyond the borders
of Anglicanism into the ancient faith of Catholicism.

Frederick William Faber, yet another prominent convert to Catholicism,
offered Hopkins a model of poetic spirituality that resonated with his own
artistic sensibilities. Famous for hymns such as ”Faith of our Fathers” and
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”Hark, Hark, My Soul,” Faber’s lyrics expressed a profound devotion to
and love for the Catholic faith, encapsulating the mystical beauty and
power of its traditions and beliefs. Moreover, Faber’s role as a member of
the Oratory of Saint Philip Neri served to further interest Hopkins in the
religious orders of Catholicism, notably the Society of Jesus. Ultimately,
the allure of Faber’s poetic voice and spiritual conviction played a role in
drawing Hopkins closer to the Catholic Church, as well as shaping his own
distinctive poetic style, deeply imbued with religious themes and imagery.

As we consider the intricate tapestry of influences on Hopkins’ path
to conversion, it becomes clear that Newman, Pusey, and Faber were
instrumental in reshaping his spiritual landscape. Through their writings,
sermons, and personal relationships with Hopkins, these Victorian luminaries
helped to guide the young poet’s heart toward the verdant pastures of
the Catholic faith, fostering in him a lasting devotion and a rich poetic
imagination marked by religious depth and complexity. Hopkins’ journey,
then, limned by the guiding hands of these profound figures, beautifully
renders the intricacies of spiritual searching in the Victorian era, a testament
to the enduring power of faith in the midst of a rapidly changing world. As
we move forward, exploring the multifaceted dimensions of Hopkins’ life
and work, we continue to tread the path illuminated by these mentors, each
casting light on the spiritual struggles and joys that lay at the heart of the
poet’s genius.

The Process of Conversion: Hopkins’ Baptism and Re-
ception into the Catholic Church

The conversion of Gerard Manley Hopkins is as essential and inescapable in
comprehending his poetry as his technical innovation of sprung rhythm, or
the profound spirituality that pervades his work. Indeed, for an individual
whose life was marked by extremes of thought, feeling, and discipline,
conversion represented the most synonymous of spiritual experiences. Up
to that point in his life, Hopkins stood at the vanguard of the Victorian
visionary, swirling together intense religious curiosity, artistic temperament,
and intellectual curiosity - an explosive cocktail that instilled in him the
epiphanic moment when, at age 22, he joined the Catholic Church.

In order to appreciate the true significance of this conversion, one must
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first understand the unique historical context by which this process unfolded.
Victorian London, as we have noted earlier, had experienced a significant
erosion of certainties and dogmas previously held sacred, the result of
scientific and intellectual currents that threatened organized and long -
established faiths. The resurgence of Catholicism, however, had developed
following the Oxford Movement - a powerful force of religious revival that
sought to bring the Church closer to its original teachings and traditions.
For Hopkins, arriving at Oxford University during the key period of this
religious revival, conditions were uniquely conducive to the experience of
conversion, and his was to be dramatically facilitated by the charismatic
and controversial figure of John Henry Newman.

As a young man, Hopkins was inclined to the High Church Anglicanism,
an affinity that no doubt found its roots in his family background, streaming
from both sides of the religious divide. This, in addition to his attending
the prestigious Highgate School - an institution strongly tied to High Church
principles-nurtured his early religiosity, which tended toward an unconscious
acceptance of the status quo. It was upon entering Oxford that the first real
signs of inner turmoil surfaced, precipitated by Hopkins’ act of smashing
his father’s gift of a German Bible in an eager and self - destructive attempt
to distance himself from his Protestant past.

This first glimpse into the convulsive process of conversion, though
only a symbolic beginning, heralded a crucial juncture. By embracing the
radicalism of Catholicism in Victorian London, Hopkins was not only opting
for an alternative worldview, but an entirely distinct society, one marked by
near - pariah status among the educated elites. Thus, his decision to follow
Newman - a man who was not only deeply revered but also widely reviled -
required of him the courage and conviction to confront both personal and
societal resistance, even distancing himself from his own family.

Newman viewed conversion as an act requiring great introspection and
reflection, a process that demanded the most rigorous scrutiny. It was only
after several encounters with Newman and engaging in prolonged periods
of deep inquiry and solitude that Hopkins, a painstaking and methodical
character, concluded that Catholicism was the path for him. Such was
the strength of Hopkins’ commitment that he elected to be baptized in an
intimate ceremony held at Newman’s private chapel in 1866.

The ramifications of this decision reverberated throughout Hopkins’ life,
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from his strained relationship with his parents to his choice to enter the
Jesuit order-actions that, while engendering much personal sacrifice, granted
him an unparalleled spiritual authority, and one that would seep into every
line of his poetry. Hopkins’ subsequent journey into the Victorian Catholic
Church, and his relationships with charismatic spiritual leaders, would be
the catalyst that propelled him into the furthest realms of creative and
visionary exploration.

The essence of conversion, one might argue, is the discovery and en-
durance of a powerful epiphany - sudden and shattering flashes of divine
insight that force an individual to confront entrenched beliefs and world-
views. It was precisely these profound experiences of faith that would come
to determine the artistic and religious trajectory of Hopkins’ life, ultimately
inscribing upon his work an enduring strength and resonance that speaks
to our collective desire for clarity amidst the shadows of doubt.

And so, as we venture further into the landscape of Hopkins’ life, exam-
ining the demands and rewards of his Jesuit commitment and the formation
of his unique poetic style, we must remain mindful of that pivotal turning
point -a young man, standing at the crossroads of doubt and belief, stepping
forward fleetingly into the light of truth.

The Decision to Join the Society of Jesus: Hopkins’ Call
to a Jesuit Vocation

To understand Hopkins’ choice to join the Jesuits, one must first acquaint
oneself with the unique nature of this ”militant” Catholic order. Founded by
Ignatius of Loyola in the 16th century, the Society of Jesus was shaped by
an adversarial context - standing in staunch opposition to the Reformation,
as well as the societies hostile to Catholicism. Key virtues emphasized in
the Ignatian spirituality are discipline, self - sacrifice, and an unyielding
dedication to the mission of the Church. As such, becoming a Jesuit means
not merely embracing a religious vocation, but actively participating in a
rigorous program that seeks to transform the individual into a ”contemplative
in action.”

Following his path from High Church Anglicanism to Catholicism, Hop-
kins became increasingly drawn to the Jesuits, perhaps due to their chal-
lenging lifestyle and rigorously disciplined spiritual practices. Integral to
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this attraction was the influence of John Henry Newman, Hopkins’ close
friend and mentor, whose own life exemplified the Jesuit spirit of loyalty
and dedication to the Church. Newman’s Biography of St. Philip Neri, a
book dear to Hopkins, painted a vivid portrait of the Christian life as an
arduous, sacrificial journey that demanded both heroic virtue and inner self
- conquest.

Moreover, Hopkins’ own personality seemed well - suited to the Jesuit
order. As someone who was not easily satisfied with mediocrity, he likely
found the prospect of such a demanding regimen of a Jesuit life challenging
yet appealing. Perhaps he saw his poetic gift as an ability that could be
honed to serve the greater glory of God - indeed, the motto of the Jesuits,
”Ad Maiorem Dei Gloriam.” For Hopkins, the Jesuit life was not an escape
from the world, but an entry into the very heat of the spiritual warfare
waged within and around him.

Still, the decision to adopt such a dramatically different lifestyle was
far from a facile one. The poet wrestled with what he perceived as the
loss of his artistic freedom, struggling to reconcile his creative calling with
the ascetic principles of the Jesuit order. Eventually, it was deemed by his
superiors that his poetry was too personal an expression, incompatible with
his vowed humility. When Hopkins submitted his decision to embark upon
the path of a Jesuit priest, he had no choice but to relinquish his creative
endeavors.

But it was in this very surrender that Hopkins discovered the profoundest
depths of his poetic genius. As his former aesthetic concerns gave way to a
single - minded pursuit of the divine, he found his verse becoming strangely
charged with a new kind of energy. The artistry that was once nourished
by romantic sensibilities now became enveloped in the mystical language of
Ignatian spirituality, yielding startling images of God’s presence in nature,
the movement of grace within the soul, and the ultimate victory of Christ
amid the most intense moments of darkness and desolation.

While the Jesuit orientation placed significant constraints on Hopkins’
poetic output, it also bestowed upon him a profoundly transformative vision
of the world, and of his own role within it. By choosing the Society of Jesus,
he embarked upon a pilgrimage that would take him to soaring heights of
spiritual ecstasy and the darkest depths of inner turmoil. Through this
crucible, the great English poet was to emerge as a voice unlike any other,
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a unique blend of aesthetic brilliance and spiritual sensibility.
It is a testament to Hopkins’ courage and resilience that he persevered

in his Jesuit vocation despite its enormous costs; the loss of poetic freedom,
societal estrangement, and spiritual desolation. That his decision would
eventually bear fruit in some of the most astounding poetry in the English
language is but one of the many paradoxes that pervade his life and work.
As we trace the course of Hopkins’ journey, the Jesuit legacy he embraced
shall continue to manifest itself in his verse, pulsing with a life imbued with
discipline, surrender, and a ceaseless striving toward the greater glory of
God.

Hopkins’ Jesuit Formation: The Spiritual Exercises and
other Jesuit Teachings

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ entry into the Society of Jesus not only marked a
transformative moment in his artistic career but also provided the foundation
for his intellectual and spiritual growth. As a Jesuit, Hopkins underwent
rigorous religious training, which was deeply intertwined with the study
of philosophy, theology, and literature. In this context, the cornerstone
of his formation as a Jesuit was undoubtedly the Spiritual Exercises, a
systematic set of meditations, prayers, and contemplative practices devised
by the order’s founder, St. Ignatius of Loyola. Through engaging with the
Spiritual Exercises, Hopkins developed a unique and profound poetic vision
informed by Ignatian spirituality, which would come to define his life and
literary works.

In order to appreciate Hopkins’ Jesuit formation, it is first essential
to understand the nature of the Jesuit order and its guiding principles.
Founded in the 16th century as a response to the Protestant Reformation,
the Society of Jesus promoted a dynamic, active, and intellectually robust
form of spirituality. Unlike monastic orders that sequestered themselves
away from the world, the Jesuits believed in engaging with contemporary
society as teachers, scholars, and spiritual leaders. At the heart of their
mission lay the Ignatian charism, which sought the presence of God in all
aspects of life, fostering a deep sense of spiritual discernment.

Engaging with the Spiritual Exercises was a crucial part of a Jesuit
novitiate’s formation, as it provided systematic training for cultivating
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spiritual attentiveness and fostering a personal relationship with God. It is
important to note that the Spiritual Exercises were not a mere theoretical
framework but an experiential process of spiritual formation, typically lasting
around 30 days. Spanning from themes of creation and sin to the passion
and resurrection of Christ, these meditations forced Hopkins to wrestle with
complex spiritual realities, and ultimately led him to articulate his own
spiritual vision through his poetry.

A key aspect of Hopkins’ engagement with the Spiritual Exercises was
his encounter with ”The Principle and Foundation,” the introduction to
the Ignatian meditations, which proclaimed that ”man is created to praise,
reverence, and serve God our Lord, and by this means to save his soul.”
Drawing inspiration from this resonant declaration, Hopkins saw his poetic
vocation as an integral part of his spiritual calling. This sense of his art
being intrinsically connected to his faith can be observed in his poems, many
of which bear the emblem of Jesuit spirituality - a vision of all creation
rejoicing in God’s glory.

One of the most significant impacts of the Spiritual Exercises on Hopkins’
oeuvre is the centrality of contemplation in his poetry. The meditations and
contemplations that form the backbone of the Exercises invite the individual
to imaginatively engage with scenes from the Bible, using all their senses to
bring the stories to life. This imaginative meditation laid the groundwork for
Hopkins’ poetic practice, as he likewise embraced vivid, sensuous language
and striking imagery to render his vision of the divine in his poems. The
art of contemplating also contributed to his keen attention to detail, as seen
in his appreciation of the natural world and meticulous descriptions in his
poetry.

Ignatian spirituality also emphasized the importance of discernment,
a process by which an individual seeks to recognize the voice of God in
their daily lives. Discernment entails cultivating an awareness of one’s inner
movements, emotions, and desires, in order to detect the influence of the
Holy Spirit. This notion of discernment is evident in Hopkins’ poetry, as he
strived to uncover the presence and action of God in the world around him,
often in the most minute details and ordinary experiences.

It is essential to recognize that Hopkins’ Jesuit formation was not limited
to the Spiritual Exercises, as he also engaged with the rich intellectual
tradition of the Jesuit order. This involved the study of philosophy, theology,
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and literature, forming a strong foundation for his distinctive poetic vision.
Through integrating these diverse fields of thought, Hopkins developed a
unique capacity for complex thinking and layering of meanings in his verse.

In conclusion, Hopkins’ Jesuit formation, particularly his engagement
with the Spiritual Exercises and the Jesuit intellectual tradition, signifi-
cantly shaped his poetic vision and sensibilities. By embracing Ignatian
spirituality’s emphasis on contemplation, discernment, and keen attention
to detail, he cultivated an intense awareness of the divine presence in all
aspects of life. This profound connection between his faith and art allowed
him not only to expand on traditional religious themes but also challenge
Victorian society’s increasingly secular sensibilities with a poetic vision
deeply rooted in his religious convictions. As the narrative shifts further
into examining how Hopkins navigated the complex landscape of Victorian
London as a Catholic, one cannot underestimate the essential role that
his Jesuit formation and engagement with Ignatian spirituality played in
sustaining his creative and spiritual life.

The Impact of His Conversion on Personal Relationships:
Family and Oxford Friends

The first and most immediate effect was the rift that opened within Hopkins’
family. His parents, particularly his father Manley Hopkins, were devoutly
Anglican and held firm to the belief that Catholicism was a regressive and
threatening force in British society. As a result of his conversion, Manley’s
relationship with his son became strained, with much resentment and sadness
on both sides. Although Manley continued to provide financial support
for Gerard’s university education, he viewed his son’s conversion as an
abandonment of his past and a betrayal of the family’s values. Moreover,
his mother Catherine, whose devotion to the Church of England was equally
strong, expressed her disappointment and perplexity at Gerard’s decision.
In her letters, she questioned the nature of her son’s motivation, wondering
whether he was merely seeking attention or novelty.

Yet, despite such familial opposition, there remains evidence of the love
and affection that persisted between the young poet and his parents. In
letters to a friend, Hopkins spoke of the anguish he felt for causing such
distress to his parents, while acknowledging the courage and conviction
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required to continue on his chosen path. The depth of Hopkins’ feelings
for his family is powerfully illustrated in his poem ”Inversnaid,” where the
natural imagery not only reflects God’s presence but evokes a poignant
connection to the landscape of his childhood home. This poem serves as
a testament of his enduring love for his family, despite the tensions his
conversion provoked.

The impact of Hopkins’ conversion also extended to his friendships at
Oxford, where he found himself gradually estranged from some of his closest
confidants. While he remained loyal to his former High Church Anglican
friends, his letters reveal a sense of discomfort in the knowledge that they
were no longer on the same spiritual journey. Among these friends was
the poet A. C. Swinburne, with whom Hopkins shared a love for poetry
and classical literature. After learning of Hopkins’ conversion, Swinburne
distanced himself from his former ally, later lamenting Hopkins’ ”waste of
genius” in converting to Catholicism.

In contrast to the fracturing of such relationships, Hopkins’ spiritual
journey brought him closer to other Oxford friends who were also undergoing
conversion or had already done so. The most significant of these was the
poet Richard Watson Dixon, who became one of Hopkins’ most trusted
advisors and correspondents during their university years. Dixon’s support
and encouragement proved invaluable in fostering Hopkins’ artistry in both
poetry and theology. Furthermore, Hopkins’ connection to John Henry
Newman and the larger Catholic intellectual community paved the way for
new friendships that would not only enrich his spiritual life but inspire his
poetic genius.

While a veritable chasm may have opened between Hopkins and his
family, engulfing some of his closest relationships, his trajectory did not
follow an inevitable path towards isolation. As we have seen, the impact of
his conversion on his personal relationships was multifaceted, characterized
by both rupture and renewal. Through it all, Hopkins’ unwavering strength
carried him through crises of faith and the challenge of reconciling the
spiritual journey he had chosen to embark on with the many sacrifices it
demanded. In doing so, his example echoes down through the centuries,
as a beacon of light for all those who seek to balance the delicate tensions
inherent in matters of the soul.

As Hopkins navigated the tumultuous waters of his spiritual journey, his
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poetic capabilities grew ever more potent, poised to thrust into uncharted
territories where few had dared to venture. The inventive and daring nature
of his artistry, born out of the crucible of spiritual struggle, now beckoned
to be unleashed upon the world, as he set about creating a literary legacy
characterized by depth, complexity, and wonder.

Navigating Catholicism within an Increasingly Secular
Victorian Society

In the heart of Victorian London, with its rapidly evolving social, economic,
and cultural landscape, an undeniable sense of secularism began to creep
into the air. As intellectual circles around the city debated the merits of
modernity, scientific progress, and rational thinking, a curious counter -
narrative began to emerge - an ardent desire to reclaim the spiritual and
transcendental aspects of life, which seemed to be slipping away amidst the
clanking sounds of industry. Navigating this complex, multifaceted society
required a delicate balance of both old - world traditions and innovative
thought, a challenge Gerard Manley Hopkins was only too eager to accept.

As a young man, Hopkins viewed the increasingly secular Victorian
society with both trepidation and fascination. On one hand, he admired
the unprecedented scientific and technical progress that had transformed
the world within which he was raised. However, on the other hand, he
was dismayed at the dwindling importance of religious values, a trend that
seemed to accompany these emerging advancements. This paradoxical
situation led Hopkins to question the nature of faith, its relevance in a world
that appeared to have moved beyond it, and how one might hold onto one’s
spiritual beliefs in the face of increasing secularism.

Hopkins’ strong Catholic convictions were an essential aspect of his
identity, and his choice to convert from Anglicanism to Catholicism reflected
his acute awareness of the importance of standing firm in his faith. Though
this decision was met with disapproval and confusion by many of his friends
and family members, Hopkins remained committed to his spiritual journey,
a testament to the depth of his convictions. As a Catholic, he was a part of
a religious minority in Victorian England - seen by many as an anachronism,
a relic of a bygone era. This status only served to further strengthen his
resolve to maintain his faith, as he sought to demonstrate through his life
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and works that genuine religiosity could still have a significant impact on the
world, even in an age where the very relevance of faith was being questioned.

Hopkins’ decision to embrace the Jesuit order within the Catholic Church
was another indication of his commitment to navigating the complexities of
Victorian society with both intellectual vigor and spiritual tenacity. The
Jesuit order was known for its emphasis on rigorous scholarship and cultural
engagement, embracing both the contemplative and the active aspects of
religious life. By espousing a Jesuit vocation, Hopkins was attempting to
find a balance between his profound spirituality and his awareness of the
social and cultural realities of his day. He sought to demonstrate that a life
of faith need not be in opposition to the progress of society - in fact, it could
be a powerful force for good, fuelling transformative change and fostering
empathy and understanding.

Hopkins’ poetry often grapples with the tension between the spiritual and
the secular, interrogating the connection between material and immaterial
aspects of life. His innovative poetic style, marked by its striking use of
language and its deeply introspective themes, is in many ways a reflection of
his unique position within Victorian society. Through his works, he sought
to reclaim the spiritual domain, crafting vivid, multisensory portraits of life
that explored the interconnectedness of creation and the divine. In doing
so, his poetry highlights the significance of maintaining a steadfastness of
faith in a rapidly changing world.

Although Hopkins’ life was fraught with challenges and hardships, in-
cluding bouts of disillusionment and despair, his indomitable spirit carried
him through. He remained committed to his Catholic beliefs to the very end,
illustrating the power of genuine spirituality to withstand even the most
relentless assaults of secularism. In his life, he was an example of a faithful,
dedicated individual who was unafraid to engage with the intellectual and
cultural currents of his time, a testament to his unwavering commitment to
both his faith and his vocation as a poet.



Chapter 5

The Development of His
Unique Poetic Style

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ unique poetic style did not emerge out of the vac-
uum. The influences on his artistry were many, as were his own inspirations
and innovations. Brimming with ingenuity, sprung rhythm, and a deeply
religious sensibility, Hopkins’ poetry represents a remarkable divergence
from the Victorian literary mainstream. To understand the genesis and
development of his singular style, one must delve into the layers of influences,
related to his personal life, intellectual pursuits, and spiritual beliefs, that
shaped the texture, rhythm, and language of his verse.

While many Victorian poets indulged in the metered, decorous language
of traditional English verse, Hopkins chose to break free from conventional
poetic forms. This is evident in his invention of sprung rhythm, which
characterizes many of his major works. Sprung rhythm prioritized the
stress patterns of natural speech, allowing Hopkins to construct lines that
pulse and leap with the irregular cadence of ordinary conversation. This
innovation allowed Hopkins to explore the musicality of language and engage
with its more primal, visceral aspects. For example, in his sonnet ”The
Windhover,” the sprung rhythm imitates the rhythm of a falcon in flight, as
Hopkins writes, ”Dapple - dawn - drawn Falcon, in his riding / Of the rolling
level underneath him steady air. . . ”

Hopkins was also deeply influenced by his Ignatian spirituality, which
permeated his artistic vision. A guiding principle of the Jesuit order, Ignatian
spirituality relies on the use of imagination and the senses to envision sacred
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scenes. Hopkins’ poetry is a testament to this way of perceiving the divine
in the natural world, as he frequently invokes lush sensuous imagery in his
depictions of landscapes, skies, and seasons. His poem ”Pied Beauty,” with
its vivid descriptions of the ”skies of couple - color” and ”finches’ wings,”
exemplified the spiritual richness inherent in the subtle details of nature.
Moreover, his faith became intertwined with his exploration of the tension
between the transcendent and the earthly, or the finite and the infinite,
creating a paradoxical landscape that illuminates his dense, rich verse.

Experimentation with syntax, diction, and form further marked Hopkins’
poetry as distinct from his contemporaries.This is notable in his use of
compound words and neologisms, which gave his language a compressed,
muscular feel, as well as his experimentation with various poetic forms, such
as sonnets, hymns, and dramatic monologues. In poems such as ”Hurrahing
in Harvest,” which opens with the arresting line, ”Summer ends now,”
Hopkins’ syntax serves to heighten the poem’s sense of urgency, urgency
driven by his desperate desire to express the connection between the physical
world and his conception of God.

Iconic imagery and metaphor are other signature elements of Hopkins’
style, such as his frequent use of natural phenomena to symbolize both the
destructive and creative forces within the cosmos. For instance, in ”God’s
Grandeur,” the image of the world being ”charged with the grandeur of God”
as ”flame out, like shining from shook foil” is at once stunningly beautiful
and apocalyptic. This sense of paradox, present in much of Hopkins’ work,
extends beyond his imagery to encompass broader thematic concerns in his
poetry.

The relationship between Hopkins’ poetic style and his religious beliefs
created a fascinating dialogue within his oeuvre. His intense spiritual fervor
is evident in poems such as ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,” which recounts
the tragic drowning of five Franciscan nuns during a shipwreck and serves
as a meditation on the nature of faith amidst suffering. Even in moments of
profound doubt, as expressed in his ”Terrible Sonnets,” Hopkins’ language
remains charged with religious intensity.

As with any groundbreaking innovator, the response to Hopkins’ unique
style among his contemporaries and modern critics has been varied. While
initial reactions to his work were mixed, perhaps due to the unconventionality
of his language and form, the passage of time has cemented his place among
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the pantheon of great English - language poets. Today, it is clear that
the hallmarks of Hopkins’ poetic style - his sprung rhythm, densely woven
imagery, and passionate spirituality -are integral to understanding the depth
and scope of his artistic vision.

The path towards the formation of Hopkins’ enduring artistry was forged
from a multitude of sources - literary, religious, and intellectual. Yet, in
the face of potential isolation and misunderstanding, Hopkins persevered.
Through his unique stylistic innovations and deep spiritual introspection,
it is evident that he hoped to illuminate the ineffable truths, known only
to the heart of man. Through an examination of the development of his
unique poetic style, we reach a point of confluence, wherein the threads
of Hopkins’ personal journey and artistic expression intertwine to form a
complex, unified tapestry - an enduring legacy that continues to captivate
readers, whilst offering a glimpse into the rich, intricate soul of a man whose
unquenchable desire to push beyond boundaries has forever changed the
landscape of English - language poetry.

Origins and Influences on Hopkins’ Poetic Style

The poetic style of Gerard Manley Hopkins is an intricate tapestry of influ-
ences and innovative techniques that interweave the divine with the natural
world, reflecting his deeply intertwined religious and artistic sensibilities.
The origins of the distinct poetic style that characterizes Hopkins’ oeuvre
can be traced back to several key sources: the works of fellow Victorian
poets, his Jesuit training and Ignatian spirituality, and the state of social,
cultural, and religious unrest prevalent in Victorian London.

One of the foremost influences on Hopkins’ style can be found in his
literary contemporaries, especially the Pre -Raphaelites and Romantic poets.
These poets often explored the connection between nature and the divine,
captivating Hopkins with their rich and vivid imagery of the world around
them. Hopkins was particularly influenced by John Keats, a Romantic poet
known for his emotive and sensual descriptions of nature. While studying at
Oxford, Hopkins came across Keats’ poem “The Eve of St. Agnes” and was
so profoundly affected by its rich aesthetics that he considered the moment
a “Spiritual marriage [. . . ] consummated in the attendance of Beatrice.”
Keats’ impact on Hopkins can be discerned in the lush, evocative language
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and profound sense of immediacy in poems such as ”The Windhover” and
”Pied Beauty.”

At the same time that he was being introduced to Romantic poetry,
Hopkins was also undergoing a significant transformation in his spiritual life,
which had a powerful impact on his burgeoning poetic style. His time at
Oxford had engendered within him a powerful spiritual awakening that led
to his eventual conversion to Catholicism and decision to join the Society of
Jesus. As a Jesuit novice, Hopkins was deeply steeped in the works of St.
Ignatius of Loyola, particularly his Spiritual Exercises, wherein he discovered
the importance of finding God in all things, an idea that permeated his
writing.

Herein lies, too, the genesis of Hopkins’ famed ’sprung rhythm,’ an
innovative and revolutionary metrical system that imbued his work with a
vibrancy and energy that would have been impossible to achieve through
conventional means. Sprung rhythm, which bases itself on a pattern of
stressed syllables followed by variable numbers of unstressed syllables, en-
abled Hopkins to capture the very essence and particularity of the natural
world - its seemingly chaotic beauty and imperfections, an attribute he
believed reflected the grandeur of the Creator. This technique is evident
in poems such as ”God’s Grandeur,” where the oscillating meter evokes
both the dynamism of the natural world and the force of divine presence
underlying it.

Hopkins’ Jesuit training, combined with his keen eye for the aesthetics
of everyday life, also prompted him to experiment with language in a
way that would express the multifaceted beauty of Creation. In search
of a diction that could capture the myriad elements of earthly experience,
Hopkins employed archaisms, unconventional syntax, and neologisms to
render his poetry symbolic of the myriad wonders of the natural world. This
unique, almost musical language was employed for the purpose of evoking
an encounter with the divine - a ”shock of recognition” that could inspire a
renewed connection with the spiritual. His use of the technique known as
’inscape’ also allowed for the revelation of the particular character of nature
and its multiple aspects within the world. This dense linguistic style, while
challenging for readers, ultimately underscores the interconnectedness and
interdependence of all Creation.

While Hopkins’ poetry initially struggled to find an audience among his
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contemporaries, the resilience and creativity that propelled him to develop
and refine his style emerged as some of the most powerful attributes of his
work. His ability to traverse the realms of the temporal and spiritual drew on
the rich cultural and religious currents of Victorian London and anchored his
work in the vibrant world of visual veracity and subtle sensation. Hopkins
managed to create a new language that not only conveyed the sense of
wonder he felt at the world, but also a sense of urgency, as if in doing so, he
could overcome the distance that separated the human from the divine.

Thus, as we delve deeper into his Jesuit life or examine the nature
imagery prevalent in his work, it is crucial to understand and appreciate
how Hopkins’ unique poetic vision was born out of this confluence of diverse
yet intertwined influences. His ability to integrate such synergistic elements
into his poetry makes it not only an expression of his rich spiritual life,
but also a literary testament to the beauty, struggle, and complexity of
the world that he inhabited. Where others might falter under the weight
of these contradictory forces, Hopkins soared, his verse a harbinger of the
grace and grandeur that transcends the boundaries of the earthly realm.

The Creation of Sprung Rhythm and Its Effects on
Hopkins’ Poetry

The creation of sprung rhythm, a term coined by Gerard Manley Hopkins
in the 19th century, stands as one of the most significant innovations in
the history of English prosody. This radical departure from traditional
poetic meters was, in Hopkins’ own words, the ”most striking feature” of
his verse. As such, understanding sprung rhythm and its influence on the
poet’s oeuvre is essential for a thorough appreciation of Hopkins’ artistic
achievements.

Sprung rhythm is a poetic meter that allows for a variable number of
unstressed syllables in each line, with the only requirement being that each
line has a fixed number of stressed syllables. This departure from traditional
meters was driven by Hopkins’ desire to free English verse from what he
perceived as the ”artificial” constraints of regular rhythms. In his view,
conventional metrical forms were unable to capture the innate energy and
natural movement of speech, and by extension, the natural world.

To achieve this goal, sprung rhythm seeks to imitate the patterns found
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in the spoken word, as well as in the songs and rhythms of the natural world.
Instead of adhering to a strict metrical pattern, lines can be shortened or
extended at the poet’s discretion, while the number of stressed syllables
remains constant. The result is a fluid, highly flexible form that allows for
greater musicality and expressiveness.

Consider, for example, the opening lines of ”The Windhover,” one of
Hopkins’ most celebrated poems:

”I caught this morning morning’s minion, king- dom of daylight’s dauphin,
dapple - dawn - drawn Falcon.”

In these lines, the natural rhythms of speech and the irregular patterns
of stress play across the imagery of the falcon sweeping through the dawn
sky. The fusion of form and content in this passage is characteristic of
Hopkins’ mature verse: the sprung rhythm not only reflects the natural
movements of the world it describes but also becomes inseparable from the
meaning of the poem.

Sprung rhythm was not simply a technical innovation; it was also a means
of aligning Hopkins’ poetic practice more closely with his religious beliefs.
The Jesuit poet believed that the rhythms of nature were a manifestation
of God’s creative power and that by emulating these patterns in his verse,
he could participate in and intensify the divine presence in the world.

The poem ”Pied Beauty” offers a vivid illustration of this notion. In this
piece, Hopkins uses his distinctive meter to celebrate the ”dappled things”
of creation, and by extension, the God who created them:

”Glory be to God for dappled things - For skies of couple - colour as a
brinded cow; For rose - moles all in stipple upon trout that swim; Fresh -
firecoal chestnut - falls; finches’ wings; Landscape plotted and pieced - fold,
fallow, and plough.”

Here, the irregular, shifting patterns of sprung rhythm serve to accentuate
the idea of God’s multifaceted creation, and the poem’s linguistic dexterity
is matched by the intricacy of the form itself. In this way, sprung rhythm
becomes a means of both reflecting and enacting the divine immanence that
Hopkins so ardently believed in.

Hopkins’ groundbreaking use of sprung rhythm has had a profound
impact on the development of modern poetry, influencing a range of poets
from W.B. Yeats to Dylan Thomas. Additionally, his focus on the musicality
of language and the use of natural patterns of stress has resonated with an
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increasingly global poetic community, as poets from diverse linguistic and
cultural backgrounds have sought to break free from traditional Western
poetic forms.

The enduring influence of sprung rhythm attests to the remarkable
insight and foresight of Gerard Manley Hopkins. By creating a form that so
artfully merged the sonic, the visual, and the philosophical dimensions of
poetry, he achieved a singular synthesis that continues to inform and inspire
contemporary poets. From its inception, sprung rhythm provided not only
a distinctive foundation for Hopkins’ own poetic edifice but also a visionary
blueprint for the continued evolution of English verse. It is a testament to
the enduring power of art that his innovative spirit still thrums through the
lines of poets grappling with the nuances of existence and the wonders of
creation.

The Role of Ignatian Spirituality in Shaping His Unique
Poetic Vision

As a Jesuit priest, Gerard Manley Hopkins adhered to the principles of
Ignatian spirituality, a way of approaching one’s relationship with God and
the world based on the writings and experiences of St. Ignatius of Loyola,
who founded the Society of Jesus in 1540. Throughout his work, Hopkins
reflected the core tenets of this spirituality - such as seeking the divine in all
things, discerning God’s will in daily life, and cultivating the practice of the
Spiritual Exercises - in his poetry, both as a means to explore his own faith
and as a groundbreaking technique for capturing the beauty he perceived in
the natural world.

Central to the Ignatian spiritual tradition is the practice of the Spiritual
Exercises, a set of contemplative tasks and meditations designed to foster
a profound encounter with God. The exercises shaped the way Hopkins
engaged with the world both as a spiritual seeker and as an artist. Within
the framework of the exercises, one is encouraged to use their imagination to
visualize intricate scenes from the Bible, spiritual realms, and their personal
experiences. This imaginative approach to meditation allowed Hopkins to
develop his rich sense of imagery in his poetry, as he sought to translate
these spiritual experiences and observations into tangible linguistic forms.
The attentiveness to detail and sensory experiences in his work can be seen



CHAPTER 5. THE DEVELOPMENT OF HIS UNIQUE POETIC STYLE 74

as a result of the deep concentration and engagement with the world that
the exercises called for.

Hopkins’ poetry also frequently drew upon the Ignatian concept of
finding God in all things. This belief is based on the idea that everything
possesses inherent goodness and beauty, as a reflection of the divine creator
from which it all emerges. In his work, Hopkins strived to capture, and
often celebrate, the divine essence present in the most minute aspects of the
natural world-such as the trembling of a twig or the iridescence of bubbles on
a river’s surface. In doing so, he challenged the prevailing Victorian literary
sensibilities that typically favored grand, sweeping themes or depictions of
human experience.

The Ignatian spiritual tradition places significant emphasis on the cultiva-
tion of discernment, the ability to recognize and follow the subtle movements
of God’s will as revealed through the ups and downs of daily life. This aspect
of the Jesuit framework resonated deeply with Hopkins’ poetic endeavors,
as he grappled with the relationship between his faith and artistic vocation.
His grappling is evident in the way his poetry often probes the mysteries of
existence and the delicate interplay between human experience and divine
providence. The discernment process required a constant vigilant attention
to the innermost workings of the mind and heart, which, in turn, helped
Hopkins hone his sensitivity to the subtle linguistic expressions that set his
poems apart from those of his contemporaries.

At the heart of Ignatian spirituality is the idea of the ’magis’ - Latin
for ”the more” - which encourages followers to always desire and strive for
a greater and more profound union with God. This hunger for depth and
meaning was a driving force in Hopkins’ life, leading him to continually push
the boundaries of language, form, and imagery in his poetry, in search of a
means to convey the intensity of his spiritual experiences. The experimental
nature of his work - such as the development of sprung rhythm, his innova-
tive approach to meter, and his exploration of unique and unusual word
combinations - can be seen as a reflection of this aspiration for transcendence
and a longing to get closer to the divine source.

One of Hopkins’ most famous poems, ”God’s Grandeur,” exemplifies
the integration of Ignatian spirituality and poetic vision. Through its vivid
imagery of the natural world as a reflection of divine greatness and the
manifestation of God’s love toward humanity, the poem exemplifies Hopkins’
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unique combination of creative linguistic expression and the principles of
Ignatian spirituality. In lines such as ”The world is charged with the
grandeur of God,” Hopkins asserts the presence of the divine in every aspect
of creation, illustrating the Ignatian concept of finding God in all things.

In conclusion, it is important to recognize that Hopkins did not merely
incorporate Ignatian spirituality into his poetry as a peripheral influence,
but rather, it formed the very bedrock of his creative vision. As a Jesuit
committed to the ideals of St. Ignatius, Hopkins sought to uncover the
divine beauty hidden within the natural world, human experience, and the
depths of his own consciousness. His poetry, at once experimental and
intensely personal, bears witness to the transformative power of the spiritual
tradition that lay at the core of his being, offering an illuminating glimpse
into the profound interplay between faith and artistry across literary history.

Hopkins’ Experimentation with Syntax, Diction, and
Form

In the realm of Victorian poetry, Gerard Manley Hopkins stands as an
unyielding iconoclast. His bold experimentation with syntax, diction, and
form challenged the norms of his era, creating a singular body of work that
resonates with readers to this day. The distinctiveness of Hopkins’ style
can be traced to three significant areas of innovation: syntax and wordplay,
diction and the use of neologisms, and his creation of sprung rhythm as
a metric form. Surveying his oeuvre, one can observe myriad instances of
Hopkins pushing the limits of language and poetic structures, crafting verse
that crackles with energy and profound meaning.

Hopkins’ syntactic mastery and love for wordplay manifest in techniques
such as chiasmus, ellipsis, and enjambment. His use of chiasmus, where
words, grammatical structures, or concepts are inverted within a verse, can
be seen in ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,” when he writes, ”The heaven -
flung, heart - fleshed, maiden - furled / Miracle - in - Mary - of - flame” (16 -
17). The juxtaposition of contrasting yet related concepts creates striking
imagery that demands the reader’s attention. Similarly, Hopkins’ use of
ellipsis compels the reader to complete the thought or expression mentally,
engaging them actively in the poetic experience. For example, in ”Pied
Beauty,” he writes, ”Glory be to God for dappled things- / For skies of
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couple -colour as a brinded cow” (1-2). The missing word after ”For skies of”
is conspicuous in its absence and forces the reader to extrapolate meaning
from their own mental imagery. Likewise, enjambment, where a sentence
continues without pause beyond the end of a verse into the next, enhances
the aural experience of the poem, as exemplified in ”Felix Randal”: ”How
far from then forethought of, all / Disastraised” (9 - 10).

In terms of diction, Hopkins’ penchant for neologisms and peculiar
constructions signifies an active reshaping of language to fit his exact vision.
Compounding words such as ”fallowboot - fellow” in ”Carrion Comfort” or
”firefolk” in ”The Windhover” imbues his verse with a tactile quality, inviting
the reader to engage with the sense of these new creations. Using obscure,
archaic, or dialectal words such as ”rose - of - the - wind” in ”The Sea and the
Skylark” enriches the lexical range of his poetry while also demonstrating a
deep understanding of linguistic history. Such novel usage is reinforced by
Hopkins’ linguistic theories, including his belief in ”the essential resemblance
between words and their meanings,” and that the true meaning of a word
can be found ”by analogical conformity to the other words of the language”
(”Author’s Preface”).

Perhaps the most radical departure from conventional poetics can be
found in Hopkins’ metric invention: sprung rhythm. In contrast to the
typical iambic pentameter of Victorian verse, sprung rhythm count stresses
per line rather than syllables, resulting in greater metrical variation and
flexibility. This form enables Hopkins to create complex and dynamic
patterns of sound that capture the natural rhythms of speech. Some critics
believe that sprung rhythm represents Hopkins’ intent to revitalize poetic
soundscapes, which he perceived as a ”trampled art” due to the monotony
of traditional meter. Undoubtedly, sprung rhythm is now an indelible part
of Hopkins’ legacy.

Throughout his creative journey, Gerard Manley Hopkins insisted on
pushing the boundaries of linguistic convention and formal arrangement
to craft poetry uniquely his own. His subversive and innovative use of
syntax, diction, and form has ensured that his works remain fresh and vital
long after their creation. Hopkins’ quiet revolution of the poetic language
not only makes a strong case for the power of his own imagination but
also glimpses the ability of the written word itself to transcend time and
space. As the language of modernity pushes further against the limitations
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of yesterday’s poetry, those drawn to the mystique of Hopkins’ artistry will
no doubt find themselves returning to his verses, searching for the secrets
of a world in perpetual motion. At the intersection of the sacred and the
earthly, the ancient and the nascent, lies the essence of Hopkins’ poetry, an
essence that remains evergreen, even as the Victorian era fades ever further
into the past.

The Iconic Imagery and Metaphors in Hopkins’ Poetry

One of the most striking features of Hopkins’ poetry is his ability to depict
images of nature with vivid sensory intensity. In ”Pied Beauty,” for instance,
the poet extols the variegated beauty of creation, inviting the reader to
embark on a sensory journey through a kaleidoscope of images:

”Glory be to God for dappled things- For skies of couple - colour as a
brinded cow;”

In this passage, Hopkins’ use of visual imagery invites the reader to
visualize - and marvel at - the intricate patterns of the sky. The metaphor of
the sky as a ”brinded cow” serves to further emphasize the heterogeneity of
creation, displaying Hopkins’ keen perception of the natural world and his
profound belief in the interconnectedness of all things.

Another hallmark of Hopkins’ iconic imagery and metaphors is their
capacity to convey spiritual themes. This is particularly evident in ”God’s
Grandeur,” where nature’s resilience in the face of human maltreatment is
symbolized by the Holy Spirit as a bird ”brooding” over the world:

”And though the last lights off the black West went Oh, morning, at
the brown brink eastward, springs- Because the Holy Ghost over the bent
World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.”

As seen in these lines, Hopkins utilizes the metaphor of the Holy Ghost
as a bird to illustrate the inexhaustible grace and forgiveness that God
bestows upon the world, regardless of humankind’s continuous violations of
nature’s sanctity.

Moreover, Hopkins’ gift for blending vivid imagery and metaphors not
only manifests through visual representations but also transcends into
auditory and tactile domains, demonstrating the synesthetic quality of his
poetic language. Consider the poem ”The Windhover,” in which the poet
masterfully depicts the flight of a falcon as a metaphor for Christ - like
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sacrifice:
”I caught this morning morning’s minion, kingdom of daylight’s dauphin,

Dapple - dawn - drawn Falcon, in his riding Of the rolling level underneath
him steady air, and striding High there, how he rung upon the rein of a
wimpling wing”

Here, the auditory effect evoked by the alliteration of the ”d” and ”r”
sounds, along with the metaphorical connections established between the
bird and Christ, epitomizes Hopkins’ ability to harness the power of language
to create multi - sensory experiences that invite the reader to consider the
spiritual implications of the natural world.

Additionally, Hopkins’ later works, such as the ”Terrible Sonnets,” reveal
darker manifestations of his iconic imagery and metaphors, as the desolation
and disconnection experienced by the poet accurately reflect his spiritual
struggles. In ”No Worst, There is None,” the all - consuming despair that
Hopkins grapples with is illustrated through the profound metaphor of a
cliff:

”No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch of grief, More pangs will,
schooled at forepangs, wilder wring. Comforter, where, where is your
comforting? Mary, mother of us, where is your relief?”

The anguished call for divine consolation is made more palpable by the
use of the metaphorical precipice, which conveys both the harrowing sense
of vertigo and the overwhelming feeling of despair associated with spiritual
desolation.

As evidenced by the breadth of his poetic oeuvre, the iconic imagery
and metaphors in Hopkins’ work reveal his exceptional understanding of the
sensory, spiritual and synesthetic aspects of human experience. From a cow
- spotted sky to the brooding Holy Ghost and the agonizing plunge into the
abyss of spiritual despair, Hopkins masterfully weaves together images and
metaphors that illuminate not only his profoundly - felt spiritual concerns
but also the undeniable ties between humanity, nature, and the divine.

And so, with his imagery and metaphors unbound by the conventions of
his time, Hopkins’ innovative use of language propels him into the realm of
the transcendent, where the human spirit yearns to reconcile the complexities
of existence. A singular poet among his contemporaries, Hopkins’ work is
distinguished not only by the richness of its visual tapestry but also by the
depth and complexity of the spiritual messages and ponderings it provokes.
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As we venture forth into the exploration of the paradoxes and intricacies
within his body of work, we find ourselves equally beset and fascinated by
the challenges and insights that Hopkins’ poetry presents.

The Exploration of Paradox and Complexity in Hopkins’
Work

The poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins is a fascinating study in paradox
and complexity, as it often wrestles with contradictions and seemingly
incompatible forces at both the thematic and formal levels. Among the
many facets of his work that contribute to this richness is Hopkins’ affinity
for the exploration of paradoxes, as a way of illuminating and interrogating
the human condition and spiritual experience. In doing so, he creates a
multi - layered poetic landscape that not only defies easy understanding but
also invites (and at times even demands) the reader to ponder deeper and
embrace ambiguity.

A seminal poem that demonstrates this exploration of paradox is the
masterfully composed ”Pied Beauty,” manifesting the coexistence of seem-
ingly disparate elements within God’s creation and, especially, the poet’s
gratitude for the harmonious unity they achieve. The poem’s notable open-
ing lines, ”Glory be to God for dappled things - / For skies of couple - colour
as a brinded cow,” suggest a celebration of the non - uniform, the mixed,
and the irregular while offering praise for the diversity of God’s creation.
However, counterintuitively, Hopkins goes on to present these various qual-
ities as part of a comprehensive whole, thus reframing the fragmented or
discordant aspects of life as essential components of an all - encompassing
harmony.

In a similar vein, we can turn our attention to ”The Windhover,” a
poem where the tension inherent in paradoxes is brought to the center
stage. The central subject of the poem - a bird in flight - allows Hopkins to
delve into the notion of the sublime rooted both in the physical world (i.e.,
the flight itself) and in the metaphysical realms of beauty and spirituality.
Hence, the bird becomes a multifaceted symbol embodying qualities that,
on the surface, might appear to be mutually exclusive: both freedom and
constraint, vulnerability and strength, mystery and certainty, the individual
and the divine. By bringing these disparate elements into dialogue, Hopkins
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models the process of moving beyond simplistic interpretations or binary
oppositions in his poetry, while at the same time, acknowledging the tensions
that lie at the heart of the human experience.

The complexity of paradox in Hopkins’ work does not only characterize
his themes, but it also emerges at the level of form and linguistic experimen-
tation. In his development of a new rhythmic system, the sprung rhythm, he
literally redefines the conventional notions of poetic meter, infusing it with
a dynamic quality that can accommodate both the regularity of traditional
prosody and the unpredictability of natural speech patterns. In this way,
his poetry not only demands a heightened level of attentiveness but also
embodies the principles of paradox that he seems so keen to explore and
celebrate.

Hopkins’ distinctive use of language, full of compound words and id-
iosyncratic coinages, further contributes to the intricacy of his poetry. A
striking example can be found in his poem ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,”
where he employs an innovative vocabulary that is both deeply rooted in
religious and spiritual themes and undeniably modern in its formal and
stylistic experimentation. Terms like ”shield - of - honor - scylding” and ”rose
- roots” seem to embody the notion of paradox in their structural formation,
combining seemingly unrelated concepts into a single, potent image or idea.

While this exploration of paradox and complexity may appear daunting
or even inaccessible at times, it is precisely this quality of challenging the
reader that makes Hopkins’ poetry so rewarding and enriching. His vision
of the world as interwoven with contradictions and harmonies establishes
a dynamic dialogue between the mundane and the transcendent, offering
fresh insights into the complexity and the beauty of human existence.

To fully appreciate the paradoxical nature of Hopkins’ work, one must
be willing to surrender the desire for clear - cut answers or linear narratives,
and embrace the limitless possibilities that emerge from engaging with the
interplay of opposites. As Hopkins himself declares, through the arresting
image of ”counter, original, spare, strange,” it is by embracing these hidden
tensions and luminous complexities that we are granted a glimpse into
the profound depths of both poetry and life. And as we traverse the
evocative expanse of Hopkins’ imaginative universe, we might just find
ourselves incrementally transformed, not unlike the transformative power of
the windhover in flight or the dappled beauty hinting at a divine unity.
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The Relationship Between Hopkins’ Poetic Style and
His Religious Beliefs

From the first lines of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetry, one is struck by the
unique character of his language and imagery. The language seems almost
to wrestle with itself, to twist and leap over great vaults of meaning in an
attempt to push through the ordinary boundaries of the English tongue.
As much as his unconventional sprung rhythm, this distinctive style has
contributed to Hopkins’ status as one of the most innovative and celebrated
poets of the Victorian era. However, behind his groundbreaking poetic
technique lay a deeply personal, even autobiographical impulse: reflecting
his profound religious convictions as a convert to Roman Catholicism and a
member of the Jesuit order. An examination of the relationship between
Hopkins’ poetic style and his religious beliefs reveals the extent to which
his vision of the world was inseparable from the spiritual core of his life.

Hopkins’ conversion to Catholicism in 1866 had an immediate and
profound effect on his developing style. The transition from his Anglican
faith to his newfound beliefs was marked by a complex interplay of influences.
He was drawn towards the Oxford Movement’s High Church Anglicanism,
with its emphasis on the centrality of sacramental worship and the authority
of tradition. The leading figure of this movement, John Henry Newman,
supported and guided Hopkins through these spiritual explorations and
ultimately toward the Catholic Church. Beyond this, it was the study of the
early Church Fathers, with their sense of ritual beauty and mystical insight
into the divine, that proved the most decisive factor in shaping Hopkins’
religious sensibility.

This new framework of sacramental belief found its expression in a
distinctive poetic technique. Hopkins’ embrace of sprung rhythm, with its
abandonment of traditional metrical forms in favor of an irregular structure,
was a determined attempt to break new ground in the service of his faith.
Rather than a mere technical innovation, the sprung rhythm emerged
from a spiritual standpoint that saw the material world as a sacrament of
divine presence. It functioned as a means of conveying a powerful sense of
immediacy, a vivid sense of the divine life pulsing within the natural order.
The sheer exuberance of his language, its vigor and its strangeness, could
be seen as an attempt to render that divine presence palpable.
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Indeed, one of the hallmarks of Hopkins’ poetry is the permeability of
the natural world to his religious sensibility. Nature, to Hopkins, served
as a reminder of its Creator and his inescapable presence. In poems such
as ”God’s Grandeur,” he imagines the whole of creation as charged with
the grandeur of God, vibrantly suffused with divine energy. Likewise, in
”Pied Beauty,” he offers a hymn of praise to God for the diverse variety and
beauty of the natural world. The poem is notable not only for its worshipful
attitude but also for the daring complexity of its language. Hopkins revels
in the sheer multiplicity of things, presenting the fragmentary and broken
quality of the world as a source of wonder and delight. Here, and in other
celebrated poems, his innovative style and religious conviction intertwine.

Hopkins’ struggle with spiritual desolation also found expression in his
unique style. During his time as a Jesuit priest, he grappled with spiritual
darkness and doubt, often finding solace in his capacity for artistic creation.
In his famous ”Terrible Sonnets,” Hopkins confronts the depths of his
suffering with an unflinching gaze. In poems like ”Carrion Comfort” and
”No Worst, There is None,” his jagged, unpredictable syntax and imagery
give voice to his inner turmoil. These works reveal a profound intimacy
between the poet’s spiritual and artistic life, as the very structure and
language of his verse become vehicles for the harrowing experience of his
faith.

In conclusion, as we come to understand the intricate weave of Hopkins’
religious beliefs and his groundbreaking innovations in poetic form, one
crucial insight emerges: his poetry is not simply an expression of personal
meditation or individual genius. Rather, it testifies to a profound spiritual
commitment that lent his work a unique force and energy. In its daring
originality, its fusion of the natural with the divine, and its capacity to
reflect both the joy and the pain of its author’s spiritual journey, Gerard
Manley Hopkins’ poetry offers an enduring testament to the intertwined
nature of artistic and sacred pursuits - and the transformative power they
hold.



CHAPTER 5. THE DEVELOPMENT OF HIS UNIQUE POETIC STYLE 83

The Reception of Hopkins’ Unique Style by His Con-
temporaries and Modern Critics

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetic style, characterized by the revolutionary
use of sprung rhythm, multi - layered syntax, and charged imagery, has
always elicited heated debate among critics and readers. When attempting
to describe and analyze the reception of Hopkins unique style, we must first
recognize that its evaluation must be traced along two axes: that of his
contemporaries and that of modern critics.

As is well -known, during his lifetime, Hopkins’ poetic output was mostly
limited to a select group of friends and acquaintances, including his mentor
John Henry Newman, other fellow Jesuits, and a few literary friends such
as Robert Bridges and Coventry Patmore. Among these contemporaries,
however, the reception of Hopkins’ unique style was mixed. Newman, who
had a significant impact on Hopkins’ spiritual and intellectual development,
thoroughly appreciated his protégé’s poetic genius but confessed to being
”baffled” by his more experimental poems. Newman’s efforts to understand
and appreciate Hopkins’ style illustrate an initial sense of bewilderment,
which is significant given the considerable influence he had over the younger
poet’s development.

Similarly, Hopkins’ fellow Jesuits, with whom he shared several of his
early poems, initially received his unconventional diction with enthusiasm
but eventually grew wary of its daring originality. In the words of one
Jesuit associate, ”his poetry was too far above the heads of the community
to deserve sufficient appreciation.” The community’s reservations about
Hopkins’ poetry underscore the risk of misunderstanding taken by a poet
who eschews conventional techniques in search of a distinct voice.

On the other hand, Hopkins’ close friend Robert Bridges proved to be
an unwavering champion of Hopkins’ poetic merits. Bridges ultimately
ensured the posthumous publication of Hopkins’ works and initiation of his
literary legacy. However, even Bridges occasionally struggled to digest the
peculiarities and complexities of Hopkins’ style. He admitted to the young
poet that he found some of his works ”too rugged, obscure, and broken” in
structure and language.

Given the limited circle of literary acquaintances to which Hopkins’
poetry was exposed during his lifetime, it comes as no surprise that its
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contemporary reception was largely cautious, at times laced with an admi-
ration that could not grasp the full extent of its ingenuity. Hopkins’ unique
style unquestionably carried the risk of estrangement and alienation from
contemporary readers, a risk which he consciously took in pursuit of an
authentic and original expression of his poetic vision.

In contrast, modern critics have been far more receptive to and ap-
preciative of Hopkins’ innovative poetic style. Following the posthumous
publication of his works in 1918, Hopkins’ reputation as a pioneering poet
took flight. Many of the very stylistic traits that left his contemporaries
puzzled have been embraced as groundbreaking and inspirational by 20th
and 21st - century critics.

The implementation of sprung rhythm, for example, has been lauded
as a bold departure from the tyranny of traditional poetic meters. Critics
such as Harold Bloom and A.S. Byatt have praised Hopkins’ originality and
skillful manipulation of rhythm in reviving the metrical freedom prevalent
in Old English and Middle English verse. The same technique that baffled
John Henry Newman has now become a defining aspect of Hopkins’ genius.

Critics have also praised the multilayered syntax and diction of Hopkins’
poetry. Rather than being dismissed as clumsy or obscure, these aspects of
his style have been recognized as integral to the meaning and phrasing of
his works. T.S. Eliot, another poet who admirably engaged with and defied
literary convention, claimed that he learned from Hopkins ”the indispensable
relationship between emotion and syntactical subtlety.”

Finally, modern critics have lauded the intricate and vivid imagery
in Hopkins’ poetry. Critics such as F.R. Leavis and Helen Vendler have
explored the ways in which Hopkins’ careful attention to detail, his emphasis
on particularity, and his use of simile and metaphor function to convey the
divine immanence in the natural and human world.

In the light of this comprehension and support, the mixed reception
among Hopkins’ contemporaries can be reframed as an almost prophetic
recognition of his poetic oeuvre’s account of modernity: contributions and
transformations sanctioned by his imaginative genius. As these unique
stylistic heritages are duly acknowledged by modern readers, we come to
appreciate and revere the poetic expression once hidden in the recesses of
Hopkins’ introspection.

From a broader perspective, the evolving reception of Hopkins’ unique
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style, which began with Newman’s bafflement and continues into modern
criticism, bears witness to the gradual dissolution of conventional parame-
ters in literary taste. The unfolding story of Hopkins’ style speaks volumes
not only about the vision and daring of a solitary poet but also about
the tenacious resilience that is characteristic of artistic evolution. Hopkins’
poetic voice, once unheard and misunderstood, now expands the horizon
of possibility for future poets. The shifting reception of Hopkins’ style,
effortlessly bridging the chasm between Victorian aesthetics and modern
sensibilities, thus keeps the poetic spirit alive, compelling each new gener-
ation of readers and critics to surrender to the thrill of discovery and the
shock of the new.



Chapter 6

Hopkins’ Struggle with
Faith and Spiritual
Desolation

As a Jesuit priest and poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins grappled with questions
of faith, doubt, and spiritual desolation throughout his life. While his
conversion to Catholicism and subsequent embrace of the Jesuit order
deeply shaped his worldview and artistic voice, it was not without its
internal turmoil. For Hopkins, the transcendent heights of religious devotion
were met with equal intensity in the depths of suffering and despair. A close
examination of his life, letters, and poems reveals a soul steeped in struggle,
marked particularly by his battle against spiritual desolation.

In his letters, Hopkins frequently confided to friends and mentors - most
notably John Henry Newman and Robert Bridges - the depths of his spiritual
afflictions. Writing to Newman, he described his bouts with desolation as
a ”cloud” that would ”come over me and make it difficult to pray, dispel
devotion or at least cloud it.” These ”clouds” would not only interrupt his
prayer life but also lead to a sense of disconnection from God and a feeling
of unworthiness. Throughout his Jesuit formation, Hopkins confronted his
spiritual desolation head - on and sought counsel from his Jesuit mentors,
often with the aid of the Spiritual Exercises, a compilation of meditations
and prayers developed by St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Society
of Jesus.

Hopkins’ wrestling with spiritual desolation coincided with and influenced
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his struggles with his poetic vocation. The Jesuit ideal of humility led him
to question the value and validity of his creative pursuits, bringing him
to the edge of renouncing his poetry altogether. However, his inner desire
to create would not be silenced, and his struggle ultimately shaped the
distinctive voice and style of his poetry.

This wrestling can be seen most poignantly in his ”terrible sonnets,”
composed during a period of intense personal and spiritual stagnation. In
poems such as ”Carrion Comfort” and ”No Worst, There Is None,” Hopkins
probes the depths of his anguish and despair and yet emerges with a renewed
sense of gratitude for God’s grace. Instead of shying away from his emotional
turmoil, he uses his poetic gift to wrestle with his spiritual desolation, seeking
solace in the knowledge that such trials ultimately serve a greater purpose.
”Carrion Comfort,” for example, opens with a vehement refusal to yield to
despair, addressing it as an almost sentient being that cannot ”wring” the
life from his heart. Through the course of the poem, Hopkins expresses a
sense of resignation and acceptance, recognizing that even in the throes of
desolation, there remains a glimmer of God’s presence.

Similarly, in ”No Worst, There Is None,” Hopkins grapples with the
seeming absence of God in the midst of his suffering. But as he plumbs the
depths of his despair, he remains confident that God remains present - even
in his misery. He ends the poem acknowledging that, despite the desolate
”world’s wildfire,” there is still the possibility of hope, ”an anvil - ding / And
with a sting - ink - needle rising.”

In guiding others through their own spiritual desolation, Hopkins drew
from his personal experiences to offer solace and insight to those experiencing
similar trials. As a spiritual director, he was able to empathize with his
spiritual mentees and provide guidance on navigating the complexities of
faith and doubt. For Hopkins, the journey through desolation is not simply
an individual experience but offers lessons that can be shared with others
to foster their growth and understanding.

Hopkins’ struggle with faith and spiritual desolation is, in many ways,
emblematic of the broader religious climate of Victorian England. His
experiences reflect the dynamic tensions between a faith that sought divine
experiences and the darker recesses of despair that become illuminated as
a result. As we turn our attention to the prevalent themes of nature in
Hopkins’ poetry, we can trace these tensions playing out even more vividly



CHAPTER 6. HOPKINS’ STRUGGLE WITH FAITH AND SPIRITUAL DESO-
LATION

88

as expressions of the grandeur and intricacy of creation interface with an
awareness of earthly limitations and transience. Further, understanding
the context of the emerging cultural, scientific, and religious debates of
Victorian England will provide additional nuance to our understanding of
Hopkins’ spiritual outlook and his wrestling with spiritual desolation.

The Challenge of Spiritual Desolation in His Jesuit Life

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ life as a Jesuit priest was marked by an intense
devotion to his faith, rigorous spiritual practices, and a profoundly deep
love for God. Yet, it was also fraught with struggle and spiritual desolation.
It is in the crucible of this inner turmoil, however, that the flame of his
poetic genius was forged, giving birth to some of the most profound and
enduring pieces of poetry in English literature.

Spiritual desolation, as defined by St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder
of the Society of Jesus, is a state in which the soul experiences a profound
sense of separation from God, accompanied by feelings of darkness, despair,
and destitution. In such moments, the individual is gripped by a cold
and seemingly impenetrable spiritual void that threatens to consume every
vestige of hope and love for God.

For Hopkins, this struggle was exacerbated by his strict adherence to
the rigorous discipline and ascetic practices of the Jesuit order. He often
expressed his experiences of desolation in his letters, frequently describing
how these periods of darkness tested the limits of his faith. In one letter, he
lamented, ”Never have I been farther from Him and known myself farther
than now.” The path of his life as a Jesuit was marked by regular bouts of
spiritual desolation, and as a result, his poetry reflects this contrasting mix
of adoration and despair.

Notably, in his struggle with spiritual darkness, Hopkins found a para-
doxical source of inspiration. His poetic genius seemed to be nourished by
the depths of his desolation, and as he labored through these periods, he
consistently emerged with a renewed sense of artistic vigor and vision. The
tension between his religious duties and his passion for poetry often left him
conflicted, as he grappled with a sense of guilt and unworthiness, believing
that his poetic gift could be a sign of divine disapproval rather than a means
of bringing glory to God.
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The sense of isolation that permeated many areas of Hopkins’ life only
served to augment the weight of his spiritual desolation. Forced to navigate
an increasingly secular Victorian society, he found himself an outsider among
his artistic contemporaries as well as within his own religious circle. The
acute loneliness he experienced during his life in London, coupled with his
deep conviction of his own unworthiness, only intensified his feelings of
spiritual abandonment.

In spite of these inner torments, Hopkins found solace in the principles
of Ignatian spirituality, particularly the Spiritual Exercises, which helped
him frame his desolation within the broader context of his spiritual journey.
Through the practice of spiritual discernment, he could differentiate between
the movements of consolation, which drew him toward God, and those of
desolation, which led him away from the divine presence. The Exercises
provided him with a framework for responding to his spiritual crisis and
engaging proactively with his feelings of desolation, allowing him to focus
on the dynamic process of growth and transformation.

One of the most significant fruits of Hopkins’ engagement with spiritual
desolation is his series of ”Terrible Sonnets,” composed during the darkest
hours of his soul. These works are a vivid testament to his visceral experience
of desolation, yet they also reveal glimmers of hope and intimations of divine
love. As he grappled with the darkness of his feelings, Hopkins called forth
the essence of his poetic vision, creating works that embody the anguish,
beauty, and ultimately, the triumph of the human spirit in the face of
crushing despair.

In one of these sonnets, ”Carrion Comfort,” he defiantly declares:
”Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee; Not untwist –

slack they may be – these last strands of man In me ór, most weary, cry I
can no more.”

This fierce rejection of desolation would not have been possible had
Hopkins not passed through the crucible of spiritual darkness. And it is in
the crucible, where the heart of faith refuses to yield to despair, that the
phoenix of poetic genius arises.

The enduring legacy of Gerard Manley Hopkins not only lies in the
beauty of his poetry, but also in the testament of his life filled with spiritual
desolation. It is a powerful reminder that even in the most trying moments,
our struggles can serve as a crucible for our artistic and spiritual growth.
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Indeed, for the discerning soul, the crucible of desolation, once confronted
and wrestled with, can become the very womb of poetic creativity and
faith’s renewal.

Hopkins’ Letters and Scruples About His Faith

One of Hopkins’ most frequent correspondents was his dear friend Robert
Bridges, a fellow poet and confidante. While the tone of their exchanges
often tended towards the light - hearted, Hopkins also revealed to Bridges
his spiritual dilemmas, bemoaning his perceived failings and inadequacies
as a Jesuit priest. These letters are not only windows into the soul of a
man wrestling with his faith but also a testament to the profound bond
that exists between two friends in the midst of such struggles.

In a letter to Bridges, dated 15th May 1878, Hopkins writes, ”I have
been in tune (ever before I was ordained) with celestial joys but my faith is
troubled...I have always been fair to myself that not even in my youth I have
felt at home in this world; I have always felt there was another somewhere.”
Here, he grapples with despair, questioning his place in the earthly realm
and the celestial one. The inner disquiet that plagues Hopkins is palpable
as he seeks to locate himself within competing gradients of existence.

Another example of Hopkins grappling with spiritual scruples can be
found in a letter to his sister, Grace, dated 10th October 1873. Here,
he bemoans the difficulties he faces in adhering to a regimented schedule
of prayer and meditation: ”No matter how I strive, I cannot fulfill the
prescriptions of daily meditation - my mind fleets.” Hopkins also touches
upon the issue of religious doubt, admitting that he ”cannot shake the
thought” that perhaps his poetry, his sacred passion, is at odds with his
religious duties. He fears the possibility that indulging in his creative desires
could lead him away from the path of righteousness.

While writing to his mentor and fellow convert, John Henry Newman,
Hopkins expresses the depths of his concern regarding his own religious
commitment. In a letter dated 20th February 1876, he recounts his difficulty
in finding ”perfect peace” after his confession, worrying that ”unless I can
live a faultless life, my soul is lost.” Newman’s responses are profoundly
influential for Hopkins, offering guidance and reassurance to his fears and
uncertainties. The correspondence between these two spiritual seekers is a
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testament to the power of intellectual and emotional support in times of
spiritual crisis.

Hopkins’ letters and personal writings not only illustrate his spiritual
struggles but also the considerable weight he placed upon himself to be
exemplary in his faith. The way he strives to adhere to the teachings
of his spiritual forebears, such as Ignatius Loyola and the Jesuit order,
demonstrates the importance he assigned to his religious duties.

Through his letters, Hopkins seeks to make sense of the world and his
place in it, while grappling with the competing influences of religious fervor
and poetic passion. As a conduit for his spiritual and emotional trials, these
writings reveal not only the depth of his struggles but also the timeless
nature of the questions he posed. Hopkins’ letters, both a confession and a
plea for guidance, show us that the path to inner harmony is often fraught
with anguish and doubt.

Conflicts Between His Poetic Vocation and Religious
Duties

As Gerard Manley Hopkins wove the very fibers of his Jesuit vocation with
his poetic artistry, he would come to experience a forceful tension between
the two seemingly disparate aspects of his life. Despite this internal conflict,
it is important to recognize that the congruence between the two roles was
not entirely incompatible, as Hopkins sought to convey his deep religious
convictions through the medium of poetry. However, the challenge laid
not in the thematic compatibility of his spiritual and poetic pursuits, but
rather in the struggle of reconciling the perceived worldly nature of poetic
expression with the humility and selflessness demanded by religious devotion.

Hopkins entered the Jesuit order as a novice in 1868, a decision made
after his conversion to Catholicism and inspired by his desire to follow a
path of spiritual growth and service. The call to Jesuit life was an arduous
one, with vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience anchoring the foundation
of a Jesuit’s spiritual practice. Yet, even as Hopkins committed to these
vows with unwavering devotion, his inborn poetic vocation continued to
pulse with life. Igniting his poetic sensibilities was the spiritual practice of
finding God in everything - each person, place, and moment could be imbued
with divine grace and offered fertile ground upon which to create verse. This
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very concept of seeking and finding God in all things was deeply resonant
with the overarching theme in much of Hopkins’ poetry, as he masterfully
illustrated the divine presence and beauty in the created world.

However, the conflict between Hopkins’ poetic and religious duties was
not one based solely on theological concerns. The Victorian society into
which he was born, especially in the eyes of the Church, was susceptible to
the seduction of the secular, with literature and art often deemed frivolous
pursuits that could lead the devout away from their spiritual centers. The
challenge for Hopkins, then, was to carve out a space where his earthly
artistry could coexist with his heavenly devotion. At times, he struggled to
reconcile the discordance he felt in pursuing his creative passion alongside his
religious duties, as is evidenced in the periods of poetic silence he imposed
upon himself during his Jesuit formation years.

In one such instance of self-imposed poetic silence, Hopkins went through
a period of nearly eight years without writing any verse at all. This hiatus
came after Hopkins was given an order by his superiors to stop writing for
The Month, a Catholic periodical. Instead of directing his creative energies
into the composition of new poems, he invested his time and effort into
translating Greek and Latin church hymns into English for worship purposes
- an act of spiritual subservience that sublimated his poetic impulses into a
form deemed more appropriate by his Jesuit superiors.

Throughout his life, Hopkins was careful to thread the needle between
his religious duties and his poetic calling. Many of his works were composed
during spiritual retreats or after moments of deep prayer, resulting in verse
that seemed to almost defy the boundaries of spiritual and secular. This
delicate dance can be observed in works such as the sequence of sonnets
written during his time in Ireland, including “God’s Grandeur” and “The
Windhover.” The close juxtaposition of devotional themes with nature
imagery in these poems allowed Hopkins to carefully negotiate the fissure
between art and faith.

Beyond the thematic considerations of his poetry, Hopkins’ Jesuit for-
mation also influenced various technical aspects of his verse. Even sprung
rhythm, the unique poetic device upon which much of Hopkins’ work is
built, reflects a certain spiritual dimension. Sprung rhythm is marked by
its accentual meter, which allows for any number of syllables in a line but
counts only the spoken or stressed syllables. The result is a meter that
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captures the myriad accents and patterns of spoken English, mirroring
the cadences of daily speech while echoing the divine inspiration that lies
beneath. The creation of sprung rhythm, then, can be seen as yet another
manifestation of the tussle between Hopkins’ Jesuit vocation and his desire
for artistic expression, as he attempted to construct a form that married
the transcendent with the everyday.

In the end, the conflicts and contradictions that beset Hopkins in his
efforts to reconcile his poetic vocation with his religious duties ultimately
enriched his work, imbuing it with a singular vibrancy that continues to
enthrall readers today. The tensions that he navigated also reflect the broader
intellectual and cultural milieu that influenced many of his contemporaries
in the arts and the sciences, as they too sought to make sense of a rapidly
changing world. Yet, even as the struggle between his artistic and spiritual
identities refused to abate, Hopkins held steadfast, driven by an unwavering
faith in God and the power of poetry.

The Impact of Loneliness and Isolation on His Spiritual-
ity

Gerard Manley Hopkins, the Jesuit priest and poet, experienced overwhelm-
ing sensations of loneliness and isolation that pervaded many aspects of his
life. His conversion to Catholicism and decision to become a Jesuit strained
his relationships with his Anglican family, and his subsequent taxing re-
ligious duties distanced him from his wider social and intellectual circles.
In confronting these challenges, Hopkins took solace in his poetry, infusing
his emotions and imaginative imaginations into his verse. However, as a
central theme, the impact of loneliness and isolation on Hopkins’ spirituality
presents itself as a profound and complex topic, revealing the interweaving
of the psychological, spiritual, and artistic dimensions of his remarkable
persona.

Hopkins’ complex psychological landscape is evident in letters he sent
to friends and colleagues throughout his life. Many of these letters expose
his feelings of isolation and desolation, particularly during his periods of
ministry in parishes far removed from the intellectual ferment of Victorian
England. There, he found himself at odds with the local congregants,
oftentimes battling indifference to religious matters and his own perceived
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inadequacies in conveying Catholic teachings. The alienation he experienced,
both within and without the church, reflect a deep - seated struggle to find
his place in a world where his spiritual journey appeared at times to be an
isolating and self - consuming endeavor.

The impact of loneliness on Hopkins’ spiritual life can be traced in his
writing on prayer and contemplation, where his seclusion served both as a
barrier and a doorway to divine connection. In his early works, Hopkins
portrays solitary prayer as a means of transcending earthly concerns and
embracing an intimate communion with God. However, as his religious life
progressed and the weight of his duties as a Jesuit increased, so too did
the challenge of sustaining this divine immediacy. Hopkins found himself
trapped in a spiritual cul -de - sac, surrounded by a darkness that permeated
his prayers and stifled his soul. It is in this state of spiritual desolation that
his poetry began to take on a more somber, introspective tone.

In his darker verse, the interplay between loneliness and spirituality
reveals itself through visceral imagery and a sense of spiritual alienation.
For instance, in his poem ”Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves,” Hopkins paints a
vivid picture of ”Hollow, hollow, hollow, / Wiry fold of a heart that hushed
/ All its lifelong passion - hush” (lines 21 - 23). The repetition of ”hollow”
emphasizes the emptiness that pervades his spirit, which is echoed by the
description of a heart quieted by the intensity of its own emotions. The
silence in these lines conveys a sense of spiritual desolation, with Hopkins’
sense of isolation seemingly disconnecting him from any divine communion.

Yet, as a testament to the resilience of Hopkins’ faith and his poetic
genius, the experience of loneliness also serves as a catalyst for personal and
artistic growth. His feelings of isolation drove him to explore the depths of
his own spirituality, seeking out the divine presence even amid his darkest
moments. This process of spiritual transformation can be traced in his
late sonnet ”To Seem the Stranger.” Toward the end of the poem, Hopkins
addresses God directly, stating, ”O thou, / dear Father, who dost all my
bourne of view / Control, mute or restrain, / O self - born mockers of pale
Destiny, / Leave ye my loneliness unblamed. . . .” (lines 10 - 14). In these
lines, Hopkins asserts that his loneliness is part of a divine scheme, and
though the experience is painful, it ultimately leads him closer to God. In
expressing this sentiment, he effectively transforms his isolation into a kind
of spiritual crucible, where his soul is refined and his faith strengthened.
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When considering the impact that loneliness and isolation had on Hop-
kins’ spirituality, one discovers a multifaceted and deeply introspective
narrative. His feelings of estrangement from his family, church, and wider
society created a near - constant state of longing for communion and connec-
tion, both human and divine. While this isolation engendered periods of
extreme spiritual desolation and darkness, it also served to foster a unique
creative vision and drive for personal growth. In this way, Hopkins’ struggle
with loneliness can be seen as an ongoing wrestle with both the highest and
the deepest aspects of his spirituality, ultimately shaping the contours of
his life, his art, and his enduring legacy as a visionary poet. As we delve
into his late poems, such as ”Carrion Comfort” and ”No Worst, There Is
None,” we begin to unravel the full complexity of his emotional and spiritual
journey and its indelible impact on his poetic expression.

The ”Dark Night of the Soul” and Its Influence on
Hopkins’ Poetry

Drawing inspiration from mystical theologians such as St. John of the Cross
and St. Teresa of Avila, the dark night of the soul refers to a stage in
the spiritual journey where the individual experiences a profound crisis of
faith, characterized by feelings of despair, loneliness, and emptiness. It
is within this context that Hopkins composed some of his most poignant
poetry, grappling with deep - rooted questions about the nature of suffering,
divine love, and the human condition.

A prime example of the influence of the dark night of the soul in Hopkins’
poetry is ”Carrion Comfort,” a poem that vividly captures the experience
of spiritual desolation. In it, Hopkins employs his unique sprung rhythm
to convey a sense of agitation and urgency, reflecting the troubled state
of his mind. Through graphic imagery and raw emotion, the poet gives
voice to the internal conflict that rages within him, asking, ”Why should I
still / Linger here in this laboring world of Steadied and Held, my universe
mainBundle!” The speaker’s struggle with the apparent absence of God and
the futility of his existence is palpable, leaving the reader with a deep sense
of empathy for the tortured soul.

Appealing to the senses, Hopkins’ vivid language powerfully evokes the
experience of the dark night. In the poem ”No Worst, There Is None,”
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imagery of natural decay and destruction pervades the poem as the poet
describes his mind as a ”pilèd / stonescape of grave disjointing shocks.” The
use of enjambment and dislocated syntax further reinforces the speaker’s feel-
ing of disconnection from the divine, embodying the feeling of inconsolable
misery that characterizes the dark night of the soul.

In the face of such unrelenting suffering, any sense of hope may appear
futile. Yet, throughout his poetry, interspersed with moments of desolation
are hints of divine presence and grace. In ”Carrion Comfort,” despite the
continuous struggle described by the speaker, there remains a glimmer
of faith, as the speaker defiantly proclaims, ”Not to choose God and the
masterful monster of Daily Devour, but / Proof what multifold man knits
in me!” These lines signify the tenacious spirit that anchors the speaker to
their faith even amidst the darkest of experiences.

While the dark night of the soul may suggest that Hopkins’ poetry is
marked by an overwhelming sense of despair, it is essential to recognize the
transformative potential of this spiritual crisis. As St. John of the Cross
explains in his mystical treatise, the dark night is an essential step towards
spiritual purification and union with the divine. Hopkins’ poetry is firmly
rooted in a deep faith that ultimately transcends the boundaries of the
temporal world. Faith, like the ”gold - vermilion” of a dying day in ”The
Windhover,” offers a glimpse of eternal beauty and hope.

The dark night of the soul is not merely a subject matter for Hopkins’
poetry; it is a crucible in which his poetic and spiritual identities are forged.
With his characteristic ingenuity and linguistic brilliance, Hopkins vividly
captures the experience of desolation, giving voice to the universal human
struggle with the divine. In tracing the arc of Hopkins’ spiritual journey
within his poetry, we discover a rich tapestry of emotions and symbols,
shedding light on the profound complexities of his internal world. The dark
night of the soul, far from being a source of despair, becomes a furnace
in which Hopkins’ faith is purified and refined, exquisitely rendered in the
language of verse. We are thus invited to embark on our own odyssey of
spiritual exploration, guided by the ever - sought grace that illuminates the
darkest corners of the human heart.
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Guiding Others Through Spiritual Desolation as a Jesuit
Mentor

As Gerard Manley Hopkins navigated his inner turmoil of spiritual desolation
throughout his Jesuit life, he found solace and purpose in guiding others
through their own periods of darkness. His role as a Jesuit mentor, a
role that he readily embraced and excelled in, allowed him to utilize his
experience of spiritual darkness to connect with and support others in their
spiritual struggles. In doing so, Hopkins contributed to the spiritual growth
and formation of not only his fellow Jesuits but also of others who sought
his guidance and counsel.

One unique aspect of Hopkins’ mentorship was his sincere openness about
his spiritual desolation to those he mentored. Unlike some spiritual leaders
who may have chosen to hide their struggles for fear of appearing weak,
Hopkins embraced humility and vulnerability. His openness in sharing both
his longing for God’s presence and his feelings of abandonment endeared
him to those who faced similar struggles, fostering a deep bond of empathy
and understanding. In his letters and spiritual conversations, Hopkins gently
counseled those seeking his guidance through their periods of desolation,
offering practical advice from the richness of his own conviction.

Moreover, Hopkins’ experience of spiritual desolation provided him with
a keen awareness of the subtle temptations and pitfalls that could lead to a
loss of faith or even despair. As he guided others through their spiritual
desolation, Hopkins carefully identified and warned them against these
potential traps. Coupled with his profound understanding of Ignatian
spirituality and Jesuit teachings, Hopkins’ guidance consistently aligned
with the Church’s teachings, providing his spiritual mentees with a firm and
grounding foundation in their spiritual development.

A distinctive aspect of Hopkins’ mentorship was his integration of aes-
thetic sensibilities in guiding others through spiritual desolation. Hopkins
understood the transcendent and transformative power of beauty and its
ability to lift the soul, even in the depths of darkness. In his letters to
those he mentored, Hopkins often included passages of poetry, music, or
visual art that he believed might provide comfort, consolation, or inspiration
during times of spiritual darkness. Additionally, his ability to weave rich
imagery of flora and fauna throughout his counsel allowed his mentees to



CHAPTER 6. HOPKINS’ STRUGGLE WITH FAITH AND SPIRITUAL DESO-
LATION

98

see the beauty of nature as a reflection of God’s presence, even amidst
their feelings of emptiness and abandonment. In this way, the beauty that
Hopkins appreciated in the natural world served as a balm for the weary
souls of those he guided through desolation.

Furthermore, Hopkins exhibited a deep sensitivity to and understanding
of the unique struggles faced by those he mentored. He readily recognized
that spiritual desolation often appeared differently for each individual and
that no two experiences were identical. This discernment allowed him to
tailor his guidance to the specific needs of each of his mentees, addressing
their own particular struggles and questions with precision and empathy. As
a result, Hopkins’ mentorship was marked by a personal and individualized
touch, a quality that enabled him to reach and resonate with a wider
audience.

In his commitment to guiding others through spiritual desolation as
a Jesuit mentor, Hopkins inadvertently found his own sense of purpose
and solace amidst his spiritual trials. His vocational calling as a Jesuit,
intertwined with his artistic talents, significantly impacted not only the
spiritual lives of those he mentored but also shaped the course of his poetry.
The themes of darkness, spiritual struggle, and the eventual triumph of
faith imbued his later works, such as ”Carrion Comfort” and ”No Worst,
There Is None,” with an intensity and richness that grew primarily from
his intimate experience of spiritual desolation. The mentorship he provided
truly lit up an inner fire that gave Hopkins the fortitude to face and embrace
his unprecedented style of poetic expression. Despite the ever - present pain
he felt in this world, Hopkins was not to be vanquished. His spirit rose from
the ashes of desolation and soared into the eternal light of God’s love - a
love that would ultimately be beautifully reflected in his timeless poetry.

Finding Solace in His Friendship with Robert Bridges

Amid the spiritual struggles and physical challenges of his Jesuit life, Gerard
Manley Hopkins forged a friendship that provided some solace: his rela-
tionship with poet Robert Bridges. Their friendship reveals not only the
compassionate and sensitive side of the two poets but also the ways human
relationships can foster creativity and intellectual growth.

The two poets first met in 1863 as undergraduates at Oxford University,
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where they were drawn together by their shared love for literature and their
interest in poetry. They belonged to a group of writers that included Lionel
Johnson, Charles Scaife, and Ernest Myers, who described themselves as the
’Parnassians,’ playfully invoking the Greek home of the Muses. Although
both men were Anglicans at the time, Hopkins’ eventual conversion to
Catholicism and entry into the Jesuit order created an emotional divide
between them. However, their mutual respect and admiration for each
other’s work surpassed their religious differences, as they continued their
correspondence and maintained their friendship despite the pressure of
Victorian society’s expectations. This ability to overcome externally imposed
barriers shows the strength of their bond and the ability of shared artistry
to span differences.

After his conversion, Hopkins faced the emotional weight of his decision
to join the Jesuit order, which involved living apart from his family and
requiring of him a degree of asceticism. His friendship with Bridges helped
to temper these struggles, with Bridges often being pivotal in providing
emotional support. In turn, Hopkins shared his ongoing intellectual and
spiritual growth with Bridges, inviting him to the world of Jesuit spirituality
and studies. Their letters from this period reveal a deep connection, with
their mutual encouragement not only of each other’s artistry but also of
their spiritual and moral development.

Indeed, it was Bridges who became Hopkins’ most trusted reader and
reliable critic when Hopkins felt he could not share his work so openly
with his fellow Jesuits. This exchange of views and ideas was crucial for
Hopkins’ development as a poet; having a creative companion with whom
he could express the challenges and doubts that plagued his thoughts was
an invaluable asset. Bridges, on his part, appreciated the originality and
innovation of Hopkins’ poetry, encouraging him to continue writing and
even suggesting that he reconsider his decision not to publish his work - an
injunction that Hopkins never abandoned.

Their friendship was not limited to artistic pursuits. While working
as a priest in London, Hopkins experienced the harsh realities of urban
life and the suffering of the poor, bearing witness to the injustices and
inequalities of Victorian society. These experiences were a heavy burden
upon his sensitive soul. Bridges, recognizing Hopkins’ emotional struggles,
extended his support through visits and correspondence, providing respite
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for his dejected friend. This gesture of solidarity reveals the profound level
of understanding and empathy between the two poets.

However, while their friendship provided some solace for Hopkins, it was
not without its challenges. As his Jesuit duties demanded more of his time,
his relationship with Bridges suffered periods of distance and silence. Yet,
it was precisely through these periods that the resilience of their friendship
became evident. They maintained their connection, even during times when
other relationships faltered, revealing the strength of the bond between the
two poets.

In conclusion, the friendship between Gerard Manley Hopkins and Robert
Bridges offers a powerful example of how human relationships can foster
creative growth while providing emotional support during times of adversity.
The shared experiences, mutual encouragement, and deep understanding
that underlay their relationship helped both poets face the challenges of
their lives, particularly those imposed by Victorian society and the rigors of
Hopkins’ Jesuit life. With this perspective, we can appreciate not only the
complexity of Hopkins’ artistry but also the strength of the human spirit
and its capacity to forge meaningful connections and surmount the obstacles
of life.

The Role of Spiritual Exercises in Hopkins’ Journey
through Desolation

The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Society of
Jesus, served as a beacon in the life and poetic journey of Gerard Manley
Hopkins. Hopkins, as a Jesuit seminarian, underwent thirty days of contem-
plative silence to complete these exercises as a means of spiritual formation
and discernment. Throughout his life, Hopkins repeatedly struggled with
extended periods of darkness and ’spiritual desolation,’ a term from the
Ignatian lexicon that denotes a sense of remoteness or alienation from God.
However, with each descent into the abyss of desolation, Hopkins would
emerge with renewed spiritual insights and creative bursts of poetic energy.
One can consider the Spiritual Exercises as a compass that helped him
navigate his way through the heart - wrenching crisis of faith and maintain
a sense of direction in both his religious and artistic endeavors.

One method of engaging with the Spiritual Exercises is through the pro-
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cess of imaginative contemplation. These imaginative exercises encouraged
Hopkins to visualize scenes from the life of Christ and the saints and place
himself within these scenes as an active participant. By engaging his vivid
imagination, Hopkins was able to access a deeper spiritual connection to God
and the mystery of Jesus’s suffering and death. We can see the influence of
these imaginative practices in his poetry through the rich descriptive scenes
and sensitive engagements with nature. In poems such as ”The Windhover,”
”Pied Beauty,” and ”God’s Grandeur,” Hopkins presents masterful portraits
of natural beauty that serve as evidence of God’s presence and power in the
world. These images lend a sense of hope and reassurance to the reader,
even when the overarching themes of the poems grapple with doubt and
despair.

Another significant aspect of the Spiritual Exercises is the ’Examen of
Consciousness,’ a daily activity that calls for rigorous self - reflection and
assessment. Hopkins was in the habit of maintaining a detailed record of his
spiritual progress, closely monitoring the fluctuating degrees of his inner state
of mind and proximity to God. His poetry reflects this spiritual examination
and the vulnerability of his soul as he grapples with the paradoxical nature
of his faith. In ”Carrion Comfort,” Hopkins plumbs the depths of his soul
during a time of intense spiritual desolation and questions whether he should
console or despair in his suffering. The poem’s dramatic intensity echoes the
emotional quality of the Examen, as Hopkins scrutinizes his own spiritual
experience and searches for glimpses of God’s presence amidst the pain.

A recurring existential theme in Hopkins’ experiences of spiritual desola-
tion was the conflict between his poetic vocation and his religious duties as
a Jesuit. Hopkins feared that his intense creative impulse might detract him
from the higher spiritual calling of serving as a soldier in the army of Christ.
However, the structure and concepts of the Spiritual Exercises allowed
Hopkins to incorporate his poetic talent as an integral aspect of his religious
identity. Through delving into the Exercises’ exploration of the tension
between self - abnegation and the deep passion for a creative outlet, Hopkins
learned that the artistic expression of his poetic gifts did not necessarily
constitute a sinful vanity but, rather, could heighten his understanding of
God’s grandeur and his own ties to this divinely orchestrated cosmic plan.

While Hopkins’ spiritual desolation threatened to engulf him at times,
it is evident that the Spiritual Exercises afforded him the necessary spiri-
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tual guidance and the tools to navigate through the treacherous waters of
his internal struggles. Living in an increasingly secular Victorian society,
Hopkins enlivened his faith and cultivated his poetic talent by consistently
returning to the framework of the Exercises, which served as a sanctuary
within which he could explore his relationship with God with clarity and
conviction. By instilling in him the discipline and the spirituality required to
embark on such a journey, the Spiritual Exercises provided a sturdy scaffold
upon which Hopkins built his celebrated and enduring body of poetic works.

Thus, as Hopkins traversed the valleys of spiritual desolation and the
peaks of poetic inspiration, the Spiritual Exercises served as a constant and
steadfast guide, enabling the poet to harmonize his seemingly divergent
religious and artistic identities. The periodic returns to these exercises stand
as a testament to his unwavering devotion towards discovering the divine,
even in moments of despair. As such, one can read Hopkins’ poetry as a
testament to the transformative power of spiritual practice, demonstrating
that even within the darkest shadows, there can be found glimmers of grace
and light, waiting patiently to help us take the next step, illuminated by
the lantern of faith.

The Reflection of His Struggle in His Late Poems, such
as ”Carrion Comfort” and ”No Worst, There Is None”

As Gerard Manley Hopkins faced the challenges of his later Jesuit life, those
complexities became interwoven in his poetry. The intricate tapestry of
his late poems portrays the warring forces of self - doubt, desolation, and
frustration that deeply affected his psyche. Drawing from the well of his
religious and artistic experiences, Hopkins struggled with the question of
his worth as a poet and religious figure. Two of the poems that stand out
as vivid illustrations of this struggle are ”Carrion Comfort” and ”No Worst,
There Is None.”

The composition of ”Carrion Comfort,” begins by refusing God’s temp-
tation: ”Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee.” Hopkins
delivers a picture of a poet resisting self - pity and despair, choosing to
embrace the pain of existence. The poem is dense with the characteristic
sprung rhythm that lends itself to the depiction of motion and energy in
Hopkins’ verse, allowing the reader to viscerally feel his conflict. He com-
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pares his relationship with what he calls ”my God, my God” to a wrestler
or hunter locked in a life - and - death struggle with his prey, using terms
like ”lashed” and ”wring thy food.” These powerful, dark images of struggle
and torment make the poem emotionally resonant and portrayal of a soul’s
resilience in the face of misery.

Of particular note in ”Carrion Comfort” is the complex interplay between
religious imagery, allusions, and Hopkins’ experience of spiritual desolation.
As a Jesuit, he would have been well versed in the theology of suffering as a
means of purification and of coming closer to God. This concept is explicit
in the poem itself, where he demands in anguish, ”Why must Discomfort
darkness draw day away, nightlong?” The poem does not offer easy answers
or a resolution but instead provides a stark illustration of the connection
between art and spirituality in Hopkins’ life. As the poem progresses, the
speaker begins to contemplate his own role in the torment and questions
whether it represents the culmination of his own wrong choices.

Echoing within ”Carrion Comfort,” ”No Worst, There Is None” resounds
with a similar theme of darkness and spiritual wrestling. Hopkins uses
language that contrasts with the usual comforting image of God’s presence,
employing expressions such as ”lock” and ”latched.” Furthermore, the poem’s
evocative phrasing, such as ”pitched past pitch of grief,” emphasizes a
speaker who is trapped in a cycle of perpetual sorrow. The sense of despair
is further heightened by moments where ordinary realities are distorted
through Hopkins’ poetic vision: ”More pangs will, schooled at forepangs,
wilder wring.” This language reflects his ability to authentically render the
landscape of the desolate soul, using paradoxes and counterpoints to bring
life to his verse.

However, in ”No Worst, There Is None,” Hopkins also alludes to the
presence of hope amidst the struggle. Through lines such as ”O the mind,
mind has mountains,” and ”Hold them cheap/ May who ne’er hung there,”
he captures the nature of spiritual desolation as focused on by Ignatius
Loyola, whose Spiritual Exercises were the cornerstone of Hopkins’ Jesuit
education. Threading together elements of his spiritual and poetic lives, the
poem becomes a snapshot of Hopkins’ grappling with the complexities of
existence and reconciling the intersection of human suffering and faith.

By examining these two late poems - ”Carrion Comfort” and ”No Worst,
There Is None” - we see clear examples of how the spiritual and emotional
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turbulence which defined much of Hopkins’ life has been distilled into a raw
and intense poetic form. Through the lens of these poems, we glimpse the
inner battles of a man who sought to reconcile the depths of faith and the
heights of artistic expression, all the while taking the reader on a journey
through the darkened corridors of spiritual desolation in poetic language
that still resonates with a modern audience. It is in the very struggle
for meaning, for understanding, and ultimately for the triumphant poetic
expression of these emotional extremes that Hopkins finds a harmonious
blend of art and spirituality, as can be seen in the powerful lines in ”No
Worst, There Is None”:

That way, that way dread has worse, worse ones / For who is ever, devil
or man, so sauntered by and cursed you? Who was that, that could not
confess his lust nor lose it?



Chapter 7

The Importance of Nature
Imagery in Hopkins’
Poetry

One starting point for understanding the importance of nature imagery in
Hopkins’ poetry is his affinity for the Romantic poets, particularly William
Wordsworth and John Keats. Like these predecessors, Hopkins viewed the
natural world as a source of spiritual insight and moral guidance. However,
rather than simply replicating their methods or perspectives, Hopkins pushed
the boundaries of what nature imagery could achieve, developing a unique
”sprung rhythm” to capture the life force he perceived in the surrounding
countryside. This innovative technique allowed Hopkins to endow seemingly
ordinary phenomena with a sublime quality that evoked the omnipresence
and benevolence of the divine.

In many of Hopkins’ poems, nature imagery serves as a conduit between
the earthly and divine realms. For example, in ”God’s Grandeur,” the
sun’s rays are described as ”like shining from shook foil,” suggesting the
glimmering majesty of God’s presence amidst his creation. Similarly, in
”The Windhover,” a kestrel in flight becomes a symbol of Christ, its ”dapple
- dawn - drawn Falcon” serving as a visual metaphor for divine grace and
strength. This conflation of natural and spiritual realms reflects the central
tenets of Jesuit spirituality, which emphasizes the idea that divinity can be
found in everyday experiences and mundane phenomena.

On a more personal level, nature imagery plays a crucial role in expressing
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Hopkins’ own spiritual struggles and emotional states. For instance, in the
”Terrible Sonnets,” poems that grapple with feelings of despair, desolation,
and a sense of abandonment by God, nature imagery serves as a medium
for conveying these dark emotions. In ”No Worst, There Is None,” the
poet employs the metaphor of a ”rent veil” to describe the rift he perceives
between himself and the divine: a rent veil through which a stark landscape
is visible, bereft of its former glory. Yet, even in these desolate moments,
nature imagery also offers potential for renewal and hope, as in ”Carrion
Comfort,” where the speaker asserts that ”Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort,
Despair, not feast on thee,” implying that the natural world may still provide
solace and sustenance in the midst of personal despair.

Another important dimension of nature imagery in Hopkins’ poetry is
its sensory aspects. The images of nature that permeate his work are often
imbued with a palpable, visceral quality that invites the reader to see, hear,
touch, and even taste the objects and settings he describes. Such sensory
richness is evident in lines like ”each hung bell’s / Bow swung finds tongue
to fling out broad its name” in ”The Bells of Heaven,” where the bell’s ring
acquires a material mass and weight, or ”The blue - bleak embers, ah my
dear, / Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold -vermillion” in ”The Windhover,”
which infuses the poem with a vibrant polychromatic palette. This attention
to sensory detail and texture not only renders Hopkins’ nature imagery
more vivid and evocative, but also reflects the centrality of the senses in
Ignatian spirituality, which encourages practitioners to engage their entire
being in the pursuit of divine communion.

Perhaps the most profound aspect of the significance of nature imagery in
Hopkins’ poetry is its capacity to explore and illuminate paradox. Through
his evocation of the natural world, the poet is able to navigate the tensions
between beauty and ugliness, innocence and corruption, presence and ab-
sence, all of which are fundamental concerns in his oeuvre. For instance, in
”Pied Beauty,” the celebration of ”dappled things” serves as an affirmation
of diversity and complexity, while also reminding us of the delicate balance
between order and chaos in the divine design. Similarly, in ”Spring and
Fall,” the delicate portrayal of ”Margaret’s grief at Goldengrove unleaving”
captures the bittersweet mingling of loss and growth inherent in the cycle
of creation. In this sense, nature imagery constitutes a powerful vehicle for
conveying the nuances of human and divine experience that lie at the heart
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of Hopkins’ poetic vision.
As our exploration of Victorian London unfolds, we will see that the

significance of nature imagery in Hopkins’ poetry is not an isolated phe-
nomenon, but rather reflects a broader cultural context in which art, science,
religion, and politics intersected in new and complex ways. In this sense,
Hopkins’ work stands as a testament not only to the importance of nature
imagery in his own poetic craft, but also to the critical role that this imagery
played in shaping the sensibilities and values of his era.

Introduction to Nature Imagery in Hopkins’ Poetry

Gerard Manley Hopkins, a 19th - century Jesuit priest and poet, is renowned
for his unique and innovative use of language and imagery in his poetry.
Among the many distinguishing features of his work, one of the most
prominent and significant is his recurrent employment of vivid nature
imagery. Through his depictions of the natural world in its various forms,
Hopkins is able to convey complex spiritual and emotional themes, explore
the mysteries of the divine, and capture the beauty and wonder of creation.

Hopkins’ poetry consistently demonstrates an intimate relationship with
nature, exemplified in the elaborate and visually stunning portrayals of
landscapes, animals, plants, and elements of the environment. A salient
example can be found in his poem ”Pied Beauty,” in which he praises God
for the diverse patterns and designs found in nature: ”Glory be to God for
dappled things- / For skies of couple - colour as a brinded cow; / For rose -
moles all in stipple upon trout that swim...” The language employed here,
with words like ”dappled,” ”brinded,” and ”stipple,” not only evokes a rich
sensory experience, but also conveys the complexity and intricacy of the
natural world.

This attention to detail and depth of perception are characteristic of
Hopkins’ engagement with nature. Instead of relying on cliched or conven-
tional depictions, he delves beneath the surface and captures the intricate
and often overlooked aspects of the natural world. This is evident in his
poem ”Inversnaid,” where he describes a ”darksome burn” that ”Coils and
gleams,” and ”scraffiti” on stones, all of which underscores the poet’s keen
observation and fascination with the intricate workings of nature.

Hopkins’ unique approach to depicting nature is further highlighted
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by his innovative use of language. He often bent conventional syntax and
grammar rules, introduced new and unfamiliar words, and even invented
compound words to more accurately describe his sensory experiences. As a
result, his poetry is imbued with a distinctive texture, rhythm, and energy,
which effectively brings the richness and dynamism of nature to life. For
instance, in ”The Windhover,” Hopkins employs a series of compound words
- ”dapple - dawn - drawn,” ”rolling - rins,” and ”plume - plucked” - which
highlight the vivid and visceral quality of his diction.

Integral to understanding Hopkins’ nature imagery is his invention of
sprung rhythm, an experimental metrical system that aimed to capture the
natural cadence of speech and provide greater freedom in poetic expression.
Departing from traditional metrics, sprung rhythm allows for an irregular
number of syllables in each line and emphasizes the prominence of stressed
syllables. In his poetry, this innovative structure mimics the organic com-
plexity and unpredictability of nature itself, as exemplified by lines like
”Fresh - firecoal chestnut - falls” in the poem ”Spring.” Sprung rhythm’s
dynamism and irregularity create a sense of movement and life, effectively
mirroring the ebbs and flows of the natural world.

Moreover, nature imagery in Hopkins’ poetry often takes on a spiritual
dimension, as he frequently regards nature as an expression of divine presence
or a means of encountering God. In ”God’s Grandeur,” for example, he
writes, ”The world is charged with the grandeur of God; / It will flame out,
like shining from shook foil.” Here, nature is depicted as a conduit for divine
energy and revelation, revealing God’s handiwork through the wonders of
his creation. Such views are perhaps influenced by Ignatian spirituality,
which posits that God can be found in all things and encourages one to seek
and appreciate divine reality in the realm of nature.

Hopkins’ adoration of nature and meticulous evocation of its beauty,
however, are not without moments of tension. His poetry often grapples
with the struggle between admiration for the natural world and awareness of
the limitations and darkness it embodies. In poems such as ”As Kingfishers
Catch Fire,” the speaker wrestles with the question of how to reconcile the
simultaneous presence of beauty and cruelty within nature. This grappling
reveals the depth and complexity of Hopkins’ engagement with nature, as
he recognizes its dynamic, multilayered character.

In conclusion, the nature imagery present in Gerard Manley Hopkins’
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poetry stands as a testament to his deep connection to the natural world,
innovative linguistic and metrical techniques, and complex, spiritually -
infused perspective on life. As we delve into his creative mind and explore
the rich tapestry of his verse, we have an opportunity to share in his
wonder, joy, and contemplation, leaving us inspired and better attuned to
the enchanting intricacies of the world around us.

Influence of Romantic Poets on Hopkins’ Nature Imagery

The Romantic poets held a profound influence on Gerard Manley Hopkins,
which is evident in his portrayal of nature throughout his poetic works.
Poets such as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coler, and John Keats
provided a rich legacy of nature imagery that Hopkins both responded to
and further developed in his own unique style. As a result, the influence of
Romantic poets on Hopkins’ nature imagery is unmistakable, exemplified
by his intricate sprung rhythm, lush language, sensory description, and
spiritual symbolism.

Hopkins’ deep connection with the Romantic poets was rooted in his
early exposure to their works during his schooling at Highgate School.
Wordsworth, in particular, held a special significance for Hopkins, as his
poem ”Tintern Abbey” is said to have been the catalyst for Hopkins’ own
poetic vocation. The Romantic poets’ appreciation for nature, which they
considered a source of beauty, solace, and spirituality, resonated with Hop-
kins’ Jesuit beliefs. Consequently, the Romantics established a framework
in which Hopkins could intertwine both his poetic and religious sensibilities.

Like Wordsworth, Hopkins sought to express the sublime characteristics
and inherent spirituality found in nature. This is evident in his poem ”God’s
Grandeur,” where he portrayed the world ”charged with the grandeur of God.”
This constant connection between nature and divinity is a common theme
throughout Hopkins’ poems, inspired by the Romantics’ belief that nature
was the conduit through which individuals could experience transcendental
encounters with the divine.

One of the key aspects of Romantic poetry is the focus on intricate
imagery, which serves to evoke sensory experiences in the reader. Hopkins’
poems are no exception, as they brim with vivid and multi - sensory imagery.
Consider, for example, the poem ”Pied Beauty,” where he describes the
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contrasting colors and patterns in nature: ”Fresh - firecoal chestnut - falls;
finches’ wings.” In this line, Hopkins’ creative diction evokes both visual and
tactile experiences, transporting the reader into the heart of the natural
landscape he describes. Moreover, Hopkins frequently experimented with
syntax and word placement to give his verse a more dynamic and energetic
feel, echoing the Romantic poets’ fascination with nature’s untamed and
boundless character.

Hopkins further expanded on the Romantic tradition of using nature
imagery in his exploration of the spiritual symbolism of the world around
him. In the poem ”Inversnaid,” the vibrant description of the landscape
gradually reveals a deeper spiritual meaning, as Hopkins contemplates the
precarious balance between destruction and preservation. The final stanza,
where he pleads for the ”wild, wet earth” to be left untouched by human
intervention, demonstrates how the natural imagery serves to illustrate
larger philosophical arguments, much like Romantic poets before him sought
to do.

The technical aspects of Hopkins’ verse were also influenced by Romantics
like Coleridge and Keats, with the invention of his own sprung rhythm being
crucial to his poetic pursuits. Hopkins’ sprung rhythm can be seen as a
reaction to and progression of the traditional meters used by Romantic poets.
It allowed him more flexibility in his lines, creating an organic and natural
cadence that complemented his nature imagery perfectly. For instance,
the poem ”The Windhover” illustrates the intricate beauty of a falcon’s
flight through a combination of lush language, unique imagery, and carefully
crafted sprung rhythms that dance and dive across the page, much like the
bird itself.

While inspired by the Romantic tradition, Hopkins did not merely imitate
the poets of the past. He reinterpreted their techniques and themes to create
his own distinctive poetic style, integrating his personal beliefs, concerns,
and sensibilities. The lush and sensory nature imagery that fascinated his
Romantic predecessors served as a foundation upon which Hopkins built his
unique and intricate poetic universe.

Thus, the influence of Romantic poets on Hopkins’ nature imagery is
undeniable, as it shaped and enriched his poetry in profound ways. Like
the Romantic poets, Hopkins reveled in the beauty and sublimity of the
natural world, celebrating its divinity and spiritual power. Through his
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unique language, imagery, and rhythmic innovation, Hopkins carried the
legacy of the Romantic poets into a new era, creating a poetic space where
the contours of nature and the soul could converge in breathtaking union.
Moreover, he demonstrated that, while the world may be ever - changing,
poetry’s capacity to render the beauty and mystery of nature remains a
timeless and essential pursuit. As readers continue to explore Hopkins’ work,
they will invariably sense the lingering spirit of Romantic poets guiding and
inspiring each word, image, and rhythm.

The Sprung Rhythm Technique in Depicting Nature

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ transformation of the poetic form is inseparably
intertwined with the theme of nature across his works. By challenging
conventional metrics and language, the Jesuit poet pioneered a novel prosody
termed ’sprung rhythm.’ However, it wasn’t solely the rebellious act that
granted Hopkins a unique position in the canon of Victorian poetry; rather,
the profound implications his technique held for the representation of natural
imagery in his works. This innovative approach enabled Hopkins to delve
deeper into the vibrant world of nature and encapsulate its intrinsically
divine aspects in a groundbreaking way.

Sprung rhythm is characterized primarily by its accentual basis, disre-
garding the traditional syllable count of a metrical pattern. The technique
hinges upon the juxtaposition of stressed and unstressed syllables within
a line, with the poet placing emphasis on the vital ’stress’ to generate a
powerful, organic rhythm. Each line of sprung rhythm possesses a ’scansion’
or template that instigates a scanning pattern, allowing a reader to discern
the deliberate rhythmic quality underlying the language. Unconstrained
by the rigidity of Victorian poetic convention, sprung rhythm cultivates a
sense of the boundlessness and fluidity of nature, providing a more suitable
structure through which to explore its vast complexity.

Hopkins’ famous sonnet ”Pied Beauty” stands as a testament to the
effectiveness of his invention in capturing the nuances of nature, expressing
his profound gratitude for the variegated beauty of the world. In this
poem, the sprung rhythm, coupled with alliteration and assonance, creates
a mesmerizing cadence akin to the flowing movement of water: ”Glory
be to God for dappled things- / For skies of couple - colour as a brinded
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cow. . . ” The rhythm’s fluidity conveys the sense of continual change in
nature, a theme which courses through much of Hopkins’ poetry. As the
poet navigates through diverse examples of contrasting beauty, the sprung
rhythm supports the complexity of forms, unifying these disparate entities
through a shared harmonic quality.

The melding of staccato stresses with a melodic rhythm animates the
poem, embodying the vitality Hopkins perceives in the natural world.
Through this mechanism, the poet lends his work an enthusiastic, lively
quality that evokes the reader’s own sense of wonder at the intricate design
of creation. This approach is exemplified in ”The Windhover,” wherein
Hopkins captures the kinetic energy of the bird in flight through the use
of sprung rhythm: ”I caught this morning morning’s minion, king- / dom
of daylight’s dauphin, dapple - dawn - drawn Falcon. . . ” The musicality of
the line replicates the soaring bird in motion, effectively elevating a simple
observation to a symphonic experience.

Furthermore, sprung rhythm allows the poet to construct a highly
intricate tableau of nature, revealing both its harmonious interrelations and
the divine origin of such splendor. ”God’s Grandeur” employs the uniqueness
of this poetic structure to accentuate divine presence in the natural world,
especially when examining humanity’s detrimental impact: ”The world is
charged with the grandeur of God. / It will flame out, like shining from
shook foil; / It gathers to a greatness. . . ” The sprung rhythm channels the
central tension between the immortal and the transitory, portraying nature’s
resilience despite mankind’s negligence and insensitivity.

In challenging the status quo of Victorian verse, Hopkins bridges an
essential gap between the poetic expression and the wild world in which
he sought to explore the presence of the divine. Sprung rhythm, in its
versatile and dynamic nature, allows the poet to mirror the organic beauty
innate within the landscape and to craft rich, multi - layered images of the
natural world. The absence of artificial boundaries and rigid constraints
cultivates an unrestricted interplay between form and content, enabling
the reader to immerse themselves in the vivid and breathtaking landscape
conceived by the poet’s imagination. Let us turn to consider another key
aspect of Hopkins’ oeuvre - how nature imagery functions as a lens to not
only understand the world but to investigate the poet’s evolving spirituality.
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Nature as a Reflection of God’s Presence

Beside a world of scientific discoveries and rapid industrialization, Gerard
Manley Hopkins, a Victorian poet and Jesuit, turned his gaze heavenward.
For the deeply religious Hopkins, however, a heavenly realm could be
perceived just as well on Earth as beyond it. Born into a milieu of High
Anglicanism and acquainted with contemporary debates on the decline of
religious faith, Hopkins pursued a greater unity between his own spirituality
and the natural world. The natural landscape, in his vision, became an
embodiment of divine presence, transcending its material existence and
offering readers a glimpse of a higher reality. In his poetry, nature is not just
an accent to his devotions or a mere canvas of human experience; rather, it
reflects the infinite detail, the underlying pattern of God’s creation.

In his 1877 poem ”God’s Grandeur,” Hopkins revels in the beauty of
the world, as he proclaims, ”The world is charged with the grandeur of
God.” The use of the word ”charged” implies an infusion of divine energy,
pulsating through every tree, every dewdrop, every breath of air. Hopkins
marvels at the pervasive energy and draws attention to its divine origin. It
is through nature that readers are invited to witness and appreciate the
grandeur of God, as if it were a tapestry of divine energy, ”flame out, like
shining from shook foil.” Through deftly crafted imagery and metaphors,
Hopkins captures the essence of his vision: every aspect of the world, from
the grandest landscape to the humblest creature, echoes a divine presence.

Hopkins was not just interested in presenting an aesthetic vision of
nature; he wanted to express the subtle, underlying harmony between the
elements of nature and God’s design. One key element of his unique poetic
approach was the creation of ”sprung rhythm.” Through an innovative
prosody, Hopkins sought to imitate the irregular patterns and ebbing flow
of nature itself, mimicking the spontaneity and liveliness of the images
he conjured. The use of sprung rhythm, therefore, not only amplifies the
beauty of nature, but also reveals the complexity of God’s creations and
the interlocking patterns of their existence.

A great example of Hopkins’ vision of nature can be found in his well -
known poem ”Pied Beauty” where he celebrates the beauty of diversity and
imperfection in God’s creation. Hopkins writes about dappled and diverse
things such as ”skies of couple - colour as a brinded cow.” By exploring these
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various patterns, he illustrates the intricate, subtle beauty of the natural
world, acknowledging that everything is marked by the divine touch. The
poem culminates with a striking paean to God: ”He fathers - forth whose
beauty is past change: Praise him.” In this poem, nature emerges as part of
a theophany, a vivid and glorious manifestation of God.

Hopkins’ poetic reflections on the natural world often serve as a testament
to his deep and abiding faith. As a Jesuit, his commitment to an Ignatian
spirituality is evident in his meticulous observation of the natural world, in
which he sees divine imprints. Nature in Hopkins’ poetry is not an object of
passive admiration, nor a distant and impersonal force. Rather, it is teeming
with a vital energy and embraced as a spiritual companion. He could discern,
in any given moment, the loving hand of God vivifying creation, insisting
that this acknowledgement attuned one to a higher plane of existence.

The visionary poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins elevates the reader from
the mundane world, opening up a fresh vista of divine grace abounding in
every living thing. By celebrating the vignettes of natural beauty that so
moved him, he compels us to engage with the divine through an intimate,
visceral connection with our environment. As we stand awestruck before the
majesty of a swooping hawk or the delicate petals of a buttercup, we are
reminded, by Hopkins’ gifted pen, that the tapestry of nature is sewn by the
Creator’s hands, that we inhabit a world infused with the omnipotent touch
of God. And if we can perceive the sanctity of divine presence inscribed
within the natural world, if we can embrace the interwoven threads of form
and spirit, perhaps we may attune ourselves to the deep harmonies that
bind all of creation together - and finally grasp the very essence of Hopkins’
most urgent invocation: ”Praise him.”

The Connection between Nature Imagery and Hopkins’
Spiritual Struggles

Hopkins’ religious disposition bestows upon his natural imagery a distinct
sacred dimension, transforming every perception of the external world into
a gateway through which he seeks communion with the divine. This is the
product of a dual faithful vision: the belief that nature is the reflection of
God’s grandeur and power, and the conviction that the poetic aspirations and
inclinations within the soul stand as testimony to God’s creative animosity
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pervading human consciousness. For instance, in ”God’s Grandeur,” Hopkins
portrays the natural world as a charged force, filled with God’s creative
energy: ”The world is charged with the grandeur of God. / It will flame
out, like shining from shook foil.” The elemental forces of nature provide
Hopkins with a canvas upon which he paints his dynamic spiritual trajectory,
engaging with the concept of God’s presence in nature as both an opponent
and ally in his struggles.

In moments of spiritual crisis or doubt, Hopkins’ nature imagery mutates
into a darker, more sinister domain. “The Wreck of the Deutschland,” for
instance, weaves a tale of catastrophe and divine retribution, with the wind
and the waves acting as agents of divine wrath; ”trapped the lady, and her
anxious master / Willed us to rise and pray for them hereafter.” Although
the poem soon resolves into a testament of faith and defiance under adversity,
the initial landscape of the shipwreck mirrors Hopkins’ own inner turmoil,
as he tries to make sense of a world that often seems like an arena for both
divine action and divine inaction.

Similarly, the ”Terrible Sonnets,” written during a period of extreme
desolation in Hopkins’ life, demonstrate the internal tension between his
religious convictions and the sense of uncertainty and abandonment he
grapples within a hostile world. In ”I Wake and Feel the Fell of Dark,
Not Day,” the uneasy atmosphere of gloom and darkness that shrouds his
spiritual bewilderment mirrors the external world: ”oft, in night’s unhallowed
black, / Stretched huge in the dead waters’ of the wake.” The once - celestial
bridge between his soul and the world has crumbled under the weight of his
solitude, leaving him in the desolate grip of a dark night of the soul.

Despite the disconsolate moments in Hopkins’ verse, his portrayal of
nature often serves as a symbol of consolation and regeneration. In ”As
Kingfishers Catch fire,” he finds solace and strength in the innate beauty
of birds, flowers, and the divine presence therein: ”Each mortal thing does
one thing and the same: / Deals out that being indoors each one dwells.”
The recognition of God’s omnipresence becomes a redemptive force in his
poetry, especially when nature is imbued with the sacramental. Moreover,
the captivating linguistic innovations such as ”sprung rhythm” and the
rich metaphors of Inscape invest in his works evoke profound spiritual
significance, illuminating the innate bond between his spiritual journey and
the captivating beauty of nature.
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Nature and the Senses in Hopkins’ Poetry

Gerard Manley Hopkins, a Jesuit English poet and a fervent champion of
Ignatian spirituality, used the medium of his poetry to express his deep
devotion to God and his profound love for nature. Infusing his verses with
the phenomena of the natural world, Hopkins attempted to create vivid
and sensory - rich experiences for the reader as a way of encapsulating the
essence of divine immanence. In his quest to illustrate the boundless beauty
of creation and consequently, the Creator, Hopkins employed a veritable
arsenal of stylistic techniques that not only showcased the awe - inspiring
bounty of the physical universe but also tantalized the senses.

Hopkins’ early poems, such as “God’s Grandeur,” “Pied Beauty,” and
“Spring and Fall,” demonstrate a preoccupation with nature as a font of
unique insights and profound truths. Building upon the template that Ro-
mantic poets such as Wordsworth and Coleridge set forth, Hopkins adapted
his observational skills and deft ear for prosody to create a synesthetic and
viscerally sensual poetical landscape that beckoned the reader to explore
it. The keystone of Hopkins’ nature poetry is the symbiotic relationship
between the power of the senses and the ability of the artist to convey the
mystery, multiplicity, and harmony of the terrestrial realm.

To create a sensory tapestry that evokes the richness and beauty of
nature, Hopkins wove together a diverse array of poetic tools, including
onomatopoeia, alliteration, assonance, and innovative diction. Consider, for
instance, the opening line of ”Pied Beauty”: ”Glory be to God for dappled
things.” Here, Hopkins employs assonance to echo the soft, mottled quality of
dappling, creating a gentle and mellifluous harmony that mirrors the motif
of diversity and variety in God’s creation. The adjective ”dappled” evokes
a visual experience of soft light playing on the natural surfaces, inviting the
reader’s eye to dance along with the rhythm and pattern of Hopkins’ words.

Another noteworthy example can be found in the poem, ”The Wind-
hover,” where Hopkins showcases a mastery of onomatopoeic and alliterative
elements to evoke the sensory experiences of observing and hearing the bird
in flight: ”As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow - bend: the hurl and
gliding / Rebuffed the big wind.” In this passage, the consonantal clusters
and enjambed lines create a sense of energy and movement. One can virtu-
ally hear the swift wing beats of the bird and feel the wind gusting around



CHAPTER 7. THE IMPORTANCE OF NATURE IMAGERY IN HOPKINS’
POETRY

117

it.
Moreover, the so - called sprung rhythm, an invented metrical scheme

that Hopkins developed, was to his mind a more organic, dynamic method
of rendering the variegated sounds and sensations of the natural world. This
irregular meter, employing a variable number of stressed and unstressed
syllables, freed Hopkins to craft lines that closely mimicked the multiplicity
of nature’s textures, whether through the song of birds, the rustling of
leaves, or the clash of waves upon the shore.

This sensual approach to nature extends into Hopkins’ exploration of
color, taste, and touch. In ”The Caged Skylark,” Hopkins employs a contrast
between the dull, earthly confines of the human body, referred to as ”bone -
house” and the vibrant, sensory feast of the bird’s ”daylight haunt.” This
dichotomy imparts a tactile quality to his poetry, further heightening the
emotive power of his nature imagery.

Hopkins’ focus on sensory experiences and his reverence for nature go
hand in hand with his religious devotion. He believed that the tangible world
was a magnificent expression of divine creativity and sought to convey this
vision through his poetry. In doing so, he crafted verses that transcended
mere visual and aural representation, enveloping the reader in a sensory
experience of the divine. This union of earthly beauty and divine presence
would become a central theme for Hopkins as he continued to wrestle with
the conflict between his spiritual and artistic callings, a tension that would
ultimately elevate his poetry to new heights of craftsmanship and eloquence.

For readers of Hopkins’ poetry, nature becomes a portal into an almost
mystical realm. It is within this liminal space that the senses are awakened
and elevated to a higher plane, allowing one to glimpse the transcendent
beauty of God’s creation and to, perhaps, understand the numinous through
the intimacy of sensory experience.

The Use of Nature as a Symbol of Renewal and Hope

Gerard Manley Hopkins is frequently lauded for his extensive use of nature
imagery within his poetry, as it showcases not only his keen observation of
the environment, but also his deeply felt spiritual connection to the natural
world. One of the most powerful tropes evoked in his verses is the use of
nature as a symbol of renewal and hope, a tribute to the rejuvenating and
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transformative properties of faith.
Hopkins’ fascination with renewal in nature can be traced back to the

cyclic patterns of the countryside, as evidenced in his sonnet, ”Spring and
Fall: To a Young Child.” Through this poem, Hopkins captures the emotional
impact of the season’s falling leaves, reflecting upon the human experience
of loss and the poignant truth of mortality. He writes:

”&amp;emspolphabh sbquo;Margaret, are you grieving &amp;emspalphabh sbquo;Over
Goldengrove unleaving?”

The act of ”unleaving” is symbolic of the inevitable deterioration of
earthly existence, as the ”Goldengrove” succumbs to the decay of its foliage.
However, through this natural process, Hopkins also calls attention to the
cycles of life, spotlighting the inevitable regrowth of the barren branches
in their forthcoming spring splendor. This juxtaposition of loss with the
renewal of hope conveys the poet’s ultimate message: that decay is not a
final destination but a vital part of life’s persistent cycle.

Another instance of nature embodying hope appears in the sonnet ”God’s
Grandeur.” The poem presents the industrial world’s encroachment upon
the natural order, as humanity’s ”smudge” and ”smell” - evidence of their
industry - threaten to tarnish the resplendence of creation. Despite this,
Hopkins insists that nonetheless, ”nature is never spent.” Witnessing hope
within the resilience of nature, the poem concludes with the following lines:

”&amp;emspolphabh sbquo;And for all this, nature is never spent;
&amp;emspalphabh sbquo;There lives the dearest freshness deep down
things;”

Here, the freshness of the natural world serves to emphasize the revi-
talizing potential within human existence. The deepening sense of hope
provided through this imagery illustrates the comforting presence of the
divine, which tempers the challenges presented by an increasingly industrial
age.

The idea of renewal finds further expression in his well - known sonnet
”The Windhover.” Hopkins transports the reader to an early morning, where
a solitary falcon soars in the sky, illuminating a moment of transcendence
through its majestic aerial acrobatics. The poem culminates in the plead,
”&amp;emspalphabh sbquo;Mine, O thou lord of life, send my roots rain.”
The invocation of rain is a memento for divine sustenance, which nurtures
our spiritual roots by deepening our connection to the Creator. Moreover,
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the rain serves as a harbinger of rejuvenation and hope; it baptizes the inner
being, planting the seeds of regeneration in the process.

The purposeful inclusion of natural symbols such as rain, the windhover,
or the burgeoning spring is far from superficial ornamentation in Hopkins’
verses. By linking the images to themes of renewal and hope, the poet
imparts his profound spiritual insights to the reader. The elements of
nature become more than metaphors, taking on a sacramental dimension
in Hopkins’ poetic vision. They reveal the grace of God that perpetually
nurtures our souls and is always ready to replenish and restore us if we, like
our natural surroundings, offer ourselves the chance to bloom anew.

In meditating upon Hopkins’ exhortations, we are gently reminded of our
own capacity for renewal and hope, no matter how imposing life’s challenges
may appear. In times of spiritual desolation, our hearts are pruned, pared
back like the trees of autumn. These seemingly harsh moments, however,
only serve to prepare us for the emergence of new life, the dawn of a brighter
season. Hopkins offers us an exquisite gift in his luminous vision of the
natural world as a mirror image of human spiritual experience. Our lives,
like the seasons, continuously fluctuate. Yet through these cycles of growth
and decay, we can always locate the shimmering heartbeat of hope.

Conclusion: The Significance of Nature Imagery to Hop-
kins’ Poetic Vision

Hopkins’ nature imagery is deeply rooted in his appreciation of the beauty
and wonder of creation, which he saw as a reflection of the divine presence.
Inspired by the Romantic poets such as Wordsworth and Keats, and influ-
enced by the discoveries of Victorian science, he was able to carve his own
niche in the poetic universe by inventing a new style and language with
the sprung rhythm, emphasizing the energy and dynamism of the natural
world. His unique treatment of nature is not only characterized by his keen
observation of the minute details and the fluttering movements, but also by
the realization of the deeper meanings and poetic truths concealed within
the natural phenomena.

In Hopkins’ poetry, nature imagery is often blended with his spiritual
battles, reflecting his personal journey of faith and the vicissitudes of his
inner life. The elements of nature like wind, water, fire, and earth suggest
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the various aspects of his spiritual condition. Wind, for instance, symbolizes
the spiritual force that enlivens the soul as well as the turbulent emotions
that weaken it. Water is an image of cleansing and regeneration as well as
a source of instability and impermanence. Similarly, fire represents both
the illumination of divine truth and the destructive passions that consume
the heart. Earth, on the other hand, signifies the solid ground of faith and
human identity, as well as the heavy burden of material existence and the
decay of mortal life.

As a Catholic poet, deeply influenced by Ignatian spirituality, Hopkins
saw in nature an arena of divine grace, a theater of spiritual combat, and
a sacrament of divine mystery. Through the forceful expressions and the
vivid images of his poetic language, he was able to capture the interplay of
grace and sin, light and darkness, hope and despair, life and death, amidst
the variegated tapestry of the natural world. The energetic and organic
quality of his verse, with its alliterations, assonances, and internal rhymes,
suggests the ongoing process of spiritual development and transformation.

Hopkins’ nature imagery is also an expression of his longing for union
with God, an aspiration for transcending the limitations of time and space,
and a desire for partaking in the eternal beauty and love of the Creator. In
some of his most memorable poems like ”The Windhover” and ”The Wreck
of the Deutschland,” the soaring flight of the bird is a metaphor for the
spiritual ascent towards the divine horizon, which may demand the painful
sacrifice of earthly attachments and the courageous leap of faith. In other
poems, such as ”Pied Beauty,” the multiplicity and diversity of natural
forms manifest the inexhaustible richness and inexhaustible creativity of
the divine artist, who fashions the world with the colors of mercy and the
patterns of providence.

As we approach the end of this intellectual journey, we might pause to
ponder the significance of nature imagery for our own lives and contem-
porary society, which is marked by unprecedented ecological challenges,
the increasing disconnect between humanity and nature, and the spiritual
crisis of modern secularism. Hopkins’ poetic vision, with its sacramental
understanding of nature, its prophetic critique of destructive human actions,
its compassionate sensitivity to the suffering of others, and its visionary
hope for a renewed bond between the Creator and the creation, offers us
a shining beacon of light in the midst of darkness and a vital source of
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inspiration for the present and future generations.
In concluding, we may recall the words of another Jesuit poet, the

contemporary Daniel Berrigan, who once said, ”The whole cosmos is ablaze
with the presence of God.” It is indeed this cosmic blaze, in all its dramatic
intensity, ecstatic beauty, and existential poignancy, that Gerard Manley
Hopkins has succeeded in capturing and illuminating, through the luminous
prism of his nature imagery and the radiant spectrum of his poetic faith.
The final stanza of his famous poem ”God’s Grandeur” seems to provide a
fitting epitaph to his enduring legacy:

”The world is charged with the grandeur of God. It will flame out, like
shining from shook foil; It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil Crushed.
Why do men then now not reck his rod? Generations have trod, have trod,
have trod; And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil; And
wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil Is bare now, nor can
foot feel, being shod.

And for all this, nature is never spent; There lives the dearest freshness
deep down things; And though the last lights off the black West went Oh,
morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs- Because the Holy Ghost
over the bent World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.”



Chapter 8

The Influence of Victorian
Aesthetic and Intellectual
Movements on Hopkins’
Work

The Victorian era, with its tumultuous social changes, scientific upheavals,
and religious debates, played a significant role in shaping the sensibilities and
art of Gerard Manley Hopkins, one of the period’s most unique and enigmatic
poets. By immersing himself in the aesthetic theories and intellectual
currents of the time, Hopkins forged a poetic style that stood in stark
contrast to the prevailing trends, creating a body of work that continues to
challenge, fascinate, and inspire readers to this day.

One of the most significant influences on Hopkins’ work was the Aesthetic
Movement, which sought to prioritize beauty and pleasure in art, often
at the expense of moral or didactic concerns. Drawing heavily on the
Hellenistic ideal of ”art for art’s sake,” the Aesthetic Movement found its
most prominent champions in figures such as Walter Pater, who argued
that the pursuit of beauty was indeed the highest aim for an artist. Though
Hopkins was certainly aware of these ideas, his religious convictions led him
to reject the notion of art as a purely hedonistic pursuit. Instead, he sought
to infuse his work with a sense of divine purpose, drawing on the intricate
beauty of nature as a reflection of God’s presence and making his poetry a
vehicle not only for aesthetic pleasure but also for spiritual exploration.
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Another important strand of Victorian thought that influenced Hopkins
was the Gothic Revival movement, which sought to resurrect and celebrate
the architectural styles, artistic sensibilities, and religious atmosphere of
the medieval period. The movement’s emphasis on spiritual values, intense
emotions, and a sense of wonder in the face of the sublime resonated deeply
with Hopkins, who spent much of his life both as a poet and as a Jesuit
grappling with complex and often contradictory aspects of faith. Elements
of the Gothic Revival can be discerned in the dense, almost architectural
structure of his poems, as well as in the mystical, deeply personal tone that
pervades much of his work.

The intellectual ferment of the Victorian era also saw significant advance-
ments in various branches of science, particularly in the fields of botany,
geology, and evolutionary biology. These discoveries forced the English -
speaking world to reevaluate its understanding of the natural world, leading
some to embrace a mechanistic and deterministic worldview. Rather than
shy away from these challenges, however, Hopkins sought to wrestle with
them head - on, synthesizing the latest scientific knowledge with his deep -
rooted spiritual convictions. In poems such as ”Pied Beauty” and ”God’s
Grandeur,” for instance, he marries the empirical observation of nature’s
particulars with a visionary, almost mystical appreciation for the divine
handiwork they reveal.

As a product of the Victorian age, Hopkins was also keenly aware of
the social and political tensions that reverberated throughout the period,
particularly in relation to industrialization and the burgeoning environmental
movement. The grim realities of urban living and the despoliation of the
natural landscape are themes that recur in many of his poems, perhaps most
starkly in ”Wreck of the Deutschland” and ”Binsey Poplars.” In grappling
with these difficult and thorny subjects, Hopkins both illuminated the
contradictions of his era and, in some ways, prefigured the concerns of the
modern environmental movement.

Finally, the religious and philosophical debates that dominated public
discourse in the Victorian period must also be considered as an essential
backdrop to Hopkins’ art. The rise of atheism and agnosticism, the challenge
posed by studies such as Darwin’s Origin of Species, and the fierce theological
disputes among the various Christian denominations left few in the period
untouched - and Hopkins was no exception. As a devout Catholic, he sought
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to navigate these turbulent intellectual waters, grounding his faith in a
deeply personal and experiential form of spirituality that in turn became
the lifeblood of his poetic vision.

In conclusion, the influence of Victorian aesthetic and intellectual move-
ments on Gerard Manley Hopkins’ work is unmistakable, and it is precisely
this engagement with the complexities of the era in which he lived that
makes his poetry so deeply resonant even to this day. Far from adhering
slavishly to any one school of thought or artistic doctrine, however, Hopkins
engaged in a creative synthesis of disparate ideas, forging a poetic language
and style that in many ways defied categorization. As we move forward
in this exploration of Hopkins’ life and work, it is essential to keep these
many influences in mind, for they are the very fabric from which his singular
vision was woven.

The Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood and Its Influence on
Hopkins’ Style

The Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood, a group of young painters, poets, and
critics formed in 1848, left an indelible mark on the Victorian art scene. Com-
mitted to reviving the simplicity and purity they admired in the art created
before the High Renaissance (specifically, before the time of Raphael), the
movement exemplified the spirit of change that characterized the Victorian
era. Rebelling against the academicism and conventionality of the time, the
Brotherhood’s work exuded originality and advanced innovative styles. As
a result, their influence was widespread throughout the art world, reaching
the pen and imagination of one Gerard Manley Hopkins. By examining the
aesthetic principles and creative practices that guided the Brotherhood, we
can understand the enduring pull they had on Hopkins, and ultimately, the
impact they had on shaping his remarkable poetic style.

A defining characteristic of the Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood was their
staunch commitment to truthfulness in their art. They vehemently opposed
the artificial contrivances and formulaic techniques prevalent in the art of
their time, insisting instead on painstaking accuracy and fidelity to the
natural world. Their canvases thrummed with meticulous detail, while their
poetry captured the vibrancy and interconnectedness of life. Hopkins, too,
prioritized truth in his writing, pushing back against the prosaic, worn - out
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language that he believed betrayed the beauty and wonder of creation. This
shared dedication to truthfulness impacted not only the content of their
works but also their technical mastery.

One can see the influence of the Pre - Raphaelite commitment to detail
in Hopkins’ poetry, particularly in his vivid descriptions of nature. For
example, in his well - known poem ”Pied Beauty,” Hopkins’ depiction of a
dappled sky rings with the kind of authenticity that would have resonated
with the Pre - Raphaelites: ”Glory be to God for dappled things / For skies
of couple - colour as a brinded cow.” Observations that are rich and visceral,
Hopkins’ use of imagery captures the reader’s imagination and encourages
a sense of wonderment for the beauty of the Earth similar to the Pre -
Raphaelite landscape paintings.

Perhaps the most striking link between the Pre -Raphaelite Brotherhood
and Gerard Manley Hopkins can be found in the unique rhythmic structures
of both their visual and written works. The Brotherhood’s artists were
known for their innovative compositions, abandoning the rigid rules of
perspective in favor of a more dynamic, organic approach. Likewise, Hopkins
revolutionized the world of Victorian poetry with his invention of ’sprung
rhythm,’ a flexible metrical system that relied on the stresses of natural
speech rather than the formal patterns of traditional prosody. This allowed
Hopkins to break free from the constraints of conventional verse, to form a
poetic language that conveyed the vitality and complexity of his subjects.
By taking liberties with the formal structures of both the visual and literary
arts, the Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood and Hopkins forged new paths for
creative expression.

Moreover, the spiritual underpinning of both the Pre - Raphaelite and
Hopkins’ works cannot be understated. Members of the Brotherhood, like
Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Christina Rossetti, were deeply influenced by
medieval Christian art and its moral symbolism. The belief that art should
inspire contemplation and uplift the soul found its way into their poems
and paintings, often through the use of allegorical figures and sacred themes.
Hopkins, a devout Jesuit priest, shared this vision of art as a conduit
for spiritual reflection. His poetry often explores the divine presence in
nature, unveiling the glimmers of God’s grace in the most ordinary moments.
Neither the Pre - Raphaelites nor Hopkins shied away from grappling with
their doubts and inner turmoil, strengthening the emotional resonance of
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their art.
As we peruse the interwoven threads of the Pre - Raphaelite and Hop-

kinsian tapestries, there is no denying the profound connection between
them. Their pursuit for truth, their reverence for nature’s beauty, their
innovative approach to artistic form, and their spiritual resonance form a
potent bond. What germinated in the minds of a few painters and poets in
1848 blossomed over subsequent decades, leaving its mark on the extraordi-
nary genius of Gerard Manley Hopkins. But perhaps more importantly, this
affinity illuminates the inextricable links between the artistic and spiritual
realms, challenging us to delve deeper into our own creative pursuits and to
reconsider the role of art in transcending the temporal.

Hopkins and the Gothic Revival Movement

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ unique poetic vision grew out of his desire to
reconcile the beauty of Romanticism with his commitment to the faith that
anchored his life: Catholicism. In the midst of a London gripped by spiritual
and artistic turmoil, the Gothic Revival movement provided Hopkins with
a framework for combining the sublime with the sacred. As both poet and
religious devotee, he aspired to reach beyond the confines of conventional
aesthetics and weave spirituality into the vivid tapestry of his verse.

The Gothic Revival movement in Victorian England was, in many ways,
a response to the perceived sterility of the Enlightenment and the growing
influence of industrialization. The movement championed the romantic,
the mystical, and the divine in art, architecture, and literature, all the
while drawing heavily from the intricate splendor of medieval Gothic art. It
aspired to forge a connection to the sacred in an era that seemed determined
to imprison its citizens within walls of stone and iron, casting the soul aside
like so much excess baggage.

Hopkins’ spiritual journey, presided over by the likes of John Henry New-
man and guided by his devotion to the principles of the Oxford Movement,
led him to embrace the Gothic Revival as a means of rekindling the spiritual
impulses of his contemporaries. For him, the soaring spires and stained -
glass windows of Gothic architecture were not merely decorative flourishes,
but clear signals pointing toward transcendence. By emulating the richness
and complexity of the Gothic style in his own poetry, he hoped to instill
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the same sense of spiritual awe in the hearts of his readers.
In doing so, Hopkins dramatically departed from the prevailing artistic

norms of his time. His utilization of sprung rhythm, with its asymmetrical
and non - metered patterns, can be seen as a direct parallel to the riotous,
interlaced designs that defined the Gothic style. Just as the contours of a
rose window draw the eye in unexpected, delightful directions, the syntax
and diction of Hopkins’ verse compel the reader to slow down, to savor, and
ultimately to meditate on the intricate beauty unfolding before them.

Consider the opening lines of his poem ”The Windhover”: ”I caught this
morning morning’s minion, kingdom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple - dawn
- drawn Falcon.” Much like the warp and weft of a medieval tapestry, the
words are densely interwoven with meaning and sound, demanding careful
attention and rewarding effortful contemplation. Similarly, the poem ”Pied
Beauty” calls to mind the vibrant hues of stained - glass windows, with
phrases like ”rose - moles all in stipple upon trout that swim”, painting rich
visual images that blur the boundaries between the divine and the natural.

However, Hopkins’ adoption of the Gothic Revival was far more than a
mere stylistic quirk. In the heightened sensitivity to the divine presence that
characterizes his poetry, we find echoes of the intricate, majestic cathedrals
that inspired him. At their most sublime, these architectural marvels served
to bridge the gap between heaven and earth, guiding the worshiper’s eye -
and spirit - toward the unseen wonder that has always lain just beyond our
mortal reach. Within the lines of Hopkins’ verse, the Gothic aesthetic is
transmuted into a potent spiritual force, a literary instrument crafted for
the purpose of evoking divine beauty and transforming the human soul.

Just as the Gothic Revival sought to revive a sense of sacred beauty in
the midst of a changing world, Hopkins engaged in a ceaseless pursuit of the
spiritual essence that lay at the heart of both the world he inhabited and
the art he created. His keen awareness of the divine potential within his
verse fueled the ever - shifting patterns of his sprung rhythm and his bold
experimentation with imagery and metaphor.

In the end, the Gothic Revival served not as a mere backdrop to Hopkins’
work, but as a vital source of inspiration and a foundation upon which he
built his distinctive poetic voice, forging new modes of artistic expression
from the ancient stones of faith. Just as the movement’s architects pieced
together fragments of a bygone era to create monumental cathedrals, so did
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Hopkins assemble a mosaic of transcendent images and sounds, evoking an
experience of the divine that resonates through time and speaks to the ever
- present longing within the human heart.

Victorian Aesthetic Theories: The Aesthetic Movement
and Hopkins’ Poetic Ideals

The Victorian period, particularly in the latter half of the nineteenth century,
fostered the emergence of aesthetic theories that sought to redefine the role
of art in society. Detaching itself from the realist, moral, and utilitarian
approaches dominant earlier in the century, the Aesthetic Movement carved a
distinct space in the artistic and literary spheres. This new wave of thinkers,
artists, and writers- including such figures as Walter Pater, Algernon Charles
Swinburne, and Oscar Wilde - advocated for the pursuit of beauty in art for
its own sake, separating the aesthetic experience from any moral, social, or
political obligations.

Among the milieu of these divergent artistic approaches stood Gerard
Manley Hopkins, who navigated the terrain of Victorian aesthetic theories,
exhibiting a unique blend of influences that shaped his poetic ideals. While
his poetic sensibilities certainly diverged from the central tenets of the
Aesthetic Movement, the echoes of its influence can be traced in Hopkins’
commitment to the beauty of language, his innovative style, and the emphasis
on the sensory experience of his readers.

One of the guiding principles of the Aesthetic Movement was the idea of
”l’art pour l’art” or ”art for art’s sake,” a notion popularized by French writ-
ers like Théophile Gautier and later adopted by their Victorian counterparts.
Hopkins, too, demonstrated a commitment to elevating the intrinsic beauty
of his poetic craft. He strenuously developed his revolutionary technique
of sprung rhythm, a metrical system that broke free from the constraints
of conventional, regular rhythm, allowing for the better representation of
the variety and vigor of natural speech, while simultaneously accentuating
the musicality inherent in the English language. In his pursuit of linguistic
beauty, Hopkins not only aligned himself with the aesthetes’ championing
of the artistic experience but carved out a space for innovation, shaping his
poetic style with a distinct artistry unshackled from convention.

The Aesthetic Movement also placed great emphasis on the sensory



CHAPTER 8. THE INFLUENCE OF VICTORIAN AESTHETIC AND INTEL-
LECTUAL MOVEMENTS ON HOPKINS’ WORK

129

experience of art, often invoking synesthesia and exploring the intercon-
nectedness of different sensory modalities. Hopkins similarly engaged in
a sensory exploration, striving to evoke vivid imagery through his use of
inscape, a term coined by him to describe the essential, unique qualities
of a given object or experience. By translating this inscape into language,
Hopkins aimed to invite his readers to participate in an immersive aesthetic
experience, transporting them to precise moments and environments. His
rich, descriptive language established a synesthetic relationship between the
visual and the auditory elements of his poetry, forging a connection between
the beauty of his words and the beauty of the natural world they sought to
depict.

Despite these parallels with the Aesthetic Movement, Hopkins’ poetic
ideals largely deviated from its core principles of the separation of art from
moral or ethical considerations. As a devout Catholic and Jesuit priest,
Hopkins’ art never fully divorced itself from his spiritual beliefs. In sharp
contrast to the aesthetes, who sought to elevate art as an autonomous
realm free from religious or moral constraints, Hopkins saw his poetry as
intrinsically connected to his religious convictions. He viewed the inscape
of nature as a manifestation of God’s presence, imbuing his poetry with a
deep sense of spiritual transcendence. The interconnectedness of his faith
and art allowed him to engage his readers in a multi - layered sensory and
spiritual experience, inextricably entwining the aesthetic and the divine.

Moreover, while the Aesthetic Movement tended to shun political or
social engagement, Hopkins’ poetry demonstrated a keen understanding
of the effects of industrialization and environmental degradation on both
nature and human society. His poems, such as ”Binsey Poplars” and ”God’s
Grandeur,” expose the devastating impact of human interference on the
natural world, underscoring his belief in the inseparability of aesthetic
beauty and moral responsibility.

Navigating the complex terrain of Victorian aesthetic theories, Gerard
Manley Hopkins forged a distinct and innovative path in shaping his poetic
ideals. While he shared with the Aesthetic Movement a dedication to
the beauty of language and the sensory experience of art, his unwavering
commitment to his faith and ethical concerns sets him apart as a unique
force in the Victorian literary landscape. This unique blend of influences
contributed to setting the stage for a new artistic movement - one that



CHAPTER 8. THE INFLUENCE OF VICTORIAN AESTHETIC AND INTEL-
LECTUAL MOVEMENTS ON HOPKINS’ WORK

130

would leave an indelible imprint on the trajectory of English literature
and poetry throughout both his time and ours. As we delve further into
Hopkins’ creative universe, we must also explore the broader social, political,
and religious contexts in which he lived and worked, unveiling the intricate
interconnections between his art and the dynamic world of Victorian London.

Victorian Scientific Discoveries and Their Impact on
Hopkins’ Views on Nature

The dawn of the Victorian era was accompanied by a surge of scientific
discoveries, advancements, and innovations that greatly influenced various
facets of society including literature, art, and architecture. Throughout
the 19th century, Victorian society underwent a transformation shaped by
this newfound scientific knowledge, which had a significant impact on how
people conceived of the natural world. Among those who soaked up these
groundbreaking ideas was Gerard Manley Hopkins, a Jesuit priest and poet
whose views on nature radically evolved as a result of his exposure to these
scientific advancements.

One of the key scientific developments of Hopkins’ time was the growing
understanding of evolution through the works of naturalists like Charles
Darwin. Darwin’s ideas of natural selection and species adaptation, pre-
sented in his groundbreaking book, ”On The Origin of Species,” provoked
widespread debate and even sparked a cultural revolution. Looking at nature
through the lens of the evolutionary process, Hopkins was able to envision
new ways of describing and depicting natural phenomena within the context
of his poetry, integrating these observations seamlessly alongside his deeply
ingrained religious convictions.

For instance, the concept of ”inscape,” a term coined by Hopkins to
describe the unique and ineffable essence of each individual creature, mirrors
the development of distinct traits and characteristics through selective
adaptation over time. This innovative concept is a testament to Hopkins’
ability to reconcile scientific thought with his spiritual outlook on life.
Moreover, it allowed him to express an affirmation of the uniqueness of
every created being, reflecting both the handiwork of a divine maker and
the fascinating processes by which species evolved.

Further, the Victorian fascination with geology and the earth’s material
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history manifested itself in Hopkins’ vivid imagery of the natural landscape.
Extensive geological studies during the 19th century, including the examina-
tion of fossil records and the configuration of sediment layers, revealed the
complex and dynamic history of the earth. As a result, Hopkins incorporated
images of erosion, geographical shifts, and other geological phenomena in
his poetry, creating a vibrant and intricate expression of the earth’s physical
history while simultaneously connecting these material processes to the
spiritual realm.

In ”The Windhover,” for example, Hopkins’ comparison of the falcon
to the ”dauphin” or ”dapple - dawn - drawn” illuminates both the beauty
and the intricate details of the natural world. His language and imagery
evoke a landscape that has been sculpted and shaped over time by geological
forces, while simultaneously alluding to the divine forces which, in his
view, lie behind these processes. This interdisciplinary approach to natural
phenomena allows Hopkins to enrich his descriptions of nature with layers
of meaning that engage both scientific and religious sensibilities.

Furthermore, research into electricity, magnetism, and energy during the
19th century deeply influenced Hopkins’ vision of nature by introducing the
idea of energetic connections between different elements in the natural world.
This can be seen, for instance, in his use of unconventional comparisons
and metaphors that link seemingly disparate objects, like the sun and a
daffodil, reflecting an underlying principle of interconnectedness that spoke
to Hopkins both on a scientific and spiritual level.

Navigating between the discoveries of his time, the undercurrent of
religious thought, and his unyielding poetic ethos, Hopkins emerged with a
unique, integrated aesthetic that celebrated nature through both scientific
inquiry and spiritual fervor. This synergistic confluence of disciplines allowed
him to offer a new perspective on the natural world, shedding light not only
on the intricacies of creation but also on the divine forces that animate and
imbue it with meaning.

In a period marred by doubt and upheaval, Hopkins’ ability to blend
scientific discovery with spiritual conviction became a form of resistance
against the tide of secularism that threatened to engulf Victorian society. As
he explored the boundaries between faith and reason, Hopkins would take
this rare fusion of disciplines to new heights, embodying the paradoxical
spirit of a world caught between the seductive allure of reason and the
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eternal mysteries of faith. In doing so, he would shape a poetic legacy that
echoes across the decades, illuminating the indelible influence of Victorian
scientific advancements on the heart and soul of one of the era’s most
enigmatic poets.

The Influence of Victorian Social and Political Move-
ments: Industrialization and Environmentalism in Hop-
kins’ Poetry

The influence of Victorian social and political movements on Gerard Man-
ley Hopkins’ poetry can be discerned in the complex interplay between
industrialization and environmentalism in his work. While the period of
industrialization was undoubtedly a period of significant economic growth
and development in England, it was not without its adverse social and
environmental consequences. As factories and mills proliferated across the
landscape, air and water pollution became major public health concerns.
The ecological degradation and the oppressive conditions of factory workers
became increasingly central to public discourses of the time, prompting the
emergence of early environmentalist movements.

The transformative impact of industrialization on the Victorian landscape
is vividly captured in Hopkins’ poetry by his invocation of ”cliffs of fall”
and ”gear of wheels,” which mark the intrusion of machines and factories
into the idyllic pastoral scenes of pre - industrial England. This emphasis
on the transformation of the landscape becomes a recurrent motif in his
poetry, often serving as a metaphor for spiritual decline and dislocation.
For instance, in ”The Windhover,” the image of the bird soaring through
the air is juxtaposed with a landscape marred by industrial sites. The wind
- hover, emblematic of the divine presence, is shown to be struggling against
the backdrop of an encroaching industrial blight.

Moreover, Victorian industrialization and urbanization led to a growing
sense of alienation, as people who once lived in communities tied closely to
the natural world were now uprooted and displaced into crowded, noisy, and
polluted cities. This can be seen in Hopkins’ poem ”Felix Randal,” where
the titular blacksmith laments the loss of his former life in a rural setting,
describing himself as being ”caught and caged” within the confines of the
city.
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Hopkins’ response to such developments was both keenly observant and
deeply empathetic. His poetry registers the spiritual and environmental
wound inflicted on the world, as can be seen in ”God’s Grandeur,” where
he writes, ”all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;/ And wears
man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil/ Is bare now, nor can foot
feel, being shod.” However, Hopkins also chooses to focus on instances of
natural resilience amid industrial despoliation. In poems like ”Inversnaid,”
he celebrates the ”weeds and the wilderness” that persistently cling to
existence, even in the face of ruthless human exploitation.

Hopkins’ engagement with environmentalism came at a time when con-
cerns about the impact of industrialization on the environment were starting
to gain traction in Victorian society. The writings of naturalists like Charles
Darwin and John Ruskin framed anxieties about the ecological repercussions
of unchecked industrial growth, whilst the emergence of early environmental
movements urged for conservation efforts and greater public awareness.

In this context, it is perhaps unsurprising that Hopkins was drawn to the
theme of nature’s vitality and resilience. For him, nature was deeply imbued
with divinity and acted as a powerful testament to God’s creative power.
This belief endows his natural imagery with a sense of inextinguishable
hope, even amid environmental devastation.

Notably, Hopkins also deepens his exploration of nature and spirituality
in his poems by employing his distinct sprung rhythm technique. This
innovative metrical structure replicates the organic quality of natural speech
and captures the dynamism of the natural world, allowing him to convey
a sense of divine immanence and beauty. Thus, Hopkins’ employment
of sprung rhythm presents a countervailing force against the mechanic,
unnatural rhythms associated with industrialization.

Hopkins’ engagement with the social and political concerns of his time,
particularly his response to the industrialization and environmentalism of
the Victorian era, is testament to his ability as a poet to negotiate and
transform the most pressing issues of his day. Inextricably entwined with
his spirituality, his poetic treatment of these issues underscores his unique
place in the literary and intellectual history of the period. As we move into
an exploration of Hopkins’ connection with Victorian art and artists, we
shall continue to discern the myriad ways that our poet both responds to
and transcends the concerns of his age, and how his artistic vision is all the
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richer for it.

The Role of Victorian Religious Debates in Shaping
Hopkins’ Spiritual Outlook

At the time of Hopkins’ birth in 1844, Anglicanism held primacy within
England’s religious culture, with its own unique set of theological concerns
wrought by the ongoing transition from High church Anglicanism - with its
emphasis on tradition, ceremony, and the authority of the Church Fathers
- to the more progressive Broad church, which sought a more inclusive
approach to other Christian sects and theological ideas. Simultaneously,
the Oxford Movement, with its renewed emphasis on sacraments, culture,
and spirituality, as well as, importantly, the integration of some Catholic
practices and beliefs, significantly challenged the prevailing cultural and
religious norms of the era.

Hopkins was well acquainted with these tensions, having grown up in an
Anglican household, and was initially drawn to High church Anglicanism as
a young man. Indeed, it often left him embroiled in struggle and confusion,
grappling with the implications of the religious debates for his own faith. In
his poem ”The Habit of Perfection,” the poet remarks upon the difficulties
encountered along his religious journey:

Elected Silence, sing to me And beat upon my whorlèd ear, Pipe me to
pastures still and be The music that I care to hear.

In this poetic fragment, the personification of silence serves as a metaphor
for Hopkins’ deep - seated desire to retreat into silence and stillness; to avoid
the noisy clamor of those religious debates occurring around him, and to
experience a more intimate relationship with God.

Critical to Hopkins’ spiritual outlook was his involvement in the Oxford
Movement, which led him into the direction of Catholicism and further
away from the Church of England. The devoutly religious atmosphere at
Oxford during the time that Hopkins attended had a significant impact on
his intellectual development. He was deeply influenced by figures such as
John Henry Newman, who was a central figure in the Oxford Movement,
and it is widely acknowledged that Newman’s ideas played a fundamental
role in leading Hopkins to convert to Catholicism. Newman espoused the
belief in the ”supernatural vision” as being the essence of the Christian



CHAPTER 8. THE INFLUENCE OF VICTORIAN AESTHETIC AND INTEL-
LECTUAL MOVEMENTS ON HOPKINS’ WORK

135

experience, and this notion resonated deeply within Hopkins, manifesting
itself in his poetic imagery.

Hopkins also grappled with the growing secularism of his time, largely
resulting from the increasing number of scientific and technological innova-
tions. Figureheads of the scientific revolution such as Charles Darwin, with
his groundbreaking work on the theory of evolution in the ’Origin of Species,’
caused many to scrutinize the validity of their religious beliefs, leading many
to eschew traditional religious convictions altogether. However, for Hopkins,
science not only illuminated revelations about the earth and its inhabitants
but also revealed the divine nature of God. This is evident in his poem
”Pied Beauty,” in which the poet explores the beauty in the natural world
as an expression of God’s own creativity:

Glory be to God for dappled things- For skies of couple - color as a
brindled cow; For rose - moles all in stipple upon trout that swim; Fresh -
firecoal chestnut - falls; finches’ wings...

The secularism of the era thus contributed to Hopkins’ desire for a
more direct and personal relationship with God. This longing for spiritual
connection is manifested throughout much of Hopkins’ body of poetic work,
in which he passionately explores the connection between nature and the
divine, while also contemplating the existential and emotional revelations
divulged to him on his tortuous spiritual journey.

Victorian Literary Trends: The Rise of Realism and
Hopkins’ Counter - Realist Approach

The Victorian era in English literature is marked by many contrasting
movements, with the rise of realism emerging as one of its most influential.
Realism aimed to embrace the everyday lives of ordinary people and authen-
tically represent their experiences. Writers such as Charles Dickens, Thomas
Hardy, and George Eliot are well - known for their realist novels, which
present a vivid portrayal of the Victorian society. Yet, in the midst of this
burgeoning literary trend, Gerard Manley Hopkins stood as an enigmatic
figure, creating poetry that seemingly defied this movement toward realism.
Dubbed a counter - realist, Hopkins championed an entirely different ap-
proach, one that drew upon a deeper spiritual perspective and an innovative
technical style to convey his poetic vision.
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As a counter - realist, Hopkins sought to represent the ineffable undercur-
rents of the world, focusing on paradoxes and complexities that lay beneath
the surface of the everyday. His poetry was characterized by various mani-
festations, such as religious ecstasy and turmoil, the interplay between light
and dark, the harmony and discord of nature, and the tension between joy
and despair. In this context, the counter - realist approach is not dissimilar
to the Symbolist movement, which sought to encapsulate the essences of
things through suggestive, evocative images.

One of the most striking aspects of Hopkins’ counter - realist poetry was
the employment of his innovative Sprung Rhythm. This technique ignored
traditional syllabic meter and instead used the variable stress patterns found
in natural speech. The resulting verse was fluid and energetic, providing the
reader with a dynamic reading experience as they encountered seemingly
common phrases elevated to an artistic level. This choice of meter disrupts
the recognizable patterns of Victorian realist poetry, emphasizing the unique
and inimitable nature of Hopkins’ perception of the world.

Furthermore, Hopkins utilized a rich, dense, and often archaic diction,
creating neologisms and employing bold combinations of words to convey
his vision. This innovation in language served to vividly exemplify the com-
plexity and uniqueness of his subjects - particularly, in capturing glimpses
of the divine in earthly experiences. Take the sonnet ”Pied Beauty,” for
instance, where Hopkins intricately crafts a panoply of images that render
ordinary aspects of the natural world in a transcendent light. The opening
lines feature an unusual juxtaposition: ”Glory be to God for dappled things -
/ For skies of couple -colour as a brinded cow.” Here, the traditional praise of
religious invocation is mingled with the quotidian image of a cow, presenting
a new approach to understanding the divine.

Moreover, Hopkins’ poetry often deviates from the standard norms
and conventions of the realist aesthetic. Instead of aiming to create a
unified, seamless impression of reality, his poems embrace fragmentation
and discontinuity. The tumultuous syntax and sentence structure often
reflect the inner turmoil of the poetic speaker, as well as the complexities of
his spiritual life. Hopkins’ counter-realist technique thus serves to emphasize
the depths of the human experience, transcending the mundane level and
venturing into the spiritual realm.

It is also crucial to acknowledge the direct impact of Hopkins’ religious
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beliefs on his counter - realist writing. As a devout Jesuit priest and a
disciple of Ignatian spirituality, Hopkins aspired to capture the presence
of God in his poetry. He sought to describe the immanent workings of the
divine in the natural world, an endeavor that contrasted with the realist
focus on capturing the physical reality of life. This spiritual force behind
his work brought about a different perspective, allowing Hopkins to create
poetry imbued with the divine and entwined with the mortal world.

In concluding, it is evident that Gerard Manley Hopkins’ counter - realist
poetry arose as a unique, innovative, and dedicated response to the dominant
realist literary trend within the Victorian era. Deriving inspiration from
his deep spirituality and mastery of language, Hopkins crafted a distinct
poetic vision that sought to encapsulate the essence of the divine through
earthly experiences. Even as the relentless machine of realism marched on,
Hopkins remained steadfast in his pursuit of a different artistic reality - a
testament to the power and allure of this enigmatic poet’s work. As Hopkins’
legacy continues to captivate scholars and readers alike, one cannot help
but ponder the profound mystery that lies within his transcendent verse - a
poetic realm that defies convention yet radiates undeniable beauty.

Hopkins’ Connection with Victorian Art and Artists:
Rossetti, Tennyson, and Ruskin

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, a poet and painter, was one of Hopkins’ most sig-
nificant sources of inspiration. Founder of the Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood,
Rossetti sought to return the arts to the sincerity and beauty present in
Italian art before the time of Raphael. Although controversial in its time, the
Pre - Raphaelite movement had a profound impact on Victorian aesthetics.
For Hopkins, once he matured and found his highest aspirations and deepest
satisfactions in his Jesuit vocation, the fruits of Rossetti’s work continued
to maintain spiritual appeal, as he carried that appeal into his own poetic
compositions. Hopkins’ enthusiastic letters to his friend Robert Bridges
about Rossetti’s art and poetry demonstrate his admiration for the artist,
noting the intensity and passion with which he engaged with Rossetti’s
works. The sensuousness and richness of Rossetti’s art, both in its color
and its diction, seems to have informed Hopkins’ urge to experiment with
language and form, particularly in his delightful nature sonnets.
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Hopkins’ poetic voice also resonated with Alfred, Lord Tennyson, the
Poet Laureate, a Victorian luminary. Arguably the most significant poet
of his era, Tennyson was known for his rich and rhythmic language, and
a depictions of sensitive introspective protagonists prone to melancholy.
His most famous work, ”In Memoriam,” a grief - stricken meditation on
the death of his friend Arthur Hallam, struck a resonant chord in Hopkins.
While he critiqued Tennyson’s despair as a lack of faith, he was moved
enough to compose a poem, ”In Memoriam Brother,” in a manner inspired
by Tennyson, to express his own spiritual anguish after the death of his
friend and fellow convert, Digby Dolben. Tennyson’s facility with language -
- his ability to use both alliteration, assonance, and rhyme to remarkable
effect - - left an indelible mark on the young Hopkins, who would later hone
his own euphonious paradigms while employing sprung rhythm.

John Ruskin, the leading art critic of his time and an influential thinker
on aesthetics and social reform, had an immense impact on young Victorian
artists and intellectuals. Ruskin extolled the beauty of the natural world and
the moral power of art, always seeking a synthesis between art and morality.
His Victorian principles of ”truth to nature” and ”the moral significance of
form” had a profound impact on Hopkins as he tried to develop his unique
poetic vision. Reading Ruskin’s works, such as ”Modern Painters,” ”The
Seven Lamps of Architecture,” and ”The Stones of Venice,” helped Hopkins
understand art as more than just representation. Hopkins was especially
drawn to Ruskin’s emphasis on the role of close observation, leading him to
develop his inscapes - - the distinctive individual essence of the objects in
nature he sought to describe in his poetry.

In a letter to his friend Bridges, Hopkins himself expressed the importance
of Ruskin’s thought in his development, writing, ”I do not know how much
of my inscape theory I owe to him and Ruskin.” While Hopkins ultimately
rejected some aspects of Ruskin’s conceptual framework, he acknowledged
how his own ideas were strongly influenced by the art theorist. No less
influential, Ruskin’s view of nature as a symbol of divine beauty, a ”natural
theology,” harmonized with the vivid religious longing and perception that
imbued both the thought and poetry of Hopkins.

The connection between Hopkins and Rossetti, Tennyson, and Ruskin
underscores the rich and varied influences on his creative growth. Through
their artistry and thought, these artists provided conceptions and forms
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that elevated Hopkins’ work and refined his creative sensibilities.
The continuous ebbing and flowing of influences in Hopkins’ life can be

compared to the intricacies of a tapestry. He intertwined these influences
with his own unique aesthetic and religious visions, producing a poetry
reflective of an era seething with intellectual, technological, and spiritual
innovation. As the era progressed towards the turn of the century, individ-
ualist tendencies started to challenge traditional norms, introducing new
currents of engagement in societal and intellectual realms. This drive toward
a modernist sensibility would further elevate Hopkins’ work in the decades
following his death, compelling future critics and poets alike to appreciate
and engage with the lasting legacy of his artistry and thought.



Chapter 9

Hopkins’ Role as a
Professor and Spiritual
Director

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ life as a professor and spiritual director was marked
by his dedication to the intellectual and spiritual growth of his students.
The Jesuit mission of education went hand in hand with his vocation as
a priest, blending the worlds of literature and spirituality in a unique way
that left a lasting impact on his students.

As a teacher, Hopkins was known for his vast knowledge, going beyond
the typical literary subjects to include theology, philosophy, and science in
his lectures. Students often found him to be a demanding but fair teacher,
pushing them to find depths in their intellectual abilities they had not yet
tapped into. It is reported that he would carefully select the poems he
would discuss in his lectures, and students would often leave his classes with
not only an increased appreciation for poetry but also a profound sense of
wonder about the world.

He integrated the notion of beauty and goodness within his teaching,
emphasizing that the appreciation of beauty would lead to a deeper un-
derstanding of the divine. This intertwining of art, beauty, and faith led
to a sort of sanctification of literature in his classes, and many of his stu-
dents, even those who did not share his religious beliefs, found themselves
captivated by the spiritual dimensions he brought to their studies.

Hopkins’ role as a spiritual director was similarly dedicated to the growth
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and development of the students entrusted to his care. He often worked
one - on - one with students inquiring about faith, offering them guidance
and support as they navigated questions of meaning, purpose, and belief.
Hopkins approached his mentoring with the same depth and intensity that
he brought to his teaching, always seeking to provide a comprehensive and
nuanced understanding of the spiritual journey of each student he met.

He was known for his ability to sympathize with the spiritual struggles of
his students, sharing his own experiences of doubt, desolation, and despair
as a means to create a sense of kinship and encourage them in their battles
with darkness. Many of his letters from this time period reflect his deep
engagement not just with the intellect of his students, but also with their
hearts and souls - he was someone who truly cared for those who sought his
guidance.

Hopkins was a firm believer in the power of literature to inspire spiritual
growth and transformation. This became evident in several instances where
some of his students went on to embrace Catholicism, inspired by their
exposure to the Jesuit’s teachings that integrated faith with literature. His
unwavering belief in the power of words and beauty to illuminate the divine
led to his enduring influence as a mentor and spiritual guide.

Despite the challenges he faced - navigating the complex and sometimes
hostile environment of Victorian England as a Catholic priest, struggling
with his poetical vocation and religious duties, and finding himself spiritually
desolate during some of the most critical times in his life - Hopkins’ work as
a professor and spiritual director was marked by a profound dedication to
the literacy and spiritual formation of his students, as well as an unwavering
faith in the redemptive power of art, beauty, and the divine.

His willingness to bear witness to the struggles and battles of the human
spirit, both in his poetry and in his work as a spiritual guide, speaks not
only to his own resilience and commitment but also to his belief that such
struggles have the potential to reveal new depths of divine presence in our
lives. The echoes of his endeavors in academia and mysticism can be easily
traced to the powerful themes that permeate his poetry, leaving an indelible
mark on the reader and paving the way for the generations that followed.
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Teaching and Inspiring Students at the Universities

Few figures in Victorian England could lay claim to having taught and
inspired as many future literary figures as Gerard Manley Hopkins. His
simultaneous, if sometimes warring, roles as a Catholic priest, poet and
university professor placed him at a unique intersection of faith, intellect,
and aesthetics, which, in turn, provided him with a distinctive platform from
which to engage with the hearts and minds of his students. By examining
how Hopkins navigated these realms and the legacy he left behind, we can
begin to appreciate a fuller picture of his overall impact as a teacher.

At Newman’s university in Dublin - University College - much of Hopkins’
teaching lay in the realm of classics and examing Greek and Latin literature.
But, as with any great educator, his influence extended far beyond the strict
confines of his formal job description. Indeed, Hopkins melded his spiritual
and literary sensibilities into his teaching methods, weaving together threads
of faith, reason, and aesthetic appreciation, to forge a unique and inspiring
educational tapestry. By casting a wide intellectual net and giving equal
attention to the technical, theological, and poetic dimensions of the works he
taught, Hopkins nurtured in his students a holistic sense of human knowledge
and its link to the divine.

Hopkins’ classrooms were known for being lively and rigorous - spaces
where energetic and, at times, heated debates could occur. Yet within this
fire, as some of his former students later recalled, a certain special warmth
emanated. They vividly remembered their professor’s willingness to engage
with each individual on a personal level - to understand not merely how
his students grasped the material but how the lessons shaped their inner
lives. Through one - on - one conversations in his office or during long walks
around the campus, Hopkins demonstrated an abiding concern for both the
intellectual and spiritual wellbeing of his charges. In doing so, he established
deep connections that resonated long after his students left the university.

Of course, Hopkins’ unique style and approach did not meet unanimous
approval. His contemporaries could not always decide whether he was a
Catholic priest who wrote poetry or a poet who happened to be Catholic.
Not all of them saw eye to eye with his vision, as both a poet and a
religious figure, but those who embraced the challenging, original worldview
he presented felt they had gained a richer, more textured understanding of
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the world around them as well as their own interior lives.

His innovative pedagogical methods left an especially strong impression
on aspiring writers among his students. Years after their time in his classes,
many would recall with fondness the excitement of their first encounter
with Hopkins’ unconventional theories of language and poetic vision. Some
adopted aspects of his poetics themselves, such as his use of sprung rhythm,
or sought to cultivate a similar attention to the spiritual undercurrents
flowing beneath any subject matter they tackled. Others, despite their
paths diverging from his regarding faith and literature, nevertheless felt
their hearts lifted by his efforts to combine the deepest currents of human
understanding in a single, unified expression of the divine.

In this way, Hopkins’ teachings served as a jumping - off point for a
new generation of poets who, while not adhering strictly to his doctrines,
found themselves enriched by an exposure to his thinking. As the years
passed and Hopkins’ own work became better known, a deeper appreciation
developed for the rich spiritual and intellectual soil from which his verse
had sprung. His legacy, then, as a teacher, mentor, and predictor of the
future, is to be found not only in the poetic techniques his students adopted,
his ruminations on faith, or even his spiritual guidance, but in the holistic
way in which he encouraged them to approach their craft.

As his students and mentees went on to define their literary voices and
carve their niches within the world of letters, each would no doubt have
carried with them echoes of their time with Gerard Manley Hopkins. In that
manner, even in his eventual isolation and despair, Rose struggled through
his final years, his lasting influence on those who had flocked to the light of
his teaching would stand as a testimony to the enduring power of his poetic
magic.

So, although the full magnitude of his significance as a teacher may never
be entirely understood, Hopkins’ life attests to how deeply the confluence
of intellect, passion, and spirituality can shape the minds and hearts of
those hungry for knowledge. Perhaps somewhere among the stacks in a
library or in the fading lines of a manuscript, traces of Hopkins’ unique
educational spirit continue to inspire others, beckoning them closer to the
divine mysteries that he himself so fervently sought to unveil.
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Balancing Academic Life and Religious Duties

Gerard Manley Hopkins faced the challenge of balancing his academic life
and religious duties throughout his tenure as a Jesuit priest, lecturer, and
educator. This delicate equilibrium reflected the very core of the Victorian
period’s inherent tensions between faith, reason, and knowledge, while it
also highlighted the exceptional nature of Hopkins’ dedication to his dual
vocation.

The Jesuit order to which Hopkins belonged has long cherished the
pursuit of knowledge. Hopkins, with his intellectual curiosity and love of
learning, lived the Ignatian ideal of finding God in all things. He sought
to transcend the intellectual boundaries of his time while adhering to the
spiritual principles laid down by Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Society
of Jesus. This holistic approach to learning, encompassing both spiritual and
intellectual development, equipped him with a unique pedagogical approach
that allowed for the integration of his two vocations within the context of
his work.

Hopkins’ academic responsibilities included giving lectures, publishing
his work, and teaching students in various capacities. He faced a considerable
challenge in need to maintain up-to-date with the burgeoning research while
staying grounded in his religious duties - attending daily prayers, ministering
to the faithful, and participating in Catholic community life. To achieve
this delicate balance, Hopkins adopted stringent time management and
disciplined routines. Nevertheless, Hopkins’ letters and poems occasionally
reveal his struggles with balancing these two vocations, as his religious
commitments and scholarly pursuits on occasion threatened to override one
another.

One such example is during his time at Stonyhurst College, where he
served as a professor of Greek and Latin while simultaneously undertaking
regular spiritual direction for his students. The demanding workload resulted
in fatigue and a sense of loss of spiritual balance in his life. This is reflected
in his letter to his friend Robert Bridges: ”One feels the greatest difficulties
with regard to teaching literature is to keep one’s self alive and not to be
so far compromised by obligation as to have one’s attention engaged in
many ways.” This balancing act creates anxieties and worries, as seen in his
”Terrible Sonnets,” where Hopkins describes the desolate state of his soul
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due to the constraints of fulfilling his academic and spiritual duties.
Conversely, Hopkins’ conflict between academia and religion reflected his

personal exploration of the intersection between the two. Hopkins’ faith and
spirituality empowered him to create innovative poetic expressions, which
were deeply informed by his intellectual pursuits. His understanding of the
Victorian tensions between the secular and the sacred, the material and the
spiritual, enabled him to elucidate complex spiritual truths in the language
of his time.

Though it was not an easy task, Hopkins ultimately forged a career that
harmonized his dual vocations as a priest and an academic. His work as
an educator helped integrate his artistic sensibilities with his spiritual life,
creating a methodology that allowed his students to appreciate both the
aesthetic and spiritual dimensions of his teachings. This intellectual and
spiritual approach would influence his students profoundly, as attested by
the numerous Jesuit scholars who would trace their intellectual growth back
to Hopkins’ mentorship.

Hopkins’ balancing of academic life and religious duties reflect the
complexities of the Victorian era, marking out the immense challenges he
faced while pursuing his unique, dual vocation. Hopkins’ dedication to his
roles as a man of faith and a scholar reveals his extraordinary commitment to
the Ignatian ideal of finding God in all things and underscores the indelible
impact of his life and works on future generations of students and scholars.
Despite the acute difficulties Hopkins faced, he remains a testament to the
creative and intellectual possibilities embodied within an unwavering pursuit
of truth and beauty.

Involvement in and Influence on Catholic Intellectual
Circles

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ conversion to Catholicism and his entrance into
the Society of Jesus marked a significant turn not only in his personal
life but also in his intellectual pursuits. For much of his religious career,
Hopkins grappled with the challenge of reconciling his artistic genius with
the stringent orthodoxies of the Catholic Church. Despite the odds stacked
against him, Hopkins would emerge as a bold, idiosyncratic voice within the
dense milieu of the Victorian Catholic intellectual circles that he inhabited.
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Through his involvement in these intellectual circles, he not only contributed
to shaping the ongoing conversation in the Catholic domain but also further
honed his poetic sensibilities, forging a unique style that blended the spiritual
and the aesthetic.

Hopkins’ entry into Catholic intellectual circles at first glance appears
an unlikely twist of fate. He himself faced a lifelong struggle in reconciling
the austere requirements of his religious vocation as a Jesuit with his deep
affinity for literary and artistic expression. However, despite this battle of
identities, Hopkins found opportunities for intellectual engagement within
the Catholic Church, crossing paths with some of the leading Catholic figures
of his day.

One of the more prominent figures who shaped Catholic intellectual life
in Victorian England was Cardinal John Henry Newman. Hopkins first
encountered Newman’s ideas while studying at Oxford, and this meeting
would prove an enduring relationship as Newman became a mentor and
friend to the budding poet. Through his correspondence with Newman, as
well as his involvement in the nascent Catholic revival in Oxford, Hopkins
engaged with the debates over faith and reason, ecclesiology, and religious
education that permeated Victorian Catholic intellectual spaces.

Beyond the Oxbridge environs, Hopkins also found his place in broader
Catholic intellectual circles. After entering the Society of Jesus, he set out
to study philosophy and theology at St. Beuno’s College in North Wales.
This period witnessed not only the deepening of his own understanding of
the Jesuit tradition, but also the expansion of his intellectual horizons. In
the spirit - infused atmosphere of St. Beuno’s, Hopkins explored the work
of mystics such as St. John of the Cross, whose ”Dark Night of the Soul”
provided a strikingly apt image for the poet’s own struggles with spiritual
desolation.

As a teacher and scholar in Jesuit institutions, Hopkins was able to
cultivate his intellectual interests while also fulfilling his religious duties. His
role as a teacher at Stonyhurst College and the University College, London,
gave him the opportunity to nurture and guide the intellectual journeys of
his students. In this capacity, he would not only impart his knowledge but
also learn from the young minds he encountered, often engaging in spirited
debates that challenged him to refine his own artistic vision and religious
convictions.
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Hopkins’ involvement in Catholic intellectual circles went beyond aca-
demic pursuits, as he also found a creative kinship with like - minded artists
such as Augustus and Gwen John, the Welsh siblings who would later
achieve fame as painters. This artistic circle, albeit small and intimate,
offered Hopkins a much - needed respite from the many constraints he faced
as a Jesuit and allowed him the space to share and develop his aesthetic
theories. Notably, it was during his time at St. Beuno’s that he began
writing some of his most iconic poems, such as ”The Windhover” and ”Pied
Beauty,” which demonstrate the influence of Ignatian spirituality on his
artistic approach.

In his intellectual engagements with other Catholic thinkers and artists,
Hopkins championed the belief that the true purpose of art was to glorify
God and reveal the divine in the mundane. In arguing for the inviolable
connection between spirituality and aesthetics, he was pushing against
the prevailing Victorian bourgeois morality which often conflated artistic
brilliance with moral depravity. In this regard, Hopkins’ most significant
contribution to Catholic intellectual circles was not merely the introduction
of new ideas but the fostering of an openness to creativity that acknowledged
the rightful place of artistic expression within a spiritual life.

Despite the seeming constraints of his religious vocation, Hopkins man-
aged to carve out a path in the Catholic intellectual scene which, though
undeniably challenging, proved an essential part of his development as an
artist and a deeply spiritual individual. His tenacious pursuit of beauty
and truth in the intellectual and religious life inspired those who came after
him, particularly fellow poets such as T.S. Eliot, W.H. Auden and Seamus
Heaney. Yet it is worth noting that Hopkins’ influence extends beyond the
realm of literature, to the countless seekers who have turned to his writings
in their quest for the divine amidst the complexity of the human experience.
Indeed, the intertwining of faith and artistry embodied in his work serves
as a beacon for all who strive to navigate the intricate relationship between
the sacred and profane.

Guidance and Mentorship of Young Spiritual Seekers

Throughout his entire life, Gerard Manley Hopkins demonstrated a natural
talent for guiding spirits and shaping minds. As a young tutor, he often
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impressed friends and family with his ability to nourish the souls of his
pupils; however, it was when he embarked on his journey as a Jesuit priest
that his gift for spiritual mentorship truly flourished. As Hopkins began
engaging with young individuals struggling with their own spiritual growth,
he became a beacon of light, ardently illuminating the path to self -discovery.

In guiding young spiritual seekers, Hopkins employed a multifaceted
approach, which incorporated not only the rigorous principles of Ignatian
spirituality but also the power of poetry and art. For example, during his
time at University College Dublin, he encouraged his students to take up the
Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola as a means to deepen their faith
and nurture a more intimate relationship with the divine. In pursuit of truth
and beauty, Hopkins urged these young minds to engage in contemplative
prayer and self - examination to cleanse their souls, overcome doubts, and
embark on their unique spiritual quests.

However, Hopkins also acknowledged the limitations of traditional re-
ligious practices, particularly for those struggling to find their voice in an
increasingly secular and industrialized world. Thus, he sought to help young
seekers explore their spirituality through unconventional means, namely
through the realm of aesthetic experience. Hopkins ardently believed in
the regenerative power of art, as he saw firsthand how poetry and music
could invigorate the soul. He worked tirelessly to cultivate a love for the
arts in his students, teaching them to find solace in painting or to see the
divine in well - crafted phrases. In doing so, he not only strengthened their
relationship with God, but he also imbued them with the skills to appreciate
the rich tapestry of human experience that lay before them.

Moreover, Hopkins was committed to offering personalized guidance to
young spiritual seekers, striving to understand the unique concerns and
aspirations of each individual. As a result, he developed deep and enduring
bonds with many, sharing with them his own insights and reflections. In one
notable instance, a young man named John Henry Cholmondeley sought
Hopkins’ guidance after his conversion to Catholicism. Hopkins was deeply
moved by Cholmondeley’s searching spirit and encouraged him to remain
steadfast in his faith, even amidst the harsh glares of society. In a letter
to Cholmondeley, Hopkins wrote: ”Do not consider this advice which rises
from no uncommon insight into your case but from a strong sympathy with
what you have hitherto felt.”
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Hopkins’ mentorship was not without its challenges, however. As his own
spiritual desolation deepened, he found it increasingly difficult to provide
others with guidance as he grappled with his own doubts and fears. Yet,
despite the storms raging within his soul, he continued to devote himself to
the spiritual well - being of others, refusing to let his own darkness eclipse
the growth of those he mentored.

It is during these struggles that we see the true measure of Hopkins’
commitment to spiritual guidance. He recognized that he could not save
those he mentored from the tempests of life; instead, he strove to provide
them with a sturdy anchor to withstand the storms, come what may.

In the end, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ dedication to the guidance and
mentorship of young spiritual seekers was testament to his profound under-
standing of the human condition. He knew that a life spent in pursuit of
spiritual enlightenment was fraught with challenges, and he sought to ease
this journey through his compassionate and empathetic counsel. Through
his tireless dedication, he not only inspired countless individuals to explore
the depths of their faith, but also left an enduring legacy of wisdom and
guidance for future generations to follow. As we continue to unravel the
intricate web of Hopkins’ life and works, we do well to remember his belief
in the redeeming power of spiritual mentorship, as it remains crucial for
nurturing the nascent voices that have yet to be heard.

Integration of Literature and Spirituality in Hopkins’
Teaching Methods

One of Hopkins’ most notable pedagogical strategies involved the incorpora-
tion of Jesuit ideals and theology into the analysis of literary works. Drawing
upon the Ignatian philosophy of ”finding God in all things,” Hopkins often
encouraged his students to look for the divine presence that underlies the
beauty of language and the natural world depicted in poetry. By breaking
down the textual components of a poetic work and demonstrating its spiri-
tual depth, Hopkins sought to deepen his students’ understanding of the
transcendent truth that lies beneath the surface of imaginative compositions.
This was particularly evident in Hopkins’ analysis of religious poetry, where
he endeavored to delineate the spiritual message of the text and foster a
sense of reverence and awe in his students.
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Moreover, Hopkins’ teaching style was marked by an emphasis on close
reading and textual analysis, which he believed reflected the contemplative
nature of spiritual practices, such as the Ignatian spiritual exercises. This
method required students to attentively read and reflect on the text, adopt-
ing an analytical mindset akin to the meditative practices of the Spiritual
Exercises, which required a deep and concentrated focus on the spiritual
themes and questions at hand. By approaching literary analysis through a
spiritual lens, Hopkins sought to cultivate a sense of discipline and commit-
ment in his students, encouraging them to engage fully with the texts that
they studied.

In addition to encouraging a deeply reflective approach to textual analysis,
Hopkins used his own poetry as a means to illustrate the profound connection
between language and spirituality that he aspired to foster in his students.
By sharing his own poetic works, characterized by experimentation in form,
language, and subject matter, Hopkins opened the door to a new world of
literary expression that transcended traditional notions of creativity. This
novel approach to poetry not only conveyed the depth of Hopkins’ own
spiritual convictions, but also sought to inspire his students to explore their
own spiritual experiences through the art of poetry.

Furthermore, Hopkins often turned to the religious themes in classical
literature as a means of engaging with students on a spiritual level. Rather
than merely focusing on the moral teachings of these works, he sought to
delve into the deeper spiritual aspects of the narratives, allowing his students
to explore the complexities and multi-dimensional nature of spiritual themes.
Drawing upon his background in Classical languages, Hopkins often led
his students on a journey through the original Greek and Latin texts,
emphasizing the value of authenticity and first -hand experience in literature
while also drawing connections with Christian beliefs and values.

In Hopkins’ approach to teaching, there was no division between literature
and spirituality. Rather, he sought to bring these two realms together,
creating an environment in which literature could become a gateway to
spiritual growth and self - discovery. By incorporating elements of spiritual
practice and introspection into the study of literary texts, he hoped to shape
the hearts and minds of his students, fostering within them an appreciation
for the sacred both in literature and in life. Through his innovative teaching
methods, Hopkins not only managed to convey his own passion for poetry,
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but also instilled a sense of wonder in his students, challenging them to
embark on their own spiritual and intellectual journey.

As we move from a discussion of Hopkins’ unique pedagogical techniques
to an examination of his impact as a spiritual director, it is important to
recognize the key thread that joins these two dimensions of his life: the
desire to foster a deeper understanding of the human experience by sharing
his own passion for poetry and spirituality. In the following section, we will
delve into the ways in which Hopkins guided and mentored spiritual seekers,
using his gift for poetry to help individuals navigate the complexities of
their faith journey, and embracing the role of the ”wounded healer” in true
Ignatian fashion.

Hopkins’ Influence on the Conversion of Students

The circumstances surrounding the conversion of Gerard Manley Hopkins
to Catholicism have been discussed and examined in detail, and it is not
difficult to see why his influence on young spiritual seekers searching for their
path in life was so strong. However, Hopkins’ effect on the conversion of
students was not limited to his close friends and family; rather, throughout
the course of his life, he led a number of students to discover the beauty of
faith and the solace it can provide.

Hopkins demonstrated a profound ability to connect with young people
on their spiritual journey. He was not a charismatic orator or a passionate
preacher; instead, his gentle demeanor and genuine spiritual insights allowed
him to cultivate deep connections with his students. Students were drawn
to him and felt comfortable confiding in him about their spiritual struggles,
trustsing that he could provide guidance.

A prime example of this can be found in Hopkins’ relationship with
Coventry Patmore’s son, Bernard. After being baptized and confirmed into
the Catholic faith under Hopkins’ guidance, Bernard went on to become a
priest himself. The connection between Hopkins and Bernard began when
the young man wrote to the poet, sharing that he had been reading some
of Hopkins’ essays on Catholicism. This simple exchange of literary per-
spectives eventually grew to encompass more personal matters, as Bernard
began to confess his spiritual doubts and confusions. Hopkins took great
care in responding to the young man’s concerns, providing thoughtful advice
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grounded in his deep understanding of the Catholic faith. This intellec-
tual and emotional support eventually resulted in Bernard converting and
deepening his commitment to the Church.

Another young man who found solace and guidance in the presence of
Hopkins was the poet’s own nephew, Gerard Wootten. Wootten, raised
in a Protestant family, began questioning his faith during his time at the
University of Cambridge. Sensing his uncle’s genuine spirituality and his
commitment to the Catholic faith, Wootten turned to Hopkins for help.
Their correspondence spanned several years, with Hopkins providing carefully
- worded advice, theological insights, and personal anecdotes about his own
journey of faith. Eventually, Wootten decided to convert to Catholicism,
inspired in no small part by Hopkins’ influence and encouragement.

Hopkins’ role as a mentor to young spiritual seekers was not limited
to his own family and social circle. As a professor at University College
Dublin, he provided guidance to many students struggling to come to terms
with their faith. The university, founded as a secular institution by John
Henry Newman, attracted many students from diverse spiritual backgrounds,
creating an atmosphere of open debate and intellectual curiosity about
religious belief. This environment allowed Hopkins to reach out to students
on a more personal level, offering spiritual guidance and leading discussions
about the role of faith in their lives.

But it is essential to note that - true to his deep humility - Hopkins never
sought to impose his beliefs on others, nor did he wield conversion as a tool
for personal validation. Instead, his gentle encouragement and unassuming
wisdom created an atmosphere of spiritual self - reflection, allowing students
to freely engage with their own beliefs and with the teachings of the Catholic
Church. Hopkins’ enduring influence on his students’ spiritual lives springs
from his genuine love for the faith and his capacity for empathetic guidance.

As we examine the legacy of Gerard Manley Hopkins, while we celebrate
his achievements as a poet and contemplate his impact on the poetic
landscape, we must not forget the influence he had on those who sought
solace and inspiration on a spiritual level. His gentle yet unwavering faith,
which he shared and lit the way for so many young seekers, stands as
testament to the transformative power of genuine, humble wisdom - a
power that, much like Hopkins’ poetry, continues to resonate through the
generations.
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The Long - term Impact of Hopkins’ Work as Spiritual
Director

The long - term impact of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ work as a spiritual
director is multifaceted. This impact reflects not only his influence on
individual students, but also his effect on the intellectual development and
spiritual growth of countless individuals he guided through the complexities
of religious and philosophical thought in late Victorian England. At the core
of Hopkins’ enduring contributions as a spiritual director is the integration of
his poetic vision and Ignatian spirituality, which inspires unique techniques
of intellectual investigation, support, and direction.

One area in which the lasting influence of Hopkins’ work is particularly
evident is his dedication to the development of distinctly Catholic modes
of inquiry and exploration. This approach, rooted in the Jesuit tradition,
encouraged students to critically engage with the world, in the pursuit of a
deeper understanding of religious truth. For Hopkins, the fundamental aim
of this technique was to foster a new generation of Catholic thinkers capable
of engaging with the challenges posed by an increasingly secular society.
As a spiritual director, Hopkins recognized that an authentic engagement
with faith required not merely passive submission, but active questioning
and reflection. He inspired his students to pursue a critical, intellectually
grounded, and spiritually informed understanding of their own beliefs.

The integration of Hopkins’ poetic and spiritual sensibilities also had
significant implications for the way he addressed the challenges faced by
those he guided. Many of these individuals experienced intense periods of
spiritual struggle or desolation, characterized by feelings of doubt, despair,
and abandonment. Hopkins proved adept at navigating these troubled
waters, drawing on the profound insights gleaned from his own periods of
spiritual darkness to provide counsel and consolation to his charges. Rather
than simply offering platitudes, Hopkins encouraged his students to embrace
their doubts and uncertainties, and urged them to view these periods of
turmoil as opportunities for growth and self - discovery.

Hopkins’ enduring impact as a spiritual director can be seen in the
way he influenced the intellectual and artistic trajectory of many of his
students. Under his guidance, numerous young men dedicated their lives to
a deeper engagement with faith, often through creative pursuits. The fact
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that many of his charges became writers, painters, and musicians attests to
the compelling force of Hopkins’ belief in the power of artistic expression
to communicate and explore religious truth. This flowering of creativity,
inspired in large part by Hopkins’ spiritual direction, underscores the vitality
and lasting relevance of his approach in the Victorian period and beyond.

Yet, the full extent of Hopkins’ influence as a spiritual director goes
beyond the narrow realm of academic or artistic achievement. In shepherding
young seekers through the complexities of religious faith, Hopkins offered a
model of compassionate, intellectually rigorous, and deeply human spiritual
guidance that is just as relevant today as it was in his own time. Through
his willingness to challenge conventional wisdom and encourage his students
to seek their own paths to truth, Hopkins laid the groundwork for a more
inclusive, open - minded, and experiential approach to religious education
that still resonates more than a century after his death.

As we turn our attention to the role of nature imagery in Hopkins’
poetry, it’s essential not to lose sight of the significance of his spiritual
directorship in informing and shaping his artistic vision. The threads of
spiritual insight, intellectual curiosity, and compassion that run throughout
his work as a mentor, guide, and teacher are also present in his poetry,
lending it a depth and complexity that has secured Hopkins’ place among
the most esteemed and influential voices in the history of English literature.
Meanwhile, those who were directly touched by his spiritual guidance carry
forward the inestimable legacy of his work in their own lives and pursuits, a
testament to the enduring power and relevance of Hopkins’ unique vision.



Chapter 10

The Tragic Romance of
Hopkins and Digby Dolben

The tragic tale of Gerard Manley Hopkins and Digby Dolben weaves a tragic
narrative that stands out against the backdrop of Victorian London, an era
characterized by widespread religious conflict, strict moral codes, and the
push - and - pull between scientific and artistic inquiry. Beyond Hopkins’
hallmark accomplishments as a poet and Jesuit priest, his relationship
with Digby Dolben offers a glimpse into the inner turmoil shaping the
development and maturation of his creative genius.

The story begins in autumn 1865, when an endearing correspondence
bloomed between a young Jesuit, Hopkins, and an adolescent named Dolben
- this exchange proved pivotal upon Hopkins’ poetic landscape. Dolben, a
cousin of Hopkins’ friend Robert Bridges, was only fourteen years of age
when Hopkins met him, but his magnetic presence, his brimming intelligence,
and his unabashed Romanticism left an indelible and ineffable impression
on the 21 - year - old Hopkins.

Their shared experiences-of poetry, nascent religious fervor, and a mutual
empathy for the outside observer - provided the foundation for a friendship
that transcended merely whimsical conversation. Hopkins became Dolben’s
confidante, nurturing and encouraging his poetic pursuits and religious
dedication alike. He came to see in Dolben a kindred spirit, the echo of his
own youthful ardor for the divine, and this profound sense of companionship
led to an emotional and psychological attachment that transcended the
boundaries of social convention.

155
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As the years passed and their correspondence ripened into an intimate
bond, the nature of Hopkins and Dolben’s relationship became increasingly
complex. The young Jesuit, devoted to his faith and his order, wrestled
with feelings of longing and desire, guilt and shame, as he navigated the
dangers of celibacy and religious authority. Meanwhile, Dolben’s zealous
faith and aspirations for monastic life became increasingly intertwined with
Hopkins sentiments and reverence for the young Romantic.

The correspondence between Hopkins and Dolben is intriguing not just
because of the all - consuming nature of their relationship, but also because
it encompasses both their spiritual and poetic lives. Hopkins, engaged in
a process of refining his craft and developing his signature sprung rhythm,
found in Dolben a muse, a source of inspiration that urged him toward the
heights of his artistic potential. Dolben’s own poetic endeavors came to
mirror Hopkins’ creative vector, producing a reciprocity of inspiration that
gave rise to some of their most evocative works.

Then tragedy struck. In June 1867, while swimming in the River Welland
near St. John’s College, Dolben drowned in what appeared to be a tragic
accident - a twist of fate that left Hopkins shattered but not without the
ability of infusing his grief into verse. The mourning reverberations of this
untimely event would throb through Hopkins’ ensuing poetry, casting a
somber shadow upon his lines in works like ”The Wreck of the Deutschland”
and ”The Windhover.” Yet, none resonates more poignantly with the memory
of Dolben than ”Epithalamion,” a poem in which Hopkins vividly depicts
his beloved drowned in a river, an event that anticipates his own spiritual
desolation in his later ”terrible sonnets.”

As Hopkins grappled with this personal loss, his faith and his poetry
teetered on the brink of desolation. He continued to serve as a Jesuit, a
conduit of prayer and instruction, yet even his religious practice could not
quell the vertiginous undercurrents of guilt and ambivalence that pervaded
his thoughts and emotions. The paradoxical fusion of Dolben’s tragic fate and
Hopkins’ spiritual convictions, and the communion of their poetic artistry,
revealed a hidden aspect of the great poet’s life - a life that transcended the
public record, tinted by the private agony of loss and longing.

This tale of the tragic romance of Hopkins and Digby Dolben offers a
rich narrative that delves into the unspeakable depths of Victorian society,
revealing the poet’s struggle with forbidden desire and the transcendent
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power of love in art. As we move through this odyssey of faith, creativity,
and grief, we bear witness to the undying force that fueled Hopkins’ devotion
to the divine and his search for solace in a world imbued with spiritual
desolation.

The echoes of this tragic romance linger within the fabric of Hopkins’
poetry, a testament to the indomitable spirit that spurred him forward, even
as he surrendered to the abyss of his spiritual journey. And as the darkness
receded, giving way to the dawn of a new era, the shadow of Digby Dolben
lingered as an inescapable presence in the life and works of Gerard Manley
Hopkins - one that would seep into the heart of his poetry, a secret well of
passion woven into the very essence of his art.

Digby Dolben: Brief Biography and Early Life

The story of Digby Dolben, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ beloved friend, begins
in a lush and picturesque corner of 19th - century England. Born in 1848,
this promising young poet and scholar would live a tragically brief life, one
that paralleled, intersected, and exerted a profound impact upon that of
Hopkins. To understand the significance of Dolben’s influence, we must
explore the contours of his early years, gaining a glimpse of the world he
inhabited and the characteristics that set him apart.

The Dolben family, hailing from a comfortable middle - class background,
was rooted in the religious, artistic, and intellectual ferment of Victorian
England. Digby’s father, William Digby Dolben, was a clergyman, instilling
in his children a deep reverence for the Anglican faith and the embrace of
High Church traditions. Dolben’s mother, Maria Dolben, was a lover of
literature and the arts, introducing him and his siblings to a wide array of
poetry and painting that would ignite their youthful imaginations. Their
family home at Finedon Hall was steeped in beauty, nestled amidst the
sprawling Northamptonshire countryside with its rolling hills, ancient wood-
lands, and abundant wildlife - an idyllic environment that would provide
fertile ground for Dolben’s budding poetic sensibilities.

As a child, Digby Dolben exhibited an extraordinary sensitivity and
intelligence, quickly absorbing insights from both his formal education and
his personal reading. His early literary tastes, shaped by the influences of
his parents and the prevailing cultural trends of the day, inclined him toward
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Romanticism and the Pre - Raphaelite movement, with a particular affinity
for the works of Wordsworth, Shelley, Keats, and Tennyson. These poetic
masters, with their ecstatic celebrations of nature and their lush, musical
verse, would inform the cadence and imagery of Dolben’s own compositions.

Yet Dolben was not merely a passive recipient of these influences; he
possessed a bold, independent spirit that would lead him to formulate
his own distinctive style. This spirit revealed itself in his experiments
with poetic form, his vivid flights of imagination, and most notably, his
passionate exploration of religious themes - a realm where the muse of poetry
intersected with the profundities of faith. It was this passionate engagement
with religious life that would, in time, become the central focus of Dolben’s
existence.

The fervor of Dolben’s spirituality manifested in various ways, both in
his poetry and in his daily life. From an early age, he was captivated by
the High Church traditions and the pageantry of the Anglican ritual, as
well as the martyrs and saints who had adorned the pages of Christian
history. He sought to model his life upon the examples of these exemplary
figures, embracing asceticism and penitential practices with a devotion that
bordered on fanaticism. This intensity was not without its darker aspects, as
Dolben wrestled with scruples, doubts, and the precarious balance between
piety and obsession. Nevertheless, it was precisely this flame of religious
zeal - both radiant and consuming - that would set the stage for his fateful
encounter with Gerard Manley Hopkins, transforming their lives in ways
that neither could have anticipated.

As Dolben’s adolescence unfolded, the seeds of his unique genius began
to blossom, yielding a rich harvest of poetry and intellectual inquiry that
would captivate his contemporaries. As his unyielding quest for spiritual
truth continued, so too did his poetic mastery, melding the beauty of art
with the depths of faith. Yet the unravelling of this tale is intertwined
with that of Hopkins. It is only by delving into the intricate web of their
relationship, the confluence of their styles, and the echoes of Dolben’s impact
upon Hopkins’ verse, that we can truly grasp the magnitude of this gifted,
enigmatic figure - a life cut short, but a presence that would endure, like a
haunting refrain, long after his untimely departure from the world.
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Meeting and Developing Relationship between Hopkins
and Dolben

It is worth noting that Hopkins and Dolben were introduced by a third
figure, Coventry Patmore, the poet against whom Hopkins’ work would
later stand as a revolutionary contrast. Patmore, who was a great admirer
of both Hopkins and Dolben, saw the potential in each of them and sought
to establish a dialogue between the two. He recognized the underlying
commonalities of their profound devotion to Catholicism and their love for
poetry. As a result, Patmore acted as a conduit through which the minds of
Hopkins and Dolben interconnected, ultimately shaping both of their lives
and the paths they would walk upon.

Their initial meeting was marked by an exchange of poetry - a form of
communication that transcended the boundaries of ordinary conversation
and tapped directly into the personal spaces of their minds. This exchange of
verses laid the groundwork for their connection and provided the foundation
upon which their relationship would flourish. Although separated by distance
and different life paths - Hopkins pursuing his Jesuit vocation while Dolben
remained at school - the two maintained their connection through letters.
In these letters, we can observe the intertwining of their spiritual and poetic
interests, a mutual exploration of their inner lives that served to nourish
the bond between them.

Even in their separate pursuits, it seems Hopkins and Dolben found
in each other a twin spirit - a soul that resonated at the same spiritual
frequency, allowing them to engage in profound discussions on matters of
faith, art, and the intricacies of human experience. Hopkins often looked to
Dolben for guidance and reassurance in moments of doubt and desolation,
seeking his young friend’s steadying presence when the storm clouds of
uncertainty loomed overhead. It is no exaggeration to say that Dolben
played a vital role in Hopkins’ personal journey - a sacred pillar in his most
crucial moments.

But beyond the spiritual camaraderie between them, Hopkins and Dol-
ben’s relationship was also marked by an undeniable emotional intensity.
The boundaries between their deep friendship and the stirrings of romantic
affection blurred, complicating their connection and generating a complex
web of emotions. Hopkins’ own letters and poems bear witness to the
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struggle he faced in reconciling his feelings for Dolben with his religious
convictions.

To glean a deeper insight into the role Dolben played within the grand
tapestry of Hopkins’ life and art, we need only look to his poetic output
during their acquaintance. The poems composed during this period - most
notably, the elegy ”The Bugler’s First Communion” - not only attest to the
vibrant emotional charge that Dolben brought into Hopkins’ world but also
reveal new aspects of the poet’s evolving artistic sensibilities. These works,
rich in sensuous imagery and imbued with a profound sense of longing,
provide a window into the powerful impact that Dolben had in shaping
Hopkins’ creative expression.

However, it is impossible to speak of their friendship without addressing
the tragic end that awaited Dolben. The young poet’s untimely death in a
swimming accident shook Hopkins to the core, leaving him with a wound
that would never fully heal. Grief - stricken, Hopkins immortalized his lost
friend in the elegy ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,” drawing upon the
transcendent nature of their bond to create a poignant tribute to his fallen
comrade.

In examining the intricate and multifaceted relationship between Hopkins
and Dolben, we gain a deeper understanding of the formative experiences
that shaped the poetic genius of one of literature’s greatest innovators. The
curious and at times mysterious connection between these two creative
minds stands as a testament to the power of human connection and the
ways in which it can transform and inspire artistic expression.

As we delve further into the life of Gerard Manley Hopkins, it becomes
increasingly evident that both the personal and artistic identities of this
enigmatic poet are intertwined with the world around him - from the devout
communities of Victorian London to the shifting landscapes of academia
and the Church. By examining the complexity of Hopkins’ relationships
and influences, we glean a more profound understanding of the forces that
shaped his remarkable poetic vision and pushed the boundaries of literary
expression.
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The Impact of Dolben’s Death on Hopkins’ Life and
Poetry

Emotion pervades the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins as intensely as it
pervades his life, and the impact of the death of Digby Dolben, the young
poet who had so profoundly influenced Hopkins, is especially pervasive.
Hopkins was always acutely sensitive to beauty, and the death of Dolben at
the tender age of nineteen was a powerful reminder of the fleeting nature
of mortal beauty and glory. Dolben’s early passing was a catalyst for
deeper personal and spiritual exploration for Hopkins, as he recognized the
ephemeral nature of earthly desires and sought solace in the transcendent
realm of God.

Hopkins first met Dolben when the latter was only seventeen, and
he immediately recognized in him a promising talent. They struck up a
correspondence, and Hopkins’ letters reveal his deep admiration for the
younger poet, even as he sought to offer guidance and mentorship. In his
letters, Hopkins expressed the wonder and awe he felt at Dolben’s vibrancy
and talent, as well his belief that in this young man lay vast unexplored
depths, capable of producing masterful poetry. It was a belief Hopkins
would hold even as Dolben’s life ebbed away, tragically wasted.

The impact of Dolben’s death on Hopkins’ life and poetry cannot be
overstated. Hopkins was devastated by the loss of his young protégé and
struggled to make sense of his feelings. The pain and confusion he expe-
rienced forced him to reassess his own understanding of beauty, love, and
human connection. The loss of someone so young and full of potential
weighed heavily on Hopkins, and he began to find solace in his deep religious
faith.

In the aftermath of Dolben’s death, Hopkins’ poetry became character-
ized by a thorough exploration of the transient nature of beauty, immersing
itself in the ephemerality and fickleness of the human condition. The loss
of Dolben led Hopkins to perceive the world more intensely, experiencing
its beauty and its pain with equal acuity. This became manifest in his
poems through the use of vivid imagery and metaphors, as well as his daring
experimentation with syntax, diction, and form, which set him apart from
his contemporaries.

One such poem where this impact is palpable is ”The Bugler’s First
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Communion,” in which Hopkins commemorates Dolben’s life with an almost
elegiac tone, lamenting his untimely passing. Hopkins employs his signature
sprung rhythm and alliteration to emphasize the fleeting nature of life
and the unattainable beauty of Dolben, while also paying tribute to the
profundity of his faith. The speaker in the poem is enraptured by Dolben’s
intense spirituality and beauty but painfully aware of its impermanence
as ”so the storm in / That soul - bubbling bud bursts, and spent lie / His
breath’s full - strung stuff, bow to belly / Undone.”

In addition to the impact of Dolben’s death on his poetry’s subject
matter, the event likely also contributed to Hopkins’ self - imposed silence as
an artist. While grief - stricken, Hopkins vowed not to write anymore poetry
after Dolben’s passing. It was during the period of his Jesuit formation that
this conviction waned, as he began to perceive his poetry as an integral
part of his spiritual vocation, allowing him to explore the complexities and
paradoxes of faith. Hopkins understood that the struggles of his existence
enabled him to connect more deeply with the divine, so he slowly started to
compose poetry again, breaking his self - imposed vow of silence years after
Dolben’s death.

As the memory of Dolben continued to dwell within Hopkins’ mind, the
pain that had once been edifying began to subside, allowing for poignant
moments of personal and poetic transformation. Dolben’s life served as a
testament to the fleeting yet transcendent nature of beauty, and an enduring
spiritual guide for Hopkins as his own life progressed. The image of the
young poet, forever etched in radiant memory, both haunted and enlightened
Hopkins, as it inspired him to confront the eternal and transient aspects of
existence in his poetry more intimately than ever before.

Thus, the tragic death of Dolben incited profound reflection and growth
in Hopkins, prompting him to delve deeper into the mysteries of faith and
the fleeting nature of human life. His poetry, forever transformed by the
loss of his young friend and protégé, became more vibrant, poignant, and
daring, magnifying the multiplicities of human existence in unprecedented
ways. Through this tragedy emerged some of the most remarkable poetry
to grace the English language, and the profound influence of Digby Dolben’s
brief life will forever live on in the verse of Gerard Manley Hopkins.
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Hopkins’ Letters and Poems Addressing His Feelings for
Digby Dolben

The relationship between Gerard Manley Hopkins and the young poet
Digby Dolben may, to some extent, be regarded as a holograph of an often
overlooked dimension of Victorian sentimentality. Hopkins, a Victorian poet
- priest deeply committed to his faith and duties, encountered in Dolben a
youthful beauty and a tantalizing talent, resulting in a complex, emotional
connection that found its way into Hopkins’ letters and poetry.

Hopkins first learned of Digby Dolben through Alexander Meyrick
Broadley, who introduced him to Dolben’s poetry. Hopkins was capti-
vated by Dolben’s verse and became deeply intrigued by the young Oxford
student. During the summer of 1865, at the age of twenty, Hopkins finally
met the seventeen - year - old Dolben at Broadley’s estate. They spent three
days exploring the romantic landscapes of the Wye Valley, immersed in
literary and philosophical conversations. The intimacy of their connection
was evident when Hopkins held Dolben’s hand to help him cross a river, a
gesture symbolic of the crossing of their lives.

The emotional intensity between the two men can be traced through
Hopkins’ letters, where he expressed an ardent admiration for Dolben’s
poetry, personality, and physical appearance. In a letter to Broadley, Hop-
kins praised Dolben’s ”height and grace,” likening his handsomeness to St.
Sebastian’s and ”Apollo or Bacchus.” Hopkins was also deeply impressed
by Dolben’s spirituality, describing him as ”a marvellously beautiful soul.”
This effusive tribute was not without its darker shades, as Hopkins, openly
wrestling with feelings he considered inappropriate for his station, acknowl-
edged Dolben’s attraction to him but warned that he could ”only accept it
as strictly spiritual.” This tension between spiritual admiration and physical
desire continued to haunt Hopkins’ relationship with Dolben, which was left
achingly unresolved due to Dolben’s death in a drowning accident at the
age of nineteen.

Dolben’s untimely demise deeply affected Hopkins, who began to ded-
icate a series of poems to the memory of the deceased lad. Among these
elegies, ”The Bugler’s First Communion” stands as the most striking por-
trait of Dolben’s beauty and innocence. Its opening line, ”A bugle is heard
somewhere deep in the foliage above,” serves to announce Dolben’s entrance
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into Hopkins’ poetic landscape. As the poem progresses, vivid imagery of
”white, unwithering bloom” and ”bright plashing chrism” reflects the purity
of Dolben’s spirit, while the ”gleaming indultered” Eucharist symbolizes his
transformation in death.

Yet, the poem’s triumphant denouement does little to overshadow the
lingering poignancy in Hopkins’ later elegy, ”Epithalamion.” Here, the poet
laments the impossibility of a true union with Dolben, declaring that ”Mine
lies wound in thee, / And thine in me,” echoing the intertwined hands
that crossed the river together. The epithalamion, a poem traditionally
associated with a marriage celebration, takes on a melancholic irony in this
context, as Hopkins mourns a union that could never be.

Furthermore, the sense of loss and longing extends into Hopkins’ later
works, where echoes of Dolben’s spirit can be found in the wealth of religious,
sensual, and emotional intensity. Dolben’s influence can be discerned in such
poems as ”The Windhover,” where the image of a falcon at dawn suggests a
soaring soul, and ”Carrion Comfort,” where the grappling with a despaired
heart rhymes with the struggle between spiritual and physical attraction.

Hopkins’ relationship with Digby Dolben is, thus, a prism refracting
multiple layers of Victorian sensibility: the celebration of youthful beauty,
spiritual admiration, and a tender longing for emotional and intellectual
communion. Although Hopkins was never able to fully express or reconcile
his feelings for Dolben, the letters and poems that remain provide an
invaluable glimpse into a complex and passionate facet of the poet’s life.

As we continue our exploration of the life and works of Gerard Manley
Hopkins, it is essential to remember that his experiences in Victorian
London encompassed a diverse range of relationships, intellectual pursuits,
and spiritual struggles. In appreciating the depth and intricacy of his
correspondence and poetry, we honor the multifaceted legacy left by this
enigmatic Victorian poet.



Chapter 11

Hopkins’ Final Years and
the Emergence of His
Mature Poetry

As Gerard Manley Hopkins navigated the labyrinthine later years of his life
in Victorian London, wrestling with the changes both within and without
himself, his poetic genius began to unfold within the crucible of this complex
and challenging landscape. The poet, now in his most mature and productive
period, was marked by a deepening sense of spiritual crisis, and it was in
this crucible that his literary genius would be purified, giving birth to
some of his most celebrated and transformative works. Throughout this
challenging time, Hopkins relentlessly sought to reconcile his creative drive
with his Jesuit duties and the ever - present specter of the secular world that
surrounded him.

While his earlier experiments with sprung rhythm and other then-radical
poetic forms had begun to etch the signature of his unique style into the
annals of English poetry, it was in the crucible of the metropolis that the
embers of Hopkins’ creative genius truly burst into flame. It was during
these years in London, awash in a tangle of industrial and social change,
that Hopkins’ poetic sensibility truly solidified. He melded his creative voice
to the religious, social, cultural, and scientific concerns embedded within
the warp and woof of Victorian society.

In some of his most well - known works, such as the so - called ”terrible
sonnets,” Hopkins channeled the turbulence of his physical, mental, and
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spiritual reality into his poetry. The poem ”Carrion Comfort” stands as
a stark and macabre example of the unforgiving existential despair that
would come to characterize the desolate landscapes of the poet’s psyche
during these years. The poem’s opening lines, ”Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort,
Despair, not feast on thee; / Not untwist - slack they may be - these last
strands of man / In me ór, most weary, cry I can no more,” encapsulate the
epic struggle between the poet and the specters of desolation that haunted
his spiritual and psychological state.

It was in these crucible years, as the poet’s health began to decline,
that Hopkins wrestled with the stark reality of his mortality. Facing the
inexorable march of time and the precipice of his own demise, he transmuted
these terrible insights into a series of visionary works that unravel the delicate
fabric of existence, revealing the sinews of the divine that lie beneath the
surface. Through searing lines crafted with the precision of a skilled jeweler,
Hopkins’ mature poetry interrogates the fragile boundaries that tether
mortal life to the eternal, probing at the ineffable ache of human existence
and tracing the divine flame that flickers within.

The evolution of Hopkins’ poetic mercy is perhaps illuminated best
through his contemplation of the natural world, a theme that had always
been near to his heart. From his early, almost pantheistic embrace of nature’s
divine energies in poems such as ”Pied Beauty” and ”The Windhover,” the
poet’s later verse displays a radical re - engagement with the life force
pulsating throughout creation. The numinous sparks of divine inscape,
which had driven his early artistic quest, had now begun to coalesce into a
swirling vortex of images, ideas, and forms that reflected his ever - evolving
worldview.

Indeed, as the poet’s internal turmoil burgeoned, so too did his creativity
flourish. This creative energy broke out of the strictures of the classical
poetic forms that had dominated his earlier work, pushing into uncharted
territory that would be celebrated and imitated by future generations of
poets. The complex dynamics of sound, sense, and theme interwoven into the
very fabric of his linguistic and prosodic structures paralleled the poet’s own
grappling with the complexity of his intellectual, emotional, and spiritual
states.

As his work matured, so too did Hopkins’ ability to engage with his
internal ordeal. Though his exquisite depictions of spiritual desolation
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elevated his poetic voice to a hitherto - unseen peak, they also allowed him
to navigate the nebulous terrain of his spiritual and emotional unrest. The
poet had truly come to terms with the nature of his experiential reality,
both in the realm of the divine and the profane.

As the world bloomed anew around him, Hopkins embraced his creative
potential with a renewed sense of purpose. His work, which had once been
a vessel of spiritual and emotional turmoil, had now become a lighthouse,
illuminating the darkened waters from which other visionary poets would
emerge. This luminous legacy forged in the crucible of Victorian London
by Gerard Manley Hopkins would shine on, inspiring others to explore the
divine terrain that lies veiled beneath the surface of human experience.

Hopkins’ Arrival in London: Teaching and Parish Work

Gerard Manley Hopkins, having navigated the challenging waters of his
conversion to Catholicism and entrance into the Jesuit Order, found himself
returning to his native city of London in 1874. Armed with a renewed sense
of purpose and divine calling, the young Jesuit priest and poet embarked on
the next phase of his life within the bustling, complex milieu of Victorian
London. Little did Hopkins know that this period would prove to be a
crucible for his poetic sensibilities, testing and refining his already unique
artistry in the face of industrialization, urban poverty, and a rapidly changing
religious landscape. His time in London brought forth new challenges, yet
also allowed for an extraordinary convergence of his academic, pastoral, and
creative pursuits.

Hopkins’ arrival in London marked the beginning of his career as a
teacher and parish worker. He took up a position at St. Aloysius College in
Oxford, teaching classics and literature, and was simultaneously involved in
the pastoral work at the Church of the Immaculate Conception on Farm
Street. In his dual role, Hopkins was able to instruct and inspire the minds
of young students while also attending to the needs of his parishioners - a
life that, at least in theory, should have provided ample opportunity for the
integration of knowledge, spirituality, and beauty.

However, this idyllic vision would soon collide with the grittier realities
of London life during the late nineteenth century. Hopkins quickly realized
that the teaching profession was more demanding than he had anticipated,
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with its relentless academic pressures and a constant juggling act between
his studies, administrative duties, and the emotional labor involved in
addressing the doubts and struggles of his predominantly upper - class
students. Moreover, his duties as a priest brought him face - to - face with
the deplorable living conditions and extreme poverty faced by many of his
parishioners, in stark contrast to the stately halls and manicured lawns of
St. Aloysius.

The ways in which these experiences seeped into Hopkins’ poetry can be
seen in poems such as ”Felix Randal,” which depicts a farrier - a horseshoe -
maker - whom the poet visited while serving as a minister to the sick. The
poem’s mixture of sympathy for the humble worker and admiration for the
skills displayed in his trade reflects both Hopkins’ pastoral instincts and his
eye for the unique beauty found in the most unexpected of places.

In addition to the harsh realities of life in Victorian London, Hopkins
was also impacted by the rapid spread of industrialization that pervaded the
city’s landscape. The poet’s engagement with industrialization formed an
intriguing tension within his work, as he sought to navigate the challenges
it posed for both the natural environment and the human soul. One can
perceive Hopkins’ response to this peculiar blend of beauty and devastation
in the imagery of the poem ”God’s Grandeur,” which movingly acknowledges
the relentless advance of industrial civilization while asserting that divine
splendor and hope remain untouched, insistent, and unyielding beneath its
sprawl.

London, with its burgeoning technologies and scientific discoveries, in-
evitably also influenced Hopkins’ poetic vision. The field of science began to
reveal the enormity and complexity of the natural world, serving to confirm
his belief that all of creation - humans, flora, and fauna alike - is steeped in
the grandeur of God. His perception of the interconnectivity of nature, the
intricate web binding all life forms, would find expression in works such as
”Pied Beauty” and ”The Windhover,” where the startling beauty of natural
phenomena becomes emblematic of Divine presence.

The city’s landscape and architecture, in particular the Gothic Revival
movement, would further shape the contours of Hopkins’ imagination. The
Gothic emphasis on verticality - a reaching towards the heavens - mirrored
the trajectory of his spiritual life, as he relentlessly sought to attain a higher
understanding of his Creator. This influence is palpable in his descriptions of
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cathedrals and churches in London, often pristine and reaching heavenward
in their elegance within the disorder of the city around them.

Hopkins’ time in London would prove to be a turbulent, testing season in
his journey, as he tried to reconcile his religious vocation with his virtuosic
poetic gifts and a society increasingly skeptical of faith. Yet, as he stood
on the cusp of composing some of his most enigmatic, powerful poems, it
would seem that London’s unforgiving, ever - changing landscape was just
the crucible needed for his restless, searching spirit. The poet - priest would
discover, to borrow his own words, that ”there lives the dearest freshness
deep down things” - even in the least expected corners of a smog - choked,
labyrinthine city.

The Effects of Industrialization on Hopkins’ Sensibilities
and Poetry

In the mid- to late - nineteenth century, the world was changing at an
unprecedented pace as a result of the Industrial Revolution. Factories and
railways were transforming landscapes, and cities were expanding rapidly,
causing an influx of people into urban environments. It was against this
backdrop of rapid change and modernization that Gerard Manley Hopkins
lived and wrote. The effects of industrialization on his sensibilities and
poetry are both subtle and profound, reflecting his deepening awareness of
the interconnectedness between humanity, nature, and God, as well as his
profound agony over the disruption of this intricate web of relationships.

Hopkins was sensitive to the sights, sounds, and smells of industrial
London, which seeped into his consciousness and colored his poetic vision.
His early poems, such as ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,” contain glimmers
of this sensitivity, but it is in his later works - particularly the so - called
”Terrible Sonnets” - that the consequences of industrialization become a
recurring and haunting presence. In ”God’s Grandeur,” for example, the
grime of industrial toil is described as ”smearing” God’s grandeur, while the
relentless pace of urban life is depicted as humanity ”selving themselves”;
that is, they are losing touch with their essential relationship with the
natural world and, by extension, their divine Creator.

Hopkins’ revolutionary technique of sprung rhythm was, in part, a
response to the speed and urgency of industrial London. The city’s pulsing
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energy pushed traditional poetic meter to its limits, forcing Hopkins to
invent a form more suited to capturing the dynamism and chaos of modern
life. In sprung rhythm, each line is divided into feet of varying lengths,
with a heavier stress followed by a lighter stress. This irregular pattern
mirrors the irregularities of natural speech and gives Hopkins’ poetry an
unmistakable sense of urgency and momentum that distinguishes it from
other Victorian poets such as Tennyson and Browning.

The industrial age also shaped Hopkins’ understanding of the natural
world and his role as a poet within it. As one of the first environmentalists,
Hopkins lamented the destruction of the natural environment due to indus-
trialization, and his poetry often seeks to re - establish that lost harmony
between humanity, nature, and God. In ”Inversnaid,” for example, Hopkins
marvels at the beauty and intricacy of a wild, ”untouched” landscape, one
that has not yet been marred by the encroachment of industry. He implores
his readers to ”let them be left, / O let them be left, wildness and wet; /
Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet.”

The impact of industrialization on Hopkins’ poetry extended beyond
its imagery and form: it also shaped his understanding of God’s presence
in the world. The widespread destruction of the natural world seemed to
suggest that God, too, was being pushed to the margins, and this sense
of spiritual displacement is powerfully conveyed in the ”Terrible Sonnets.”
In these poems, Hopkins turns inward, grappling with profound feelings of
despair, isolation, and abandonment by God. This existential agony deepens
his poetry and imbues it with a spiritual urgency that situates it firmly
within the context of modernity and impending crisis.

Hopkins’ response to industrialization is strikingly complex, as it does
not reject the forces of change entirely but, rather, seeks to transcend them
through the creative act. For Hopkins, poetry could be a bridge between the
old and the new, a medium through which the sacred and the profane could
come together to form a new, redemptive synthesis. This approach may
have propelled Hopkins to push the boundaries of his own art, ultimately
leading him to create a body of work that is as vibrant and varied as the
world it sought to capture and transform.

As the Industrial Revolution continued to shape the world around him,
Hopkins confronted an immense challenge: how to tease out the beauty and
order beneath the chaos and degradation of modern life. Through poetic
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innovation in his work - striking imagery, sprung rhythm, and relentless
exploration of paradox and complexity - Hopkins not only engaged with
this challenge but also emerged as an essential voice of his era, confronting
the ravages of rampant industrialization while illuminating the persistent
presence of God’s grandeur amidst that seeming desolation. In doing so,
his poetry offers his readers, both in his own time and ours, a vision of the
world in which the sacred and the profane, the timeless and the transient,
coexist in a precarious yet ultimately hopeful balance.

The Influence of Robert Bridges on Hopkins’ Later Po-
etry

The symbiosis between spiritual and artistic vocation brings about a unique
platform for mutual understanding, encouragement, and influence. This
platform also served as the cornerstone of one of the most significant friend-
ships in the life of Gerard Manley Hopkins: his relationship with Robert
Bridges. As a fellow poet and an intimate friend, Bridges provided a steady
arena of intellectual exchange and emotional support for Hopkins, especially
during the latter stage of his life when many of his most famous poems -
including the ‘Terrible Sonnets’ - were composed. In these tumultuous times,
the conversation between the two poets facilitated Hopkins’ pursuit of his
characteristic poetic style, while also allowing his unique voice to resonate
amid the din of both personal and societal turmoil.

The influence of Robert Bridges on Hopkins’ later poetry began even
before the two poets became acquainted. As a student at Oxford before
his conversion to Catholicism, Hopkins was drawn to Bridges’ writings,
particularly his sonnets, which embody intellectual subtlety and formal
elegance. The young poet was struck by Bridges’ deft use of traditional
poetic forms and his ability to express complex emotions through concise
and controlled language. This early encounter with Bridges’ work provided
a touchstone for Hopkins’ own poetic development, as he began grappling
with the form that would later come to define his mature work: the sonnet.

In one of their exchanges, Hopkins described Bridges’ way of crafting
poetry as a lifelong labor of love that allowed him to be ”always refining and
refurnishing his mind.” This idea of ”refurnishing” is pivotal to understanding
the effect of their friendship on Hopkins’ poetry, for it is through this rich
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dialogue and shared pursuit of artistic expression that Hopkins discovered
new methodologies and psychological insights he would incorporate into his
work.

A key aspect of Bridges’ influence on Hopkins’ later poetry is the role he
played in encouraging and challenging the Jesuit poet to delve deeper into
his own unique artistic vision. This encouragement was critical during a
time when Hopkins felt fettered by the demands of his religious duties and
suffered from bouts of spiritual desolation. Bridges provided a safe space
for the discussion of Hopkins’ poetic experiments, including the fledgling
sprung rhythm technique that would soon become a hallmark of his poetic
voice.

Additionally, Bridges’ poetry itself supplied a springboard for Hopkins
to explore new modes of expression. Bridges’ forays into Greek lyric poetry
introduced Hopkins to Persian poet Hafiz and scintillated his interest in
Middle Eastern literature, which eventually led to his dexterous use of eastern
references, such as in “Eurydice” and “St. Thomas Aquinas.” Similarly, the
fluid architecture of Bridges’ poems liberated Hopkins from the overwrought
diction and faded metaphors of much nineteenth-century literature, inspiring
him to forge a language and imagery that was uniquely his own.

Moreover, Bridges’ emphasis on the central role of self - awareness and
introspection in poetry can be seen as a significant impetus for the probing
psychological journey Hopkins undertakes in his later poems. The ’Terrible
Sonnets’-a series of profound and intensely personal explorations of the poet’s
struggle with spiritual darkness and solace in the face of existential despair -
owe much to Bridges’ insistence on the importance of self - examination in
the pursuit of artistic truth.

Bridges’ support of Hopkins extended beyond the realm of the purely
artistic; he was also a confidant and friend during the latter’s darker days. It
was Bridges who, upon learning of Hopkins’ ailing health, wrote a letter to
their mutual friend Coventry Patmore to hasten the publication of Hopkins’
works, ensuring that his contributions to literature would not be lost to the
sands of time. This tireless advocacy on behalf of his friend’s work would
pave the way for Hopkins to finally receive the acclaim he so richly deserved.

Thus, the enduring influence of Robert Bridges on the later poetry of
Gerard Manley Hopkins must be acknowledged as a vital and transformative
element of his creative development. In the crucible of their friendship,
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Hopkins became more fully himself, refining and expanding upon his unique
poetic gifts, ultimately offering a lasting contribution to the canon of English
literature. It was through the empathetic support and keen artistic eye of
his friend that Hopkins found the freedom to pursue his boldest innovations,
that his powerful but fragile voice might echo through the ages, undiluted
and unrestrained.

The Composition and Themes of Hopkins’ ’Terrible Son-
nets’

In the midst of his Jesuit vocation and in the throes of deep spiritual
desolation, Gerard Manley Hopkins penned a series of sonnets that would
later be posthumously coined as the ’Terrible Sonnets.’ Ranging in subject
matter from feelings of profound loneliness to questions on the nature of faith,
these poems encapsulate the heights and depths of the poet’s creativity and
spiritual struggle. Unlike his earlier verses, such as ”The Windhover” and
”God’s Grandeur,” which celebrated the beauty of nature and God’s presence
in the world, the Terrible Sonnets pivot towards the internal struggle that
Hopkins was experiencing as a Jesuit priest in Victorian England. This
thematic shift is mirrored in the sonnets’ unique composition, as they retain
elements of Hopkins’ trademark experimental style while also incorporating
the gloom and desperation of his elusive spiritual state.

The Terrible Sonnets, so called due to their bleak tone and sense of
despair, defy the conventional expectations of their genre with their bold
use of rhythm and language. Take, for example, the opening lines of ”I
wake and feel the fell of dark, not day” - Hopkins immediately captivates
the reader with the stark contrast between the expected first light of day
and the actual suffocating, oppressive darkness that reality provides. This
grappling with the unknown and the formless permeates each of the Terrible
Sonnets, as the poet openly questions God’s existence and the purpose of
his suffering.

In analyzing the Terrible Sonnets, it becomes crucial to understand the
technical aspects of Hopkins’ unique poetic voice. His innovative sprung
rhythm technique, which could yield lines of uneven length and unpredictable
accents, serves to underscore the uncertainty and discord of the speaker’s
bleak emotional landscape. This effect is exemplified in ”Carrion Comfort,”
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in which the disjointed rhythm mirrors the catastrophic breakdown between
the divine and human relationships: ”Why? That my chaff might fly; my
grain lie, sheer and clear.” Here, the technique of sprung rhythm adds an
element of agitation and anxiety that is wholly reflective of the poem’s
theme.

The darker themes in the Terrible Sonnets do not exist in isolation from
the more hopeful and transcendental imagery found in Hopkins’ earlier
works. In many of the poems, Hopkins deftly weaves together darkness
and light, despair and faith, to create an intricate tapestry depicting the
complexity of the human experience. For instance, in ”No worst, there is
none,” the poem begins in desolation and heartache, only to culminate in
a moment of grace and transcendent understanding: ”Pitched past pitch
of grief / More pangs will, schooled at forepangs, wilder wring.” Through
this seamless integration of contrasting elements, Hopkins illuminates the
quintessential struggle between faith and despair, which is at the very heart
of his Terrible Sonnets.

Despite their bleak reputation, the Terrible Sonnets possess an undeniable
poetic strength, a testament to Hopkins’ mastery of language and ability
to penetrate the vast depths of human emotion. Through their unique
composition and carefully structured themes, the Terrible Sonnets convey
both the agony of spiritual desolation and the profound power that can be
found within it. Fittingly, Hopkins’ poetic journey returns to the realm
of intellectual thought and spirituality as his work in academia and as
a spiritual director brings solace to those who walk the path of spiritual
desolation. It is in this crucible of adversity, in the silent language of
suffering, that Hopkins’ voice reaches its zenith, lifting those who bear
witness and those who shall tread upon the same path he leaves behind.
And within this shared testimony, the Terrible Sonnets offer readers a rare
opportunity to find communion amidst the desolation.

Hopkins’ Final Illness and Death in 1889

As the 19th century drew closer to its fin de siècle, so too did Gerard Manley
Hopkins’ life, plagued by illness and the suffocating weight of the seemingly
endless and irremovable dark cloud over his soul. The year was 1889, and
his stay in London had not done much to alleviate his mental and physical
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maladies. Hopkins was returning to what many referred to as the ”smoke
of London,” where he faced parish work and grueling teaching duties. In
the midst of urbanization and industrialization, the city’s environment had
deteriorated into a colorless and smog - filled landscape - a far cry from the
natural scenery he sought solace in during his earlier years. Exhausted and
tormented by the city’s choking environment, his health sharply declined,
leaving him vulnerable to the illness that would soon claim his life.

In May 1889, Hopkins succumbed to a severe form of typhoid fever.
The bacteria, Salmonella typhi, was rampant in the increasingly polluted
environs of Victorian London, flourishing amid unregulated waste disposal
and contaminated water sources. In Hopkins’ weakened condition, it quickly
gained a foothold in his system, and his weakened body offered little re-
sistance to the invading pathogen. Overcome with fever, headaches, and
a variety of other symptoms, the spirited and innovative poet retreated
further into an internal world consumed by shadows and darkness.

Unpredictable fevers, which had no consideration for the endeavor of
his creative pursuit, were a continual plague during the course of his illness.
Torrential as thunderstorms and mercurial as the very bats darting through
the London skies, their effect on Hopkins was devastating. Hopkins lamented
in a letter, likely a reflection of his own condition that ”the flickering and
fluttering of his illness, now seeming to abate, now suddenly growing worse,
made tending him and watching him a distressing occupation.”

For weeks, Hopkins lay in his bed at Manresa Road in Roehampton,
enveloped in restless delirium and enduring the fierce agonies of his illness.
Hoping to find relief from his torment, he was surrounded by figures from
the Society of Jesus - his brethren in spiritual commitment. As his condi-
tion worsened, he received the last rites of the Church and, despite the
overwhelming oppressiveness of his fever - induced hallucinations, was able
to communicate a desire for his work to live on. In a weakened state, he
whispered, ”I always wanted, above all things, not to be interfered with.” In
his ultimate moment, Hopkins perhaps grasped that his mission transcended
the mortal confines of the present and that his unique and evocative work
would reverberate through time, shaking the foundations upon which the
world of literature was built.

Gerard Manley Hopkins breathed his last on June 8, 1889, at the age of
44. His earthly body, weary from the ceaseless and unyielding battle against
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his wretched illness, found eternal reprieve within the hallowed grounds of
Glasnevin Cemetery in Dublin. Yet, over a century later, it is in exploring
the poet’s intimate and profound engagement with the unyielding spiritual
journey that we glean precious insight into the man and his art. Through the
struggle and turmoil of his life, his ultimate despair and devotion, Hopkins
created a foundation of work born from a shared struggle for faith in a
rapidly changing and disillusioned landscape. It is in the erstwhile Jesuit
poet’s mastery of language, form, and expression that the radiance of his
inner spiritual life illuminates for future generations to come -a guiding light
to navigate the shifting waters of an ever - evolving religious and artistic
landscape.

The Evolution of Hopkins’ Later Poetry: An Overview

The evolution of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ later poetry is a unique journey
of artistic development, marked by complexities and contradictions that
parallel the spiritual and emotional turbulence of the poet’s life. Not bound
merely by the constraints of his religious vocation, Hopkins continued to
pursue his poetic endeavors with considerable rigor, thereby concretizing
his place as one of the great experimentalists of Victorian literature, while
exploring new poetic forms, techniques, and thematic concerns, which were
reflective of the broader socio - cultural milieu of the time.

The later phase of Hopkins’ poetic oeuvre showcases the development
of an increasingly intricate and idiosyncratic style, which imbibes within
itself the complexities of the then - rapidly changing world, coupled with the
uncontained force of his own sprouting intellectual growth. While remaining
rooted in the rigorous sprung rhythm and innovative linguistic techniques
pioneered by him in his earlier works, the later poems traverse a spectrum of
emotional intensity, portraying vivid portrayals of despair, spiritual anguish,
and sublime love for nature’s transcendent beauty. These later works reveal
an even deeper quest for a more systematic exploration of the inherent
tensions between faith and doubt, beauty and decay, order and chaos, in
order to create a poetic landscape marked by depth, nuance, and linguistic
versatility.

One essential aspect that marks the evolution of Hopkins’ later poetry
is the shift from his earlier effusive celebration of nature to a darker, more
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introspective imagery, communicating the poet’s personal sense of desolation
and his struggle to reconcile his spiritual beliefs with the increasingly secular
and mechanized world he inhabited. This is exemplified in the so - called
’Terrible Sonnets,” a series of poems characterized by a stark and chilling
exploration of spiritual despair, accompanied by complex paradoxes that
intricately interweave the themes of faith, doubt, suffering, and redemption.

One such example is the poem ”Carrion Comfort,” which employs strik-
ingly morbid imagery and defiant language to express Hopkins’ bitter strug-
gle against the seeming absence of divine solace in his life. The sprung
rhythm, combined with insistent alliteration and assonance, creates an
almost breathless quality, mirroring the poet’s tumultuous inner struggle
and turbulent emotions. This intense exploration of inner turmoil within
the context of religious faith, sets Hopkins apart from his contemporaries
and reflects his pursuit to achieve a sublime poetic vision.

Another significant aspect that epitomizes the evolution of Hopkins’ later
poetry is his increasing capacity for intellectual synthesis, drawing from
a vast array of sources, forging intricate connections between seemingly
disparate realms of thought, including religion, art, science, and politics.
This remarkable creative synthesis is evident in the poem ”The Wreck of
the Deutschland,” where Hopkins weaves together themes of nationalism,
spirituality, history, and the natural world with profound effect, illuminating
the undercurrents of divine grace that permeate existence beneath the
surface of catastrophic events.

Moreover, as Hopkins’ poetic vision expanded, he continued to employ his
signature techniques of allusive language and layered metaphors to examine
more complex philosophical and existential questions about humanity’s
place in the cosmos, the nature of beauty, and the ultimate purpose of
art. His poem ”That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and the Comfort of
the Resurrection” exemplifies this remarkable growth, combining scientific,
philosophical, and theological ideas to create a sophisticated reflection on
the transient beauty of existence and the ultimate assurance of spiritual
rebirth.

By embracing the complexities of the human condition and nourishing his
art with an unvarying quest for truth, Hopkins managed to create a body of
work that continuously evolves while remaining rooted in the unique vision
that shaped his earlier poetry. His later works, irrevocably infused with the
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boundless spirit of artistic inquiry and the tenacity to assert meaning in a
chaotic world, reflect the ceaseless drive of a poet, who defied the established
canons of poetic expression to create an enduring legacy of indomitable
artistry, a legacy that remains as enigmatic and influential in the present
day as it was in his own struggling times. It is this enduring magnificence
that makes the enigma of Hopkins and his poetry a subject of unwavering
fascination to this day, resonating across time and space to capture the
hearts and imagination of countless artists, critics, and readers alike.



Chapter 12

The Posthumous
Publication and Enduring
Legacy of Gerard Manley
Hopkins

In the years following Hopkins’ untimely death, his poetry lay dormant,
waiting to be discovered by a receptive audience. Though some poems had
circulated among a select group of friends prior to his death, it fell upon
those who inherited his literary remains to unearth the brilliance of an artist
ensconced beneath the shadow of obscurity. The posthumous publication of
his poetic works and the subsequent growth of his reputation illuminate the
remarkable fact that Hopkins’ legacy was able to survive, and even thrive,
against the formidable pressures exerted by his time and place.

A key figure in this process of posthumous dissemination was none other
than Robert Bridges, the trusted friend who had walked beside Hopkins
through the vicissitudes of his life. After receiving Hopkins’ poems and
letters, Bridges set to work on editing and publishing a carefully chosen
selection of his friend’s oeuvre. Miraculously, Bridges was able to navigate
the treacherous waters of early 20th - century literary sensibilities and find a
haven for Hopkins’ unconventional poetics. In 1918, the first collection of
Hopkins’ poems was finally published, bringing his distinct voice and vision
to a broader public.

As the years progressed, critics and scholars began grappling with the
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extraordinary challenge that Hopkins’ poetry posed. Interwoven with the
technical intricacies of his language and form, they encountered a resonant
spiritual depth and arresting aesthetic sensibility that demanded close
reading and contemplation. Initial critical reception, though somewhat
ambivalent, gradually gave way to wider acclaim as a diverse range of
readers began to appreciate his unique contributions to English poetry:
the innovation of sprung rhythm, the focus on sacramental imagination,
the explorations of ecstatic and desolate spiritual states, and the blending
together of religious and aesthetic dimensions.

The growing recognition of Hopkins’ poetic genius was inextricably linked
to the rise of modernist aesthetics, with significant poets like T. S. Eliot and
W. H. Auden expressing admiration for his work. By defying the constraints
of traditional poetic form and engaging with an intense inner life, Hopkins
could be seen as a precursor to the modernist adoption of unconventional
forms and psychological depth. Additionally, his poetry offered a powerful
alternative to the emerging tide of secularism in the arts, holding fast to a
vision of humanity and the world that was charged with the presence of the
divine.

An examination of the enduring legacy of Gerard Manley Hopkins reveals
that his poetry continues to serve as a source of inspiration and challenge for
scholars, students, and artists alike. The complexity of his work invites close,
sustained engagement from those who seek to interrogate the mysteries
it contains. The powerful fusion of spirituality, aesthetics, and technical
prowess invite reflection on the ways in which deeply held convictions can
animate artistic expression. And in an age that often prizes cynicism and
detachment, the intensity of Hopkins’ commitment to his faith and his art
challenges us to reconsider what we value most in our own lives.

In conclusion, the singular figure of Gerard Manley Hopkins offers us
an instructive example of a poet whose work transcends the vicissitudes of
time and shifting cultural sensibilities. Though he initially struggled to find
an audience for his poetry, his work continues to resonate with a wide range
of readers even now. As we return to consider the historical, social, and
religious context in which Hopkins lived and wrote, we are reminded that
he was not only a product of his time, but a true visionary who charted his
own poetic course while remaining anchored to the depths of his faith and
convictions. The posthumous publication and enduring legacy of Gerard
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Manley Hopkins testify to this poet’s extraordinary ability to reach beyond
the constraints of his era and touch the hearts and minds of those who
enter into conversation with his work. As we now turn our attention to
the broader Victorian context, we will be able to discern even more clearly
the distinctive contours of his poetic landscape, illumined by the light that
streams forth from his indelible verse.

The Discovery and Preservation of Hopkins’ Unpub-
lished Works

It is a well - known fact among literary aficionados that Gerard Manley
Hopkins did not attain widespread recognition during his lifetime, primarily
because he chose not to publish his innovative and ground - breaking poems.
This was not due to a lack of conviction in his own abilities or the worthiness
of his poetry, but because he felt it was not in keeping with his Jesuit vow
of humility. Little did he know that his unpublished manuscripts, carefully
preserved by his dear friend and fellow poet Robert Bridges, would one day
become some of the most influential poetic works of the twentieth century.

It was through a series of almost miraculous coincidences that Hopkins’
poetic legacy began to unfold. In the years following his untimely death
in 1889, Robert Bridges kept all of Hopkins’ letters and papers, cherishing
his friend’s work and occasionally sharing it with a select few. But it was
not until 1918, nearly three decades after his death, that Bridges carefully
selected and published a volume of Hopkins’ poetry, entitled Poems of
Gerard Manley Hopkins. The publication proved to be a slow - burning
success, gradually earning appreciation from both scholars and readers alike
for its innovative, enigmatic, and emotive verses.

One must wonder: how did Bridges, a quite conservative poet himself,
come to embrace and promote the idiosyncratic, even radical, poetry of his
dearly departed friend? It seems that despite their different approaches to
poetry, it was the profound sense of spiritual truth pervading in Hopkins’
work that Bridges could not overlook or ignore. For Bridges, it was a matter
of necessity to share these luminous verses with the world. In doing so, he
unwittingly turned Hopkins into a posthumous poetic sensation, and, in
turn, secured his own legacy as the one who had preserved and unveiled
this hidden gem to the world.
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As the public gained access to Hopkins’ poetry, response mounted in a
crescendo, from initial bewilderment to admiration and, ultimately, profound
respect. The sheer originality of Hopkins’ language, his celebration of the
beauty of the natural world, and his profoundly personal engagement with
spiritual themes were bound to leave an indelible mark on the minds and
hearts of those who discovered him. Once Hopkins’ work was unearthed and
shared, there was no turning back: his poetry rapidly became recognized as
a force to be reckoned with, challenging the conventions of Victorian poetics
and foreshadowing the daring innovations of modernism.

The process of unearthing Hopkins’ manuscripts was nothing short of
a literary treasure hunt. Gradually, more and more of his unpublished
material came to light, revealing new dimensions to his poetic genius, as
well as his struggles and longings as a person. Each new discovery invited
scholars and readers alike to piece together the intricate puzzle of Hopkins’
life, art, and spiritual journey. Thankfully, this process of discovery has
shown no signs of abating, and to this day, new research continues to shed
light on various aspects of his remarkable oeuvre.

In many ways, the story of the discovery and preservation of Hopkins’
unpublished works mirrors the journey of the poet’s own spiritual yearning,
which imbues his poems with such depth and intensity. His verses - once
hidden away in humble obscurity - now stand as a living testament to the
power of art to transcend the boundaries of time, place, and personal
circumstance. As we proceed to examine the ever - evolving legacy of Gerard
Manley Hopkins and the growing body of scholarship surrounding his work,
we must not forget the fortuitous events that led to the unearthing of his
poetry or the immense gratitude we owe to Robert Bridges for recognizing
the brilliance of his friend and preserving it for posterity. Today, they stand
like a guiding beacon at the entrance to the treasure trove of knowledge and
insight that our exploration of Hopkins’ life and art shall steadily unveil.

The Influence of Robert Bridges and the Initial Publica-
tion of Hopkins’ Poetry

Robert Bridges, a respected poet in his own right, first met Hopkins at
Oxford in 1863. They were drawn together by their shared love for litera-
ture, their friendship blossoming as they exchanged numerous letters and
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compositions throughout their lives. Notably, these exchanges between the
poets provided Hopkins with a forum in which he could discuss his works,
explore his innovative ideas, and receive thoughtful feedback from a trusted
and knowledgeable source. These discussions most certainly contributed to
the development of Hopkins’ unique artistic voice.

Bridges was also instrumental in preserving Hopkins’ creative output
following his friend’s untimely death. Hopkins’ life as a Jesuit priest increas-
ingly limited his ability to devote time to his poetic pursuits and necessitated
a somewhat secret existence for his poems, which he feared might be viewed
as frivolous amidst the serious duties of his religious vocation. Upon his
death, the manuscripts that Hopkins left behind might have been lost or
discarded were it not for Bridges, who carefully collected and preserved
them, recognizing their inherent worth and the prodigious talent that they
embodied.

Bridges was initially hesitant to publish Hopkins’ poems. He referred
to the distinctive Sprung Rhythm as ’eccentric’ and feared that it might
be too divergent from the prevailing poetic norms to garner favorable
reception. But, as Bridges reflected upon Hopkins’ work and corresponded
with knowledgeable readers, including British poet laureate Alfred Austin,
he began to discern the potential value of sharing Hopkins’ unique artistry
with the wider world. It was not until 26 years after Hopkins’ death that
Robert Bridges finally published Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins in 1918.
This publication included a brief preface by Bridges, in which he highlighted
the unusual nature of Hopkins’ poetic innovations and passionately vouched
for the genius of his late friend.

The initial publication of Hopkins’ poetry met with mixed reactions.
The obscurity of the verse and the sometimes overwhelming density of
its imagery befuddled some readers, while others were mesmerized by the
potency of Hopkins’ language and the startling novelty of his verse. In the
years following the publication, however, appreciation for Hopkins’ work
steadily increased. His distinctive style and innovative use of language began
to transcend the limitations of their era, influencing the development of
modernism and establishing Hopkins as a significant voice in the canon of
English literature.
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Critical Reception of Hopkins’ Posthumously Published
Works

Weaving in and out of the intricate tapestry of Gerard Manley Hopkins’
poetry, the reader encounters complex patterns of language, rhythm, and
imagery that can simultaneously intimidate and enthrall. In the wake of
his posthumous discovery, Hopkins quickly garnered the attention of critics
both curious and perplexed. The publication of his works in a volume in
1918, thanks to the editorship of his friend Robert Bridges, served as a
catalyst for debates surrounding his literary merit, the sophistication of
his linguistic innovations, and the role of his religious beliefs in his artistic
endeavors. The passion and intensity of these debates reveal how Hopkins’
singular voice shook the foundation of literary conventions while paving
the way for a new understanding of the poetic and spiritual potential of
language.

While Hopkins’ contemporary Victorian readers did not have the op-
portunity to engage in a close reading of his works, the early critics found
themselves grappling with the ramifications of the poet’s creative adventures.
Some viewed the unusual linguistic choices and the startling imagery as
signs of genius, attributing his originality to an ability to see deeper into
the inner workings of nature and human emotion. They marveled at the
music of his language and the innovative techniques he used to create it -
sprung rhythm, for instance, allowed them to experience the graceful but
forceful dance of words in his poetry.

Others, however, dismissed this very rhythm as a distraction from - or
even a corruption of - the intended meaning. They saw Hopkins’ focus on
linguistic experimentation as symptomatic of an arrogance toward tradition,
a treason against the established rules governing poetic expression. Some
critics even went as far as to claim that his poetic accomplishments were
inextricably linked to his faith, rendering his work mere expressions of
proselytizing masked as art.

As the years passed and the dust of the initial skirmishes began to
settle, new voices emerged, voices less concerned with defending or attacking
Hopkins’ poetic credibility. Instead, these voices sought to explore the
sources of his inspiration: the influence of his Jesuit formation on his
perception of nature, the deep and often painful dialogues with doubt
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in his spiritual journey, and the resonances of the paragons of his art -
John Keats, John Henry Newman, William Wordsworth, to name a few.
By concentrating on these aspects, these critics unraveled the myth that
Hopkins’ faith and his poetics were discordant elements in his life, and
helped reveal that Hopkins’ commitment to religion and his devotion to
poetic intuition were not aspects of his intellect and soul at war, but rather,
aspects in harmony.

Time has shown that both sides - the admirers and the skeptics - had
their part to play in the enigma of Hopkins. With each new attempt to
dissect his verses or contextualize his work within wider literary movements,
they have slowly but surely built a nuanced, multilayered understanding
of the man and the poet. The brilliance of Hopkins’ poetry does not lie in
simple answers, nor does it lie in victory for one school of criticism over
another. It lies in the unique spaces created by his sense of experimentation,
the intertwining of his faith with his talent, and the courage to forge new
paths in the world of poetic expression. The enigma that Hopkins represents
has not been entirely solved, if it ever will be. However, by embracing the
beautiful complexities he embodies, readers and critics alike continue to
discover and marvel at the dimensions of this extraordinay poet.

As we venture into an examination of Hopkins’ influence on the literary
movements that succeeded him, it becomes increasingly evident that his
posthumous reputation is not a single monument towering over the landscape
of literary history, but a multiplicity of footprints embedded in the soil,
marking the ways in which those who followed sought to imitate, depart
from, or critically engage with his work. It is in the fragility and durability
of these footprints that the true testimony to Hopkins’ poetic genius can be
found.

The Growth of Hopkins’ Reputation in the Early 20th
Century

The early decades of the 20th century witnessed the emergence of Gerard
Manley Hopkins as a prominent figure in the literary world. This strik-
ing phenomenon can be attributed to a confluence of diverse factors that
contributed to a heightened interest in the less - known, yet extraordinary
artistic contributions of the Jesuit - poet. The most decisive factor, however,
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was the role played by Robert Bridges, who tenaciously gathered, edited,
and published Hopkins’ poetry, ensuring that his friend’s brilliant work
would not vanish into obscurity.

Bridges, who would later be appointed Poet Laureate of the United
Kingdom, consecrated his efforts to this task for several years after Hopkins’
death in 1889. In an act of remarkable devotion to his late friend, he
meticulously arranged and printed a limited edition of Hopkins’ poetry
in 1916, featuring 48 poems alongside a memoir providing a biographical
account of his life. While some of the poems had already appeared in print
during Hopkins’ lifetime, most of them were only circulated among his close
friends. Bridges’ efforts brought Hopkins’ work into the public sphere, where
his unique poetic sensibilities and style captured the imagination of a new
generation of readers and writers.

The timing of this publication proved serendipitous, as the world stood
on the brink of the modernist movement - a time that celebrated the experi-
mental, iconoclastic, and innovative aspects of literature and art. Hopkins’
poetry, characteristically inventive in form and style, found its perfect milieu
in the intellectual climate of the early 20th century. His ”sprung rhythm”
and the dramatic, almost mystical, quality of his images resonated deeply
with poets and critics alike. These qualities in Hopkins’ work not only
brought him considerable recognition but also fueled artistic innovation
among both his readers and contemporaries.

The potency of Hopkins’ poetic vision, mesmerizing in its singular ability
to capture the ineffable beauty and anguish of existence, resonated with
the spirit of the age. This was a time when the trauma of the First World
War and the disorientation that ensued compelled many to question the
very foundations of their beliefs and certainties. Hopkins’ poetry, with its
deep sense of compassion towards the suffering and its unflinching courage
in confronting spiritual desolation, spoke to the hearts and minds of the
disillusioned people.

Critical engagement with Hopkins’ oeuvre slowly, but steadily, ushered
him into the modernist pantheon. The likes of W.B. Yeats, T.S. Eliot, and
Ezra Pound, who were instrumental in shaping the modernist movement,
recognized Hopkins as a pioneer who anticipated the aesthetic, thematic,
and structural breakthroughs that characterized modernist poetry. Eliot’s
essay ”The Thoughts of a Christian” (1926) is an early example of modernist
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criticism that recognized the radical significance of Hopkins’ work for con-
temporary poetry. Eliot aptly remarks that Hopkins embodied the ”genuine
poetic impulse” and, like John Donne, raised the bar of poetic achievement
by melding spiritual complexity with rich metaphysical imagery.

In the early 1920s, Charles Williams - a member of the renowned literary
circle known as The Inklings - secured Hopkins a place in the literary
canon by editing and publishing the first critical edition of Hopkins’ poems.
Over the following decades, several prominent writers, critics, and scholars
championed and engaged with Hopkins’ work - contributing to its scholarly
and artistic acclaim.

As the wheel of fortune turned in Hopkins’ favor, so too did the reception
of his work shift along several dimensions. The 20th - century readers began
to appreciate the complex interplay between the formal and thematic aspects
of his poetry - understanding how the poet’s linguistic agility and innovative
techniques served to heighten the evocative powers of his verse. Moreover,
the relevance of his poetry to ecological, feminist, and queer discourses
added to the burgeoning interest in Hopkins’ life and works.

While Hopkins’ reputation gained momentum in the early 20th century -
a turn of events that he could scarcely have anticipated during his lifetime
- his stature as a poet heightened further in later years, earning him a
distinguished and lasting place in the annals of literary history. Today,
Hopkins stands as a beacon of defiant creativity - one who persevered in his
unique artistic vision, refusing to be swayed by the aesthetic currents of his
time, opting instead for bold exploration in realms hitherto undiscovered.
As we move towards a fuller understanding of Hopkins’ art and legacy,
the transience of reputation, and the timeless echoes of his poetry, we
come to realize that the artistry of Gerard Manley Hopkins was always
destined for far - reaching resonance - in the hearts and minds of readers
both contemporary and unborn.

The Impact of Hopkins’ Poetry on Modernism and Other
Literary Movements

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetry has had a marked and lasting impact on
the development of modernism and other literary movements. From his
innovative views on the limitations of language to his use of sprung rhythm,
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his work has had a profound and far - reaching influence. To understand the
extent to which modernism and other movements are indebted to Hopkins,
it is crucial to examine the various innovations he brought to the world of
poetry.

One of the most significant aspects of Hopkins’ work is his unique
approach to the limits and possibilities of language. Rather than trying to
fit his thoughts and emotions into conventional language structures, Hopkins
searched for a way to bend language to his will. This led him to devise
sprung rhythm, an innovative metrical system that allows for greatly varied
stress patterns and line lengths. This departure from traditional verse forms
was a revolutionary development in Victorian poetry, and it inspired many
modernist poets to push the envelopes of their own work. For example,
Ezra Pound, one of the key figures of the modernist movement, similarly
embraced the idea of varying line lengths and stress patterns in his poetry as
seen in his imagist poems. It can be argued that Hopkins’ quest to reinvent
language directly influenced the modernist movement’s emphasis on the
inadequacy of conventional language and the need to break down barriers
between poetry and everyday language.

Another aspect of Hopkins’ influence on modernism is his commitment
to exploring the complexities that lie beneath the surface of simple objects
and experiences. Hopkins believed that everything in life carried a deeper
meaning and he sought to express this belief in his poetry. This led him to
develop his own metaphysical imagery and to use his verse to examine the
underlying interconnectedness between all things. The resulting poetry is
intensely personal and esoteric, sometimes verging on the mystical. This
tendency towards the exploration of hidden depths can be seen in the
works of other modernist writers, such as T.S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf,
who frequently probe beneath the surface of their characters’ thoughts and
experiences in search of universal truths.

Hopkins’ insistence on the autonomy and importance of the individual
in the face of a rapidly changing and increasingly industrialized society
also reflects key concerns of modernist authors. For instance, Hopkins’
celebration of the natural world and his insistence on the value of the
individual’s perceptions and emotions served as an implicit challenge to
the dehumanizing effects of modernity. His work seeks to reassert the
power of individual experience and intuition in an era where these values
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were increasingly under threat. This tension between the timeless and the
temporal, between the individual and the collective, is essential to the works
of many modernist authors, including James Joyce and D.H. Lawrence.

In addition to shaping the modernist movement, Hopkins’ distinctive
style and thematic concerns have had a long - lasting impact on other
literary movements as well. His innovative use of compound words and
unique syntax, combined with his focus on natural imagery and themes of
spiritual longing, can be seen directly mirrored in the works of prominent
Symbolist poets such as Paul Verlaine and Arthur Rimbaud. Likewise, the
twentieth - century Neo - Romantic poets, including W.H. Auden and Dylan
Thomas, echoed Hopkins’ fascination with the musicality of language and
the enriching power of nature.

The impact of Gerard Manley Hopkins on literary movements such as
modernism, Symbolism, and Neo - Romanticism cannot be overstated. As
an innovator and visionary, he continues to resonate with writers of every
generation. His fearless experimentalism opened the door to new ways of
seeing and expressing the world, inspiring authors to seek out the beauty
and complexity beneath the surface of both language and experience. Just
as Hopkins’ own work was nourished by the currents of intellectual and
spiritual inquiry that were unique to his time, his poetry also served as
a vital source of inspiration for authors grappling with the pressures and
challenges of life in the twentieth and twenty - first centuries. And as each
new generation of writers takes up the challenge of finding fresh ways to
express their vision, they do so standing on the shoulders of Gerard Manley
Hopkins - a poet whose legacy is inextricably woven into the fabric of modern
literary history.

The Continuing Scholarly Interest in Hopkins’ Life and
Works

One of the driving forces behind the perennial interest in Hopkins’ poetry is
that it remains rooted in the human experience, often grappling with themes
that resonate with readers beyond the boundaries of faith, nationality, or
historical epoch. Despite the inexorable passage of time, the poetic and
thematic concerns evident in his work retain their potency, owing to their
universality. Among the most recognizable aspects of Hopkins’ poetry is
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his preoccupation with nature and the divine, which dovetail seamlessly
as he explores the intricate web of creation. As environmental crises and
global ecological concerns continue to make headlines, Hopkins emerges as
a visionary poet, aware of the interconnectedness of all living things and
presciently calling attention to the delicate balance of the natural world.
Furthermore, his spiritual struggles and the complex relationship he weaves
between religion and creativity have acquired renewed significance in an
era increasingly characterized by secularism, globalization, and complex
negotiations of faith and artistic expression.

While the thematic richness of Hopkins’ poetry accounts for much of
its continued allure, recent years have witnessed a growing interest in the
creative processes that underpin his work. Drawing upon the resources
of post - structuralism, adaptation studies, genetic criticism, and decon-
struction, scholars have sought to trace the genesis of Hopkins’ distinctive
style, elucidating the factors that contributed to the development of his
idiosyncratic voice. This emphasis on the creative process has led to a
surge in interest in the manuscripts and drafts of his poetry - tangible relics
that provide a glimpse into the inner workings of his mind, the birthplace
of his artistry. Indeed, these documents occupy an increasingly pivotal
role in scholarship, cutting across disciplinary boundaries and shaping new
trajectories for research.

In a similar vein, recent years have seen the burgeoning interest in the
digital humanities and its application to the study of Hopkins’ life and
works. As an interdisciplinary field, it encompasses various approaches
- including data analysis, text mining, and network analysis - that have
significantly impacted the way we engage with literary texts. Consequently,
this digital turn has facilitated the creation of innovative online platforms
and tools, enabling researchers to approach Hopkins’ poetry from fresh
angles. These digital resources have democratized access to his manuscripts
and correspondence, thereby fostering an environment that encourages
interdisciplinary collaboration and the sharing of creative ideas.

Moreover, the past decade has witnessed an increasing focus on the con-
nections between Hopkins and other literary figures, genres, or movements,
thereby placing him within the broader context of literary history and
expanding the scope of his influence. Ranging from comparative analyses
with Romantic and Modernist poets to explorations of his affinities with the
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Pre - Raphaelites or his penchant for Gothic sensibilities, this line of inquiry
has underscored the fluidity of his poetic identity and its capacity to adapt
to the ebb and flow of time. Furthermore, such comparative studies have
illuminated the extent to which Hopkins both inherited and contributed to
the rich tapestry of literary traditions that preceded and succeeded him.

Inevitably, as we delve deeper into the intricate world of Gerard Manley
Hopkins, new paths of research begin to unfurl before us. As scholars
continue to mine the depths of his poetry and its multilayered meanings,
it becomes increasingly evident that the allure of this enigmatic Victorian
poet is no fleeting affair - on the contrary, it is a testament to the enduring
power of his singular vision. From the digital humanities to the exploration
of intertextual connections, fresh avenues of exploration have breathed new
life into the study of Hopkins, ensuring that his flame burns brightly in
the swirling winds of change. Ultimately, it is this ability to transcend the
confines of time and space - to remain perpetually enmeshed in the fabric of
human experience - that solidifies Hopkins’ place within the canon of litera-
ture. And as we carry forth into the uncertainties of the future, his poetry
serves as a beacon, illuminating the path towards greater understanding
and a deeper, more profound connection to the human condition.

The Enduring Appeal of Hopkins’ Poetry and His Last-
ing Legacy in Literature

Over the years, Gerard Manley Hopkins has emerged as one of the most
acclaimed poets of the Victorian era, leaving behind an indelible mark on
the world of literature. His innovative and awe - inspiring poetic works have
continued to engage readers and scholars alike, transcending generations
while his influence reverberates across various literary movements and
traditions.

To fully grasp the enduring appeal of Hopkins’ poetry, one needs to
delve into the heart of his aesthetic vision. His unique rhythmic creation,
the sprung rhythm, is a prime example of his poetic innovation, wherein
he deviated from the traditional pattern of poetic meter. Emphasizing
distinctive patterns of stressed syllables, this technique enabled Hopkins
to achieve a natural musicality and dynamism, deeply resonating with
the readers’ senses. This novel approach to rhythm opened up exciting



CHAPTER 12. THE POSTHUMOUS PUBLICATION AND ENDURING
LEGACY OF GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS

192

possibilities for future poets to experiment with and enrich the tapestry of
English verse.

Another fascinating component of Hopkins’ poetry that captivates the
modern reader is his exploration of paradox and complexity. Time and
again, his works grapple with themes such as despair and faith, beauty and
decay, and self and transcendence, touching upon the existential struggles
of human life. One may argue that Hopkins anticipated the themes of the
modernist movement, giving voice to the human condition in an era of
rapid change and disillusionment. Consequently, future generations of poets,
including T. S. Eliot, W. H. Auden, and Dylan Thomas, echoed similar
sentiments in their works, drawing inspiration from Hopkins’ courageous
explorations.

Moreover, Hopkins’ sublime connection between nature and spirituality
instills in his poetry an ethereal quality that remains unmatched. His
evocative language and vibrant imagery capture the essence of the natural
world in all its beauty, imperfection, and grandeur. As he famously described
in ”Pied Beauty,” Hopkins presents a vision of the world where even the most
ordinary and unassuming aspects of nature are imbued with divine attributes,
inviting a disenchanted society to look beyond the surface and rediscover
the transcendent in the everyday. This aspect of Hopkins’ work particularly
resonates with the current generation of environmentally - conscious readers
and their search for a deeper connection with nature.

Hopkins’ poetic legacy continues to introduce an element of spiritual
rediscovery in contemporary literature. Despite having a firm grounding in
his religious beliefs, his works probe the depths of human spirituality in a
way that transcends religious boundaries and provides solace to individuals
from various walks of life. The allure of his complex, confessional writings
continues to find a responsive audience amidst a world that grapples with
crises of faith and meaning.

Perhaps what makes Hopkins’ legacy unique and enduring is his steadfast
embrace of both innovation and tradition - his poems breathe new life into
the classical themes and forms while also daring to break the shackles of
convention. Like a skillful alchemist, he combines an experimental spirit with
the disciplined techniques of the Jesuit tradition, giving birth to a distinct
poetic expression that challenges and inspires, confronts and consoles.

As a guardian of Hopkins’ memory, the current generation is tasked with
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ensuring that his works are preserved and celebrated for future readers to
discover and appreciate. The timelessness of his poetry is a testament to
his extraordinary vision - a vision that stands on the shoulders of the past
while illuminating the path for future generations of poets.

In the words of Hopkins himself, ”the essential loveliness. . . keeps warm
/ men’s wits to the things that are” (”The Wreck of the Deutschland”). By
nurturing the appreciation and understanding of Gerard Manley Hopkins’
poetry, we keep alive the creative flame that inspired him, igniting the
wits of future poets and readers as they continue to navigate an ever -
changing, increasingly complex world. So shines a distinct light on the
poetic firmament, illuminating the human experience with beauty, dignity,
and undeniable resonance.


