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Chapter 1

Early Life and Education
of Gerard Manley Hopkins

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ early life and education significantly shaped his
intellectual and creative growth, providing the foundations for his unique
poetic style and vision. Born in Stratford, London, on July 28, 1844,
Hopkins was the eldest of nine children of a devoutly Anglican family. His
parents, Manley and Catherine Hopkins, nurtured a deeply religious and
intellectually stimulating environment that fostered the young Gerard’s
passion for learning and artistic expression.

London in the mid - 19th century was a city of immense cultural and
scientific change. During this time, the Victorian landscape saw rapid
industrialization, technological advancement, and urbanization. As a child,
Hopkins was exposed to the excitement of these developments and the
striking contrasts between the natural world and the rapidly evolving urban
environment.

Hopkins’ early education began with lessons from his mother, Catherine,
who was an accomplished artist and encouraged the young Gerard to develop
his drawing skills. He also learned from his father, Manley, who was a marine
insurance adjuster with a keen interest in literature, poetry, and music. This
nurturing and supportive environment provided a stable foundation for the
young Hopkins to explore his interests and talents.

As he grew older, Gerard Manley Hopkins attended a small preparatory
school in London known for its emphasis on individualized instruction
and classical education. It was here that Hopkins began studying Latin,
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Greek, and other classical Mediterranean languages, setting the stage for his
later mastery of multiple languages and his extensive studies in philology.
Furthermore, the school’s academy ideal and curriculum exposed young
Gerard to great literary works, offering an introduction to the foundational
texts that would later influence his poetic sensibility.

At the age of 15, Hopkins continued his education at Highgate School,
one of the leading boys’ public schools at the fringes of London. The school’s
rigorous academic program focused on the cultivation of the intellect and
moral character, emphasizing subjects such as mathematics, literature, and
religious instruction. The Highgate curriculum also included art, music,
literature, and poetry, providing a fertile ground for nurturing Hopkins’
burgeoning passion for creativity.

It was at Highgate that Hopkins began writing poetry and engaging in
intellectual exchanges with friends and fellow students. Spirited debates and
discussions on literature, art, and religion with his peers helped to broaden
and deepen his critical sensibilities. Several of Hopkins’ closest associates
later became important figures in the Victorian literary and artistic circles,
including the poet laureate Alfred Austin and the painter and critic Algernon
Charles Swinburne. Through these early friendships, Hopkins started to
develop his own unique voice, inspired by the aesthetic ideas and creative
energy of his peers.

Notably, during his time at Highgate, Hopkins also cultivated a deep
connection to the natural world. He often recorded his observations of
nature in his journals and sketchbooks, capturing minute details of flora,
fauna, and landscape. These early experiences of engaging with the natural
world and applying an artistic lens to his observations would later inform
the intricacy and nuance of his poetic descriptions.

The early years of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ life, marked by enduring
intellectual curiosity and the cultivation of his artistic gifts, provided the
foundation for his unique development as a poet. Equipped with a strong
academic background, intimate connections to the natural world, and ex-
posure to the vibrant cultural landscape of Victorian England, Hopkins
embarked on his undergraduate studies at Balliol College, Oxford. The next
phase of his life would introduce him to new intellectual challenges, further
deepening his commitment to both his spirituality and artistic expression.
And as he navigated the intricate interplay of these disciplines, Hopkins’
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unique voice began to emerge, forging the innovative, groundbreaking style
that would forever secure his place within the pantheon of great English
poets.

Introduction to Gerard Manley Hopkins: A Brief Overview
and Significance

Gerard Manley Hopkins, an English poet and Jesuit priest, remains one of the
most enigmatic, captivating, and significant figures in the annals of Victorian
poetry. His work stands apart from the mainstream poetic tradition of his
time due to his unique innovations in both rhythm and language - elements
that have not only garnered him admiration but have forever shaped modern
poetry. Despite Hopkins’ considerable impact on the literary landscape,
during his lifetime his genius remained largely unacknowledged. It was only
posthumously that his poetry gained recognition, creating a lasting legacy
that endures to this day.

The defining feature of Hopkins’ work, and perhaps one of the core
reasons for his enduring significance, is his invention of ”sprung rhythm.”
Departing from the conventional metrical system of his time, he created
an explicitly flexible and dynamic pattern of stresses, allowing for a wider
range of expression, especially in the portrayal of nature and the intricacies
of human emotion. Sprung rhythm, characterized by the variable number of
unstressed syllables and alliteration, echoes the rich, vigorous, and variegated
beauty of the world as experienced by Hopkins, and serves as a vehicle
for his intense exploration of the divine in all aspects of life. Throughout
his work, he consciously disrupts the conventional narrative structure and
resorts to a fragmentary and elliptical mode of expression, capturing the
essence of human experience with a rare degree of fidelity and nuance.

Hopkins’ passion for nature and spirituality is another defining aspect of
his poetry. He seeks to reveal the essence of divinity by closely observing the
intricacies, beauty, and interconnectedness of the natural world. Drawing
upon his extensive knowledge of theology and philosophy, he consistently
ponders the nature of God and the dynamics of human experience through
the lens of the surrounding environment. This contemplative quality imparts
a layer of depth to his poems, rendering them not only aesthetically alluring
but also imbued with a profound, meditative resonance.
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Furthermore, Hopkins’ work reflects his ongoing struggle to reconcile his
religious commitments with his artistic inclinations - a tension amplified by
his life as a Jesuit priest. The Victorian period, marked by rapid social and
technological transformation, was a time of heightened religious sentiment,
and Hopkins’ poetry captures the pulse of this historical moment with
characteristic poignancy. His work bears witness to the orthodox religious
institutions grating against radical artistic impulses, as well as conveys
his own personal struggles with doubt and despair. In doing so, Hopkins
emerges as a figure at the crossroads of convention and innovation, grounded
in his spiritual beliefs and yet constantly pushing the boundaries of poetic
expression.

In light of these facets, Hopkins’ significance cannot be overstated. His
poetry provides a vital link between the Victorian age and the modernism
to come, signaling a shift in literary sensibilities and forging new ground
for the future development of the poetic form. Moreover, the content of his
work offers a bold interrogation of humanity’s place within the universe,
prompting readers to question their own beliefs, to confront their fears, and
to seek solace in the divine.

As we embark on an in - depth investigation of the life and works of
Gerard Manley Hopkins, we not only attempt to untangle the roots of his
literary prowess but also aim to explore his broader impact on the literary
landscape of his time and beyond. Anchoring our inquiry on the foundations
of his education, family influences, and religious experiences, we endeavor
to understand the unique confluence of factors that have produced a poet
whose work has transcended conventional constraints, leaving an indelible
mark on our collective consciousness. At the heart of this journey lies the
question: how did Gerard Manley Hopkins, a man grappling with the forces
of orthodoxy and artistic innovation, simultaneously capture the essence of
his age and foreshadow its future evolution?

Family Background and Early Life in Stratford, London

Gerard Manley Hopkins was born into a world where the industrial revolution
was fast transforming the landscape of Victorian England. Growing up in
Stratford, London, the hustle and bustle of this rapidly changing environment
directly influenced Hopkins’ formative years. The youngest of nine children,
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Hopkins was born on 28th July, 1844, to Manley and Catherine Hopkins.
His father was a successful marine insurance adjuster and later became a
published poet and creator of a Marine Dictionary. Meanwhile, his mother
was the daughter of a London physician. The Hopkins’ family lineage could
be traced back to prominent figures in both art and science, including John
Keats, the famous Romantic poet.

Hopkins’ early childhood home in Stratford proved to be a treasure trove
of intellectual stimulation, which would play a significant role in nurturing
the young poet’s talents. His family placed paramount importance on
education, regularly reading literature aloud and keeping a keen eye on
scientific developments. His father’s own affinity for the arts manifested
itself in the house filled with paintings, while his mother’s piety influenced
a spiritual foundation for Hopkins in his formative years. The family’s
curiosity for the natural world was also evident in the extensive garden of
their suburban villa, providing Hopkins with an early opportunity to explore
and connect to nature, a theme that would recur throughout his poetry.

The beginnings of Hopkins’ artistic inspirations can also be traced back
to his childhood surroundings. Observing the changing landscape from the
birth of the industrial revolution provided Hopkins with an intimate view of
the transformation of the natural environment. For instance, the emergence
of the railroad was a particularly significant innovation in Hopkins’ life. As
a boy, he would spend hours watching the steam - engines pass by his house
on the tracks that ran through Stratford. He would marvel at their speed
and power, which would later be expressed in the relentless rhythms of
his sprung verses. This unique blend of Victorian industrialization and a
strong sensitivity to the natural world would provide Hopkins with a rich,
contrasting palette from which to paint his poetry.

Hopkins’ early schooling years were spent at a small private school in
Stratford, where he received a traditional and rigorous English education.
This early introduction to the value of discipline would shape his moral com-
pass and provide him with a strong foundation for the rigorous intellectual
pursuits that lay ahead. Although his academic success was evident from
a young age, the brilliance of Hopkins’ literary talents mostly remained
unexplored in these early years. It was only later, when he would attend
Highgate School, that the full extent of his promise would begin to unfurl.

The foundation laid out in Stratford, both within the four walls of his
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family home and outside in the backdrop of a rapidly modernizing England,
would be the catalyst for the emergence of a unique poetic voice. The
interplay of nature, art, faith, and industrialization that surrounded him
would propel Gerard Manley Hopkins on a journey that would eventually
lead him to become one of the most innovative and influential poets of the
Victorian era and beyond.

Victorian Education System: Hopkins’ Attainment and
Development from Early Years

In the mid - to - late nineteenth century, the education system in England
underwent a transformation, shaping the academic, social, and intellectual
development of budding scholars such as Gerard Manley Hopkins. Victorian
education had its roots in the classical tradition, providing a foundation
for students to explore various disciplines and encounter timeless values.
Through this education system, young minds like Hopkins were encour-
aged to hone their literary, artistic, and spiritual interests, resulting in an
environment conducive to the development of exceptional talents.

Hopkins’ early years of education, prior to attending Highgate School,
is shrouded in enigma, but it is clear that his family placed a premium on
intellectual development. Destined for greatness, even as a young student,
Hopkins showed immense potential. The Victorian education system at the
time emphasized the methods of memorization and recitation - techniques
that contributed greatly to Hopkins’ remarkable feats of memory. Early
educators instilled in him a profound appreciation for the classics, enriching
his understanding of language, literature, and mythological content. These
first encounters with ancient texts planted the seeds of Hopkins’ later
successes, as they offered the essential structural and thematic material that
he could experiment with in his own poetic creations.

Highgate School, a distinguished institution at the time, further nurtured
Hopkins’ academic growth. The school’s curriculum incorporated elements
from the Trivium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric), a set of liberal arts
foundational to Western education. Students received an education that
combined rigorous training in the skills of linguistic, logical, and stylistic
analysis with a deep study of the cultural and spiritual expressions of the
past. This rigorous education, combined with the guidance of both adept
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teachers and fervent students, created an intellectual community conducive
to the cultivation of Hopkins’ brilliance.

Amidst this backdrop of academic rigor, Hopkins plunged headlong into
the enriching world of the arts. Even in the renowned Victorian era art
studios and workshops, he was able to immerse himself in a confluence of
artistic expression and philosophical inquiry. Such an immersion shaped his
remarkable ability to perceive beauty in form, structure, and image, offering
a unique perspective that he would later apply judiciously to his poetry.
Indeed, his ability to infuse rich visual and aural textures into innovative
poetic structures likely stemmed from these early experiences.

Furthermore, the Victorian education system allowed multiple disci-
plinary domains to coalesce in the young Hopkins’ mind. In particular, his
linguistic pursuits flourished in the study of Latin, Greek, and even the
nascent field of modern languages. As such, the development of his unique
poetic diction, or ”Sprung Rhythm,” can be traced back to his linguistic
discoveries at these educational institutions. The amalgamation of languages
and the classical tradition provided him with the basis for his ability to
create verse that reverberates with syntactical and rhythmical originality.

An integral aspect of the Victorian education system was the fostering
of friendship and camaraderie amongst students and teachers. This cultural
value created strong, lasting bonds that played a crucial role in Hopkins’
personal and intellectual development. For example, the relationships
he formed at Highgate School and later, Balliol College, Oxford, were
meaningful and intellectually stimulating, helping to shape his literary
career and spiritual life. Such connections may have even served as the
wellspring from which he drew inspiration for the themes of friendship, love,
and human connection that materialize in his poetic works.

As the Victorian education system scaffolded the growth of minds like
Gerard Manley Hopkins, it is essential to consider how the frameworks of
the time - both scholarly and social - provided fertile ground for this poet’s
artistic vision. Through a robust academic foundation that encompassed
the classics, rigorous training in language, and a network of nurturing
relationships, the Victorian education system proved to be the crucible
from which the unique poet emerged. This early nurturance paved the way
for Hopkins’ maturation into an unparalleled trailblazer, not just for the
Victorian period, but for all of poetic history. His thorough education and
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network of connections provided the building blocks for an innovative and
fearless poet waiting in the wings, preparing to challenge and enrich the
poetic landscape forever.

Highgate School: A Formative Period in Hopkins’ Life
and Intellectual Growth

The conversion of the young Gerald Manley Hopkins into the poet -priest we
now know came at a crucial juncture in his life when he attended Highgate
School as a teenager. Although his time at Highgate (1863 - 1866) was brief,
it was a period that had an indelible impact on him and would influence his
literary prowess.

Highgate School, one of the most prestigious educational institutions in
Victorian London, was renowned for its innovative approach to education,
blending tradition with modernity. Here, Hopkins was immersed in a diverse
and intellectually stimulating environment that provided him with a firm
grounding in Classical literature, languages, and the arts - subjects that
would shape his poetry and prose.

The young Hopkins arrived at Highgate eager for knowledge, and soon
made friends among the school’s intellectual elite. It was in these formative
years that he first developed his love for verse. Initiated into the world of
poetry through the school’s poetry club, he discovered the powerful emotions
that language and words could evoke. It was here that Hopkins began to
experiment with metrical forms and start honing his poetic voice.

A significant influence on Hopkins’ poetic tastes came from his exposure
to the works of the Romantic poets, especially John Keats. The young
Hopkins encountered Keats for the first time in the poetry club, and it
stirred something deep within him. Both poets shared an intense love for the
natural world, and the belief that beauty and truth could be found through
a close observation of its myriad wonders. Keats’ sensuousness, spiritual
yearning, and his commitment to the pursuit of beauty had a profound
resonance with Hopkins and fueled his own passion for poetry.

The school’s support for experimentation with form also contributed
to the development of Hopkins’ unique poetic style. It was at Highgate
that he first encountered the works of Robert Browning, whose dramatic
monologues and innovations in versification ignited Hopkins’ fascination
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with the possibilities of language. Inspired, Hopkins would later come
to create his own groundbreaking metrical system, the ’sprung rhythm,’
which sought to capture the natural rhythms and cadences of speech that
traditional iambic pentameter could not.

At Highgate, the study of Classics played a central role in shaping
Hopkins’ intellectual growth. Imbibing the works of Homer, Virgil, and
the Greek tragedians, the young poet found inspiration in the lofty themes
of heroism, struggle, and sacrifice. The mythic grandeur and emotional
intensity of these texts left an indelible mark on his poetic imagination,
fusing effortlessly with the detailed observations of nature so common in his
verse.

In addition to his academic pursuits, Hopkins was enamored with music
and art - both of which played a central role in the curriculum at Highgate.
His passion for painting led him to explore the relationship between the
visual and verbal arts, and these aesthetic sensibilities found expression in
his poetry through vivid imagery and deep structural intricacies.

Throughout his time at Highgate, Hopkins was influenced by the devotion
to his moral and spiritual welfare. The school’s emphasis on personal piety
and self - improvement shaped his understanding of his own spirituality. He
developed a strong moral compass, imbued with an acute sensitivity to
the suffering of others. These traits, coupled with the profound sense of
spirituality evident in his poetry, can be seen as a significant component of
his intellectual development.

As the fires of creativity, intellect, and moral sensibility were stoked
within Hopkins at Highgate, it also laid the groundwork for the synthesis of
his religious vocation and his artistic aspirations. From the solid foundation
provided by his formative years at Highgate, the bright young student
emerged, ready to embark on the profound spiritual and artistic journey
that would lead to his unique place in the pantheon of English poetry.

In the tapestry of knowledge that was woven over the course of his
early years, one can trace the threads that eventually connected him to
Jesuits, a connection that would deeply impact the trajectory of his life,
both personally and creatively.
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Passion for Art and Nature: The Role of Artistic Cre-
ativity and Observations on Natural World in Shaping
Hopkins’ Early Poetry

The formative years of Gerard Manley Hopkins are marked by a passionate
intertwining of artistic creativity and observation of the natural world. As
an early poet - in - the - making, Hopkins approached his surroundings with
the eager curiosity of an artist exploring the depths of his canvas. Indeed,
it was the world around him, coupled with his artistic inclinations, that
created the foundation for the innovative and powerful poet he would later
become.

Nature played a crucial role in shaping Hopkins’ early poetry. Raised in
a Victorian era marked by the competing aspects of rapid industrialization
and a Romantic yearning for a return to the natural world, Hopkins found
himself captivated by the beauty and mystery of the English countryside and
London’s cityscapes. Like the Romantics before him, Hopkins viewed nature
as an embodiment of the divine, a source of spiritual transcendent inspiration,
and sought to capture its essence in his verse. In particular, notable works
like ”Pied Beauty” and ”God’s Grandeur” demonstrate his fascination with
the workings of nature and its multifaceted, dynamic aspects.

Hopkins’ artistic creativity manifested itself in his pursuit of drawing
and sketching, a passion that began as early as his primary school days. His
proficiency in depicting intricate landscapes and nature studies - ranging
from delicate botanical specimens to turbulent seascapes - suggests that
he honed his skills of close observation and imaginative representation. In
capturing the beauty and complexity of nature on canvas, Hopkins developed
the foundation for a poetic sensibility that would later allow him to craft
richly textured poems, rife with luminous imagery and minute detail. His
ability to balance the empirical observation of nature with an imagination
fueled by artistic experimentation is exemplified in his poetic exploration
of the inscape - the unique inner essence, or ”whatness,” of each particular
thing in nature.

As Hopkins honed his artistic skills and sensitivity to the natural world,
he began to experiment with an unconventional rhythmic structure that
would become one of the hallmarks of his poetic oeuvre: the sprung rhythm.
This highly original form of prosody, which involves irregular meter and
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varying numbers of syllables per line, allowed him to better capture the
energy, movement, and dynamism he perceived within the natural world.
The influence of this early artistic and rhythmic experimentation can be
found in poems like ”The Windhover” and ”As Kingfishers Catch Fire,”
where the sprung rhythm and vivid, detailed imagery work in tandem to
create a sense of the vital force inherent in nature.

Additionally, it is essential to note that Hopkins’ early passion for art
and nature was not conceived in isolation, but informed and enriched
by his exposure to the writings of prominent Victorian and Romantic
artists and naturalists. Figures such as John Ruskin, William Turner,
and John Constable shaped and expanded Hopkins’ understanding of the
interconnectedness of artistic and natural beauty. Moreover, the works of
poets like William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and John Keats
provided ample inspiration for a budding poet seeking to traverse the rich
terrain of nature - inspired verse.

Thus, the role of artistic creativity and the natural world in shaping
Hopkins’ early poetry cannot be overstated. It is within this matrix of
artistic and natural influences that Hopkins developed a poetic voice capable
of capturing the intricacies of the world around him on a canvas as vivid and
evocative as his own sketches. As we delve further into his life, exploring
the impact of his education, friendships, and religious calling on his poetic
output, it becomes increasingly clear that the fusion of art and nature
remained a central theme in his poetry. The inquisitive eye of the young
artist and the keen observer of nature persisted, ultimately allowing Hopkins
to transform the way in which both he, and subsequently modern poets,
envision and interpret the world through poetic expression.

Encounter with Classics and Modern Languages: The
Foundations of Hopkins’ Literary Interests

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ fascination with language began at an early age,
greatly influenced by both classical and modern studies. This keen interest
in language forms the foundation of his unique literary expression that
would later develop into the distinct poetical voice weaved throughout his
canon. The primordial thread that traces back to his early encounters with
Latin, Greek, and German can be felt throughout the rich tapestry of his
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poems.
As a young boy, Hopkins was introduced to classics by his father, who

shared with him the joys of reading Latin and Greek literature. Young
Hopkins began to learn Latin grammar from Aristotle, mastering the art of
syntactical and logical analysis as he read. His proficiency in the language
developed as he studied classical poetry, history, and rhetoric, immersing
himself in the vivid world painted by Virgil and the elegant hexameters of
Horace. Hopkins would carry the cadences of the classical world within him,
shaping his ear for rhythm that would later emerge in the unique sprung
rhythm of his poetry. The echoes of the ancients reverberate throughout his
work, as if to say that Hopkins felt an innate connection to their language
and thought - perhaps even considering himself as a modern continuation
of their literary legacy.

Parallel to his classical education, Hopkins developed a passion for mod-
ern languages, with a particular focus on German literature and philosophy.
He familiarized himself with the works of Goethe, Schiller, and other key
figures of the burgeoning Romantic movement. The powerful language and
emotional weight of German Romantic literature left an indelible mark
on the young poet, likely fostering the development of his own intricate
relationship with the natural world and spirituality. One can see a continu-
ation of the Romantic ethos in his later works, often characterized by rich
descriptions of nature, strong emotional intensity, and the exploration of
the divine. In this regard, the German Romantics laid the groundwork for
Hopkins’ affinity with mysticism and the transcendent qualities of poetry.

Additionally, Hopkins was exposed to Anglo - Saxon and Old Norse
texts, which opened a new realm of linguistic possibility for the budding
poet. These unfamiliar languages held a certain allure, as they hinted at a
connection to a distant, ancient past, resonating deep within the chambers
of his imagination. The intricate word formations and compound structures
of these languages encouraged Hopkins to think beyond the confines of
conventional English grammar and diction, nurturing his penchant for the
inventive and experimental.

It is no wonder, then, that Hopkins’ poetry reflects a masterful interweav-
ing of the classical, Romantic, and the Anglo - Saxon language traditions.
The diverse linguistic tapestry that endowed his early education can be felt
in the resounding sprung rhythm unfurling in lines such as ”Glory be to
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God for dappled things” from ”Pied Beauty,” configured like the patterned
song of an ancient bard or the rich diction in ”The Windhover,” where the
poet describes the bird as having ”rebuffed the big wind.” Hopkins’ unique
linguistic repertoire is at once archaic and modern, conjuring the ancient
societies and the unbridled Romantic soul, yet infused with the newfound
verve of the Victorian era.

The foundations of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ literary interests lie at the
crossroads of classical and modern linguistic traditions, where the echoes of
the past meld with the voices of the present. His fervent commitment to
these languages and their evocative power sheds light on the unique artistic
sensibilities that elevate his poetry beyond the realm of the conventional,
creating an entirely new sphere of expression, which would ultimately
redefine perceptions of language and poetic form.

As Hopkins plunged deeper into the literary world, his encounters with
these diverse linguistic traditions bore fruit in the novel approaches he took
to poetic creation. His stylistic and thematic innovations, informed by the
synthesis of these rich traditions, would not only shape his own work but
also leave an indelible mark on the literary landscape of the Victorian era
and beyond.

Balliol College, Oxford: Hopkins’ Undergraduate Studies
and Exposure to Pre - Raphaelite Poetry and Aestheti-
cism

Gerard Manley Hopkins entered Balliol College, Oxford, in 1863 to study
Greats, an eclectic mix of Ancient History, Philosophy, and Literature. As a
prestigious institution renowned for cultivating intellectuals and statesmen,
Balliol exerted a profound influence on Hopkins, shaping his intellectual,
artistic, and spiritual development. Crucially, during his time at Balliol, he
was exposed to Pre - Raphaelite poetry, aestheticism, and radical artistic
movements that would deeply impact his own literary sensibilities.

Hopkins arrived at Balliol College amidst a milieu buzzing with intellec-
tual curiosity and scholarly ambition. Engaging with his contemporaries’
debates and ideas, he expanded his literary and philosophical perspectives.
While immersed in the rigorous academic demands of his Greats program,
Hopkins simultaneously embraced the Victorian love for art and aesthetics.
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His fascination with Pre - Raphaelite poetry and aestheticism would crystal-
lize the foundations of his own unique poetic voice, marked by innovative
ideas, heightened emotional expression, and intricate rhythms.

The Pre - Raphaelite poets, including Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Christina
Rossetti, and Algernon Charles Swinburne, directly influenced Hopkins as
they emphasized the importance of artistic expression in an increasingly
mechanized and material world. With their love for medieval art and their
desire to reconnect with the purity and spiritual essence of earlier epochs,
the Pre - Raphaelite poets embodied a reaffirmation of the sacred in their
works. This aspect resonated deeply in Hopkins, who sought to explore
the divine dimensions in his own poetry, revealing the intricate spiritual
topography that underlies the world.

Like the Pre - Raphaelites, Hopkins was captivated by the intersection of
the sacred and profane in art and literature. This fascination propelled him
to dabble in aestheticism, a movement that championed the sensual and the
beautiful. Aestheticism affirmed Hopkins’s belief in the transcendent power
of beauty, culminating in his use of a highly evocative and sensuous poetic
language. For instance, Hopkins’s verse often teems with lush, vibrant
imagery harkening back to the Pre - Raphaelite tradition: flowers that
“unnumber- /Numbering petals /Trembling when tremble roses” (Duns
Scotus’s Oxford).

Indeed, Swinburne’s verse in particular, with its heightened emotional
intensity and rhythmic innovation, served as a catalyst for Hopkins’s own
exploration into uncharted territories within the realm of poetic form. As
a result, his verse would later be marked by ”sprung rhythm,” a metric
scheme with variable stresses per line that captures the freedom and fluidity
of natural speech. This metric novelty mirrored the rhythmical innovation
of Swinburne, who toyed with traditional forms to create verse that pulsated
with the intensity of its subject matter.

While Hopkins’s exposure to Pre - Raphaelite poetry and aestheticism
opened doors to new artistic horizons, it also ushered in a deeper engagement
with his Catholic faith. Paradoxically, the sensuous allure of these artistic
movements propelled him to seek refuge in the hallowed folds of his religion,
as evidenced in his subsequent conversion to Catholicism. As he delved
deeper into the spiritual dimensions of his inner self, his poetic instincts
allowed him to meld the aesthetic with the religious, transcending both
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realms, capturing beauty and holiness in his poems.
It was at Balliol College that the seed of Gerard Manley Hopkins’s poetic

genius was sown. Fertilized by the intellectual stimuli of his time and the
enriching influences of Pre - Raphaelite poetry and aestheticism, he began
to craft a singular poetic language that would leave an indelible mark on
the realm of English literature - even if its true significance would only be
recognized years after his death. The tendrils of Hopkins’s experiences at
Balliol would continue to unfurl throughout the rest of his life, reaching
towards the divine even amidst the encroaching darkness of the Victorian
Age.

The Importance of Friendship and Intellectual Exchanges:
Relationships with Fellow Students and Teachers

As Gerard Manley Hopkins navigated the intellectual and social landscape of
Victorian England, he cultivated numerous relationships that would enrich
his life and provide ongoing inspiration for his poetry. The importance of
these friendships and intellectual exchanges cannot be overstated, as they
played a vital role in shaping not only his understanding of the world in
which he lived but also his ongoing development as a writer and thinker.

A key factor in fostering these relationships with fellow students and
teachers was the Victorian emphasis on community - building in academic
settings. This was a period of significant change and expansion in the edu-
cational sphere, and new opportunities for interaction between scholars and
artists of various fields abounded. Hopkins was able to immerse himself in an
environment rich with stimulating encounters, conversations, and debates,
and his poetry was deeply influenced by the insights and perspectives gained
from these interactions.

For instance, during his time at Balliol College, Oxford, one of the most
significant relationships Hopkins developed was with fellow student and
poet Richard Watson Dixon. Their friendship was founded on a mutual love
for poetry, and they spent countless hours engaging in fervent discussions
about aesthetics, verse craft, and the pursuit of beauty. This intellectual
camaraderie led to a deep and lasting bond between Hopkins and Dixon,
and their creative exchange of ideas would contribute immensely not only to
their individual development as poets but also to the wider artistic milieu
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of the Victorian period.
In fact, it was during one of these rousing conversations that Dixon

introduced Hopkins to the concept of ”sprung rhythm,” a metrical innovation
that would become the hallmark of Hopkins’ poetic style. This striking
deviation from conventional meter would come to define the singular voice
of his verse and immortalize him as one of the most innovative poets of
the Victorian era. The impact of Dixon’s influence on Hopkins, then, can
hardly be overstated, as it directly sparked his willingness to engage with
bold, unorthodox approaches to poetic expression - an aspect of his work
that has captivated readers and scholars ever since.

Another essential relationship Hopkins formed during his Oxford years
was with Walter Pater, an influential critic and fellow Balliol alumnus. The
connection between the two began when Hopkins attended a series of lectures
Pater delivered on the Renaissance, an artistic and intellectual movement
he revered deeply. Overwhelmed with admiration for Pater’s eloquence and
insight, Hopkins would later describe the experience in a letter to Dixon as a
”simply miraculous” display of wisdom and understanding. This admiration
led to a friendship that, much like his relationship with Dixon, was grounded
in shared passion for art, literature, and beauty.

Walter Pater’s own passion for the Pre - Raphaelite movement, which
sought to revive an ideal of artistic purity and truth untainted by Victorian
excess and artificiality, found a receptive audience in Hopkins. The two
frequently exchanged letters, engaging in spirited debate over the direction
and purpose of art - an exchange that significantly deepened Hopkins’ under-
standing of aesthetics and fueled his commitment to exploring the potential
of language as a vehicle for transcendental beauty.

Teachers and mentors, too, played a critical role in guiding Hopkins’
intellectual growth. During his time at Highgate School, he was deeply
influenced by Richard Chenevix Trench, a revered philologist and poet who
encouraged Hopkins to delve into the rich history of the English language and
who would later become a longstanding correspondent, offering invaluable
feedback and guidance on his literary endeavours. Trench’s mentorship
prompted Hopkins to develop his unique voice, fueling his drive to push
linguistic boundaries in pursuit of artistic innovation.

As Hopkins journeyed through the complex landscape of Victorian
academia, these relationships with fellow students and teachers served as
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touchstones for his artistic and intellectual development. The richness
of his poetry and the boldness of his ideas are testament to the myriad
of interactions, debates, and friendships that nurtured his creative spirit.
Emerging from this crucible of intellectual exchange, Gerard Manley Hopkins
emerged as a vital poetic force whose work would leave an indelible mark
on the landscape of English literature.

As his spiritual journey continued to unfold, however, the importance of
his relationships took on new dimensions. As he grappled with the growing
religious convictions that would ultimately lead him to Catholicism and the
Jesuit order, the support and guidance of his friends and mentors would
prove invaluable in helping him navigate the often - turbulent waters of faith
and self - discovery. Indeed, as we shall see, the intertwining threads of these
relationships would come to form an essential part of the rich, complex
tapestry that was Gerard Manley Hopkins’ life.

The Path Towards Religious Conviction: Conflicts and
Resolutions in Hopkins’ Spiritual Journey prior to his
Conversion to Catholicism

The path towards religious conviction is often marked by conflict and reso-
lution, as individuals grapple with opposing beliefs, philosophical questions,
and the truth of their lived experiences. Gerard Manley Hopkins’ spiritual
journey prior to his conversion to Catholicism is no exception. As a towering
intellectual figure of the Victorian era, Hopkins found himself at constant
odds with the orthodoxy of his time, while simultaneously searching for
truth and beauty in the natural and artistic realms. However, the seeds of
his conversion can be detected not only in his passionate engagement with
religious and philosophical matters but also in the distinctive aesthetics of
his poetry.

During his formative years, Hopkins was exposed to the Anglican faith
through his family and education. His father, Manley, was an ardent
High Church Anglican and ensured his family adhered to its tenets. The
young Hopkins, however, began to question the teachings of the Church of
England, particularly its reliance on reason and its reservations towards
the doctrine of Transubstantiation. Furthermore, growing dissatisfaction
with the emphasis on worldly power and materialism in Victorian society



CHAPTER 1. EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION OF GERARD MANLEY HOP-
KINS

23

contributed to Hopkins’ spiritual unease.
A pivotal moment in Hopkins’ spiritual journey came during his time at

Balliol College, Oxford, where he encountered the works of John Henry New-
man. Newman, a prominent Anglican clergyman, converted to Catholicism
in 1845 and became one of the major intellectual forces behind the Oxford
Movement. Through his writings, Newman offered Hopkins a coherent and
persuasive argument for the validity of Catholicism, touching both his mind
and spirit. His words spoke to Hopkins’ existing concern for the mystery
and beauty of the divine, evoking a longing for the transcendent that would
later become a hallmark of Hopkins’ poetry.

As Hopkins delved deeper into the works of Newman and other prominent
Catholic thinkers, he also gained exposure to the works of the Oxford
Movement- a group of Anglican theologians and clergymen who sought to
reintroduce Catholic teachings and ritual in the Church of England. This
movement ultimately proved influential in guiding Hopkins’ shift toward a
more Anglo - Catholic perspective, leading to profound spiritual insights and
religious conflict.

One of the early bitter fruits of such conflicted conviction can be found in
Hopkins’ poem ”Habit of Perfection,” in which he envisions a comprehensive
and austere renunciation of worldly attachments in pursuit of spiritual
perfection. Despite its Anglican background, the poem betrays certain
Catholic sensibilities in its radical departure from the self - restraint and
moderation preached by the Church of England. The self - denial advocated
by Hopkins in this poem is more in line with Catholic ascetical teachings,
foreshadowing his later embrace of the monastic lifestyle as a Jesuit.

Notwithstanding the influence of Catholic thought on Hopkins’ poetry
and intellect, his eventual conversion to Catholicism was far from facile.
Tensions mounted within his family, friendships, and even his own heart as
he wrestled with the implications of his newfound convictions. Alienation
from his family and the prospect of abandoning his beloved England weighed
heavily on Hopkins, but eventually, the spiritual allure of Catholicism proved
irresistibly compelling.

Hopkins’ engagement with Catholic conversion narratives, particularly
Newman’s ”Apologia Pro Vita Sua,” provided him with a roadmap for navi-
gating his spiritual turmoil. The ”Apologia” became more than a touchstone
for his conversion; it became a hermeneutic lens through which Hopkins
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could reinterpret his own life, effectively uncovering divine fingerprints that
guided him towards Rome.



Chapter 2

The Victorian Era and its
Influence on Hopkins’
Works

One of the defining characteristics of the Victorian era was the emphasis
on moral values, propriety, and self - improvement, both as a means to
individual happiness and social progress. It was an age marked by rapid
industrialization, urbanization, and the expansion of the British Empire,
which brought both prosperity and vast disparities of wealth and social
status. The literature of the period often addressed these social issues,
exploring themes of poverty, inequality, and the trials of the human spirit in
the face of adversity. Hopkins, while not an overtly social or political poet,
was acutely sensitive to the suffering of others, as can be seen in poems such
as ”The Wreck of the Deutschland” and ”Felix Randal,” both of which deal
with the lives and struggles of ordinary people. His religious convictions,
grounded in the Jesuit belief in service to others, imbued his poetic works
with a sense of empathy and humanism that was firmly in line with the
prevailing motifs of the times.

Another significant aspect of Victorian culture was the persistent fas-
cination with nature and spirituality, which played an important role in
shaping the intellectual and artistic climate of the period. The profound
reverence for the natural world, as well as the quest for spiritual meaning
and transcendence in the face of rapid material progress, were touchstones
of the age’s artistic, literary, and philosophical discourse. Much of the

25
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lyric poetry of the time, including that of Hopkins, was grounded in these
concerns, as can be seen in his masterful evocations of the beauty and power
of the natural world in works such as ”The Windhover,” ”Pied Beauty,”
and ”God’s Grandeur.” By mixing technical acuity and intellectual rigor,
Hopkins captured not only the glimpses of divine presence in the wonders
of nature but also revealed the underlying interconnectedness of all living
things, often through the intricate patterns of poetic form and language.

The Victorian period was also marked by a strong interest in artistic form,
as evidenced by the prevalence of certain types of art, particularly the Pre -
Raphaelite and Aesthetic movements. These artistic movements sought to
counter the perceived superficiality and materialism of contemporary society
by emphasizing the role of beauty, spirituality, and the cultivation of the inner
life. Through his adoption and transformation of the emergent ”Sprung
Rhythm,” Hopkins was able to marry the rich linguistic and rhythmic
complexity of his poetry with the aspirations for a more idealized, spiritual
existence. His innovative approach and unique sensibilities placed him at
the forefront of the transformative forces that were re - shaping poetry at
the time, establishing his position as a bold experimenter who pushed the
boundaries of form and content while remaining true to the artistic ideals
of his age.

The deeply ingrained Victorian belief in the power of individual action
and personal responsibility, coupled with a strong emphasis on religious
devotion as the means to moral and spiritual growth, served as another
strong current within Hopkins’ creative process. Although he struggled
with doubts and periods of intense, melancholic darkness, Hopkins was able
to draw on the consolations of his faith, as well as the affirmation of the
intrinsic value and dignity of the human soul, to craft some of his most
poignant and enduring poetic works. In this, he was both a product of his
times and a harbinger of future modes of artistic expression.

As we turn our attention, then, to Hopkins’ struggles and achievements
in navigating the complex tides of Victorian London’s religious landscape, we
shall do so with the understanding that his work and life were inextricably
linked with the artistic, social, and intellectual developments that took place
during this pivotal era in history. Thus, we shall see more clearly how the
forces of his age shaped and enriched his poetic voice, leading him to new
modes of innovative expression and a profound sense of empathy for the
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human condition.

Introduction to the Victorian Era

The Victorian Era, roughly spanning the years between 1837 and 1901,
marked one of the most transformative periods in British history. It was an
age of unprecedented progress, both materially and spiritually, as the country
experienced immense economic growth and widespread social changes. It
was an age of both faith and doubt, of reaction and revolution. At its core,
the Victorian era was marked by an intense focus on cultural refinement
and moral purpose. It was these values, ideals, and artistic innovations that
provided the foundational context for the life and work of Gerard Manley
Hopkins, a poet whose unique style and vision were both shaped by and
transcended his times.

The Victorian era is so - called because it coincided with the reign of
Queen Victoria, who came to the throne at the tender age of 18 and ruled for
over six decades. Her reign was marked by significant political, social, and
artistic developments, including the expansion of the British Empire, the
establishment of a vast network of railways, the growth of the middle class,
and the rapid march of industrialization. Coinciding with these material
advances was a seismic shift in cultural values, as the era witnessed a
profound reorientation of religious, ethical, and aesthetic beliefs.

Central to this reorientation was an increasing emphasis on moral respon-
sibility and social improvement. The literature of the time often reflected,
and in some cases explicitly addressed, these concerns. The work of Charles
Dickens, for example, was marked by a deep sympathy for the poor and
a sharp critique of the indifference exhibited by the upper classes to their
plight. Similarly, Elizabeth Gaskell’s novels tackled the harsh realities of
factory life and the social divisions it engendered. Victorian poetry, too,
evidenced this moral bent; the brooding monologues of Robert Browning
and the earnest, plaintive lyrics of Alfred Tennyson grappled with questions
of personal duty, national identity, and the complex interplay between faith
and doubt.

It was the context described above in which the young Gerard Manley
Hopkins was immersed as he searched for his poetic voice. As he apprenticed
himself to these great literary examples, he also inherited the prevailing
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worldview of the age. Victorian ideals concerning nature and spirituality, for
instance, would prove influential in shaping his unique vision. The instinctive
reverence for the natural world, shared by many Victorian poets, found
a new and remarkable expression in Hopkins’ verse. In his transcendent
lyricism and intense spirituality, Hopkins expanded upon the groundwork
laid by his predecessors to achieve a singular union of the divine and the
natural that has ensured his lasting fame.

Annoyingly, the new scientific advances of the age cast a pall over this
natural reverence. The publication of Charles Darwin’s ”On the Origin
of Species” in 1859 was an especially important touchstone, introducing
the concept of evolution and its implications for religion and the origins of
humanity. The book provoked heated debates and mixed reactions among
Victorians, disrupting the fabric of traditional religious belief for many. As
a result, Victorian literature was often marked by a sharp sense of spiritual
unease and anxiety.

Hopkins, too, would grapple with this spiritual crisis. His struggles
with faith and the possible reconciliation of the scientific and theological
worldviews that were in tension during his time would come to define not
only his poetry but also his life. As a scholar, priest, and poet, Hopkins
would forge his own path through the shifting moral and social terrain of
the Victorian era; a path that would lead him to a profound commitment
to his faith and to a unique and innovative poetic style.

Though the world that Hopkins inhabited as a poet, aesthete, and
spiritual seeker would be largely shaped by the dominant cultural and social
currents of the Victorian era, he would also assert his own distinctive voice
within this world, challenging its assumptions and boundaries in order to
articulate his deeply personal experience of faith, human struggle, and the
sublime beauty of the natural world. It is this given context that sets the
stage for our closer exploration of Gerard Manley Hopkins, the man and
the poet who would emerge from the shadow of the Victorian era, not only
as a provocative genius of his time but as a progenitor of poetic innovation
that would echo into the modern era with stunning resonance.
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Prominent Victorian Ideals, Values, and Cultural Shifts

The Victorian era can be considered a time of profound moral responsibility.
Underpinned by Queen Victoria’s moral compass, England was governed
by a strict code of conduct that informed the lives of both the bourgeoisie
and the working classes. The ”angel in the house,” for instance, was the
epitome of the Victorian ideal of femininity - a domestic goddess, dutiful
mother, and devoted wife. Courtesy, modesty, and chastity were esteemed
qualities, with notions of self - discipline extending to areas such as work
ethic, dress, and personal habits. The literature from this era bore witness
to this societal impeccability, evoking notions of moral righteousness, and
in some instances, challenging these hegemonic narratives.

As the industrial revolution continued to reshape the socio - economic
fabric of England, a growing emphasis on individualism emerged, seemingly
at odds with the Victorian collectivist spirit. The entrepreneurial spirit of
the 19th century spurred a newfound hunger for achievement and personal
success, with self - empowerment and self - improvement becoming persistent
themes in Victorian literature. Renowned authors such as Charles Dickens,
Elizabeth Gaskell, and George Eliot reflected the tensions and aspirations
of the age, emphasizing the importance of autonomy and personal agency
in response to prevailing societal structures.

Profoundly influenced by burgeoning technological advancements and
scientific discoveries, the Victorian era witnessed an unprecedented faith in
its potential for human progress. This sentiment permeated the cultural
fabric with the contemporary belief that obstacles could be overcome through
ingenuity and human willpower. However, this unwavering optimism was
not without its disputes. The publication of Charles Darwin’s ”On the
Origin of Species” ignited fierce debates surrounding evolution and, more
broadly, man’s place in the universe. This newfound uncertainty, combined
with rapid industrialization, led to a profound crisis of faith within the
Victorian zeitgeist. Many literary works of the time encapsulated the
volatile intersection between religion and science, providing valuable insight
into how Victorian society grappled with these competing ideologies.

Additionally, the Victorian era saw a shifting attitude towards social
justice and welfare, with an increasing impetus to address burgeoning issues
of poverty, education, and public health. Encouraged by the philanthropic
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spirit imbued within the era, the Victorian middle classes indulged in acts
of public benevolence and instantiated social reform. The literature of the
era unapologetically reflected this social consciousness, shining a light on
societal ills and the plight of the working classes.

The Victorian era was therefore a time of grand ideals and transformative
cultural shifts. While governed by an overarching moral code, Victorian soci-
ety was embroiled in a series of internal conflicts, as its inhabitants grappled
with the implications of rapid progress and philosophical upheavals. As a
crucible for ideas, literature served as a powerful expression of the Victorian
experience - a testament to the anxieties, aspirations, and contradictions of
the age.

The Prevalence of Nature and Spirituality in Victorian
Literature

Nature and spirituality are two recurring themes that permeate Victorian
literature, serving as reflections of the shifting philosophical, scientific, and
cultural landscape of the time. The growing interest in natural science,
driven by inventions and discoveries, as well as Romantic poets’ exploration
of the human relationship with nature, ultimately paved the way for the
prevalence of these themes in the Victorian literary era.

The Industrial Revolution, a period of rapid innovation and expansion
in technology, fostered an increased awareness and appreciation of nature
against the backdrop of urban sprawl and pollution. Many Victorians began
to view the natural world as an endangered repository of beauty and wisdom.
As a result, they sought to preserve and celebrate nature through various
means, including poetry, prose, and painting.

One cannot discuss nature in Victorian literature without referencing
Alfred Lord Tennyson, whose work is characterized by an acute sensitivity
to the natural world. In his epic poem In Memoriam A.H.H., Tennyson
examines the existence of God, the problem of evil, and the progress of
science while contemplating the loss of a beloved friend. The poem is
peppered with vivid descriptions of nature, such as the opening lines:

”Fair ship, that from the Italian shore Sailest the placid ocean - plains
With my lost Arthur’s loved remains, Spread thy full wings, and waft him
o’er.”
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Tennyson’s fascination with nature in this poem does not translate to
an unambiguous adoration for its beauty; rather, he acknowledges the harsh
aspects of the natural world, such as decay and evolutionary struggle.

The emergence of Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theory was another
significant influence on Victorian literature. His groundbreaking work On
the Origin of Species presented a new way of understanding the natural
world in the context of continuous adaptation and change. This scientific
revelation sparked a fervent debate about the relationship between spiritual
beliefs and new empirical perspectives. The idea that species, including
humans, share a common ancestry and are situated within an interconnected
natural world began engendering a sense of interconnectedness, deepening
people’s spiritual connection to the environment.

While the revolutionary scientific discoveries of the nineteenth century
challenged traditional perspectives, they also revealed an underlying sense
of awe and wonder for the natural world that inspired many authors. It is
clear that Victorian writers were striving to reconcile their spiritual beliefs,
new scientific understanding, and the beauty and complexity of nature.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem ”Aurora Leigh” exhibits a profound
spiritual connection with nature. In it, she writes:

”Earth’s crammed with heaven, And every common bush afire with God;
But only he who sees, takes off his shoes- The rest sit round it and pluck
blackberries, And wince their natural faces unaware More and more, from
the first similitude.”

Browning’s poem suggests that nature possesses a divine aspect that is
accessible only through a heightened perception. The protagonist of the
poem, Aurora Leigh, must undergo a spiritual transformation to develop
this perceptual and spiritual connection with nature.

Finally, the intertwining themes of nature and spirituality in Victorian
literature are exemplified by the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins, who
combines a deep reverence for the natural world with an unwavering Catholic
faith. His innovative sprung rhythm captures the essence of the natural
world, while his exploration of the sublime aspects of creation is unabashedly
grounded in a spiritual framework. Hopkins’ exquisite poem ”Pied Beauty”
seamlessly weaves the spiritual and natural together:

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

In this rich tapestry of Victorian literature, the fascination with na-
ture and spirituality coalesce to form a corpus of work that is at once
reflective of the newfound scientific understanding and yet suffused with a
profound, timeless reverence for the divine elements of creation. The poetry
of Tennyson, Barrett Browning, and Hopkins provides us with a tantalizing
glimpse into the intertwined themes of nature and spirituality, gifting future
generations with the seeds of inspiration to explore their myriad mysteries
even further.

Social and Technological Developments Impacting Hop-
kins and His Works

The Victorian era saw a rapid acceleration of social and technological devel-
opments, many of which bore a significant impact on Gerard Manley Hopkins
and his works. Notably, one of the most transformative aspects of the period
was the burgeoning growth of the Industrial Revolution, which altered the
landscape of the country, both literally and figuratively. Factories and ma-
chinery became landmarks of progress, and advancements in transportation
connected previously disparate regions. With these changes, literary themes
and styles evolved to accommodate the shifting demographic and socioe-
conomic landscape. As a result, Hopkins found himself at an intersection
between the traditional pastoral aesthetics and the newer industrialized
reality of Victorian England.

In his poetry, Hopkins often grappled with the impact of the Industrial
Revolution on the environment, especially the pollution of the natural world.
His poetic expression showcases the Victorian ambivalence about the rapid
progression of modernity and its impact on the natural environment. He
writes of decaying landscapes and nature blighted by industrialization in
”God’s Grandeur” and ”Binsey Poplars” among other works. The cultivation
and commodification of nature evident in these poems portray a view of
nature that simultaneously terrifies and fascinates the poet.

Hopkins’ emotional connection to nature was not solely a poetic motif;
he was deeply concerned about the environment on a personal level, as
well. As a Jesuit priest, he had a strong spiritual connection to the natural
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world and viewed it as a sacred manifestation of God’s creation. Thus, the
encroachment of industrialization upon pastoral landscapes was a matter of
great concern for the poet, as it represented not only physical disruption,
but spiritual desolation as well.

While industrialization presented ecological challenges, Hopkins also saw
the potential for redemption within these massive, societal transformations.
In his poem ”Pied Beauty,” he utilizes the language of industrialization to
depict a world ripe with diversity and strength, asserting that beauty can
be found even in the unexpected and seemingly mundane. This attitude
demonstrates his willingness to embrace the technological developments
of his time while still acknowledging the potential harm caused by the
inevitable march of progress.

One must also note the influence of budding scientific advancements
on Hopkins’ works. The Victorian era saw significant strides in various
scientific fields, such as biology, physics, and psychology. For instance,
Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection in ”On the Origin of Species”
was published during Hopkins’ lifetime, resulting in theological, cultural,
and intellectual debates concerning the nature and role of humanity in
the world. Hopkins, a deeply religious man, did not shy away from these
conversations but, instead, acknowledged them within his poetry, navigating
the uncomfortable tensions between faith and science.

Another vital aspect of the Victorian era was the development of pho-
tography, which emerged as a popular medium of artistic expression. This
newfound technology undoubtedly impacted Hopkins’ views on the visual
representation and perception of nature. Aligning with the Pre - Raphaelite
movement’s aesthetic vision, Hopkins was known to have drawn inspiration
from photography’s heightened attention to detail and its ability to capture
moments in time with a clarity previously unattained in the visual arts. His
poetry often demonstrates similar photographic precision, with snapshots
of nature caught in moments of change and flux.

Furthermore, with the rapid increase in urbanization during the Victorian
period, the experience of city living became an integral element of social
and cultural life. As a resident of London, Hopkins was not immune to
the shifts in social norms and values brought about by the lifetime spent
in close quarters with others from diverse backgrounds. In his later years
of priesthood, he bore witness to and participated in social reform efforts
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directed towards improving the lives of the urban poor - experiences that,
undoubtedly, left a lasting impact on his works and his worldview.

In conclusion, the social and technological developments of the Victorian
era profoundly shaped Gerard Manley Hopkins as a poet and thinker. From
his concern for the environment, to his engagement with scientific discourse,
to his embrace of new artistic mediums and experiences of the ubiquity
of London, Hopkins navigated a complex intersection between tradition
and modernity. In this space, he crafted a poetic language unparalleled in
his time, one that continues to resonate with readers more than a century
later. His legacy, as forged at the crossroads of the Industrial Revolution
and Victorian sensibilities, serves as a testament to the power of poetry to
capture the spirit of an age and transcends beyond into the ever - evolving
human experience.

Hopkins’ Response to and Interpretation of the Victorian
Era in His Poetry

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetry, unique and groundbreaking in its time,
reflects a deeply personal response to the Victorian era’s cultural, intellectual,
and religious developments. Writing in a time of unprecedented industrial
and social change, Hopkins adapts traditional poetic forms such as the
sonnet to investigate and express his understandings of the complex world
around him. Drawing upon contemporary ideas and debates, Hopkins
engages in original and daring explorations of themes ranging from nature
and industry to faith and identity. In doing so, he not only reinvents poetic
language and style but also reveals his own evolving attitudes toward the
Victorian age’s challenges and opportunities.

Hopkins’ early immersion in Highgate School’s classical education and
his exposure to the aesthetic movement at Oxford profoundly shaped his
understanding of what poetry could be and do. The Pre - Raphaelite poetry
he encountered, with its emphasis on sensory vividness, musicality, and
naturalism, inspired Hopkins to create something new: an experimental
style of verse that he called ”sprung rhythm.” In ”Pied Beauty” and ”God’s
Grandeur,” for example, Hopkins combines the sonnet form with jagged,
multi - stressed lines and unconventional syntax to capture the multifaceted
beauty of the natural world, while also invoking divine presence within it.
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His innovative use of language, from alliteration and assonance to compound
words and inversions, gives voice to his sense that nature, though threatened
by human activity, remains full of grace and vitality.

In response to the Victorian era’s rapid industrialization and urban-
ization, Hopkins crafts a distinctive poetic vision that both reflects and
critiques these processes. Poems such as ”The Wreck of the Deutschland”
and ”Hurrahing in Harvest” reveal Hopkins’ deep concerns about the spiri-
tual and environmental consequences of humanity’s relentless modernization
and expansion. With their vivid and often unsettling depictions of the
Thames, factories, and London’s slums, these poems expose the tensions
between Hopkins’ pastoral ideals and his lived experiences of a rapidly
changing society. In ”The Windhover,” Hopkins draws on the Victorian fas-
cination with technology and flight to fashion a masterful metaphor for the
struggle between the individual soul and the forces that constrain and define
it. Through his innovative verse techniques, Hopkins vividly communicates
the anxiety and fragmentation that pervade the late Victorian period.

Hopkins’ poetry is also shaped by his engagement with contemporary
religious debates and developments, particularly as they pertain to his
own spiritual journey. Having converted to Catholicism and joined the
Jesuit order, Hopkins engages in a poetic exploration of his spirituality
that both upholds and examines his faith. Poems like ”Carrion Comfort”
and ”No Worst, There is None” confront the challenges of doubt, despair,
and alienation that often accompanied fervent religious conviction in the
Victorian period. In these poems, Hopkins probes the interior struggles of the
believer against the backdrop of a rapidly secularizing society, finding solace
in the infinite and eternal qualities of faith. While remaining steadfast in
his Catholic identity, Hopkins simultaneously acknowledges the complexities
and contradictions of religious experience that define a significant aspect of
the Victorian era.

In confronting the domestic and social norms of his time, Hopkins brings
a fresh perspective that challenges the literary status quo and interrogates
the values that held sway over the Victorian mind. His treatment of family
dynamics and gender roles in poems such as ”Felix Randal” and ”Spring and
Fall: To a Young Child” offer an emotive and individualistic exploration of
human relationships. Departing from the Victorian ideals of duty, stability,
and decorum, Hopkins navigates the realm of personal emotion, intuition,
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and vulnerability with striking candor and insight.
Although few of Hopkins’ poems were published or widely read during

his lifetime, his response to and interpretation of the Victorian era offer a
significant contribution to the poetic landscape of his time. By innovating
form, language, and style, and engaging with the pressing concerns of
industrialism, urbanization, faith, and identity, Hopkins provides a resonant
and enduring portrait of the challenges and triumphs of the Victorian age. As
we continue to grapple with the legacies and consequences of this era in our
own time, we find in Hopkins a poetic voice that defies boundaries and dares
to illuminate the beauty, darkness, and complexity of human experience. In
his unparalleled synthesis of traditional forms and groundbreaking content,
Hopkins stands as both a testament to the poetic potential and a prophetic
voice, foreshadowing the direction and concerns of the modern world to
come.

The Significance of Victorian Gender Roles and Family
Dynamics in Hopkins’ Life and Works

The study of gender roles and family dynamics in the Victorian era provides
valuable context for understanding the life and works of Gerard Manley
Hopkins, specifically the influence of his upbringing and environment in
informing his creative output. Victorian society prioritized strict, well -
defined gender roles and expectations for both men and women, as well as
the importance of family values and the stability it provided. For Hopkins,
these societal norms shaped his understanding of self, his relationships, and
informed some of the preoccupations present in his poetry.

Victorian society treated men as the providers, protectors, and decision
- makers within a family. The expectations for Victorian men, especially
the eldest sons, to succeed and become accomplished in their pursuits were
immense, often putting considerable pressure on adolescents in pursuit
of a stable career. Additionally, a strong emphasis on masculinity and
upholding traditional male roles was paramount. Hopkins, as the eldest of
nine children, likely sought earnestly to live up to these expectations. As
a result, his academic accomplishments and intellectual development can,
to some extent, be understood as a reflection of the cultural pressures to
achieve and succeed.
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Conversely, Victorian women were largely expected to be submissive,
dutiful, and devoted to their families. They were seen as nurturing figures
responsible for maintaining the moral education and well - being of the
family. These traditional gender roles would have greatly influenced Hopkins’
relationship with his mother, Manley, and his sisters, shaping their roles in
his life as confidantes and primary sources of support. Notably, Hopkins
dedicated several poems to his mother, praising her faith and guidance,
highlighting the significant role she played in his life. Furthermore, it is
essential to consider how these traditional gender roles, prevalent during
Victorian times, inadvertently impacted women’s contributions to the arts,
as it placed limitations on their creative opportunities and ambition.

The importance of family values and the centrality of domesticity in
Victorian society is evident in the Hopkins household. Its members were
closely knit, and Hopkins’ parents strongly emphasized the value of education,
religion, and creative pursuits among their children. The fact that Hopkins’
father, Manley Hopkins, was himself a poet undeniably had an impact
on his son’s eventual poetic career. This connection also underlines the
importance of lineage in the context of Victorian families, where children
often followed the career paths of their parents. Hopkins’ siblings formed
another crucial support network, as seen through his enduring bond with
his brother Arthur, a skilled painter. Their shared love for art and nature
helped nurture Hopkins’ rich creativity, and this intimacy is evident in their
correspondence.

The strict division of male and female roles in Victorian society meant
that men were generally discouraged from expressing emotion or vulnera-
bility, particularly with other men. It is within these reductive parameters
that Hopkins’ close friendships with fellow students and teachers can be
viewed as radical and significant. These relationships, especially with indi-
viduals like Robert Bridges and Coventry Patmore, provided Hopkins with
an environment of intellectual and emotional exchange unbounded by the
conventional constraints of Victorian masculinity.

It is essential to recognize how the Victorian gender roles affected Hopkins’
treatment of women within his poetry. As in most of his contemporaries’
works, Hopkins’ female figures often exist in the roles of nurturing caregivers,
protectors, or counselors. However, it would be mistaken to view these
depictions as entirely conforming to societal expectations. By imbuing
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these figures with complexities or spiritual reflections, Hopkins offers a more
nuanced and multifaceted exploration of femininity than the era’s context
might suggest.

Understanding the significance of Victorian gender roles and family
dynamics in Gerard Manley Hopkins’ life and works helps readers grasp the
interplay between societal expectations and the development of individual
identity. It is evident that the confining parameters of the era greatly
impacted the young poet’s relationship with his family, sense of self, and his
creative trajectory. However, Hopkins’ connection with other artists and
intellectuals, as well as his unflagging dedication to pursuing his creative
and spiritual passions, ultimately reveals his bold attempt to navigate an
interweaving course between the cultural norms of his time and the enduring
exploration of the human experience - an endeavor that still resonates deeply
with modern readers and scholars.

Dynamics of Victorian Poetry: Formalism, Realism, and
Hopkins’ Experimentation

The Victorian era saw a unique interplay of forces shaping the landscape
of poetic expression, with formalism and realism emerging as major forces
driving the development of literary aesthetics. It was within this backdrop
of creative tension and experimentation that Gerard Manley Hopkins carved
out a distinctive niche, revolutionizing the world of poetry with his bold
experimentation and inventiveness.

Formalism is a literary approach that emphasizes the structural aspects
of literary works, such as meter, rhyme, and stanzaic structure. This
focus on form and technique was a hallmark of Victorian poetry, which
often showcased a rich array of patterned forms and carefully crafted verse
structures. The influence of formalism spread far and wide, with some of
the most celebrated poets of the era, such as Alfred Tennyson and Robert
Browning, producing works marked by a strong adherence to classical forms
and intricate patterns.

Realism, on the other hand, sought to capture the complexities of
the human experience with an unflinching, often gritty, honesty. Realist
works in the Victorian era depicted everyday life with a fine eye for detail,
touching on social, political, and emotional themes that resonated with
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contemporary readers. Prominent realist poets such as Elizabeth Barrett
Browning and Matthew Arnold challenged the conventional narrative of
their era by portraying characters and situations that delved into the depths
of human psychology and confronted the pressing issues of their times.

It was against this literary backdrop that Hopkins boldly experimented
with form, structure, and imagery to create a distinctive poetic style, which
mingled both formalist and realist elements. His pioneering technique,
known as ”sprung rhythm,” involved the use of variable stresses and the
compression of syllables, resulting in a flexible and dynamic verse form that
liberated poetry from the constraints of traditional metrical patterns. In
breaking free from the rigidity of conventional meter, Hopkins created a
unique poetic voice that responded to the dynamism of the natural world
and the complexity of the human spirit.

An excellent example of Hopkins’ embrace of formalism can be observed
in his penchant for alliteration, assonance, and internal rhyme, which imbue
his poetry with a sense of musicality, rhythm, and energy. For instance, in
his poem ”Pied Beauty,” Hopkins deftly employs these devices to extol the
diverse and ever - changing beauty of nature: ”Glory be to God for dappled
things - / For skies of couple - color as a brinded cow; / For rose - moles
all in stipple upon trout that swim...” The poem’s rhythmic and acoustic
qualities derive not only from the use of sprung rhythm but also from the
extensive use of alliteration and assonance, creating a rich tapestry of sound
and meaning.

Yet, beyond formalism, Hopkins’ poetry also bore the imprint of realism
in its exploration of the inner lives of individuals and its keen observations on
the natural world. In his poem ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,” for instance,
Hopkins draws on the tragic event of a shipwreck to delve into themes of
suffering, loss, and spiritual desolation. The poem avoids sentimentality
and idealization, opting for an honest, probing portrayal of the human
experience, which aligns with the realist sensibility of his contemporaries.

Similarly, in his famous poem ”Carrion Comfort,” Hopkins evokes the
spiritual anguish and despair that haunted him during periods of what he
termed his ”terrible sonnets.” The poem presents an unflinching look at
the poet’s inner turmoil, with lines such as ”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.” The merging of
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formalist techniques with raw, emotional realism manifests the duality of
Hopkins’ style, which synthesized the creative energies of his era.

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ remarkable innovation and experimentation
with poetic form, rhythm, and language set him apart from his Victorian
contemporaries as a trailblazing figure in the world of poetry. His ground-
breaking work broke the boundaries of classical form and launched the
Victorian poetic landscape into uncharted territory, in which beauty and
truth could be expressed in diverse, compelling ways. Thus, in examining the
dynamics of Victorian poetry through the lens of Hopkins’ experimentation,
we are able to witness the birth of a unique literary voice that masterfully
weaves the formal with the real, the mind with the heart, and the known
with the untrodden.

As we continue to explore the life and works of Gerard Manley Hopkins,
let us bear in mind the fascinating interplay of Victorian aesthetics and
his distinct poetic expression, for it is through his fearless artistic journey
that we may begin to glimpse the inner workings of a mind that has left an
indelible mark on the face of poetry.

The Interplay of Victorian Aesthetics and Hopkins’ Unique
Poetic Expression

The interplay of Victorian aesthetics and Gerard Manley Hopkins’ unique
poetic expression is a rich tapestry of innovation and experimentation that
sets him apart from his contemporaries. Amidst a period of rapid social and
technological change, the Victorian era was marked by various movements
within the arts which sought to capture the cultural ethos of the time.
With the emergence of Pre - Raphaelitism and the Aesthetic Movement,
the importance of visual beauty and aesthetic experience came to the
fore. Hopkins, drawing from these influences, seamlessly wove together
both traditional and innovative elements to create a poetic language that
continues to captivate the reader today.

The artistic sensibilities of the Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood, a group of
young artists and poets founded in 1848, emphasized the intense observation
and celebration of the natural world, with special attention given to detailed,
vivid imagery. John Ruskin, an influential art critic, championed the Pre
- Raphaelite vision in his work ”Modern Painters”. Hopkins, an avid art
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enthusiast himself, was profoundly affected by Ruskin’s ideas and adopted
the Pre - Raphaelite drive for precision and accuracy in his own work. This
interplay is evident in his poem ”Pied Beauty”, where he meticulously
and vividly captures the details of the natural world: ”Fresh - firecoal
chestnut - falls; finches’ wings; Landscape plotted and pieced - fold, fallow,
and plough. . . ”.

At the same time, Hopkins was influenced by the Aesthetic Movement,
which flourished in the final decades of the nineteenth century and sought to
emphasize beauty, form, and imagination in the arts. Rooted in the principle
of ”art for art’s sake”, the Aesthetic Movement rejected the Victorian demand
for moral instruction and advocated for the autonomy of the artistic work.
Proponents variably explored the heights of sensual pleasure, the depths
of despair, and the realms of pure form and beauty. In the poem ”The
Windhover”, Hopkins evokes the aesthetic experience, championing the
beauty of form in both the bird and the poem itself. In a powerful act of
prosody and content, Hopkins exclaims: ”As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth
on a bow - bend: the hurl and gliding rebuffed the big wind”.

Victorian formalist poetics often demanded adherence to structures
such as the sonnet and a meticulous use of metrical forms. Hopkins, how-
ever, developed his unique concept of ”sprung rhythm”. This innovative
form of versification involved the combination of metrical feet with a vary-
ing number of slack syllables, creating unexpected rhythmic patterns. In
”God’s Grandeur”, this interplay of formal and experimental elements shines
through: ”The world is charged with the grandeur of God. . . / And presses
with the feet that it does not cease;/ Fresh - firecoal chestnut - falls, finches’
wings”. Here, Hopkins breaks away from conventional Victorian metrics,
imbuing his poetry with a distinctive musical quality that intensifies his
expressive power, allowing him to explore themes of transcendence and
worship that run through his poems.

Hopkins’ distinctive poetic language also extends to his innovative use
of syntax, where he breaks from Victorian norms to create a kaleidoscope
of sensory expression. In ”Inversnaid”, for example, he employs various
linguistic techniques, such as enjambments, syntactic inversions, and the
paring down of syntax to bare elements, to evoke the cascading energy of a
waterfall: ”And úp I róse, and t́ıme it was. . . hank and hávoc of riverbank to
riverfall/of silver and broad - çawning”/ This inventive approach showcases
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Hopkins’ mastery of language and demonstrates his constant push to expand
the parameters of poetic expression.

Hopkins’ poetry, thus, arose from the dynamic interplay of Victorian
aesthetics. His work reflects the astute observation of the Pre - Raphaelites,
the imaginative freedom of the Aesthetic Movement, and the experimentation
with formal and syntactic elements that pushed the boundaries of Victorian
poetry. By the alchemy of his unique poetic expression, Hopkins transformed
these influences into something new, something distinctly his own, forging a
poetic voice that would echo through the ages, inspiring future generations
of poets.

As we now turn our attention to the religious underpinnings of Hopkins’
work, it becomes increasingly clear that his unique poetic expression was
deeply entwined with his spiritual journey and Catholicism. In many ways,
Hopkins’ innovative poetics served as a vehicle for his exploration of themes
such as divine transcendence, spiritual identity, and alienation from the
divine. It is in this complex interweaving of Victorian aesthetics, poetic
innovation, and religious devotion that Hopkins’ enduring legacy is anchored.



Chapter 3

Hopkins’ Conversion to
Catholicism and its Impact
on his Poetry

The path to Gerard Manley Hopkins’ conversion to Catholicism was not
a simple or straightforward one, and it would come to bear a significant
influence on his poetry, both in terms of themes and style. His complex
intellectual and spiritual journey began with his upbringing in a devout
Anglican family, continued through his exposure to diverse theological and
philosophical ideas at Balliol College, Oxford, and reached its fulfillment
with his embrace of the Roman Catholic Church and eventual entry into
the Jesuit order. It is crucial to examine the interplay between Hopkins’
religious convictions and his artistic expression in order to understand the
profound depth and innovation of his poetry.

Hopkins’ upbringing in a devout Anglican home laid the groundwork for
his deep religious sense. However, despite his family’s faith and practices, the
young poet found himself drawn to the intellectual exploration of different
religious traditions, such as Eastern mysticism and German transcendental-
ism, as well as established Christian doctrines and figures like John Henry
Newman and Søren Kierkegaard. Hopkins’ insatiable curiosity and capacity
for critical thinking led him to question the theological underpinnings of his
Anglican heritage and gradually, at times reluctantly, recognize the appeal
and validity of Roman Catholicism.

This period of spiritual turmoil and uncertainty was marked by an
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outpouring of intense verse that reflected Hopkins’ inner struggle. For
instance, his poem ”The Habit of Perfection” captures the poet’s longing for
ascetic self - discipline and the bridling of worldly desires in order to attain
spiritual purity and perfection. These themes would remain central to his
later work, particularly after his conversion to Catholicism.

When he finally decided to convert to Catholicism in 1866, it was a
moment of profound existential and artistic transformation. The decision
was partly fueled by an intellectual conviction that the Roman Catholic
Church represented the one, true, and authentic expression of Christian
faith, but it also emerged from a visceral, emotional sense of spiritual and
existential longing that suffused his poetry. The influential role of the Oxford
Movement, which sought to restore the centrality of Catholic spirituality
and ritual in the Anglican Church, cannot be overstated in Hopkins’ journey
of conversion.

Once Hopkins had entered the Catholic Church, his poetry took on new
dimensions, both in terms of themes and style. One of the most profound
impacts of his newfound faith on his work was the introduction of Catholic
imagery and doctrine, which enriched his already vibrant and innovative
poetic world. His mastery of the Jesuit technique of meditation, for example,
influenced his contemplative and highly visual approach to nature, as seen
in ”God’s Grandeur” and ”The Starlight Night.” No doubt, the manner in
which Hopkins uniquely blended religious content with an avant - garde style
would open innovative possibilities for creative expression in years to come.

Hopkins’ conversion to Catholicism also brought with it a renewed sense
of the sacred in everyday life and a reenvisioning of the relationship between
the material and spiritual worlds. This is evident in the prominence of
sacramental imagery in his poems, as well as his unique employment of the
notion of ”inscape,” the distinctive quality or essence of a thing that reveals
the divine presence within it. By developing this novel way of perceiving
reality, Hopkins was able to explore the interplay between nature, artistic
creation, and divine grace in his poetry.

However, the union of religion and art in Hopkins’ work was not without
its tensions and contradictions. His poems often delved into themes of doubt,
despair, and spiritual desolation that seemed to clash with the supposed
solace and certainty of Catholic faith. This is perhaps most evident in his
series of ”terrible sonnets,” like ”I Wake and Feel the Fell of Dark, Not Day”
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and ”My Own Heart Let Me More Have Pity On,” which grapple with the
juxtaposition of faith and doubt. These works reflect the depth of Hopkins’
spiritual struggles and his courageous willingness to confront the darker side
of human existence.

In conclusion, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ conversion to Catholicism was a
pivotal turning point in his life, with profound and lasting effects on the
course of his poetic career. Incorporating Catholic doctrine and imagery
into his work, he created innovative verse marked by its vivid portrayal
of nature, intense explorations of human faith and doubt, and an abiding
sense of the divine presence within the physical world. Though Hopkins
would spend much of his life grappling with the tension between his religious
beliefs and his artistic expression, it is this very friction that continues to
lend his poetry its ceaseless power and ever - renewing resonance. As readers,
we must approach his work with an awareness of the complex interplay of
faith and art in order to fully understand and appreciate the richness and
significance of his poetic achievement.

Background and Context: Victorian London’s Religious
Landscape

As we embark upon the exploration of Victorian London’s religious land-
scape, we immerse ourselves in a milieu of vibrant theological dialogues,
alongside dynamic institutional interaction, with profound consequences for
the spiritual lives of its inhabitants. The stage is set for a kaleidoscopic vista
of competing beliefs, practices, and institutions which both complement
and contest one another in the most diverse and cosmopolitan imperial
city of the age. Against this backdrop of religious ferment, Gerard Manley
Hopkins, our poetic subject, journeyed through faith and doubt, conversion,
priesthood, and the quest for artistic expression in his engagement with the
Victorian era.

The religious landscape of Victorian London could be characterized
as a chiaroscuro of light and shadow, colored by the lingering glow of
the Enlightenment and the emerging hues of the Romantic era. Anglican
Christianity, rooted in the established Church of England, maintained
its position as the dominant spiritual force, safeguarded by its intimate
connection with the state. However, the Victorian era witnessed the rise of
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religious diversity and dissent, with an increasingly confident and assertive
Nonconformism, alongside the growing presence of Roman Catholicism,
and the emergence of new religious movements. The religious milieu in
which Hopkins found himself was far from monolithic, and this pluralism
profoundly shaped his spiritual journey, his ministry as a Jesuit, and his
artistry as a poet.

The Church of England’s hegemony was challenged and invigorated by
the existence of dissenting Protestant sects, which collectively became known
as Nonconformists. These included Calvinist and Arminian Methodists,
Baptists, Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Quakers, and Unitarians, to
name the most prominent. In Victorian London, these heterogeneous reli-
gious communities established their own chapels and missionary societies,
sponsored charitable endeavors, and published tracts, pamphlets, and peri-
odicals to advance their cause and to contest the spiritual monopoly of the
Anglican establishment. Their appeal to the urban masses, and particularly
to the burgeoning working - class, created a thriving counter - culture which
greatly influenced Hopkins’ perception of London’s complex religious reality.

Catholicism, briefly Hopkins’ own spiritual home, was another potent
force in Victorian London’s religious scene, particularly after the passage of
the Catholic Emancipation Act in 1829 and the restoration of the Catholic
hierarchy in England in 1850. The Catholic Church, once politically disem-
powered and socially marginalized, acquired newfound visibility and self -
confidence, as an increasing number of converts, immigrants, and burgeon-
ing working - class population bolstered its ranks. Victorian London bore
witness to the construction of Catholic churches, schools, religious orders,
and diverse organizations which gradually cultivated a distinct Catholic
subculture. George Manley Hopkins himself was inexorably drawn to the
rich intellectual and spiritual legacies of Catholicism, the allure of its sacra-
mental and mystical dimensions, and its prophetic countercultural stance
vis - à - vis the Anglican establishment.

At the fringes of Victorian London’s religious landscape, newer spiritual
currents and alternative religious movements emerged and flourished. These
included the Oxford Movement, which sought to revive the Catholic elements
within the Church of England; Christian Socialism, which promoted a socially
conscious, progressive platform in response to the emergent inequalities
of the Industrial Revolution; and esoteric spiritualities such as Theosophy,
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Spiritualism, and various Eastern religious traditions, piquing the interest
of the urban intelligentsia. For Hopkins, these multifarious religious and
spiritual expressions offered a unique field of encounter and experiment,
which undoubtedly shaped his views on faith, doubt, morality, social justice,
and the desacralized, mechanistic worldview espoused by many secular
voices of the time.

In this tumultuous and diverse religious environment, Hopkins was able
to navigate through the different currents, finding inspiration, consolation,
and conflict in his spiritual quest. The distinctive tapestry of Victorian
London’s religious landscape provided fertile ground for Hopkins’ own
intellectual growth, catalyzing his conversion to Catholicism and his artistic
contributions to the English literary canon. As we venture forth into the
intricacies of Hopkins’ spiritual journey, we remain mindful of the vibrant,
unique, and profoundly influential religious topography of Victorian London,
one in which faith and doubt, orthodoxy and eccentricity, divine revelation
and human striving all had their place in the unfolding drama of the spiritual
quest.

The Road to Conversion: Hopkins’ Intellectual and Spir-
itual Journey to Catholicism

As the young Gerard Manley Hopkins traversed through the vibrant city
of London, a simmering inner turmoil was brewing within him. Possessed
of an immensely creative mind, the future poet grappled with a seemingly
irreconcilable duality between his profound admiration of the beauty of a
natural world, and an increasing awareness of the untamed spiritual world.
This spiritual awakening, and the subsequent journey to overcome such
discord, would eventually lead Hopkins not only towards a renewed devotion
to God, but also towards an impactful conversion to Catholicism - a decision
that would indelibly shape his life and poetic career.

Hopkins’ childhood was enriched by a deeply religious atmosphere fos-
tered by his parents, who belonged to the Anglican Church and were staunch
followers of the evangelical High Church movement. Yet for young Gerard,
this Church did not provide a complete spiritual sanctuary, as he felt drawn
to explore alternative religious paths in order to satisfy his searching soul.

During his time at Highgate School and later, at the prestigious Balliol
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College, Oxford, Hopkins became deeply engrossed in intellectual inquiries
and debates that were held amongst his peers. Surrounded by a zeitgeist of
religious doubt and uncertainty ignited by figures such as Charles Darwin
and John Stuart Mill, Hopkins found himself somewhat unconvinced by
the traditionally established tenets of Anglicanism. It was in this fervent
environment, teeming with the rapid influx of radical ideas, that Hopkins’
pivotal encounter with his ultimate spiritual guide took place - John Henry
Newman.

Newman, a prominent Anglican theologian who had converted to Catholi-
cism, embodied the intellectual rigor and sincere devotion that Hopkins
so passionately sought. Upon reading Newman’s Apologia Pro Vita Sua
and Grammar of Assent, Hopkins found himself deeply affected, as he later
wrote in a letter to his friend, “it is a bite I have got from and for reading
some fine prose of Newman.” This compelling prose brought forth a powerful
transformation in Hopkins, casting him into a passionate study of Catholic
theology, and eventually leading him to make the momentous decision to be
received into the Catholic Church.

During this intense period of religious exploration and intellectual awak-
ening, swiftly-fleeting images of the natural world came to reflect in Hopkins’
poetry, but with an undercurrent of spiritual surges echoing the restless
spirit of its author. A close reading of Hopkins’ early poems - such as those
composed during his Oxford years - illustrates a tussle between the poet’s
admiration for natural beauty and his piercing theological inquiries. It
was this struggle that would continue to manifest and evolve throughout
Hopkins’ poetic career, often resulting in the unique and profoundly moving
poetry that carries his legacy.

Upon his conversion to Catholicism, Hopkins faced a disquieting reception
from the world around him, particularly from his own family, who appeared
deeply unsettled by his decision. Amidst this tumultuous atmosphere, one
can pinpoint the beginnings of a recurrent theme that would permeate
throughout Hopkins’ poetry: the sense of alienation - of being a ”stranger
and afraid” in this hostile world. Thus, having taken bold strides on his
path to Catholicism, Hopkins found himself a wanderer on a solitary journey,
yet imbued with newfound spiritual intensity that would color his poetry
for years to come.

Although it was Newman who first provided momentum for Hopkins’
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journey towards Catholicism, it was the Society of Jesus that offered a
beacon of hope and direction for his restless soul. Soon after his conversion,
Hopkins set off on his quest to become a Jesuit priest, a decision that would
not only deepen the religious undercurrents of his verse, but also have a
profound impact on his own self - understanding and the trajectory of his
life.

It is fitting to consider Hopkins’ journey towards Catholicism, as one that
began steered by fiery intellectual curiosity and was accompanied by growing
appreciation for the transcendent beauty of religious devotion. Through this
complex exploration, Hopkins navigated the murky waters of uncertainty
and emerged filled with both spiritual conviction and artistic inspiration.
This transformative journey from doubt to faith, rendered in the bright
hues and rich textures of his poetry, continues to deeply move readers over
a century after the poet first set pen to paper. Meanwhile, we cast our eyes
towards the shores of Victorian England where the influence of Catholicism
would leave its indelible mark, shaping Hopkins’ poetic themes and style,
whilst also playing a pivotal role in his voice within the Victorian literary
world.

The Influence of Catholic Teachings on Hopkins’ Poetic
Themes and Style

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetry is a kaleidoscope of devotional intensity,
aesthetic innovation, and technical mastery. While Victorian poetry is known
for its thematic richness and formal elegance, Hopkins’ verse stands out for
his idiosyncratic engagement with Catholic teachings as well as a unique
language that excites and engages the reader. In his mission to reconcile
the aesthetics of his time with his ardent spiritual beliefs, Hopkins created
poetry that is both deeply reflective of Catholic theology and strikingly
original.

To comprehend the extent of Catholic influence on Hopkins’ oeuvre, it
is crucial to recognize his commitment to ’inscape’ - the distinctive features
and inner essence of natural objects that reveals the divine presence. This
concept draws from the mystical writings of John Duns Scotus, a Franciscan
philosopher and theologian whose work emphasizes the individuality and
particularity of all creation as a reflection of God. It is through their
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uniqueness, imbibed with divine grace, that creatures participate in the web
of divine relationships.

With this notion of inscape in mind, Hopkins approaches the natural
world as a locus for spiritual contemplation and praise. One of his most
popular sonnets, ”Pied Beauty,” provides a perfect illustration of the poet’s
fascination with the quirks and eccentricities of creation as they display
the glory of God. Hopkins asserts that it is imperfection, asymmetry, and
diversity in nature that reveal the infinite wisdom and generosity of the
Creator:

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; (Lines 1 -
3)

The imagery of ”dappled things,” ”couple - colour,” and ”rose - moles”
underscores Hopkins’ delight in perceiving the variegated manifestations of
divine beauty. Moreover, his appreciation of the imperfect and irregular
patterns in nature provides a striking metaphor for the theological doctrine
of Original Sin, highlighting the belief that God’s grace illuminates even
the most flawed aspects of creation.

Hopkins’ skill in crafting a unique language to capture the essence of
his insights is another facet of his poetic genius, intimately linked to his
Catholic worldview. His coinage of the term ”sprung rhythm,” involving
stresses on syllables and syncopated cadences, enables him to evoke the
energy and vitality of creation as well as the liturgical elements of worship.
In ”The Windhover,” Hopkins vividly conveys the beauty of a falcon in
flight through the rhythmic momentum of sprung rhythm:

I caught this morning morning’s minion, king- dom 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 (Lines 1 - 4)

The remarkable consonance and internal rhyme in these lines emphasize
Hopkins’ desire to mimic the grandeur and dynamism of the natural world,
as well as echo the musicality of liturgical hymns and chants in Catholic
worship.

Furthermore, Hopkins frequently draws on Catholic iconography and
doctrine in his works to explore themes of suffering, redemption, and spiritual
struggle. In ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,” a long poem commemorating
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the tragic death of five Franciscan nuns at sea, Hopkins invokes the image
of the crucified Christ to convey the depths of human suffering and divine
compassion:

He fought the fling of the proud world; and first he was nailed, nailed
for our advantage to the bitter cross. But when he sent the sea back for our
amazement, One thumb’s - breadth of the ... Naves of Mary’s Ark. (Stanza
22)

The allusions to Christ’s crucifixion and the Ark of Mary evoke Catholic
ideas of sacrifice, redemption, and divine intercession. By embedding such
theological motifs in highly innovative and emotionally charged language,
Hopkins creates a powerful testament to the resilience of faith in times of
trial and despair.

Lastly, one cannot disregard the startling resonance that Hopkins’ explo-
ration of the human psyche bears with Catholic doctrines of guilt, penance,
and spiritual growth. In ”Carrion Comfort,” Hopkins grapples with the
anguish of spiritual desolation in dialogue with God:

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. I can; (Lines 1 - 3)

Hopkins’ defiance of despair and his courageous affirmation of human
resilience bring to the fore the Catholic conviction in the sanctifying power
of suffering and the possibility of redemption.

In conclusion, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetry is a testimony to the
transformative power of a creative imagination anchored in religious convic-
tion. Imbued with Catholic teachings, Hopkins’ verse probes the depths of
human experience, while celebrating the splendors of creation that testify
to divine presence. His synthesis of spiritual insight with aesthetic innova-
tion continues to exert a significant influence on our understanding of the
relationship between faith, art, and the human spirit - and surrendering to
the captivating power of his poetry, we follow him to the brink of the ”deep,
dazzling darkness” where despair dissipates and grace abounds.
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Examining Key Poems: Exploring Catholic Imagery and
Doctrine in Hopkins’ Works

In ”Pied Beauty,” Hopkins praises God for the beauty and diversity of the
natural world using a litany, a form of prayer which catalogues and invokes
attributes of God, the Virgin Mary, or the saints. The poem is characterized
by its intricate use of sound, rhythm, and alliteration, capturing the reader’s
attention and emphasizing the dynamic diversity of creation. The poem
opens with the line ”Glory be to God for dappled things,” immediately
establishing its religious purpose and setting. Catholic imagery is further
emphasized in the description of the ”rose - moles” which can be seen as a
representation of the Virgin Mary, a symbol of purity and grace.

”The Wreck of the Deutschland” is one of Hopkins’ most ambitious
works, inspired by the tragic sinking of a steamship in which five Franciscan
nuns drowned. The poem functions as a meditative elegy, invoking the
Passion of Christ and linking the suffering of the nuns to that of Christ
on the Cross. Through the concept of ”instress,” the divine energy that
connects all creation, Hopkins presents the nuns’ deaths as both tragic and
transformative, paralleling the redemptive quality of Christ’s sacrifice. The
poem’s central motif, the ”Falling Star” of the Deutschland, alludes to the
Biblical Star of Bethlehem, signaling the birth of Christ. This creates a
powerful resonance between the nuns’ deaths and Christ’s birth, highlighting
the cycle of life, death, and resurrection that lies at the heart of Catholic
doctrine.

”Carrion Comfort” is a disquieting poem that explores the darker side of
Hopkins’ faith and his struggle with doubt, despair, and spiritual desolation.
The poem begins with a forceful rejection of despair, invoking the language
of the Psalms: ”Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee.”
Here, despair is personified as a vulture that preys upon the soul, embodying
both the external temptation to surrender to hopelessness and the internal
struggle to resist it. Hopkins turns to Christ for sustenance, using the
Catholic sacrament of the Eucharist as his source of strength: ”My God,
my God, look cheer and char me not.” The poem’s structure can be seen as
a reflection of the traditional Catholic prayer of the Stations of the Cross,
as it progresses through a painful journey from darkness to a hinted - at
redemption and resolution at its conclusion.
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”God’s Grandeur,” one of Hopkins’ most well - known works, is an
exuberant exploration of the divine presence within and beyond the natural
world. The poem opens with the assertion that ”The world is charged
with the grandeur of God,” framing the earth as an electric, pulsing canvas
of divine energy. Hopkins uses striking natural imagery and extended
metaphors to convey the idea that the transcendent nature of God’s presence
is both immanent and ineffable, a notion consistent with Catholic mysticism.
The poem concludes with a depiction of ”the dearest freshness deep down
things” which evokes the Catholic sacrament of baptism, symbolizing both
renewal and the washing away of sin.

The Catholic undercurrent that flows through these poems reveals the
depth of Hopkins’ faith and his genius in molding religious themes into a
unique poetic expression. His innovative use of language, form, and imagery,
coupled with his exploration of spirituality and nature, creates a distinctively
Catholic sensibility that resonates with readers across generations.

Having delved into these key poems and their Catholic underpinnings,
we follow Hopkins as he navigates the intersection of his faith and the
Victorian literary world, encountering both challenges and opportunities
as a Jesuit priest and poetic innovator. The tension between his religious
commitments and artistic expression stands as a testament to the enduring
power and mystery of his works, which continue to captivate and inspire
readers around the world.

The Tension between Hopkins’ Religious Commitment
and his Artistic Expression

The tension between religious commitment and artistic expression lies at
the heart of the Hopkinsian conundrum, making his poetry some of the
most sophisticated and complex works in the Victorian literary landscape.
By closely examining this tension, we will unravel the duality of Hopkins’
poetic vision shaped by his inseparable roles as a Catholic priest and a
visionary poet.

The roots of this dichotomy can be traced back to the development of his
poetic identity in conjunction with the spiritual journey that transformed
him from an Anglican to a Roman Catholic. The conversion was a result
of deeply held convictions and culminated in joining the Jesuits - renowned
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for their rigorous intellectual and spiritual training. Here, Hopkins faced
the essential quandary: how to reconcile his newfound calling with his
ambitiously developing artistic sensibilities?

This challenge is immediately apparent through the explicit intertwining
of religious themes and spiritual musings in his day - to - day language
and ordinary experiences. For instance, in the poem, ”The Windhover,”
Hopkins uses the image of birds in flight to illustrate Christ’s divinity and
presence in all aspects of life. Yet, he cautions against the temptation of
being carried away by the sheer beauty of this analogy, invoking the sense
of humility and reverence that comes with being a faithful servant of God.
Hopkins exemplifies this delicate balance throughout his oeuvre, walking
the tightrope between passionate self - expression and humble obedience to
divine will.

Hopkins employs his experimental ’sprung rhythm’ in conjunction with
a uniquely Victorian vocabulary to evoke the complexities of his religious
devotion which conflicts with the societal expectations of an artist. In the
sonnet ”God’s Grandeur,” the sprung rhythm reveals the tension between
the human desire for beauty and our inherent fallibility. By using traditional
rhyming schemes, Hopkins simultaneously conforms to the Victorian poetic
mode while dramatically subverting it through his experimental metric form.
This subversion exemplifies the conflict he experienced as an artist bound by
religious constraints in an era of social and cultural upheaval - the Victorian
Age.

Hopkins’ religious and poetic sensibilities are further demonstrated in
his use of religious imagery. The poem, ”Pied Beauty,” employs a dynamic
interplay of sensual language and holy references to explore the wonders of
God’s creation. The juxtaposition of the ”dappled” world with the ”father
forth whose beauty is past change” emphasizes the powerful tension between
the temporal and the eternal, mirroring Hopkins’ struggle to reconcile his
artistic pursuits with his spiritual duties.

However, this tension did not always yield poetic gems. The introspective
moments where Hopkins exposes the deep chasms of doubt and personal
despair that plagued him throughout his life are poignant reminders of
the dark side of this conflict. ”Carrion Comfort” paints a vivid picture
of despair and the poet’s grappling with the sense of failure in both his
religious and artistic endeavors. The candid assertions of his disorientation
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and suffering resonate with the acute anxiety of being a Jesuit priest cloaked
by the weighty expectations of the Victorian society. This confessional mode,
which foreshadows the later development of the confessional poetry of the
twentieth century, becomes the means by which Hopkins releases the pent -
up frustrations of living a dual life.

In conclusion, Hopkins’ poetry, with its amalgamation of religious devo-
tion and artistic prowess, yields a powerful testament to the human capacity
for creativity in the face of adversity. The tension between his calling and
his craft, translated into the complexity of his language and formal experi-
mentation, is the true hallmark of his work. This marriage of contrasts gives
his poetry a timeless appeal that transcends the Victorian era, inspiring
and challenging future generations of poets and readers alike. As we delve
deeper into the world of Gerard Manley Hopkins, the intersection of faith
and artistry will continue to provide fertile ground for exploration and
reflection.

Hopkins’ Struggle for Recognition: The Intersection of
Catholicism and the Victorian Literary World

Hopkins’ struggle for recognition as a poet was deeply intertwined with his
devout Catholicism, which was met with suspicion, hostility, and ambivalence
in the Victorian literary world. On the one hand, his faith offered him an
inexhaustible well of inspiration and energy from which to draw artistic
material. On the other, it inevitably separated him from the predominantly
Anglican and agnostic milieu of the literary establishment. Furthermore,
Catholicism was often associated with Irish immigrants, who were not
well - regarded in English high society. In this complex cultural landscape,
Hopkins faced a dual challenge: to develop an artistic identity at odds with
the normative values of the period and to persuade the literary world of his
worth as a poet in spite of the religious divide.

In his correspondence with friends, family, and mentors, Hopkins fre-
quently expressed his frustration at being caught in the intersection of his
artistic ambitions and his religious identity. Letters to his mentor and
fellow poet Robert Bridges reveal the depth of his internal struggles and
the extrinsic forces that served to limit his personal and professional growth
in equal measure. In one notable letter from 1877, Hopkins lamented the
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prejudice he encountered among his contemporaries, writing that his work
was ”kicked and cuffed by criticism of no taste when it has not been totally
neglected.” Nonetheless, he remained resolute in his dedication to his poetic
endeavors, if only in the hope that posterity might better appreciate his
talents.

Hopkins’ battle for recognition was further complicated by the divided
allegiances of key literary gatekeepers. For instance, the editor of the
prestigious Cornhill Magazine, which had published the works of Elizabeth
Barrett Browning and George Eliot, was a fervent Catholic partisan. While
he admired Hopkins’ talent, he was wary of publishing the works of a
Roman Catholic convert, lest he be perceived as advancing a sectarian
agenda. Similarly, eminent Victorian critics like Matthew Arnold appreciated
Hopkins’ technical skill but hesitated to endorse his religious themes for fear
of alienating their largely secular readerships. This reticence contributed
significantly to the relative obscurity of Hopkins’ work during his lifetime.

Ironically, it was only after Hopkins’ death that his poetry began to
find its place in the Victorian literary scene. With the tacit sponsorship of
his former mentor and posthumous editor, Bridges, a handful of Hopkins’
poems appeared in an obscure Catholic periodical at the turn of the century.
The reluctant arbitration of revered critic Arthur Quiller - Couch - himself
an Anglican and uneasy with the distinctly Catholic overtones of Hopkins’
work - imparted a broader legitimacy to the radical innovation of Hopkins’
verse. The poetry of the late - Victorian period would go on to find rich
veins of inspiration in the dual forces of grace and passion that coursed
through the lines of Hopkins’ work, eventually coaxing it out of the shadows
of obscurity and toward the illumination of literary renown.

The Delta of Genius, as this momentous intersection of faith and artistry
might be called, reverberates through the generations, and subsequent critics
and poets - Catholics and non - Catholics alike - have continually returned
to the wellspring of Hopkins’ poetry to slake their thirst for beauty, truth,
and wonder. Today, one can observe the influence of Hopkins in the works
of poets such as W.H. Auden, Seamus Heaney, and Robert Lowell - all of
whom bear witness to the transformative power of faith in shaping the
contours of the human imagination. And as the currents of artistic history
continue to expand and converge, the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins
stands testament to the immensity and importance of the personal struggle
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against restrictive cultural norms, in turn shedding light on the powerful
intersection between the spiritual and the poetic.



Chapter 4

The Jesuit Order and its
Role in Shaping Hopkins’
Life and Literary Career

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ life and literary career were greatly influenced
by his decision to join the Society of Jesus, more commonly known as the
Jesuits, in 1868. As one of the most prominent Catholic orders boasting
esteemed intellectuals and educators, the Jesuits played a significant role
in shaping not only Hopkins’ religious convictions but also his intellectual
development and creative expression. The Jesuits’ distinct approach to
spirituality, education, and discipline intersected with the troubled Victorian
society, allowing Hopkins to cultivate his unique poetic voice while engaging
with the cultural and spiritual challenges of his time.

Founded by the Spanish soldier - turned - mystic, Ignatius of Loyola,
in the 16th century, the Jesuit order offered a rigorous and demanding
training program that was designed to foster both spiritual growth and
intellectual prowess. The Jesuit formation entailed a carefully designed and
balanced curriculum of academic studies, spiritual exercises, pastoral work,
and teaching assignments, all aimed at developing future priests who could
serve the Church effectively and who would be well - equipped to engage in
intellectual and spiritual conversations with the people they encountered.

This thorough engagement with various fields of learning, combined
with the Jesuits’ commitment to spiritual discipline and contemplative
practice, had a considerable impact on Hopkins’ poetic themes and style.
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His exposure to various branches of philosophy, theology, and literature
enabled him to develop a sophisticated understanding of the relationship
between the natural world, human experience, and the divine. It is during
his Jesuit formation that Hopkins began to appreciate the complexity of
God’s creation and the manifestation of God’s grandeur in all aspects of life,
leading to the distinct spiritual and natural themes that resonate throughout
his poetry.

Moreover, the Jesuit approach to education, which placed a special
emphasis on critical thinking, oracy, and engagement with primary sources,
fostered in Hopkins a strong analytical mind and a profound love for language.
These intellectual traits were further strengthened by his own fascination
with the dynamics of words, sounds, and poetic structures. The result was
an innovative approach to poetic expression that distinguished him from
many of his Victorian contemporaries: his inventive use of sprung rhythm,
his experimentation with syntax and enjambment, and his penchant for
creating unusual images and word combinations, reflecting the richness and
diversity of both the seen world and the inner workings of the human spirit.

Hopkins’ commitment to the Jesuit path, however, not only profoundly
affected his artistic development but also deeply challenged his very identity
as a creative individual. There were times when he experienced prolonged
periods of doubt and struggle, much like the desolation experienced by
Ignatius of Loyola, a phenomenon referred to as the ”dark night of the soul.”
The strain of juggling his responsibilities as a Jesuit priest, an educator,
and a poet in such an intense environment forced Hopkins to confront
the inevitable tension between his spiritual commitments and his artistic
ambitions. Furthermore, the Jesuit vow of poverty and humility, combined
with the order’s skepticism towards secular arts, made it difficult for Hopkins
to seek recognition for his poetry and to engage with the Victorian literary
circles.

Against these odds, however, Hopkins found solace and encouragement
in a close network of Jesuit friends and mentors who not only helped him
navigate the tensions between his religious and artistic callings but also
contributed to shaping his literary reputation. The advocacy of friends like
Robert Bridges paved the way for the eventual rediscovery and revaluation
of his poetry in the 20th century, culminating in his posthumous recognition
as one of the most original and influential literary voices of the Victorian
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era.
While his Jesuit identity posed challenges to his literary aspirations,

it ultimately deepened and enriched his creative work, allowing him to
transcend the confines of conventional Victorian poetics and to forge a unique
and enduring place in the literary canon. In grappling with the complexities
and contradictions of his religious and artistic vocations, Hopkins bore
witness to the multilayered and interconnected nature of human existence,
giving rise to a poetry that continues to resonate with readers across spiritual,
cultural, and temporal boundaries.

As we continue to explore the life and works of Gerard Manley Hopkins,
we will delve further into the dynamics of his artistic and spiritual journey,
examining his experiences as a clergyman in the rapidly changing urban
landscapes of Victorian London. In doing so, we will come to appreciate
the rich tapestry of influences and experiences that shaped Hopkins’ ex-
traordinary poetic expression, revealing a man of deep faith, formidable
intellect, and relentless passion for both the divine and the artistic beauty
found within the mundane and the extraordinary alike.

Introduction to the Jesuit Order

Undoubtedly, to understand Gerard Manley Hopkins’ life and work, one
must delve into the Jesuit Order, a significant part of his identity that
profoundly informed both his poetry and worldview. Established in 1540
by the Spanish nobleman St. Ignatius of Loyola, the Society of Jesus, or
Jesuit Order, rapidly became one of the most influential religious orders
within the Catholic Church. Notably, the order primarily devoted itself to
intellectual and missionary pursuits for centuries, dedicated to the motto
”Ad maiorem Dei gloriam,” - for the greater glory of God. Grasping the
intricacies of Hopkins’ relationship with the Jesuits requires familiarizing
oneself with its structure, goals, and impact on the poet’s life and work.

Prominently, the Society of Jesus distinguished itself through its rigorous
education system and commitment to intellectual pursuits. This scholarly
paradigm appealed to Hopkins, who relished intellectual challenges and had
demonstrably thrived in academic environments such as Highgate School
and Balliol College. The Jesuit formation curriculum, which spanned across
twelve to fourteen years, encompassed a wide range of subjects, including
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classical languages, theology, philosophy, and science. This educational
framework fostered Hopkins’ interdisciplinary interests, enabling him to
integrate his theological, philosophical, and artistic insights into his unique
poetic sensibility.

At the heart of the Jesuit ethos lies the Spiritual Exercises, a manual for
spiritual growth composed by St. Ignatius Loyola. Designed as a month-long
retreat, the Exercises aimed to foster an individual’s deepening relationship
with God through a process of rigorous self - examination, reflection on the
life of Christ, and discernment of one’s divine calling. Hopkins’ engagement
with the Spiritual Exercises undoubtedly shaped his perception of the natural
world and human experience, inviting him to trace the immanent presence
of God in every facet of life - a theme that permeates his poetry. This
particular worldview facilitated Hopkins’ profound and intimate connection
with nature, most captured in his eloquent description of the natural world
as ”charged with the grandeur of God.”

Furthermore, the emphasis on self - sacrifice, solidarity, and social justice
channeled Hopkins’ empathic and compassionate tendencies. The Jesuits
have always been on the forefront of social and educational endeavors,
ministering to the marginalized and underserved communities. In this
context, Hopkins found ample opportunities to act upon his desire to serve
those in need, including his work as a parish priest in some of London’s
most underprivileged neighborhoods. This aspect of the Jesuit lifestyle
resonates in his poems that touch upon themes of suffering, poverty, and
social injustice.

The aesthetics of Ignatian spirituality permeate Hopkins’ poetry, most
notably in his innovative use of language and form. The Jesuit commitment
to ”finding God in all things” echoes in Hopkins’ descriptions of the natural
world that ascribe divine qualities to seemingly ordinary objects and events.
This approach prompted Hopkins to develop the concept of ”inscape,” the
unique essence of each created thing that reveals God’s presence and beauty.
This innovative principle informs the rich, vivid imagery and unconventional
syntax that distinguish Hopkins’ poetic style.

However, Hopkins also faced tensions and challenges arising from his
dual identity as a Jesuit and a poet. At times, his religious commitments
threatened to stifle his artistic expression - the demands of his priestly duties
occasionally relegated his writing to the periphery of his life, resulting in



CHAPTER 4. THE JESUIT ORDER AND ITS ROLE IN SHAPING HOPKINS’
LIFE AND LITERARY CAREER

62

periods of poetic drought. Nevertheless, his unwavering devotion to the
Jesuit Order and the ideals that scaffolded his beliefs translated into the
thoughtful and challenging poetry that stands today as a testament to his
faith and intellect.

As we continue to explore Hopkins’ life and work, readers are invited
to consider how the intersection of Victorian society, Jesuit values, and the
poet’s unique sensibilities forged the remarkable legacy of Gerard Manley
Hopkins. By tracing the imprints of the Jesuit Order upon his poetry and
thought, we deepen our understanding of the man behind the words - a man
who, in his relentless pursuit of divine beauty and truth, carved an indelible
mark on the landscape of British literature.

Hopkins’ Decision to Join the Jesuits

In the whirlwind of Victorian London, Gerard Manley Hopkins found himself
at a crossroads marked by two diverging paths - that of a devout Catholic
and that of a burgeoning poet. The decision to follow one path required
the abandonment of the other; in navigating the bumpy terrain between
both pursuits, he eventually found his way to the Society of Jesus, which
provided what appeared as a reconciliation between his spiritual calling and
his artistic inclinations. The steely choice to embrace the Jesuit life was far
more than a resolution of Hopkins’ internal conflicts - it marked a seismic
shift in his poetic expression, the beginning of a lifelong journey to balance
his religious vocation with his poetic ambition, and the key to unlocking his
extraordinary creative potential.

Hopkins’ early life was characterized by oscillating devotion - his deep
religious sentiment was entwined with a fierce commitment to the written
word, as both pursuits provided a powerful means of self - expression and
exploration. The choice of conformity was neither easy nor immediate; in
fact, a close examination reveals the myriad of influences that contributed
to what was ultimately his final decision to join the Jesuits - forces that
stretched beyond his own immediate spiritual fervor.

The writings of John Henry Newman played a pivotal role in Hopkins’
spiritual journey. Newman’s quest for truth and his inspiring rhetoric
served as a guiding light for the young poet who was constantly seeking
assurance. Newman’s Apologia Pro Vita Sua and The Idea of a University,
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in particular, offered moral and intellectual justifications for Hopkins’ more
eccentric poetic choices within a Catholic context, strongly reinforcing his
belief in the alignment of poetic expression and religious faith.

Another formidable contingent in the shaping of Hopkins’ decision
came from his exposure to the artistic and intellectual circles of the Pre -
Raphaelites. The poetry of Christina Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and
John Ruskin provided a concrete vision of aestheticism - the marriage of
artistic beauty and spiritual depth. Hopkins, captivated by the lush imagery
and intensity of these poets, recognized in their work the simultaneous
binding and possibilities of pursuing a spiritual life that could accommodate
his artistic ambition.

Hopkins’ Jesuit choice was far from a whimsical detour - it was a con-
scious, multifaceted decision informed by a web of pressures and influences
that came together at a critical point in his life. Yet despite the weight of
his choice, Hopkins found solace and certainty in his commitment to the
Jesuits. He believed that his decision would work to harmonize the elements
of his identity, melding his spiritual conviction with his poetic temperament.

However, as with any crossroads, there are the shadows of the paths not
taken - those passions and pursuits abandoned and left behind. Though he
chose the Jesuits, the undeniable talent and potential of his poetic career
hung, suspended, in the balance. The choice entailed great personal sacrifice
and an abyss of uncertainty for his poetic future.

In retrospect, we can appreciate that Hopkins’ decision to join the Jesuits
was far more than a weary submission to his religious calling. The arduous
training he underwent served to refine and expand his creative potential,
sharpen his flair for language and syntax, and cultivate his sensitivity to
the nuance and complexities of the human condition. It was in this crucible
that the raw material took shape and molded into the extraordinary poetic
sensibility that would later come to grace the pages of history.

Ironically, it was this fateful choice - the decision to walk away from the
path of the established Victorian poet - that provided Hopkins with the
impetus and the inspiration to forge his own way, crafting an inimitable
poetic style that resonated with life’s dichotomies and complexities. The
confines of his Jesuit life, once perceived as limiting, were in truth the very
forces that honed his creative genius and pushed him to explore the depths
of his artistic talents.
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The marriage between Jesuit discipline and artistic endeavor may have
been a dance between two seemingly incompatible partners; nevertheless, it
was this intricate waltz that shaped the poet, the religious, and the man
that Gerard Manley Hopkins became. Through an enigmatic balance, he
carved his indelible mark on the annals of poetry, proving that the pursuit
of the divine can, indeed, ignite the fire of artistic expression.

In the tumultuous world of Victorian London, the decision to remain on
the tightrope was fraught with challenges and setbacks, but as the winds of
change swept over the cultural landscape, the harmonious blending of his
Jesuit life with his poetry set the stage for a new era of poetic innovation
and expression that, in the years to come, would leave an indelible mark on
the literary world.

The Formation and Training Process of a Jesuit

Upon being accepted into the order, the aspiring Jesuit begins his spiritual
journey as a novice, embarking on a two - year period of probation. This
stage holds prime importance in the life of a Jesuit, as it sets the foundation
for the individual’s understanding and internalizing of the core values of
the Society, through prayer, meditation, study, and menial tasks. One
key aspect of this initial phase is the making of the Spiritual Exercises - a
month - long retreat designed to strengthen the novice’s relationship with
God. Comprising a series of meditations and contemplative exercises, the
Spiritual Exercises are a means of self - examination and an introduction
to the discipline of discernment, thus enabling the individual to grow in
spiritual maturity.

The sheer intensity of this phase serves not only to cultivate a deep
sense of humility but also to foster resilience, which is essential for the
Jesuit mission of serving others as well as the Church. This inner strength
would go on to greatly influence Hopkins’ character, endowing him with the
fortitude to face the hardships that lay ahead.

Following the novitiate, the aspirant proceeds to the stage known as
scholasticate, where he receives a thorough grounding in a wide array of
subjects - including philosophy, theology, and the humanities - lasting a
minimum of seven years. This interdisciplinary approach to education is
emblematic of the Jesuit commitment to intellectual excellence, which was
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not only in practice but also in principle, finding its roots in the spirituality
of the founder, St. Ignatius.

This inclination towards scholarship was acutely felt by Hopkins during
his time as a scholastic, as it resonated with his existing intellectual curiosity.
The Jesuit emphasis on a well - rounded intellectual formation allowed
Hopkins to hone his poetic and linguistic talents, while simultaneously
developing his propensity for deep theological reflection. This extensive
exposure to various disciplines enabled him to craft his signature fusion of
religious themes, classical learning, and linguistic experimentation.

Integral to the training is the practice of regular engagement in ministries
and apostolates, complementing the intellectual pursuits undertaken by the
scholastics. This enables the aspiring Jesuits to ground their learning
in practical experiences, thereby fostering empathy, understanding, and
compassion - traits that would feature prominently in Hopkins’ life as a
priest. Furthermore, his aptitude to connect with and serve those in need
would later permeate his poetry, imbuing it with a profound sense of empathy
and resonance.

Following the completion of their philosophical and theological studies,
the Jesuit is ordained a priest. However, this does not mark the end of their
formation, as their continued growth and learning is a lifelong process - a
perpetual journey towards becoming better instruments of Christ.

The holistic formation process of a Jesuit seeks not only to hone the
mind but also the heart, molding men who are equipped to serve others and
the Church. This formative process left a lasting impact on Gerard Manley
Hopkins, instilling in him the resolve, compassion, and discernment that
would later be manifested in his poetry. As we now turn our attention to his
service as a Jesuit in Victorian London, it is essential to bear in mind the
extensive formation that underpinned his actions, decisions, and struggles,
both within and beyond the realm of his poetic endeavors.

The Jesuit Influence on Hopkins’ Spiritual and Intellec-
tual Development

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ conversion to Catholicism and subsequent decision
to join the Society of Jesus, commonly known as the Jesuits, not only
shaped his spiritual development but also had a significant impact on his
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intellectual growth. Founded by Ignatius of Loyola in 1540, the Jesuits are
known for their emphasis on rigorous education, spiritual formation, and
dedication to social justice. As Hopkins underwent the rigorous formation
process within the Jesuit order, his intellectual horizons expanded in ways
that would inform his unique and groundbreaking poetry.

One aspect of this intellectual development was Hopkins’ immersion
in Ignatian spirituality, which forms the core of the Jesuit approach to
faith and religious life. Central to Ignatian spirituality is the practice
of the Spiritual Exercises, a set of meditations and prayers designed to
foster a deeper relationship with God. The structure and purpose of the
Exercises, which encourage self - reflection and heightened awareness of
spiritual experiences, resonated with Hopkins’ affinity for introspection.
This influence is discernible in his poems, where he often investigates the
inner workings of his own soul and grapples with complex emotions and
spiritual questions.

Additionally, Ignatian spirituality stresses the importance of finding God
in all things, an idea that appealed to Hopkins’ love of nature. As a young
man, he had keenly observed the natural world and was deeply moved by
its beauty. This early passion for the natural world became even more
profound under the influence of Ignatian spirituality, as it invited him to
perceive God’s presence in the intricacies of creation. This idea underpins
much of Hopkins’ poetry, where he discerns divine glory manifested in the
smallest details of nature, such as the dappled patterns of light or the
fleeting shimmer of a bird’s wing.

In addition to impacting his spiritual development, the Jesuit order
provided Hopkins with invaluable intellectual resources. The Jesuits were
committed to the pursuit of knowledge and championed rigorous scholarly
inquiry, urging their members to engage deeply with philosophy, theology,
and the natural sciences. This commitment to intellectual excellence was
reflected in the breadth and depth of the education available in the Jesuit
network of schools and colleges.

During his time as a Jesuit, Hopkins came into contact with various
schools of thought and academic disciplines, such as scholastic philosophy,
which emphasizes logic, metaphysics, and rhetoric. The analytical and
dialectical methods employed in scholasticism would have sharpened his
critical thinking and argumentative skills, both of which strategically surface
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throughout his poetic oeuvre.
Moreover, his encounter with scholastic aesthetics introduced Hopkins

to the concept of haecceitas, or the unique ”quiddity” or ”this - ness” of
individual things. This concept, too, significantly influenced his poetic
practice, ultimately fueling his portrayal of the ”inscape” - a term he created
to describe the distinctive, inner essence of every creature and object in the
world. In his poetry, Hopkins continually attempts to capture the underlying
beauty and uniqueness of each aspect of creation, from a simple wildflower
to an entire landscape.

Finally, Hopkins’ time spent among the Jesuits served to inform his moral
and ethical beliefs, an integral component of his intellectual development.
Jesuits place a strong emphasis on social justice and care for the marginalized,
themes that deeply resonated with Hopkins, who struggled with some of
Victorian England’s detrimental societal expectations and practices. This
heightened sense of moral awareness and dedication to social responsibility
emerge palpably in works like ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,” where
Hopkins critiques the injustices present in both nature and human society.

Thus, it can be asserted with confidence that Hopkins’ intellectual
and spiritual development was significantly shaped by his encounters with
the Jesuit order. The Ignatian emphasis on religious and scholarly rigor
fused symbiotically with his artistic aspirations, urging him to discover
new poetic forms and to stretch the limits of conventional Victorian verse.
Examining the profound influence of the Jesuit tradition on Gerard Manley
Hopkins underscores the inseparability of his faith and poetic vocation,
encapsulated, for example, in his ongoing quest to unite his artistic ambitions
with his spiritual and religious commitments. In his Jesuit milieu, Hopkins
tapped into a rich source of inspiration, engaging with powerful ideas and
philosophies that would forever alter the trajectory of his life and his poetry.

The Role of Jesuit Discipline and Asceticism in Shaping
Hopkins’ Character

One of the most significant aspects of Jesuit discipline is the practice of
rigorous self - examination and cultivation of self - awareness, guided by the
Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit Order.
This demanding regimen consists of a series of scripted meditations, prayers,
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and mental exercises, developed with the purpose of fostering a deeper
ongoing relationship between the Jesuit and the divine. For Hopkins, the
relentless scrutiny of his own thoughts, feelings, and actions shaped his mind
into an instrument of keen perception, attention, and introspection. These
qualities are powerfully evident in his poetry, where flights of imagery are
meticulously crafted and honed, reflecting his disciplined training in the
Spiritual Exercises.

The Jesuit commitment to living an ascetic life, reliant upon simple ma-
terial means and detached from worldly concerns, was profoundly influential
in shaping Hopkins’ character. The renunciation of personal wealth, status,
and pleasures compelled him to focus inward, delving into his creativity and
spirituality to generate meaning and substance from within. This austere
lifestyle fostered a fortitude and resilience that is notably present in his
poetry, often exploring themes such as suffering, sacrifice, and perseverance
in the face of adversity. In ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,” for example, the
intertwining depiction of the shipwreck and Hopkins’ own spiritual struggle
exhibits a stoic endurance, as expressed in the lines, ”I kiss my hand / To
the stars, lovely - asunder / Starlight, wafting him out of it; and / Glow,
glory in thunder.”

Jesuit discipline also prioritizes obedience, both to the hierarchy of the
Order and to the will of God. This submission strongly influenced Hopkins’
character, as he strove to surrender his own desires and ambitions to the
divine, even when it came into conflict with his artistic pursuits. The very
decision to become a Jesuit involved a great act of self -denial, as Jesuit rules
prohibited publishing poetry - an ambitious dream of the young Hopkins.
Ultimately, this spirit of obedience intensified the passion and vibrancy in
his poetic expression, as his art became an act of communion with the divine
rather than merely a projection of personal ambition.

In the Victorian Era, a period characterized by tremendous social,
technological, and intellectual changes, the ascetic and disciplined character
of Gerard Manley Hopkins stood in stark contrast to the swirling dynamism
around him. Jesuit discipline not only infused Hopkins with a tenacious
spirit, but also fostered a unique perspective, guiding the poet’s gaze toward
the internal realm of the soul rather than the shifting currents of his
time. This orientation enriched not only his poetry, but also his broader
engagement with the Victorian world, as he navigated the complexities of



CHAPTER 4. THE JESUIT ORDER AND ITS ROLE IN SHAPING HOPKINS’
LIFE AND LITERARY CAREER

69

his era with the unyielding compass of Ignatian spirituality.
Ethos, the spirit and character of a person, emanates from the confluence

of the myriad forces acting upon and cultivated within that individual. For
Gerard Manley Hopkins, the Jesuit discipline and asceticism which molded
his character, are the very touchstones that make his poetry monumental
and distinct. This wondrous molding of character would further allow
Hopkins to bring his unique perspective to bear on the turbulence of the
Victorian age and carve a space for his poetic legacy in the annals of the
literary canon, even as his Jesuit identity served as both beacon and cross
to bear.

Jesuit Educational Philosophy and its Impact on Hop-
kins’ Teaching Career

There is no better way to understand Gerard Manley Hopkins’ teaching
career than by examining the Jesuit educational philosophy that molded
him as an intellectual and ultimately integrated into his pedagogy. The
Jesuits, officially known as the Society of Jesus, were an influential force in
the development of educational practices during the Victorian era. At the
heart of Jesuit education lies the Ratio Studiorum (’The Plan of Studies’), a
document that outlines its guiding principles and serves as the blueprint for
Jesuit schools around the world. Bearing in mind this educational context,
we can glean much about the impact that Jesuit philosophy had on Hopkins’
teaching career, along with valuable insights into his character and literary
sensibilities.

One of the key aspects of Jesuit educational philosophy is the concept of
cura personalis, which translates to ”care for the whole person.” Within the
framework of cura personalis, educators are taught to focus not simply on
their students’ academic development but on every aspect of their growth
- intellectual, spiritual, moral, emotional, and physical. This approach, in
essence, acknowledges the complexity of the human being and seeks to create
well - rounded individuals capable of serving their society with integrity and
empathy. Although it is impossible to obtain firsthand accounts detailing
Hopkins’ teaching methods, we can be reasonably sure that the principle of
cura personalis remained a critical aspect of his pedagogical approach.

During his tenure as a professor at both University College Dublin and
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Stonyhurst College, Hopkins forged strong relationships with his students,
delving deep into their thoughts and personal lives. These connections
undoubtedly nurtured the empathy and understanding Hopkins exhibited as
a teacher. The imagery and sentiments found in his poetry, rife with human
pain and the beauty of creation, suggest a man fully attuned to the world
within and around him. The intimacy, the profound care for the individual,
and the innate spirituality that pervade his verses achieve greater depth
and significance when we realize that Jesuit education called upon Hopkins
to always be mindful of the kaleidoscope of human conditions.

Another pillar of Jesuit educational philosophy is the magis, a Latin
word meaning ”the greater” or ”the more.” In the context of education, the
magis reflects the ideals of continuous improvement, the pursuit of excellence,
and the aspiration to achieve the maximum potential of both teacher and
student. It encourages individuals to develop their talents, share their gifts
with others, and serve the greater good. Confronted with Hopkins’ personal
and professional evolution in becoming a Jesuit, it is apparent that the
magis profoundly affected him.

The magis can be seen in Hopkins’ relentless pursuit of knowledge,
intellectual curiosity, and drive for self - improvement. His expertise in
diverse subjects, from Latin and Greek to modern languages, the arts,
and the sciences, bore testament to his dedication to uncovering answers,
understanding intricacies, and unraveling mysteries. As a teacher, this
translated into a tireless commitment to facilitating learning, encouraging
intellectual debate, and spurring his students’ desire to explore new realms
in the process.

More than that, the magis is reflected in Hopkins’ artistic experimenta-
tion and aesthetic bravery that form a significant part of his literary legacy.
He adopted the same dedication to his poetry and the development of his
innovative poetic techniques- most notably the invention of sprung rhythm,
a bold departure from traditional poetic meters. The magis is woven into
the creative fabric of his verse, challenging and reshaping the conventions of
the time.

It is important to note that the Jesuit educational philosophy transcended
the academic sphere, having practical implications on its adherents’ lives.
For Hopkins, the teachings of the Society of Jesus permeated every aspect
of his being. As an educator, taking up the magis and cura personalis
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became a crucial part of his spiritual practice, thereby binding him more
intimately to his faith. His experiences in the classrooms, engaging with
his students, witnessing their intellectual and emotional development, only
served to cement his resolve and understanding of the divine principle that
governed human existence.

Throughout his career, Gerard Manley Hopkins stands as an exemplar
of Jesuit education, bringing to bear the potent combination of intellectual,
artistic, and spiritual growth. By examining the significant tenets of Jesuit
educational philosophy that shaped his pedagogical approach and literary
craft, we dare to imagine the impact - indelible in its own right - that
Hopkins left on his students and, ultimately, on the people who continue to
read his verse, experiencing the profound wisdom and beauty that springs
from within.

The Tension between Hopkins’ Jesuit Vocation and his
Artistic Expression

In exploring the life and works of Gerard Manley Hopkins, the tension
between his Jesuit vocation and his artistic expression emerges as a central
theme. This tension is not merely an interesting biographical detail, but
rather an essential component in understanding the unique characteristics
of his poetry. In charting Hopkins’ inner conflicts, we begin to discern the
ways in which his religious commitment interfered with, as well as nurtured,
the development of his poetic genius.

One of the key components in this tension was the Jesuit principle of
indifference, that is, the belief in spiritual detachment from earthly pursuits,
possessions, and even one’s own desires. Hopkins strove to adhere to this
principle, seeking to submit his entire being to the service of God and Christ,
as demonstrated in his poem ”The Habit of Perfection.” Despite the lofty
ambitions expressed in this work, the poem also betrays a deep sense of
anxiety about the implications of total detachment for his artistic pursuits.
The act of writing poetry, after all, implies a certain attachment to language,
self - expression, and the creative process. Thus, for Hopkins, his decision to
surrender to the divine mandated a painful sacrifice that encompassed his
poetic aspirations.

Hopkins’ early years as a Jesuit saw the curtailment of his poetic pro-
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duction. This self - imposed hiatus coincides with periods of intense spiritual
formation and training, as he perceived his artistic practice to be incompat-
ible with religious devotion. Thomas Merton, a fellow poet and monastic,
remarks that in these years, Hopkins was “wrestling with his inborn divinity,
which he mistook for an almost diabolical refusal to be conformed to the
poverty of Christ.” However, those who surmise that his vocation stifled his
creative spirit misunderstand the nuanced relationship between his spiritual
and artistic pursuits.

Ironically, the very act of suppressing his poetic gift for the sake of his
religious convictions led to the eventual blossoming of his most innovative
works. The hiatus he imposed upon himself rendered his poetic faculties
latent but not inert; the energy of his genius lay in wait, in patient ex-
pectation of a divine impetus, a poetic mission that would align with his
spiritual path. This mission came in the form of assignments from his
superiors, first for composing a hymn that eventually grew into ”The Wreck
of the Deutschland,” and later for writing in response to the death of five
Franciscan nuns. Hopkins’ return to poetry following these commissions
heralds a deeper synthesis of art and spirituality, as he sought to create
a poetic language commensurate with the transcendent realm of divine
mystery.

The Jesuit intellectual tradition inspired Hopkins to innovate linguisti-
cally and artistically. In his attempt to render the transcendent immanent,
he developed what he called a “sprung rhythm,” a rhythmic structure that
seeks to break free from conventional metrics to more effectively embody the
dynamic energy of spiritual experience. This technique facilitated a unique
form of expression that, by its very nature, defies modern categorization
and resists interpretation. Hopkins’ innovative strategy can be seen as an
attempt to forge a middle path between his vocation as a Jesuit and his
creative ambitions.

And yet, the tension between these commitments was never fully resolved.
A close reading of his poems - particularly those from his later period -
reveals a persistent unease with the artistic life, an ongoing struggle to
reconcile the desire for self - expression with the duty of holy submission. In
”To R.B.,” Hopkins grapples with the ethics of his craft, wondering what
he has to show for his life of devotion, lamenting the loss of his youth and
wondering if his pursuit of poetic beauty is, in fact, an exercise in vanity or
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self - idolatry.
The specter of this conflict looms over some of his final poems, such as

”Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves” which is laden with anxiety over the impending
judgment of his soul. The poem’s claustrophobic form and tortured syntax
mirror the unresolved tension within Hopkins’ heart, as he attempts, in the
very act of writing, to reopen the dialogue between his heavenly and earthly
callings.

This profound tension between the spiritual and artistic calls did not
disappear with Hopkins’ untimely death, but instead continued to shape
the reception and interpretation of his work in subsequent generations.
Within this enduring interplay lies a fertile ground for the continued study
and appreciation of a poet whose life highlights the intricate relationship
between the divine and the artistic. As we delve further into the rich body
of scholarship surrounding Gerard Manley Hopkins, we are reminded of the
delicate dance between spiritual devotion and poetic ambition, one that
challenges us to examine our understanding of literary genius, surrender,
and the pursuit of a transcendent artistic vision.

Serving as a Jesuit in Victorian London: Challenges and
Opportunities for Hopkins

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ decision to join the Society of Jesus and serve
as a Jesuit priest in Victorian London not only had a profound impact
on his poetic aspirations but also presented its share of challenges and
opportunities. Victorian London, steeped in a mix of conservatism, social
upheavals, and poverty, offered a unique setting for Hopkins to explore his
dual vocation as a poet and a Jesuit.

The first challenge Hopkins faced in his effort to navigate his dual calling
lay in the rigorous demands of Jesuit life. As a priest, he was required
to abide by an austere lifestyle, which included taking vows of obedience,
poverty, and chastity. Additionally, there was the expectation that he would
embrace various ministries and roles within his religious community without
deviating from his spiritual commitments. This left little room for dedicated
attention to his creative endeavors, leading Hopkins to wrestle with the
tension between his artistic calling and his religious one.

The second challenge was the sheer amount of work involved in serving
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as a priest in the crowded, squalid neighborhoods of Victorian London.
Hopkins embarked on a ministry that was primarily concerned with providing
educational and spiritual support to the city’s poor, especially those living
in poverty - stricken areas such as the East End. The grim realities he
confronted daily in these neighborhoods - dilapidated buildings, rampant
diseases, and abject poverty - gave him first - hand knowledge of the suffering
of the disadvantaged classes and deepened his sense of compassion and
empathy for the downtrodden.

However, it is essential to recognize that along with these challenges
came significant opportunities. The world of Victorian London, with its
bustling energy and boundless variety, served as a vast canvas upon which
Hopkins could paint his extraordinary insights into humanity and nature.
The vibrancy and richness of the city’s daily life offered him an endless
source of inspiration, and his close encounter with suffering and hardship
empowered him to create some of the most poignant and moving poetry
ever written.

Moreover, through his work in the slums of London, Hopkins was able
to reach and minister to a diverse range of people who otherwise might
have never had the chance to be exposed to his poetry. As a Jesuit, he
was compelled to move beyond the ivory tower and immerse himself in a
world far removed from his genteel upbringing. This widened his perspective
and ultimately enriched his poetic vision and expression. Additionally, his
commitment to the Jesuit values of social justice and solidarity led him to
forge deep connections within the community and foster a spirit of empathy
and understanding that imbued his poetry with a greater sense of meaning
and purpose.

Furthermore, his work as a priest also helped Hopkins to develop his
intellect and emotional intelligence. By grappling with complex theological
issues and engaging in lively debates on matters of faith, he honed his
critical thinking abilities and deepened his understanding of the human
condition. His exposure to various religious, philosophical, and cultural
traditions facilitated his intellectual curiosity and furnished him with an
array of themes and ideas that found their way into his poetry.

It’s worth noting that during this period, despite the challenges he faced,
Hopkins was able to maintain a circle of close friends and confidants who
understood and appreciated his struggles and helped him in his creative
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endeavors. These friendships provided him with both moral and intellectual
support when he was grappling with his dual vocation and trying to find
his poetic voice amid the cacophony of Victorian London.

In conclusion, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ service as a Jesuit priest in
Victorian London was indeed a time of challenges and opportunities that
molded and shaped his artistic vision. Through his ministry work and
exposure to the sufferings and joys of humanity, he was able to forge a
unique poetic sensibility that stands as a testament to his unyielding quest
for the divine in the midst of the profane. As his poetry continues to garner
admiration and respect, Hopkins’ London experiences serve as an indelible
reminder of the deep wellspring of inspiration that can be drawn from both
the beauty and pain of life.

The Jesuit Connections and Support Network: Helping
Hopkins Navigate the Victorian Literary World

Gerard Manley Hopkins, the prominent Victorian poet and Jesuit priest,
could be considered an anomaly in the world of literature, as his unique
poetic style and devout religiosity seemed to stand in opposition to the
conventional expectations of the Victorian literary world. However, Hopkins’
ability to navigate the complicated landscape of Victorian literature can,
in part, be attributed to the support and connections he received from the
Jesuit order.

The Society of Jesus, or the Jesuits, has a long history of prioritizing
education and intellectual pursuits. Founded by St. Ignatius of Loyola in
1540, the Jesuits quickly established a network of colleges and universities
throughout Europe and beyond. This emphasis on learning and academic
excellence provided Hopkins with a solid foundation for his own intellectual
development and creative pursuits. Though the Jesuit order often demanded
strict obedience and adherence to religious doctrines, its extensive educa-
tional network also allowed for the possibility of exchanges with other like
- minded individuals. For Hopkins, this Jesuit network acted as a bridge
between his religious life and the larger literary world of Victorian England,
creating opportunities for him to engage with both his artistic and spiritual
interests.

Hopkins’ fellow Jesuit brethren provided vital encouragement in the face
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of a hostile or indifferent literary environment. Individual Jesuits, such as his
confessor and close friend Richard Watson Dixon, offered Hopkins valuable
feedback on his poetry and served as crucial sounding boards for his ideas.
These relationships allowed Hopkins to refine his poetic techniques while
maintaining a consistent focus on the spiritual themes that underpinned
much of his work. His fellow Jesuits also acted as his first and most valuable
audience, passing on his poems through private circulation and promoting
them within their own circles.

In addition to the personal connections Hopkins built within the order,
the Jesuits also provided him with access to important literary resources.
The extensive libraries of Stonyhurst College, the Jesuit seminary at which
Hopkins taught, and other Jesuit institutions exposed Hopkins to a vast array
of literary works, expanding his understanding of the poetic tradition and
informing his development as a poet. The Jesuits’ commitment to cultural
and intellectual preservation positioned Hopkins within a larger, more
established network, one which provided him with a wealth of knowledge
and resources from which he could draw in crafting his verse.

Aside from the direct support and resources available to Hopkins within
the Jesuit order, the Jesuits also played an indirect role in his literary pursuits
by teaching the importance of discipline and devotion in both religious and
secular spheres. It was the Jesuits, for example, who instilled in Hopkins a
fervent commitment to the spiritual disciplines, such as meditation, prayer,
and self - examination. These spiritual exercises played a crucial role in
shaping Hopkins’ approach to poetry: the discipline and introspection that
the Jesuits demanded of him in his religious life also informed his creative
process, as seen in his rigorous approach to the composition of his poems, as
well as his meticulous, and often painfully laborious, revision process. The
Jesuit ethic of continual self - improvement and spiritual growth, in turn,
provided Hopkins with a model of artistic development that he could use to
navigate the challenges of the Victorian literary landscape.

The Jesuit order, through its intellectual traditions, its direct support,
and its wider historical and cultural influence, served as an essential lifeline
for Gerard Manley Hopkins as he sought to reconcile his dual vocations as
poet and priest. They were, for Hopkins, the anchor that held him fast
within a constantly changing sea of literary trends, social expectations, and
personal crises. It is impossible to imagine Hopkins’ poetic career without
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the connections, resources, and encouragement that the Jesuits provided;
and it is equally impossible to imagine Hopkins the man without the spiritual
and intellectual sustenance that his Jesuit formation offered. Thus, as we
trace the interplay of art and religion in Gerard Manley Hopkins’ life and
works, we recognize the enduring significance of the Jesuit connections and
support network in helping him navigate the complexities of both domains,
and in shaping the man who would become one of the most influential and
enigmatic poets of the Victorian era.



Chapter 5

The Struggles and
Triumphs: Hopkins’ Life
in 19th Century Victorian
London

The bustling streets of Victorian London provided a turbulent backdrop for
Gerard Manley Hopkins’ personal and creative journey, characterized by
both struggles and triumphs. As a devout Jesuit priest and an innovative
poet, Hopkins flourished amidst the intellectual and spiritual richness of the
city but also grappled with the demands of his vocation and the shifting
values of his time. Intricately woven into his experiences is the tapestry
of Victorian London, which offered both solace and strife, and shaped the
unique fabric of his poetic genius.

Hopkins’ decision to join the Roman Catholic Church and subsequently,
the Society of Jesus, at a time when London was a hub of Anglican values,
brought about a struggle to balance his religious commitments and intense
spiritual faith with his artistic pursuits. As a Jesuit, Hopkins was compelled
to adhere to a regimented lifestyle of prayer, discipline, and missionary work.
The spiritual journey was intense but meaningful, fostering a deep sense
of connection with God and humanity. One could argue that his Jesuit
lifestyle, while demanding, allowed his convictions to nourish much of his
poetry. This devotion to his faith resulted in intricate and profound poems
such as “God’s Grandeur,” “The Windhover,” and “Carrion Comfort”.
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However, Hopkins, as a priest in Victorian London, found himself con-
fronted with the realities of urban poverty, which deeply affected him. His
ministry work in the city’s slums revealed the stark disparities between
the wealthy and the destitute, and the societal and economic structures
that perpetuated these imbalances. This unsettling reality manifested in
his poetry, providing a powerful means of engaging with the plight of his
parishioners and offering solace to both poet and reader alike. Through the
intimately empathetic verses of his poems such as “Felix Randal,” Hopkins
brought the experiences of the London underclass into the consciousness of
his readers, challenging them to confront the darker aspects of Victorian
society.

The city’s landscapes, particularly its natural spaces, were essential to
Hopkins’ creative process. Immersed in the beauty of London’s parks and
gardens, he found a divine presence and a sense of wonder in the natural
world. This veneration of nature permeates his verse; from the exquisite
unfolding of a daffodil in “Spring” to the quiet refuge of a wooded copse in
“Inversnaid.” The contrast between the raw beauty of the natural world and
the city’s unrelenting industrial growth highlights a profound disillusionment
with human progress and the environmental degradation it engendered.

As a poet working in a rapidly changing society driven by industrializa-
tion and technological advancements, Hopkins was inspired and challenged
by the tumultuous cultural shifts of 19th - century London. Much of his
poetry, daringly experimental and characterized by its distinct rhythmic
form - sprung rhythm - , bold imagery, and a keen sense of the divine in
nature, defied the expectations of Victorian readers. Consequently, Hopkins
struggled to gain significant recognition and success during his lifetime, as
critics and audiences balked at his unconventional verse. This dissonance
between artistic ambition and public reception is evident in the lives of
many innovative artists, but it is essential to understanding Hopkins’ unique
position in the Victorian literary world.

Yet this very difficulty in gaining recognition may have gifted him the
freedom to pursue his poetic vision unfettered. Unburdened by literary
celebrity and its attendant expectations, Hopkins was free to craft a raw and
authentic body of work that resonated deeply with his spiritual and artistic
concerns. It was only with the posthumous publication of his work in the
early 20th century that his poetry finally found its place in the literary
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canon and the hearts of readers who appreciate his unique voice.
Hopkins’ life in Victorian London, filled with struggles and triumphs,

was a complex interplay of the spiritual and the earthly, the creative and the
institutional, and the timeless and the temporal. Within this crucible of faith
and art, his poetry emerged as an eternal testament to the power of human
expression and the divine grace that infuses every aspect of existence. With
its roots planted in the fertile soil of 19th - century London, his poetry has
transcended time and place to become an enduring fixture in the pantheon
of English literature. And as his poetry continues to inspire new generations,
the echoes of his life in Victorian London reverberate through the pages of
history, a testament to the struggles and triumphs of a singular artist and
spiritual seeker.

Striking the Balance: Hopkins’ Life as a Poet and a
Jesuit Priest in London

Striking the balance between two disparate vocations would inevitably prove
a strenuous endeavor for anyone faced with the same predicament. In the
case of Gerard Manley Hopkins, the daunting task of reconciling his creative
essence as a poet with his religious commitments as a Jesuit priest marked
his existence in Victorian London, shaping his poetic endeavor in a lasting
manner.

We see that upon entering the Society of Jesus, Hopkins’ encounters a
dilemmatic decision: he chooses to burn all his poetic works until then, as
an act of submission to the Jesuit order. However, his irrepressible poetic
impulses resurface under the rousing influence of a significant event, the
1875 shipwreck of the Deutschland, which appears to ignite a spark in the
depth of Hopkins’ creative core.

Undoubtedly, the daily demands of priestly life consumed much of
Hopkins’ physical and mental energies, as well as his time. His myriad
engagements as a Jesuit encompassed pastoral work, teaching, writing, and
studying, amongst other occupations. It is well - documented that Hopkins
experienced a feeling of creative stifling under the weight of his duties, as
seen in a letter where he states: ”I do the most by art when I have the least
to do with it.” This account captures the unfortunate irony that Hopkins
discovered in trying to strike the balance between priesthood and poetry.
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The complexity of Hopkins’ double life crucially enriched his poetry; his
religious vocation acted as a catalyst for an even deeper embrace of the
mystical. The inextricable interdependence between his religious beliefs and
poetic creations is exemplified in masterpieces such as ”The Windhover,”
where references to Christ and his Passion are wrapped within an intricate
web of natural, artistic, and personal elements. Moreover, other works like
”Pied Beauty” and ”God’s Grandeur” showcase the same harmonious fusion
between reverence for divine beauty and admiration for the natural world.

Submerging into the social realities of London provided Hopkins with a
grittier and more somber breadth of experience and insight. As he engaged
in ministerial work in the poverty - stricken areas of the city, the bleakness of
the industrial age seeped into his compositions. An example of this influence
can be observed in his poem ”Felix Randal,” which hauntingly humanizes
the very real suffering of an impoverished Victorian farrier and explores
themes of mortality and vulnerability.

Despite the challenges, Hopkins’ engagement with London’s natural
surroundings remained a wellspring of inspiration for his poetry. The
city’s landscapes intricately interlace with deeper reflections on decay and
rejuvenation, as seen in his poem ”Binsey Poplars.” Here, Hopkins mourns the
loss of a personal sanctuary, the destruction of nature, and the ephemerality
of beauty, while simultaneously echoing a spiritual lament.

The fundamental tension between Hopkins’ religious vocation and poetic
calling frequently manifested in an anxiety concerning the appropriateness
of his artistic expressions. As his Jesuit superiors remained largely unaware
of his poetic experiments, Hopkins struggled with feelings of guilt and an
incessant scrutiny over the fruitfulness of his creative output. Furthermore,
his innovative and wholly unique artistic style, along with the deeply religious
themes within his poetry, placed him in a challenging position amid his
Victorian contemporaries, who often struggled to embrace his work.

Nonetheless, the undeniable charm of Hopkins’ poetry lies in its distinct
ability to render such conflicts of vocation, of faith, and of aesthetic sensibility
compellingly vivid. It appears as though these very tensions ultimately
forged the unique alloy that lends his poetry its extraordinary resonance -
a resonance intriguingly harmonized with discord. In the keen struggle to
strike the elusive balance between artist and Jesuit, we discover the restless
vibrancy of Hopkins’ poetic vigor, which ceaselessly sought to harmonize
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the divine, the natural, and the creative in a single transcendent note.

The Demanding Nature of Priestly Duties and the Effect
on Hopkins’ Creativity

The dual nature of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ life, embracing both priestly
duties and his calling as a poet, placed him in a delicate position of perpetual
creative tension. As a Jesuit priest in Victorian London, Hopkins was
responsible for ministering to the spiritual needs of his congregation alongside
his service in poverty - stricken areas. Such demanding tasks required a
significant investment of time and energy, often siphoning away essential
mental and emotional resources from his deeply ingrained creative impulses.
A close examination of Hopkins’ poetry reveals the subtle ways in which his
artistic expression was both fueled and suppressed by the daily minutiae of
his religious vocation.

Hopkins’ priestly duties were manifold, encompassing the typical sacra-
mental responsibilities of baptisms, weddings, and funerals, as well as hearing
confessions, conducting home visits, and offering solace to those in need.
Yet, his ministry extended well beyond the familiar purview of his colleagues.
Eschewing the protection of the sanctuary, Hopkins chose to dwell amidst
the squalor and degradation of London’s slums, serving the city’s most
vulnerable populations. The emotional toll of bearing witness to abject
human suffering weighed heavily upon him, suffusing his poetry with a
newfound sense of despair and desolation. In spite of the grim backdrop of
his labor, Hopkins remained steadfast in his commitment to bring light and
hope to those living in the shadows of society.

The physical and cerebral demands of his priestly duties impinged upon
the amount of time Hopkins could allocate for the composition and refining
of his poetry. In a letter to his friend and fellow poet Robert Bridges,
he lamented the scarcity of unburdened moments in which he could fully
immerse himself in the creative process; his every waking thought was either
consumed by the exigencies of his ministry or haunted by the ghosts of
fallen souls he had encountered during his treks through London’s slums.
Nonetheless, Hopkins forged powerful connections between his religious
experiences and the consolidation of his distinctive artistic vision, his priestly
duties acting as a catalyst for some of his most profound poetic statements.
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Far from passively allowing the imperative of his religious vocation to
diminish his creative drive, Hopkins harnessed the raw, visceral energy of
his ministry in order to infuse his poetry with new layers of meaning and
depth. An attentive reader cannot help but be struck by the prevalence
of religious themes and motifs in Hopkins’ later work; many of his finest
poems are illuminated by a divine light that is as vivid as it is mysterious.
The tumultuous interplay between faith and doubt, grace and despair, that
characterized his daily existence as a priest found its way into his verse,
transforming the landscape of his imagination.

The intimate bond between Hopkins’ creative outpourings and his priestly
duties is exemplified in one of his most celebrated poems, ”The Windhover.”
The poem is an ode to Christ and a rich exploration of themes such as the
divine hidden in nature and the struggle for the soul in seeking God’s grace,
all anchored firmly in the context of Victorian England. In the poem’s
soaring imagery, Hopkins depicts the windhover, a bird of prey, as a symbol
of Christ’s unwavering presence in the world, even within its darkest corners.
The poet’s keen sense of observation, honed by his experiences in London’s
poverty - ridden streets, infuses every stanza of the poem with a profound
sense of urgency and moral responsibility.

Although the all - consuming demands of his priestly duties often left
Hopkins feeling drained and depleted, his steadfast belief in the transfor-
mative nature of art drove him to pour the remnants of his spirit into his
poetry. The resulting body of work bears testament to an artist who was
both nourished and stymied by his religious vocation, a man who walked
through the shadowy trenches of human suffering with an unshakeable
conviction in the power of beauty and grace to redeem the darkest moments
of existence.

As we delve further into the complexities of Hopkins’ life and work,
exploring the influences that propelled him toward the creation of some of
the most intensely innovative and affecting poetry in the English language,
we are confronted with the lasting impact of the Victorian era’s most
enigmatic poetic voices. If our journey begins with the demanding nature of
Hopkins’ priestly duties, it would be unjust not to continue our exploration
by examining the contours of his ministry in the gritty urban recesses of
London, where the spirit of the Jesuit poet soared above the squalor, seeking
glimpses of the divine hidden amidst the city’s chaos.
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Hopkins’ Ministry Work in Poverty - Stricken Areas of
London

Gerard Manley Hopkins, the celebrated Victorian poet, led a complex life,
and one domain in which his remarkable character fully manifested was his
commitment to ministerial work in the poverty - stricken areas of Victorian
London. Though the dense, industrial environment of the city stood in
stark contrast to the natural beauty and serenity that pervaded much of
Hopkins’s poetry, his experiences among the poor deeply informed both
his religious convictions and his artistic sensibilities. Through a careful
investigation of his diaries, letters, and published works, we can discern the
profound impact of this often - overlooked facet of the poet’s life.

The very fact that Hopkins ventured into London’s most destitute
neighborhoods is itself a testament to his sense of duty and his willingness
to confront challenging, even distressing circumstances. In the mid - to -
late nineteenth century, London was a sprawling metropolis teeming with
wealth and innovation, but also plagued by overcrowding, squalor, and
destitution. Moving through these disparate worlds, Hopkins demonstrated
an empathy and understanding that belied his genteel upbringing and
privileged education.

His work among the urban poor included not only the performance of
religious sacraments such as confession, communion, and last rites, but
also more mundane yet essential tasks like distributing food, clothing,
and medicine. In doing so, Hopkins provided both material and spiritual
sustenance to individuals whose lives were defined by a constant struggle
for survival. Through these acts of charity and service, the poet sought
to embody the Jesuit ideal of a life lived for others - an aspiration that
emerged not just in his ministry, but in the very fabric of his poetry.

The influence of Hopkins’s experiences with London’s impoverished
population can be traced in his deep love for humanity and his unwavering
commitment to social justice, which reverberate through his writings. One
poem in particular, ”Tom’s Garland,” powerfully illustrates the ways in
which these encounters shaped both the poet’s worldview and his poetic
expression. Ostensibly a tribute to the working - class protagonist Tom,
the poem vividly evokes the suffering, resilience, and dignity of ordinary
Londoners. This poem, among others, reveals Hopkins’s ability to articulate
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universal human experiences and emotions through the lens of his personal
ministry.

Moreover, Hopkins’s ministry work not only informed the content of his
poems, but also contributed to the development of his innovative poetic
style, which broke free from the constraints of traditional Victorian verse.
The poet’s intimate knowledge of suffering and hardship allowed him to
empathize with the struggles of the urban poor, and this empathy in turn
inspired a revolutionary form of poetic expression - one characterized by
rhythmic intensity, syntactic complexity, and startling, unconventional
imagery. In many respects, Hopkins’s work among the destitute inspired
a poetry that resists simplistic or pessimistic interpretations, and instead
challenges the reader to confront the world in all its disarming complexity.

In one striking anecdote from his diaries, Hopkins describes an encounter
with a dying woman who, despite her extreme poverty and illness, refused
to relinquish a single coin that she believed would provide for her child
after her death. The woman’s desperate act of love and sacrifice left a
lasting impression on the poet’s mind and heart, and the incident would
later surface in his poem ”Carrion Comfort,” where the speaker grapples
with the interplay of suffering, endurance, and hope. By integrating the
lived experiences of the poor into his poetry, Hopkins achieved a profound,
visceral realism that resonated with his readers and transformed the poetic
landscape.

Though Hopkins’s interactions with the impoverished masses of Victorian
London often weighed heavily on his spirit, they undeniably enriched his life
and work in ways that transcend mere historical or biographical curiosity.
The poet’s ministry to the less fortunate imbued his poems with a depth of
compassion, a reverence for humanity, and a sense of moral urgency that
render them both distinctive and timeless. This fearless engagement with
the harsh realities of existence not only grounded his spirituality in the
concrete, but it elevated his poetry to the sublime - offering a glimpse into
the transcendent power of love, faith, and poetic expression.

As our journey through Hopkins’s life progresses, we shall continue
to witness the myriad ways in which his religious convictions and artistic
ambitions informed one another, shaping a unique and extraordinary oeuvre
that has captivated and inspired generations of readers. And through the
poet’s own words - written on the pages of his letters, diaries, and verse - we
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shall encounter a man driven by an unquenchable thirst for truth, beauty,
and justice, who strove to reconcile the disparate forces of his own soul even
as he ministered to the needs of others.

The Influence of the Industrial Revolution on Hopkins’
Poetry and Worldview

The advent of the Industrial Revolution marked a crucial shift in human
history, as it heralded sweeping changes in society, economy, technology, and
the natural environment. These transformations incontrovertibly influenced
the artistic and literary expressions of the time, and Gerard Manley Hopkins’
poetry is no exception. Through his deeply perceptive observation of
contemporary life, Hopkins weaved the impacts and implications of the
Industrial Revolution into his verse, embedding a profound understanding
of the era’s challenges and complexities in his distinctive poetic vision.

One of the most striking aspects of the Industrial Revolution’s influence
on Hopkins is his keen awareness of its impact on the natural world and the
delicate balance between human progress and environmental degradation.
This concern is exemplified in ”God’s Grandeur,” where Hopkins describes
the world as ”seared with trade,” ”bleared,” and ”smeared with toil.” The
repetition of the harsh ”r” and ”d” consonant sounds emphasizes the vio-
lence inflicted upon the planet by industrial pursuits, evoking a vivid and
unsettling image of a landscape marred by pollution and overconsumption.
These vivid descriptions showcase Hopkins’ ability to convey the disquietude
he felt in response to the dawn of this turbulent epoch, a feature emblematic
of his work.

The tension between the natural world and modern life is further explored
in ”Inversnaid,” a poem that mourns the loss of pristine landscapes amidst
rapid industrial development. Hopkins juxtaposes the ”weeds and the
wilderness” with the intrusion of ”rolling level” roads that threaten the
”ropelocker” elements of nature. The poignant lamentation for lost beauty
encapsulates the profound sense of dislocation that permeated Victorian
society. Through his sensitive engagement with these complex emotions,
Hopkins captured the spirit of an entire age grappling with unprecedented
change.

In addition to the environmental dimensions of human progress, the
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Industrial Revolution also stimulated new modes of introspection and self
- critique. Underlying many of Hopkins’ works is a fundamental sense of
unease with the social consequences of industrialization, as technological
advancements and urbanization engendered alienation, fragmentation, and
the disintegration of traditional community values. In ”The Wreck of the
Deutschland,” Hopkins grapples with the interplay between faith and moder-
nity, with the titular shipwreck serving as a microcosm of the tempestuous
period of upheaval and disarray.

The dramatic monologue form in ”The Wreck of the Deutschland” allows
for the complexity of the Industrial Revolution’s impact on humanity to
come to the fore, as the multi - voiced poem reflects the fracture and
ambiguity of the modern era. The poem’s innovative metrical structure and
irregular stanza forms mirror the unpredictable and tumultuous nature of
Victorian society, marking a departure from Hopkins’ earlier, more classical
compositions to a style that embodies the very zeitgeist of the age.

To further comprehend the extent of the Industrial Revolution’s impact
on Hopkins’ poetry, one must consider his personal experiences and en-
gagement with the material conditions of Victorian England. As a Jesuit
priest in London, Hopkins was confronted with the harsh realities of life in
one of the epicenters of industrial progress. His exposure to the slums and
impoverished communities of the capital undoubtedly influenced his poetic
sensibilities, instilling in his work a genuine empathy for the suffering masses
and the disquieting juxtaposition of progress and squalor that characterized
the era.

It is worth noting that Hopkins’ own religious faith and Jesuit calling
must also be factored into his perception of the Industrial Revolution. The
increasing secularization and erosion of traditional religious authority in
the face of scientific and technological innovations may have been a source
of both fascination and trepidation for the poet. In this light, his probing
exploration of industrialization and its consequences can be seen as an
attempt to reconcile faith - based values with the rapidly shifting sands of
modernity.

In conclusion, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetry bears witness to the
profound and far - reaching effects of the Industrial Revolution on Victorian
England and the human experience more broadly. Displaying acute sensi-
tivity to the complex interplay between nature, society, and spirituality, his
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verse registers the anxieties, aspirations, and ambivalences of an epoch riven
with change and progress. His oeuvre, therefore, reveals the dynamic milieu
of the time and stands as a testament to the enduring power of art as a
vehicle for reflection, critique, and transformation in the face of history’s
relentless march. As we continue to navigate the challenges of our own
modern era, Hopkins’ visionary poetry remains a beacon of inspiration and
insight, urging us to ponder the delicate balance between our pursuit of
knowledge and the ever - important need for humility and reverence in the
face of nature’s grandeur.

Hopkins’ Struggles with Mental Health and Spiritual
Crisis: The ”Dark Night of the Soul”

The late Victorian era, in which Hopkins lived, was marked by rapid social
and economic changes that put increasing pressure on individuals to adapt
and conform. The growth of industrialization and urbanization, coupled
with shifting religious and philosophical beliefs, created an environment of
constant upheaval and uncertainty. This was the backdrop against which
Hopkins struggled with his mental health and spiritual crises. As a Jesuit
priest, he felt the weight of his religious duties and the responsibility to
maintain and promote the faith in an increasingly secular world. However,
his poetic visions and artistic aspirations often seemed to clash with the
stringent expectations of his religious order.

Hopkins’ bouts of anxiety and depression are well documented in his
correspondence and diaries. He refers to these experiences as ”attacks”
or ”storms” and recounts the ways they impact his mental and emotional
well - being. These episodes appear to be triggered by a variety of factors,
including but not limited to the pressures of his religious duties, his sense
of artistic inadequacy, and the personal losses he suffers. As his struggles
with mental health intensify, so too do the expressions of spiritual crisis and
doubt that pervade his poetry.

The ”Dark Night of the Soul” concept was first introduced by 16th -
century mystic St. John of the Cross in his spiritual treatise of the same
name. The idea revolves around the notion that one goes through a period
of profound darkness and despair that leads them to question their faith and
relationship with God. This period is a necessary part of spiritual growth
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and maturation; it is only by going through the depths of despair that one
can emerge with a renewed sense of faith and devotion. This idea resonates
in several of Hopkins’ poems, most notably in ”Carrion Comfort,” ”I Wake
and Feel the Fell of Dark, Not Day” and ”No Worst, There is None. Pitched
Past Pitch of Grief.”

In these poems, Hopkins vividly captures the anguish and suffering
experienced during his darkest moments. The imagery is raw and visceral,
with the poet repeatedly questioning God’s presence, purpose, and design
in the world. The desolation and despair that pervade these lines mirror the
emotions experienced by Hopkins during his spiritual crisis. However, as
with the concept of the ”Dark Night of the Soul,” there is often a glimmer of
hope and faith that emerges from the depths of these tormented expressions.

For instance, in ”Carrion Comfort,” the narrator starts by resisting
despair, refusing to give in to the easy temptation of allowing it to consume
him. Instead, he acknowledges the role this dark period has played in
shaping his faith: ”My God, my God, why dost thou part from me? / Why
with darkling of a shooting sea,/O’er churlish wind along? Nay, rather, lion
of the air, how infinitely in thy palm Captive that ought not to captivate,
that a King, with a king’s heart, should keep.”

Similarly, in ”I Wake and Feel the Fell of Dark, Not Day,” the speaker
grapples with feelings of abandonment but ultimately concludes that God
is still present, even in the darkness: ”Pangs, wakings lodged in me apart
and dark,/ Are turned all into service, turned to meat and drink for high,
heroical designs, / Touching the art of angels.” This theme of enduring faith
despite the darkness is a hallmark of Hopkins’ oeuvre and attests to the
lasting impact of the ”Dark Night of the Soul” on his poetic vision.

As we trace the development of Hopkins’ poetry, we reveal a man
grappling with the difficult balance between his religious convictions and
artistic aspirations. Yet it is in this struggle that we find the beauty of
Hopkins’ genius; the capacity to convey the human experience of suffering
and doubt authentically and reverently. The ”Dark Night of the Soul” acts
as a testament to the indomitable spirit of faith and devotion that sustained
Hopkins throughout his life. In the very act of exploring and expressing
these darker aspects of the human experience, Hopkins manages to create
transcendent works of art that offer hope and solace to others enduring
similar challenges. His example as an artist and human being stands as a
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beacon to all who navigate the murky waters of depression and spiritual
crisis, reminding us that even in the darkest of nights, there exists the
possibility of growth, redemption, and the rekindling of faith.

Personal Relationships and their Impact on Hopkins’
Life in London

As Gerard Manley Hopkins navigated the waters of Victorian London as
a poet and Jesuit priest, the personal relationships he cultivated played
a significant role in both catalyzing his creativity and providing him with
the comfort and support necessary to express his unique artistic vision
amidst a rigid London society. Hopkins’ correspondence with friends and
fellow poets reveal the deep emotional and intellectual bonds forged with
those he admired for their moral, spiritual, or artistic qualities. These
relationships not only enriched and challenged Hopkins’ world but sometimes
corresponded to critical moments in his life, such as his decision to enter
the Jesuit vocation, his conversion to Catholicism, and his struggles with
depression and doubts in his faith.

Unquestionably, Hopkins’ family was central to the formation of his
character and growth as a poet. Despite his father’s demanding expectations
and initial disapproval of his son’s religious convictions, Hopkins managed
to maintain an affectionate rapport with his parents, which often served as a
source of comfort and encouragement amid the pressures of his multi- faceted
life in London. His siblings, particularly his sisters, constantly nurtured
his poetic impulse, sharing or critiquing new verses, suggesting themes and
motifs, and sparking his creative imagination in their correspondence.

Hopkins also developed lasting friendships with fellow students and
tutors during his time at Highgate School and Balliol College. Among these,
perhaps the most significant and transformative were his relationships with
Robert Bridges and Coventry Patmore. Though highly critical of his friend’s
poetic innovations, Bridges championed Hopkins’ work after his death and
was instrumental in ensuring its publication and preservation. The contrast
offered by Coventry Patmore’s friendship was vital in Hopkins’ artistic life,
as Patmore acted not only as a confidant but also as a sounding board for
Hopkins’ developing vision of a radically different poetics. This allowed
Hopkins to refine, rethink, and expand his innovative approach to rhythm,
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metaphor, and syntax.
In addition to these intimate friendships, Hopkins’ professional interac-

tions provided him with the intellectual stimulus necessary for his artistic
pursuits, despite the constraints of his Jesuit vows. His correspondence with
fellow poet Christina Rossetti, for instance, reveals a thoughtful and critical
exchange of ideas, while his friendship with the Jesuit poet Richard Watson
Dixon was crucial in providing sympathy and encouragement for their twin
aspirations as poets and priests. Friendship with influential literary figures
such as Walter Pater and John Ruskin also sustained Hopkins’ interest in
art, literature, and development of his artistic voice that was tempered by
his commitment to his Jesuit vocation.

It is also important to recognize that these relationships, nourishing as
they were, were often fraught with tension and contradictions for Hopkins.
His hesitancy to publish his work was connected to a desire to remain true
to his Jesuit calling, but was also due to the fear of rejection by Victorian
literary society which was skeptical of his religious beliefs. Unyielding
criticism from friends and fellow poets such as Bridges and Patmore did
not quell Hopkins’ skepticism, adding to his sense of isolation and artistic
vulnerability.

Moreover, Hopkins’ devotion to his calling often demanded physical
and emotional separation from family and friends. His pastoral work in
economically impoverished and spiritually desperate communities in London
shaped the imagery and thematic concerns of his later poetry, deepening
its resonance, but at the same time his experiences of the city’s gloom
and despair exacerbated his precarious mental state. The famous ”Terrible
Sonnets,” written during Hopkins’ final years at the University College in
London, bear testimony to the bleak emotional consequences that these
experiences, coupled with his temporary silences and loneliness, had on him.

Despite these challenges, the friendships and the emotional bonds that
Hopkins forged throughout his life in London provided him with the much -
needed resilience, intellectual energy, and inspiration to produce a body of
work that defied Victorian conventions, both through its formal innovations
and its honest, if tortured, engagement with the spiritual and material
conflicts of its time. His relationships became the crucible in which his
unique poetic voice was forged, forming an indelible bridge between his dual
vocation as a priest and a poet.



CHAPTER 5. THE STRUGGLES AND TRIUMPHS: HOPKINS’ LIFE IN 19TH
CENTURY VICTORIAN LONDON

92

As we now turn our gaze towards the impact of London’s natural land-
scapes on Hopkins’ poetry, we might consider how his unique circle of
relationships influenced the ways in which he perceived, reflected on, and
interacted with the natural world that surrounded him.

The Role of Nature and London’s Landscapes in Hopkins’
Poetry

Inextricable from the rich tapestry of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetry is the
vibrant backdrop of the natural world. While many of his contemporaries
took solace in contemplating the beauty of the English countryside, the
landscapes that captivated Hopkins were often of a decidedly urban nature.
As the Industrial Revolution roared on, London transformed into a bustling
metropolis, famed as much for its technological advancements as the sprawl-
ing squalor that flavored its peripheries. Shaped by faith and fueled by
the forces of progress, Hopkins’ poetry teems with keen observations of
London’s evolving landscapes, skilfully revealing the divine through even
the seemingly mundane.

One might argue that the key to understanding Hopkins’ poetic treatment
of London’s natural world lies in his deep Catholic faith. As a Jesuit, Hopkins
sought to recognize the beauty and splendor of God’s creation even amidst
the grime - encrusted corners of the city he called home. In his poem ”God’s
Grandeur,” for instance, Hopkins marvels at the ”shining from shook foil” of
the sun rising over an industrial cityscape. The poem goes on to juxtapose
dark smokestacks against the backdrop of azure skies, evoking a sense of
intimate communion between the celestial and the terrestrial. The ”world”
might be ”seared with trade,” ”bleared,” and ”smeared” by humanity’s
relentless pursuit of progress, but there remains, for Hopkins, a sense of
freshness, a ”dearest freshness deep down things,” where the divine presence
can be discerned.

Hopkins’ technical virtuosity shines in the way he uses London’s natural
world to express his convictions about the harmonious coexistence of spiritual
and physical realms. The staccato rhythm found in many of his poems -
best exemplified in ”Pied Beauty,” which celebrates the variegated tapestry
of creation - communicates a thrilling sense of novelty and unpredictability.
This quality of plunged diction showcases Hopkins’s unique poetic diction,
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sprung rhythm, in which he exhibits the raw power of language to mirror
the constantly shifting landscape of a city in flux. His unconventional syntax
underscores the boundless creativity of nature, be it in the form of a ”finch’s
wings” or a ”plotted and pieced” skyline, both artistically shaped by God’s
own hand.

Hopkins often drew inspiration from the juxtaposition between London’s
urban and pastoral sceneries as well. In the sonnet ”Binsey Poplars,” he
ruminates on the ”sweet especial scene” of poplar trees lining a riverbank,
which he imagines would soon be threatened by the encroachment of human
interference and industry. Despite the seeming despondency and sense of
loss, Hopkins does not merely lament environmental destruction at the hands
of industry; instead, in recognizing the cosmos’ eternal nature, he discovers
a transcendent beauty in these landscapes. The timeline sketched by the
poem comes full circle as the speaker catches sight of a new sapling, cueing
the reader to ponder the intricate beauty of the natural world, rendered
more poignant by its transience.

Hopkins’ relationship with London’s landscapes cannot be distilled into
a simple binary of industrial desolation vs. bucolic idyll. Instead, his poetry
offers a panoply of lyrical impressions strung together, not unlike the city
itself with its multitude of aspects and milieus. Hopkins was not averse
to marrying his natural observations with the concerns of social justice in
Victorian London. In ”Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves,” the ”parching potsherd of
the earth” contrasts the heat of the factories with the abject poverty of the
workers, who have been left in a ”world without end, world without end.”
By weaving a thread that binds the ethereal and earthly, Hopkins’ offers a
viscerally real depiction of London’s natural sphere that remains profoundly
spiritual.

The vivid glimpses of London’s landscapes that pervade Gerard Manley
Hopkins’ poetry reveal, in equal measure, the depths of his spirituality
and the acuity of his Scandinavian eye and imagination. As he casts his
gaze upon a cityscape marked by a multitude of spectacles and specters,
it becomes clear that the ultimate significance of his poetry lies not in
the act of looking, but rather, in the act of seeing - of uncovering the
hidden magnificence within God’s creation. It is this emergent quality, this
transcendent gaze, that disinters the very heart of Hopkins’ experience and
presents it to the reader on a platter of language crafted with the dexterity
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of a watchmaker, setting the stage for future poets captivated by the nexus
of nature and spirituality.

Hopkins’ Attempts to Reconcile his Artistic Ambitions
with his Religious Commitments

Gerard Manley Hopkins, a poet of the Victorian era, often grappled with
the tension between his artistic and religious commitments, striving to find
a balance that was true to both his creative self and his spiritual obligations.
As a poet who was also a Jesuit priest, Hopkins faced the challenge of
reconciling these two aspects of himself, as the Victorian era was a time
when artistic expression was often seen as a luxury, and the duties expected
of a priest were quite demanding, leaving little room for any ’extracurricular’
activities.

At the crux of the matter was Hopkins’ belief in the Incarnation, which
proposes that God is present in all of creation, from the tiniest detail in
nature to the most sublime human emotions. This belief underpinned
much of his poetic output, with his works frequently delving into themes of
nature, spirituality, and their interconnectedness. Hopkins’ adherence to the
Incarnation enabled him to see value in artistic expression as an affirmation
of divine presence in all aspects of life.

However, this was not without its struggles. Hopkins found it challenging
to navigate the expectations of the Jesuit order, which placed a strong
emphasis on discipline, self - sacrifice, and solemnity. While he believed in
the principle that religious life should take precedence over artistic pursuits,
he also recognized the importance of his poetic gift and the fact that it made
him a unique voice in the world of spiritual discourse. The intrinsic tension
between these two perspectives led to a constant search for equilibrium in
his creative output.

One way in which Hopkins attempted to reconcile his artistic and religious
commitments was to imbue his poems with a sense of divine purpose. His
poems, particularly from the early part of his career, are characterized by a
deep sense of wonder and awe at the beauty and intricacy of the natural
world, as well as a constant search for the presence of God in even the most
mundane details. As he wrote in ’God’s Grandeur,’ ”The world is charged
with the grandeur of God.” This conviction that God’s presence could be
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found and celebrated in small, everyday moments of observation allowed
Hopkins to interpret his poetry as an expression of his faith and a legitimate
part of his religious practice.

As his career progressed, however, Hopkins found it increasingly difficult
to balance his artistic and religious obligations. This ultimately resulted in a
crisis of faith, as he questioned the appropriateness of his poetic pursuits and
sought to understand how they could mesh with the rigors and expectations
of his religious calling. In his later works, such as the so - called ’Terrible
Sonnets,’ there is a palpable sense of despair and disconnection in the face
of what he perceived to be the irreconcilable demands of his faith and his
art.

Nevertheless, Hopkins continued to believe in the power of artistic
expression as a means of exploring and reaffirming his spiritual convictions.
In his final poem, ’To R.B.,’ he writes,

The fine delight that fathers thought; the strong Spur, live and lancing
like the blowpipe flame, Breathes once and, quenche’d faster than it came,
Leaves yet the mind a mother of immortal song.

Here, Hopkins acknowledges the fleeting nature of inspiration but holds
onto the notion that the creative process can be a conduit for divine expres-
sion, with the mind serving as a vessel for ”immortal song.”

In striving to reconcile his artistic ambitions with his religious commit-
ments, Gerard Manley Hopkins found himself navigating uncharted waters in
the Victorian era. While his contemporaries may not have fully understood
the significance of his poetic innovations nor his dedication to his religious
beliefs, his body of work stands as testament to the powerful interplay
between artistic expression and spiritual devotion. Today, we can appreciate
Hopkins’ efforts to find equilibrium between these two vital aspects of his
life, understanding that at the heart of his poetic journey was a desire
to explore and celebrate the inextricable link between the divine and the
human.



Chapter 6

Major Themes and Style
in Hopkins’ Poetry during
the Victorian Era

During the Victorian Era, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetry stood out for its
uniquely experimental approach, while simultaneously addressing key themes
that reflected his personal experiences, as well as the broader intellectual
climate of the period. Though largely unrecognized during his lifetime,
Hopkins’ poems reveal a profound evolution in style and content that
can be examined through the exploration of major themes such as the
natural world, spirituality, and alienation. Additionally, his employment of
innovative techniques such as sprung rhythm and unconventional syntax
further distinguishes Hopkins as a singular voice in the Victorian literary
landscape.

Hopkins’ passion for nature is evidently manifested in his poetry and
constitutes one of the major themes in his body of work. This focus was
both connected to and divergent from broader Victorian preoccupations
with the natural world. While Hopkins shared a keen interest in the
complex relationship between humanity and the environment with many
Victorian writers, his unique perspective on the subject stemmed from his
profound religious faith. The intricate beauty of the natural world often
served as a testament to God’s creation and a potential source of solace or
divine connection for the individual. Poems such as ”Pied Beauty,” ”God’s
Grandeur,” and ”The Windhover” showcase Hopkins’ ability to capture the

96



CHAPTER 6. MAJOR THEMES AND STYLE IN HOPKINS’ POETRY DURING
THE VICTORIAN ERA

97

multifaceted wonders of nature, creating an aura of sanctity around the
ordinary and rendering it extraordinary. By situating the natural world
within a broader theological framework, Hopkins imbues earthly observations
with a sense of divine revelation.

Spirituality proved to be an equally central theme in Hopkins’ poetry,
drawing upon his deep-rooted Catholic beliefs and his experience as a Jesuit
priest. His treatment of religious themes was unique among his Victorian
contemporaries in that it addressed not only the profound beauty of faith,
but also the struggles and suffering that often accompanied one’s spiritual
journey. Poems such as ”Carrion Comfort,” ”No Worst, There Is None,”
and ”Thou Art Indeed Just, Lord” offered glimpses into Hopkins’ own crises
of faith, revealing the challenges that individuals faced in negotiating their
personal connection with God within the context of human limitations.
By balancing transcendent moments of spiritual communion against the
darker realities of uncertainty, doubt, and despair, Hopkins provided a
nuanced portrait of religious experience that was at once deeply personal
and universally resonant.

An additional layer of complexity in Hopkins’ work arises from his
exploration of alienation, particularly as it pertains to the reconciliation of
artistic and religious identities. In poems such as ”St. Alphonsus Rodriguez”
and ”Spring and Fall,” Hopkins grapples with a sense of displacement as
he confronts his own conflicting desires to pursue both poetry and a life
of devotion. This tension is magnified by the scrutiny that his choice of a
Catholic path invited from the Anglican - dominated Victorian society. This
theme of alienation is amplified by his innovative poetic techniques that set
him apart from the mainstream.

Among these techniques, sprung rhythm stands as a particularly powerful
example of Hopkins’ audacious experimentalism. By departing from tradi-
tional metrical structures and embracing a more fluid, dynamic approach to
verse, Hopkins elevated his poetry to new heights of expressive potential.
Sprung rhythm allowed him to emphasize the natural rhythms and accents
of speech, imbuing his words with a sense of vitality and authenticity that
set his work apart from that of his contemporaries. In combination with his
characteristic use of unconventional syntax and alliteration, sprung rhythm
enabled Hopkins to create a poetic language that was uniquely dense and
rich, while also being evocative and deeply emotional.



CHAPTER 6. MAJOR THEMES AND STYLE IN HOPKINS’ POETRY DURING
THE VICTORIAN ERA

98

In examining the characteristics of Hopkins’ poetry during the Victorian
Era, it is important to acknowledge not only the thematic richness and
stylistic innovations that pervade his work, but also the delicate interplay
among these elements. Hopkins’ exploration of nature, spirituality, and
alienation was intimately connected to his experimental approach to poetic
form, as his technical innovations lent greater depth and power to the
emotional and intellectual content of his work. This symbiosis between theme
and form ultimately testifies to Hopkins’ enduring legacy as an innovative
and visionary poet, whose work continues to resonate with readers today
and offers glimpses into a unique fusion of artistic expression and spiritual
conviction in the context of Victorian society. As we venture further into the
complexities of his life, conversion to Catholicism, and journey as a Jesuit
priest, we come to recognize the vast intersections shaping the tapestry
of his poetry, making Gerard Manley Hopkins an inimitable figure in the
annals of literary history.

Exploration of Nature and Spirituality in Hopkins’ Po-
etry

The poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins resonates with a profound exploration
of nature and spirituality, intertwining the two seemingly disparate elements
into a vivid tapestry of complex imagery and thought - provoking themes.
To delve deeper into this enchanting aspect of Hopkins’ work, one must
first consider the distinctive aspect of his poetic style - the way in which he
manipulates language, rhythm, and metaphor to enhance the experience of
the reader.

The religious and spiritual underpinnings of Hopkins’ poetry are unde-
niable. He was, after all, a Jesuit priest whose devotion to his faith often
intertwined with his love for nature. Many of his poems are infused with
spiritual metaphors that elevate the natural world to the realm of the divine.
Hopkins celebrated the notion of divine immanence in nature, where God’s
presence can be discerned in the smallest intricacies of the natural world.

Consider, for example, the well - known sonnet ”God’s Grandeur.” From
the very onset, Hopkins employs vivid imagery to evoke the inescapable
presence of God: ”The world is charged with the grandeur of God. / It
will flame out, like shining from shook foil.” The terminology is reminiscent
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of a radiant explosion, where ”shook foil” is an illusion to the process of
vigorously shaking a piece of tin foil, emitting sparks of light. This burst of
splendor is not only confined to the natural world but extends to ”the rods
of his labor,” encompassed in ”industry and war.”

Further on in the poem, despite the apparent destruction of nature
caused by humanity, Hopkins reaffirms the notion of divine immanence. The
lines ”And though the last lights off the black West went / Oh, morning,
at the brown brink eastward, springs -” signify an eternal cycle of renewal,
reinforcing the omnipresent nature of God’s grandeur. The poem culminates
in a striking image that encapsulates both nature and spirituality: ”Because
the Holy Ghost over the bent / World broods with warm breast and with ah!
bright wings.” Here, the Holy Spirit becomes a bird, a nurturing presence
hovering protectively over the broken earth, radiating beauty and grace.

Another excellent example of the convergence of nature and spirituality
in Hopkins’ poetry is his sonnet ”Pied Beauty.” The poem is a celebration of
the diversity and uniqueness of God’s creations, with the first line stating,
”Glory be to God for dappled things.” Following this opening declaration,
Hopkins intricately enumerates various aspects of the natural world that
exhibit ”dappled” qualities - ”skies of couple -colour as a brinded cow,” ”rose
- moles all in stipple upon trout that swim,” and more.

The poem intensifies in the sestet, where Hopkins elaborates further on
the theme of divine creativity. The lines ”All things counter, original, spare,
strange” imply that the distinctness of each creation is inherently spiritual.
By proclaiming, ”He fathers - forth whose beauty is past change: / Praise
him,” Hopkins admonishes his readers to honor the eternal and unchanging
God manifest in the ever - changing natural world.

It is also essential to examine the technical aspects of Hopkins’ poetry -
specifically, his use of sprung rhythm - which adds immense depth to the
exploration of nature and spirituality in his work. Sprung rhythm is a
metrical system in which the primary unit of measurement is not syllables
(as in conventional meters), but rather stresses. This technique creates a
sense of urgency and dynamism, closely aligning with the vigor of nature
and the divine. Sprung rhythm thereby intensifies the exploration of nature
and spirituality, emphasizing both the physical existence of the world and
the spiritual force that pervades it.

In conclusion, the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins offers a rich and
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nuanced exploration of nature and spirituality, deftly interweaving the
two elements within a sophisticated network of imagery and linguistic
innovation. Hopkins insists upon the vitality and significance of both
nature and spirituality, suffusing his works with a deep sense of faith in the
immanence of the divine. As readers continue to immerse themselves in
the complexities of Hopkins’ poetry, they will discover novel and evocative
perspectives on the interplay of the natural and the spiritual - perspectives
that illuminate the interconnectedness of all creation and provide a lens
through which to appreciate the subtle, mysterious beauty that resides
within the world they inhabit.

Utilization of Sprung Rhythm and Unconventional Syn-
tax

Sprung rhythm, an innovative metrical system pioneered by Gerard Manley
Hopkins, significantly diverges from traditional meter in Victorian poetry,
breathing a new spirit and vitality into his poetic language. The unconven-
tional nature of sprung rhythm allows for an emphasis on natural speech
patterns while enabling Hopkins to construct striking poetic imagery and
broad emotional range. In tandem with his metrical innovations, Hopkins’
deviation from standard syntax allows him to infuse his verse with a sense
of dynamic energy and spiritual intensity.

To understand the essence of sprung rhythm and its implications in
Hopkins’ poetry, it is essential to contrast it with traditional metrical forms,
particularly the dominant iambic pentameter. In iambic pentameter, each
line consists of five iambic feet, which follow a regular pattern of unstressed
and stressed syllables (da - DUM). In contrast, sprung rhythm relies on a
variable number of stressed syllables per line and places no constraints on
the number of unstressed syllables accompanying them. This fluidity allows
the poet to craft lines that closely mimic natural speech patterns, lending
an unforced quality to the verse.

One influential example to examine is the opening lines of ”The Wind-
hover,” where Hopkins employs sprung rhythm masterfully:

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

The rhythm of these lines illustrates the flexibility and expressiveness
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enabled by Hopkins’ innovative metrical system. The strong stresses on
”caught,” ”king - ,” and ”dawn - drawn” contrast with multiple unstressed
syllables that follow, aligning the rhythm with the variations and cadences
of everyday speech. Additionally, the hyphenation in ”king - dom” and the
repetition of ”morning” contribute to the unpredictability of the rhythm,
emphasizing the natural movement of the falcon across the sky.

The uniqueness of sprung rhythm - its unpredictability and emphasis on
stressed syllables - allows Hopkins to create powerful images that resonate
with his spiritual and emotional themes. For instance, in ”God’s Grandeur,”
the dramatic stresses in the opening lines draw attention to the intensity
and expansiveness of divine presence:

”The world is charged with the grandeur of God. It will flame out, like
shining from shook foil.”

The forceful stress on ”charged” and ”grandeur,” followed by the sudden
emphasis on ”flame” and ”shook,” mirror the sudden bursts of energy and
experience that Hopkins attributes to encountering God in everyday life.
The sprung rhythm reinforces the message that God’s presence is a vital,
dynamic force, granting the poem a sense of motion and energy unique to
Hopkins’ poetic voice.

In addition to his metrical innovations, Hopkins also employs unconven-
tional syntax to heighten the intensity and expressiveness of his verse. He
often arranges words and phrases in a manner that deviates from standard
English, creating a sense of surprise and urgency that mirrors the novelty
of his poetic insights. In ”Pied Beauty,” for example, Hopkins employs a
series of rapid - fire, unorthodox phrases to convey the ecstatic complexity
of nature:

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

By placing ”for dappled things” adjacent to ”Glory be to God,” Hopkins
eschews conventional grammar to underscore the immediacy of his praise for
the Creator. The unusual parallel between the ”skies” and ”a brinded cow”
challenges the reader to see the interconnectedness of the natural world in a
new light, a perception possible due to the startling syntax.

Hopkins’ utilization of sprung rhythm and unconventional syntax al-
lows him to capture the dynamic, ineffable qualities of his poetic subjects,
breaking from the constraints of traditional verse to forge a voice that
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is wholly unique and spiritually resonant. The result is a body of work
that is simultaneously challenging and rewarding, marked by a sense of
energy, vitality, and wonder that remains impactful to this day. Through his
poetic innovations, Hopkins offers a testament to the capacity of language
to transcend its own limitations, providing glimpses into the transcendent
realities that lie just beyond our grasp. And as we delve into the spiritual
dimensions of his poetry, we find ourselves at the frontier of a new poetic
language, one that continues to inspire and influence poets in their search
for meaning and expression.

The Theme of Alienation and Struggle with Faith

The human experience of alienation and struggle with faith is inextricably
woven into the fabric of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetic works. Hopkins,
a deeply spiritual man with a profound connection to both the natural
and the divine, grapples with these complex subjects in his verse, weaving
palpable tensions and offering an honest exploration of his own challenges
and inner conflicts. In rendering these themes in his work, Hopkins engages
with a quintessential aspect of the human condition while also reflecting the
pervasive sense of social and spiritual dislocation experienced by many in
the Victorian era.

In poems such as ”Carrion Comfort,” Hopkins merges the experience
of personal spiritual struggle with that of acute alienation, resulting in an
intensely powerful expression of anguish. ”Carrion Comfort” is a sonnet in
which the speaker, amidst a dark night of the soul, engages in a desperate
dialogue with God. Throughout the poem, the speaker is tortured by the
weight of despair and alienation, while simultaneously yearning to break free
from what they perceive as God’s inexorable grasp. The poem’s opening
lines are permeated by a sense of unrelenting suffering: ”Not, I’ll not, carrion
comfort, Despair, not feast on thee.” The phrase ”carrion comfort,” referring
to the rotting flesh of dead animals, underscores the profound sense of decay
and despair that pervades the poem. By associating his suffering with such
grotesque imagery, Hopkins evokes a degree of alienation that verges on
dehumanization.

As the poem progresses, the speaker grapples with the seeming contradic-
tion between their experience of agony and the divine nature of their faith.
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They cry out in anguish: ”O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall
/ Frightful, sheer, no - man - fathomed.” This striking metaphor powerfully
communicates the experience of being trapped within a tortured mind,
unable to see beyond the precipice of alienation and despair. Inquiries into
the existence of God and the purpose of suffering reveal Hopkins’ strug-
gle with faith to be rooted not only in an emotional realm but also in a
philosophical one, as he seeks to reconcile the paradox of a loving God who
allows suffering.

Throughout the poem, Hopkins employs his signature sprung rhythm,
which lends a sense of urgency and distraught energy to the verse. The
irregularity of the rhythm mirrors the tumultuous and unpredictable nature
of the speaker’s inner turmoil, their faith wavering and uncertain. Moreover,
Hopkins makes use of enjambment, allowing the lines to spill into one another,
which serves to heighten the sense of disorientation and fragmentation felt
by the speaker.

Similarly, in ”No Worst, There Is None,” the speaker is embroiled in
a bitter struggle with faith, vacillating between moments of doubt and
moments of hope. The pervasive sense of alienation in the poem is expressed
through the desperate cry, ”Hold them cheap / May who ne’er hung there.”
This allusion to Christ’s crucifixion grants the poem a deep sense of religious
despair, as the speaker is made to feel the depths of their spiritual isolation.
The despair, however, is not without glimpses of hope, as evidenced by the
imagery of ”world’s strand, a blownbeam,” suggesting the possibility of divine
intervention and the potential for redemption in the face of overwhelming
darkness.

These poems of Hopkins display not only his exceptional craftsmanship
as a poet but also his unflinching willingness to confront the abyss of human
alienation and despair in the context of his own wavering faith. By capturing
the emotional and spiritual turbulence of his internal struggle, Hopkins
creates an immersive experience for the reader, allowing them to engage with
the universal questions and challenges that define the human experience.

As we transition from investigating Hopkins’ exploration of alienation
and faith in his poetry, it is essential to consider how his unconventional
syntax and formal experimentation played a vital role in communicating
these very themes. By employing unconventional forms, Hopkins was able
to establish an intimate relationship between the reader, his unique poetic
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voice, and the underlying tensions his works sought to expose. These
structural and stylistic innovations can be regarded as a living testament to
the enduring appeal of Hopkins’ distinct poetic sensibilities and the impact
they have had on literary culture to this day.

Experimental Imagery and the Influence of Victorian
Aesthetics

To understand Hopkins’ originality within Victorian aesthetics, it is impor-
tant first to consider his unique poetic style. Hopkins himself believed that
his use of sprung rhythm, as well as his densely layered syntax, set his work
apart from that of his contemporaries. Yet, this is not the whole story. One
of the most innovative aspects of his work lies in his use of imagery. Unlike
the realist convention of the time, which sought to represent the world in as
much detail and truth as possible, Hopkins’ poetry pushes the boundaries
of conventional language to create a visceral, almost physical experience for
the reader.

This commitment to experimental imagery is rooted in Hopkins’ passion
for nature, which informed much of his work. As a keen observer of the
natural world, he was struck by the beauty and harmony he found in it. This
led him to believe that the divine could be perceived through the natural
world; a belief that was bolstered by his Catholic faith, which sees creation as
inherently infused with God’s presence. This vision led Hopkins to produce
some of the most vivid and memorable nature imagery in all of Victorian
poetry. For instance, in ’Pied Beauty,’ he celebrates the heterogeneous
aspects of creation: ”Glory be to God for dappled things... / All things
counter, original, spare, strange.” The striking diction and accumulation of
adjectives creates a sensory cacophony that brings forth the variety and
richness of the natural world.

Many Victorian authors and artists were interested in nature, but few
pushed the boundaries of their medium in the way Hopkins did. His
innovation can be traced to his engagement with Victorian Aesthetics, in
particular the Pre - Raphaelite movement and Aestheticism. Although he
did not belong to either group, he was familiar with their work and shared
their desire to create a more immediate and profound encounter with beauty
in art. This affinity manifested in his willingness to embrace unconventional
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and vivid imagery that challenges traditional conceptions of poetic language
and form.

Hopkins’ adoption of unorthodox and experimental imagery can be seen
in his use of compound words, such as ”dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon” in ’The
Windhover’ or ”blue - bleak embers” in ’Spring and Fall.’ These innovative
couplings function not only as linguistic novelties but also as concentrated
distillations of sensory experience, creating a new way for readers to see and
engage with the natural world. It evokes the visual quality of a painting,
where the artist combines pigments to create a vivid and complex image.
This impulse to infuse language with sensory richness also reflects his interest
in the paintings of the Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood, who sought a similar
immediacy and intensity in their visual art.

Hopkins was not only concerned with infusing language with sensory
experience but also with pushing the boundaries of conventional syntax
and punctuation. This can be seen in ’Carrion Comfort,’ which bristles
with caesuras, exclamation marks, and vivid personification, as the poet
grapples with despair: ”O thou terrible, why wouldst thou rude on me /
Thy wring - world right foot rock? lay a lionlimb against me?” The dense
syntax, stark punctuation, and neologistic language mimic the violence and
intensity of the speaker’s anguish and serve to immerse the reader in his
spiritual conflict. The disjointed, experimental nature of the language, in
many ways, reflects an attempt to grapple with the ineffability of spiritual
despair, pushing the boundaries of poetic form to capture what lies beyond
language’s capacity to express.

In conclusion, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ commitment to experimental
imagery and his engagement with Victorian aesthetics mark him as a truly
innovative figure in the pantheon of Victorian poets. His unique vision and
linguistic daring stand as a testament to his belief in the transformative
power of beauty and the divine presence that he found within the natural
world. By reconfiguring conventional language and syntax, Hopkins invites
readers not only to see the world anew but also to engage more deeply
with the spiritual dimensions of human experience. This exploration of
the creative potential of language sets the stage for a deeper analysis of
the intricate relationships between Catholicism, the Jesuit Order, and the
Victorian literary world that pervades Hopkins’ life and works.



Chapter 7

Critical Reception and
Influence of Hopkins’
works in the Victorian
Literary World

The critical reception and influence of Gerard Manley Hopkins in the
Victorian literary world is a tale as complex and multifaceted as the poet’s
own works. It is well-documented that during his lifetime, Hopkins remained
a relatively obscure figure within the literary milieu of his day, and his
ground - breaking poems were often met with bewilderment or even outright
disdain. Nevertheless, the impact of Hopkins’ works on his contemporaries
and subsequent generations of writers cannot be underestimated. To fully
appreciate the array of critical responses that Hopkins elicited, and to trace
the reverberations of his poetic innovations within the broader context of
Victorian literature, one must delve into the intricate network of personal
relationships, cultural shifts, and aesthetic debates that characterized the
period.

One of the most striking aspects of Hopkins’ poetry is its marked devia-
tion from the dominant poetic norms of his era - a fact that undoubtedly
contributed to the ambivalence with which his work was initially received.
Hopkins’ experiments with meter, syntax, and imagery stood in stark con-
trast to the tightly controlled forms and polished diction that characterized
much of Victorian verse. His use of sprung rhythm, for instance, with its
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distinctive pattern of stress and slack, created a musicality and emotional
intensity that was vastly different from the prevailing iambic pentameter.
Similarly, his innovative coinages and daring metaphors introduced a fresh,
original lexicon into the poetic language, even as they sometimes confounded
readers who were unaccustomed to such linguistic play.

In light of these radical departures, it is hardly surprising that Victorian
critics struggled to come to terms with Hopkins’ poetic output. Many were
disconcerted by his departure from conventional poetic devices, while others
found his religious themes and imagery too overtly Catholic for their tastes.
The influential critic Richard Holt Hutton, for instance, dismissed Hopkins’
verse as ”strained, affected, and unnatural,” reflecting a commonly held
view that the poet’s stylistic innovations bordered on the perverse. Faced
with such opprobrium, Hopkins might have retreated into obscurity, were
it not for a small but fiercely devoted circle of friends and mentors who
supported his work and helped ensure that it reached a wider audience.

Foremost among these was the poet Robert Bridges, who not only
provided invaluable editorial assistance but also championed Hopkins’ work
within ever - growing circles of Victorian literary society. Bridges’ influence
extended to key figures such as the aesthete Walter Pater, who became
an enthusiastic admirer of Hopkins despite their divergent views on the
relationship between beauty and religious faith. It was through such high
- profile connections - though often indirect and informal - that Hopkins’
work gradually gained a degree of recognition, and began to be discussed in
influential journals and literary salons.

Meanwhile, Hopkins’ impact on other poets of his time was becoming
increasingly evident. While the Pre-Raphaelite movement - with its emphasis
on sensuous detail, medieval themes, and moral seriousness - was already
well - established by the time of Hopkins’ emergence, it is clear that his work
resonated deeply with many of its practitioners. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, for
example, was greatly impressed by Hopkins’ vivid imagery, while Christina
Rossetti found consolations in his deeply devotional verse. Similarly, the
nascent Aesthetic movement - with its promotion of artistic autonomy and
its exaltation of beauty above all else - was both shaped and challenged by
Hopkins’ idiosyncratic approach to poetry.

By the close of the Victorian era, the critical tide was slowly beginning
to turn in Hopkins’ favor, as younger poets and critics started to embrace
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his daring innovations and spiritual insights. The early 20th century saw a
major reevaluation of his work, culminating in the long - awaited publication
of his poems by Robert Bridges in 1918. This ultimate vindication of
Hopkins’ genius was, however, tinged with irony, as it was accompanied by a
broader disillusionment with the very Victorian certainties and conventions
that he had once transgressed.

In conclusion, the story of Hopkins’ critical reception and influence in the
Victorian literary world highlights the often tortuous, paradoxical pathways
through which artistic innovation unfolds. Hopkins’ poetic adventurings,
which were met with skepticism by many of his contemporaries, would
eventually gain recognition, and subsequent generations would find renewed
inspiration in his restless experimentation. This gradual, hard - won accep-
tance of Hopkins’ work underscores the enduring capacity of truly original
voices to challenge, disrupt, and ultimately reshape the literary landscapes
in which they emerge.

Overview of Hopkins’ Initial Reception in the Victorian
Literary World

As Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetry first appeared among the vast and
diverse Victorian literary landscape, it was met with a spectrum of reactions
ranging from bewildered astonishment to reverential praise. The initial
reception of his work in the Victorian literary world highlights the challenge
it posed to contemporary sensibilities and norms, as well as the distinctive
qualities that would later contribute to Hopkins’ recognition as a poetic
innovator and modernist precursor.

To better understand the complex environment where Hopkins’ poetry
was first introduced, we should consider the prevailing currents and prefer-
ences that shaped the Victorian literary taste. Although it was a period
marked by a rich and varied poetic production, the most popular and in-
fluential poetry of the time tended to be characterized by a conventional,
mellifluous style with clear moral and didactic content, often responding to
the social, political, and religious debates of the era. Figures such as Alfred
Tennyson, Robert Browning, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning dominated
the poetic scene, setting the standards for what was considered acceptable
and appealing in the realm of artistic expression.
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In contrast, Hopkins’ poetry offered a radically different and peculiar
voice that diverged from the familiar sound of his contemporaries. His
experimentations with sprung rhythm, elaborate alliterations, and intricate
wordplay resulted in a highly idiosyncratic language that demanded attentive
and receptive readers. His use of compound adjectives and neologisms often
perplexed and disoriented those more accustomed to the traditional forms
and diction of Victorian poetry. For instance, the term ”dapple - dawn -
drawn Falcon” from The Windhover, and the phrase ”blue - bleak embers”
in the opening of ”No worst, there is none” required a kind of imaginative
effort and linguistic flexibility that not every reader was prepared to offer.

Moreover, Hopkins’ deeply personal and intense exploration of his inner
spiritual life, combined with his elaborate natural descriptions and Catholic
symbolism, could be baffling for an audience still predominantly rooted in
the Anglican tradition. Although there were some precedents of religiously
inspired poetry in the Victorian age, including Christina Rossetti’s devotional
lyrics and Jesuit Father Frederick Faber’s hymns, Hopkins’ work presented
a much more direct engagement with Catholic doctrine and experience that
was not universally shared in his society.

Nonetheless, some discernible voices of appreciation and admiration
soon emerged among the sophisticated minority who were able to recognize
Hopkins’ unique genius. The poet Coventry Patmore, who was acquainted
with Hopkins through their mutual friend Robert Bridges, famously praised
”The Windhover” as ”the most glorious sonnet in the English language.”
The fact that Patmore himself was a convert to Catholicism and a respected
poet undoubtedly contributed to his sympathy and insight into Hopkins’
work. The Irish poet Aubrey de Vere, another Catholic convert and admirer
of Hopkins, referred to his poems as ”among the most original in the English
language.”

Another factor that weighed heavily on the limited exposure and re-
ception of Hopkins’ poetry during his lifetime was his deliberate choice to
refrain from seeking publication. Apart from a few pieces that appeared in
obscure Catholic media or were privately circulated among friends, the bulk
of his work remained unknown and inaccessible to the wider public until
long after his death. His complex reasons for this decision, ranging from
humility to doubt about the compatibility of his poetic vocation with his
religious role, added a further layer of mystery and constraint to his initial
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impact on the Victorian literary world.
Some of the reluctance and misunderstanding that initially greeted

Hopkins’ poetry can be seen as a test of the Victorian readers’ capacity to
embrace novelty and complexity. The extent to which they could overcome
their conventional expectations and delve into the challenging depths of
Hopkins’ language and imagery determined their ability to appreciate his
innovative contributions to the poetic tradition. It is a testament to the
enduring richness and vitality of Hopkins’ work that his long - delayed
recognition and growing influence in the twentieth century and beyond have
gradually confirmed his status as a visionary force and a bridge between
Victorian aesthetics and modern sensibilities.

As Hopkins and his work ventured forth into this uncharted territory,
he became a beacon, inviting readers to broaden their appreciation of
poetry’s ranges and potential, while challenging the boundaries that had once
constrained their own understanding. Today, through his initial resistance
and eventual acceptance, we observe by looking back, a poetic journey that
continues to illuminate new paths for future poets and scholars alike.

Influence of Victorian Critics and Popular Taste on
Hopkins’ Reputation

The rise and fall of reputations are not uncommon in the history of literature
and the arts; artists often find themselves buffeted by the winds of popular
opinion and critical acclaim, sometimes finding them favorable, at other times
facing fierce opposition. In the case of Gerard Manley Hopkins, the dynamic
interplay between Victorian critics and popular taste would significantly
shape the reception of his work, alternately elevating and undermining his
standing as a serious poet. Indeed, within the context of a Victorian literary
world marked by rapidly shifting tastes, values, and aesthetics, the influence
of critics and popular sentiment on Hopkins’ reputation merits an in - depth
exploration, offering unique insights into the complex web of factors that
contributed to his ultimate recognition as one of the most innovative and
influential poets of the nineteenth century.

A key consideration in mapping out the nuances of this critical influence
on Hopkins’ reputation lies in the recognition that, while the poet was
certainly exposed to various forms of criticism during his own lifetime,
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his active output as a writer was relatively circumscribed by his spiritual
obligations and the demands of his Jesuit calling. As such, the influence
of Victorian critics on his work must also be analyzed with an eye for how
these voices would shape his posthumous reputation, when his poetry began
to gain wider attention and exposure thanks in part to the tireless efforts of
his friend and fellow poet Robert Bridges, who would eventually bring the
so - called ”terrible sonnets” to public light.

In part, the initial wave of criticism that Hopkins faced was born of his
poetry’s radical departure from the strictures of Victorian formalism and its
embrace of unconventional, even daring, techniques such as sprung rhythm
and the use of enjambment. For instance, the critic and poet Arthur Symons
famously derided Hopkins’ verse as ”dislocated,” and even Bridges himself,
while recognizing his friend’s immense talent, expressed doubts about the
general intelligibility of his work. This resistance among critics to Hopkins’
innovations in form and style points to the underlying challenge that his
poetry posed to a Victorian literary establishment still largely wedded to
traditional metrics and forms, and hence largely unwilling to embrace the
radical experimentation that Hopkins heralded.

In addition to these formal concerns, Hopkins faced a more ambivalent
critical response to the religious themes that pervade his work, with some
critics finding his Catholicism at odds with the prevailing Anglican sensi-
bility of Victorian Britain. Furthermore, while Hopkins’ fervent spiritual
convictions lent his poetry a profound sense of spiritual integrity and au-
thenticity, they also rendered him vulnerable to the charge of excessive
emotionalism and overwrought sentimentality. Thus, Hopkins’ Catholic
sentiments were seen not merely as an unconventional subject matter, but
as inherently conflicting with the rational and objective perspectives favored
by many leading critics of the time.

Finally, it is important to consider the broader trends in Victorian
popular taste that would shape the reaction to Hopkins’ work. In an age
marked by the rise of the novel as the dominant literary form, as well as the
proliferation of new modes of communication and entertainment brought on
by the Industrial Revolution, the public appetite for poetry saw a steady
decline, putting a downward pressure on the reception of innovative new
voices like Hopkins. Moreover, the popular fascination with the realist,
often urban, themes and subjects championed by Dickens, Eliot, and others
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further marginalized the more introspective, spiritually attuned universe of
Hopkins’ poetry.

However, it would be the transformative power of time and the ultimate
vindication of Hopkins’ poetic vision by his 20th - century successors that
would gradually erode the hold of Victorian critical opinion on his reputation.
As the tides of critical and popular sentiment began to turn in favor of a
more open, experimental, and self - reflexive conception of poetry - one that
would give rise to the likes of T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and W.H. Auden -
the significance of Hopkins’ contributions to the literary tradition would
come into sharper focus, not simply as a curious outlier from the Victorian
past, but as a truly visionary harbinger of 20th - century poetics. While the
ghosts of Victorian critics and popular taste continue to haunt the margins
of Hopkins’ poetry, the triumph of his lasting influence and enduring legacy
serves as a fitting testament to the resilience of his artistic spirit amid the
shifting sands of time.

Hopkins’ Unique Poetic Style and Its Challenges for
Victorian Audiences

Gerard Manley Hopkins occupies a unique place within the Victorian literary
world. While many of his contemporaries adhered to well - established poetic
forms and diction, Hopkins elected to challenge conventions and introduce
his own innovative approach to versification. As such, his unique poetic
style posed significant challenges for Victorian audiences, whose sensibilities
were accustomed to the more conventional, structured rhyme and rhythm
schemes of the time. However, this divergence from poetic norms eventually
earned Hopkins a place in history as a groundbreaking precursor to the
modernist movement.

One of the most significant innovations introduced by Hopkins was his
invention of ”sprung rhythm.” This new versification technique breaks from
the traditional framework of steady metrical patterns, allowing for greater
flexibility and spontaneity in the poet’s expression. Essentially, sprung
rhythm is characterized by an irregular succession of stressed syllables,
separated by a varying number of unstressed syllables. By doing so, Hopkins
emulates the natural, fluid cadences of speech, as opposed to the tightly
controlled patterns of more traditional accentual - syllabic verse. This
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innovation was inspired by his extensive studies of Old English and Welsh
verse, which favored stress - based patterns over syllable counts.

To the Victorian reader, this novel approach might have seemed chaotic
and difficult to navigate. Accustomed to regular, predictable patterns such
as iambic pentameter, they may have found the free-ranging unpredictability
of sprung rhythm disorienting and perplexing. Moreover, the seemingly
dense, knotty textures of Hopkins’ verse, packed with unusual compound
words and extensive enjambments, posed an additional challenge to the
reader who sought to parse the meaning behind the words. This sup-
posed impenetrability of Hopkins’ poems, coupled with their unconventional
rhythms, may have deterred some Victorian readers from fully appreciating
the spontaneous energy and sheer beauty of his work.

In addition to his novel rhythmic innovations, Hopkins was also known
for his unorthodox use of syntax and diction, drawing inspiration from Anglo
- Saxon and medieval sources. He often employed archaic and dialect words,
deliberately choosing those that best conveyed his intended atmosphere and
meaning. Moreover, his coinage of seemingly unintelligible compound words,
a technique referred to as ”inscape,” further distinguished his poetic style.
These neologisms, often rooted in the natural world, served to capture the
essence of his subjects and establish a heightened sense of interconnectedness
between language, imagery, and meaning.

While Hopkins’ innovative linguistic techniques granted him unparalleled
freedom in evoking the various dimensions of his poetic subjects, it is not
difficult to see why such a radical departure from conventional diction would
prove challenging for contemporary audiences. Victorian readers, used to
more familiar and established lexicons, may have been mystified by these
newly forged compounds and archaic expressions. A sense of frustration
at the initial lack of comprehension might thus have overshadowed their
appreciation for the profound beauty and emotional depth of Hopkins’ verse.

Despite the initial challenges his poetic style and innovations posed for
Victorian audiences, a careful and open - minded reader would discover
the undeniable richness, both aurally and semantically, that characterizes
Hopkins’ work. His synesthetic blending of sound, form, and meaning adds a
mesmerizing dimension to his poetry -an aspect that later generations would
learn to laud as a mark of his poetic genius. In fact, the anguished cries
and ecstatic prayers found in the poems of the 20th - century confessional
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poets reflect the influence of Hopkins’ innovative use of poetic language and
rhythmic patterns.

In forging a distinctive poetic voice that broke from tradition and chal-
lenged conventional norms, Gerard Manley Hopkins defied the expectations
of Victorian readers and critics. Though the initial reception of his work
may have been marked by confusion and skepticism, the enduring legacy
of his poetic innovations is now widely celebrated. Indeed, the challenges
his work posed for contemporary audiences were merely the growing pains
of a literary revolution, one that would pave the way for the flourishing of
modernist poetry. Thus, as Hopkins’ phoenix - like verse emerges from the
ashes of misunderstanding, it alights upon the annals of literary history as
a testament to the indomitable spirit of creative expression.

Role of Close Friends and Mentors in Shaping Hopkins’
Literary Reception

The story of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ initial entry into the world of Victorian
letters might have remained a tale of obscurity and struggle, had it not been
for the intervention and support of a few close friends and mentors. Hopkins’
work was, in many ways, a radical departure from the norms of his time,
in terms of both style and subject matter. It was an audacious venture,
characterized by daring experimentation with form, strikingly innovative
language and syntax, intense spirituality, and a keen sensitivity to the
nuances of the surrounding world. In essence, his poetry was infused with a
heightened awareness of the interconnectedness of all things, both divine
and earthly, and an impetus to communicate this vision in words as powerful
and evocative as possible.

One important relationship in this context was Hopkins’ friendship and
intellectual camaraderie with Robert Bridges, a fellow student at Balliol
College, Oxford, who would later become one of England’s most celebrated
poets and Poet Laureate. Despite aesthetic disagreements and Hopkins’
conversion to Catholicism - which often put a strain on their relationship
- Bridges maintained his appreciation and admiration for Hopkins’ work
throughout their lives, believing his friend was crafting poetry that was, at
its heart, inimitable and pioneering. In 1918, almost 30 years after Hopkins’
death, it was Bridges, as editor, who published the first collected edition of
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Hopkins’ poems, eliciting the reevaluation and eventual celebration of his
unconventional poetic voice.

Another significant influence on Hopkins’ development and reception
as a poet came in the form of Edward Burne - Jones, a prominent artist
associated with the Pre-Raphaelite movement. Burne-Jones appreciated the
intense emotional charge and striking visual imagery in Hopkins’ writings,
and he encouraged Hopkins to continue on his path of artistic exploration.
The support of a figure so intimately connected with the Pre - Raphaelite
movement - itself a contemporary, progressive force in the Victorian artistic
scene - is indicative of the potential Hopkins possessed to reach beyond
conventional boundaries in terms of both content and style.

Hopkins’ poetic talents were also recognized and nurtured by influential
members of the Jesuit community, including Father Gerard Hopkins, his
spiritual director and cousin. Father Hopkins, who was a writer himself,
recognized the burgeoning poet’s gifts and provided vital support and
guidance in his development, both spiritual and literary. The encouragement
and endorsement from such a respected figure within the religious order
would prove instrumental in Hopkins’ determination to pursue his artistic
ambitions, while still remaining committed to his vocation as a Jesuit priest.

Another crucial element in this narrative comes from his correspondence
with the esteemed Anglican poet and priest Coventry Patmore. Though they
never met in person, the exchange of letters between the two men revealed
a mutual admiration of each other’s work. Patmore was among the few
to grasp the essence of Hopkins’ poetic vision and to appreciate the depth
and resonance of his writing. The reverence of a luminary like Patmore
emboldened Hopkins to embrace and refine his idiosyncratic techniques even
further.

These vital relationships not only played a significant role in sustaining
Hopkins’ commitment to his work, but also set the stage for the broader lit-
erary community’s eventual recognition and celebration of his genius. There
are of course many other instances of personal support and encouragement
throughout Hopkins’ life, but these select examples highlight the invaluable
role that close friends and mentors held in shaping the initial reception of
his work.

In retrospect, it seems evident that the story of Gerard Manley Hopkins is,
in many ways, a testament to the power of individual vision, tempered with
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the humility and gratitude for the wisdom and support of those companions
and mentors who walk the path alongside the artist. As Hopkins himself
might have affirmed, all great achievements are, in the final analysis, tributes
to the intricate web of sharing and interdependence that binds us all in a
mysterious bond of fellowship and love.

Responses to Hopkins’ Religious Themes in Victorian
England

The image of Gerard Manley Hopkins as a poet - priest, wrestling with
religious themes that weigh heavily upon him, is perhaps one of the most
enduring and pervasive impressions we have of the Victorian literary scene.
Indeed, there is a sense of the sacred in much of Hopkins’s work - both in his
life and in his poetry-that marks him out as distinct from his contemporaries.
With this in mind, it is necessary to explore the variety of responses to
the religious themes that abound in Hopkins’s work within the context of
Victorian England.

Religion loomed large in Victorian society, which is aptly reflected in
the proliferation of religious periodicals, devotional literature, hymnals,
and sermons published during that era. It is vital to note that Victorian
England was predominantly Anglican, with the Church of England being the
state religion. However, nonconformist denominations like Methodists and
Baptists were thriving, while Catholics were still emerging from a history of
prohibition and marginalization. It is important to remember that Hopkins’s
own conversion to Catholicism and subsequent entry into the Jesuit order
would have made his work somewhat contentious and even subversive in
certain quarters of Victorian society.

In his poetry, Hopkins explores themes of spiritual struggle, divine beauty
in nature, and the redemptive capacity of suffering, which are all hallmarks
of a deeply personal faith. His poem, ”God’s Grandeur,” for example, praises
the grandeur of God’s creation while also lamenting humanity’s neglect
of said creation. In ”The Wreck of the Deutschland,” Hopkins explores
the devastation of a tragic maritime event while revealing a compassionate
theology that ultimately culminates in the redemptive power of God.

Critics, particularly those affiliated with the Catholic Church, would
have been predisposed to view Hopkins’s work with a generous spirit, see-
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ing his work as an effective portrayal of Catholic doctrine and Christian
values. Prominent Catholic writer and fellow convert, John Henry Newman,
provided encouragement for Hopkins, though it is unclear whether his sup-
port extended to a deeper appreciation of Hopkins’s groundbreaking poetic
techniques.

However, this enthusiasm was not universally shared. Hopkins’s work
confronted the Protestant hearts and minds of many readers with the beauty
of the Catholic faith. For a society still shaped by anti - Catholic sentiments,
the overt Catholicism in Hopkins’s poetry could, and did, provoke hostility.
Some critics saw his work as propagating seditious ideas, a veiled attempt
at undermining the Church of England and its status in the nation, while
others dismissed his poetry as being unacceptably wedded to a minority
faith.

Moreover, there were those who, regardless of religious affiliation, found it
difficult to embrace the intensity and profundity of Hopkins’s exploration of
faith. Victorian literary sensibilities, with its distrust of sentiment, emotion,
and intense personal conviction, may have struggled with the depth of
Hopkins’s engagement with his faith, seeing it as an impenetrable and
excessive devotion to which they could not relate.

The bold metaphors and rich biblical imagery that characterizes much
of Hopkins’s poetry were, at best, greeted with bemusement, at worst
with scorn. Famously, literary critic and poet laureate Robert Bridges,
Hopkins’s lifelong friend and posthumous champion, could not bring himself
to appreciate, or even understand, the revolutionary methods employed by
Hopkins in his presentation of religious themes. In a letter to the latter,
Bridges wrote: ”I fear that, tho’ I can see they are beautiful, I misunderstand
your spiritual aims.” Yet, it was Bridges who eventually introduced the world
to Hopkins’ ”terrible sonnets,” in which the poet’s religious struggle reaches
a spiritual nadir.

In the end, Hopkins’s engagement with religious themes must be seen
as an integral part of his poetic imagination and a shaping force in his
aesthetic sensibility. While the man and his work may have challenged the
boundaries of the Victorian literary world through his unique relationship
with religion, it is this very attribute that cemented his position as a figure
of singular importance in the English poetic tradition.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, as Victorianism gave way to a
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new era characterized by rapid change and social upheaval, the complex
union of poetic and religious insight in the work of Gerard Manley Hopkins
would achieve a new resonance. The challenges and lessons derived from
his experiences as a Catholic convert, a Jesuit priest, and a pioneering poet
in Victorian London would find echoes in a world increasingly marked by
diversity, fragmentation, and rebellion against established norms.

Key Influential Victorian Literary Figures and Their
Opinions on Hopkins’ Poetry

Although Gerard Manley Hopkins was not widely published nor recognized
during his lifetime, his innovative poetic style, use of language, and pas-
sionate spiritual themes baffled and intrigued some of the most influential
Victorian literary figures of the time. It was through his close relationships
with contemporaries such as Robert Bridges, Coventry Patmore, and Wal-
ter Pater that Hopkins received various forms of feedback, critique, and
encouragement.

Robert Bridges, a fellow student during Hopkins’ time at Oxford and
later the Poet Laureate, was perhaps the staunchest supporter of Hopkins’
work. He recognized the genius in his friend’s experimental poetry, which
deviated from conventional Victorian verse through its use of sprung rhythm,
internal rhyme, and unorthodox syntax. Bridges was instrumental in pro-
moting and preserving Hopkins’ legacy, as he was the one who saw to the
posthumous publication of Hopkins’ poems in 1918, more than 30 years
after the poet’s untimely death. Despite feeling somewhat overwhelmed
by the density and elusiveness of Hopkins’ language, Bridges lauded the
unique and distinctive nature of the poems, describing them as ”eminently
powerful” and ”unparalleled.” His dedication to his friend’s work exemplifies
the admiration and awe elicited by the poet’s innovations, which would later
be celebrated as groundbreaking and seminal in the development of modern
poetry.

Another prominent figure who played a crucial role in shaping the
reception of Hopkins’ work was Coventry Patmore, a Victorian poet highly
esteemed for his narrative poem ’The Angel in the House.’ Patmore and
Hopkins were introduced to each other through the Jesuit community during
Hopkins’ time at St. Beuno’s College in Wales. They maintained a regular
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correspondence, in which Hopkins sought Patmore’s opinions and critiques
on his poems. Patmore’s responses indicate the ambivalent effect that
Hopkins’ distinctive style had on his contemporaries - while he appreciated
the intensity of feeling and originality of thought in the poems, he also found
their unconventional syntax ”difficult to read” and disruptive to the poems’
structure.

Walter Pater, a prominent essayist and a significant influence on the
Aesthetic movement, also took an interest in Hopkins’ poetry. As Hopkins’
tutor at Balliol College, Pater introduced his pupil to the Pre - Raphaelite
Brotherhood’s works and shaped his sensitivity towards artistic beauty.
Upon learning of Hopkins’ conversion to Catholicism, Pater even expressed
concern that the young poet’s religious fervor would stifle his creative
inclinations. Later, Pater had the opportunity to read some of Hopkins’
poems, and he praised their originality, freshness, and mastery of language.
Particularly fascinated by Hopkins’ use of sprung rhythm, Pater was inspired
to expound on the subject in his own work, thus underscoring the cross -
pollination of ideas between Hopkins and Victorian intellectual circles.

It is worth noting that other Victorian literati, such as writer John
Addington Symonds, novelist George Moore, and poet Alice Meynell, were
intrigued by Hopkins’ groundbreaking works, though they struggled to
comprehend or fully appreciate the sheer innovation of his style. Although
they might not have fully grasped the implications of his poetic innovations,
their engagement with and curiosity about Hopkins’ work foreshadowed the
increasing recognition of his genius in the twentieth century, as his poetry
moved from obscurity to the forefront of the modernist canon.

The diverse reactions of these key figures in the Victorian literary world
to Hopkins’ poetry not only attest to the unique, challenging, and ultimately
revolutionary nature of his work, but also to the transformative potential of
personal relationships and intellectual exchanges within a specific historical
and cultural milieu. These interactions and commentaries would eventually
help bring Hopkins from the shadows of the Victorian period into the
limelight of literary acclaim, paving the way for a new generation of poets
to engage with and be inspired by the innovative techniques and passionate
themes of his verse. In turn, Hopkins’ indomitable pursuit of truth and
beauty would transcend the boundaries of his own time and place, leaving a
lasting impact on the poetic tradition that would follow.
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Hopkins’ Impact on the Pre - Raphaelite Movement and
Aestheticism

The Pre - Raphaelite Movement was initiated in 1848 by a group of radical
young artists and writers, including Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Everett
Millais, and William Holman Hunt, who rejected academic conventions and
sought to revitalize British art by returning to pre - Renaissance artistic
principles. Their artworks were characterized by vibrant colors, meticulous
attention to detail, and symbolism drawn from nature, literature, and
mythology. This rebellious spirit also permeated their poetic works, which
were characterized by musicality, sensuality, and an exploration of spiritual
transcendence.

The encounter with Pre - Raphaelite poetry during his time at Balliol
College, Oxford, left an indelible mark on Hopkins’ literary sensibility. For
instance, the interplay of religion and sensuality that pervaded much of
the Pre - Raphaelite works resonated with Hopkins’ own exploration of the
divine in the natural world. Moreover, both parties shared a mutual fidelity
toward the representation of minute details in their works, which allowed
them to find kinship in the intensity with which they approached their
subjects.

However, Hopkins extended the Pre-Raphaelite commitment to detail by
exploring the external world’s internal emotional and spiritual significance.
For instance, in his poem ”Pied Beauty,” Hopkins enumerates various
instances of dappled things as an expression of God’s multifaceted creation.
In this way, Hopkins not only partakes in a Pre - Raphaelite celebration of
earthly beauty but ultimately transcends it by attributing these natural
wonders to a higher, divine source.

The Aesthetic Movement, which emerged in the latter half of the 19th
century, championed the belief that beauty in art should be appreciated for
its own sake, without the need for moral or didactic underpinnings. It was
characterized by a focus on sensuality, self - expression, and an exploration
of the effects of beauty on the human psyche. The prominence of this
movement in Victorian England ran concurrent to Hopkins’ own poetic
production, allowing for a natural confluence of ideas and images.

One can argue that Hopkins’ affinity with Aestheticism lies in his pursuit
of artistic innovation, most notably his invention of the ”sprung rhythm” -
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a metrical system based on natural speech patterns and marked by irregular
stresses. This radical departure from the conventionally rigid meters of
Victorian poetry gestures towards the Aesthetic emphasis on unbridled
self - expression and individualism. Moreover, like the Aesthetes, Hopkins
relished in filling his poems with lush, sensuous images, as showcased in
”The Windhover,” where he vividly describes the ”dapple - dawn - drawn
Falcon” and its majestic flight.

Yet, unlike the Aesthetes, Hopkins’ aesthetic sensibilities were never
divorced from his deep - rooted religious convictions. The sensory beauty
and delight of his poetic imagery served not as an end in itself but as a
springboard to explore the spiritual and divine within the natural world.
This commingling of the Aesthetic and the religious was groundbreaking
in the Victorian era and demonstrated Hopkins’ ability to harmoniously
inhabit multiple artistic spheres.

At the same time, Hopkins’ poetic innovations posed challenges for
his Victorian contemporaries to receive his works with open arms. The
orthodox critics and readers found his experimental style and religious
content difficult to reconcile with the then - mainstream taste pervading
both Pre - Raphaelite and Aesthetic movements. Consequently, Hopkins’
works remained largely unpublished and unrecognized throughout much of
his lifetime. Nevertheless, the passage of time has allowed for a broader
appreciation of Hopkins’ influence and his ultimately transcendent position
vis - à - vis the artistic movements of his era.

Changing Attitudes Towards Hopkins in the Late Victo-
rian Era

The late Victorian era marked a distinct shift in the reception of Gerard
Manley Hopkins’ poetry, as a handful of devoted readers took notice of his
work and began to champion it. In the shadows of the Pre - Raphaelite
and Aesthetic movements, Hopkins’ innovative contribution to the poetic
landscape would find some degree of recognition. Through the efforts of
friends, critics, and an emergent modernist sensibility that appreciated his
radical style, Hopkins’ work would eventually secure its lasting status in the
annals of English literature.

Considering the cultural environment in which Hopkins worked, his
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poetry might have easily been overlooked or dismissed by Victorian readers.
The Pre - Raphaelite movement was enamored with medievalism, whilst
the aesthetics sought beauty and art for art’s sake. Yet Hopkins’ verse
was imbued with a spiritual intensity that seemed to demand more than
mere aesthetic appreciation. His daring experimentation in language, form
and rhythm would require a degree of patience and understanding from
contemporary readers and critics alike.

In this context, Robert Bridges emerges as a key figure in Hopkins’
journey toward recognition and acceptance in the literary community. As
Hopkins’ friend and former classmate, Bridges possessed early copies of
Hopkins’ work and was thus in a position to preserve and promote the
poet’s verse. Following Hopkins’ death in 1889, Bridges took it upon himself
to act as the poet’s literary executor and began to compile his poems for
publication. Through his painstaking efforts, the first edition of ”Poems by
Gerard Manley Hopkins” was published in 1918, significantly widening the
poet’s circle of readership.

While the initial critical reception was mixed, several influential figures
of the era recognized the unique power of Hopkins’ verse. Alice Meynell, a
devout Catholic writer who admired his work for its spiritual depth, wrote
a pioneering article in 1913, titled ”Unseen Poetry,” extolling the merits of
Hopkins’ poetry. She emphasized the visionary quality of his verse, arguing
that it needed a higher standard of appreciation and consideration than that
afforded to ”a lyric heard and seen.” Her impassioned defense of his work
helped to pave the way for a broader reconsideration of Hopkins within the
late Victorian literary circles.

Similarly, W.H. Hudson, an eminent literary critic and naturalist, also
lavished praise on Hopkins’ poetry for its keen observation of the natural
world. He marveled at the ability of the poet to capture and convey
the profound interconnection between earthly phenomena and spiritual
experience in fresh and unique terms. Hudson’s endorsement contributed
to a broader appreciation of Hopkins as not only a religious poet but also
an exceptional observer of the natural world, which resonated with the
Victorian era’s emerging fascination with science and nature.

Moreover, the boundary-breaking nature of Hopkins’ poetry found fertile
ground in the emergent literary modernism of the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. A new generation of poets, led by the likes of T.S. Eliot and Ezra
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Pound, sought to challenge traditional forms and narratives, developing
new ways to express the complexities of an increasingly fragmented and
diverse world. Hopkins’ daring experimentation with sprung rhythm and
unconventional syntax perfectly encapsulated the spirit of innovation and
progress that modernist poets embraced. As a result, his poetic techniques
would be hailed as precursors to the revolutionary modernist movement
that would take root in the early 20th century.

In all of this, Hopkins’ poetry emerged as a direct challenge to the
prevailing literary modes of the Victorian era. His work defied easy cat-
egorization and demanded the kind of careful, sustained attention that
was not characteristic of the period’s literary tastes. As one Victorian
critic, Edmund Gosse, observed, ”the forms of his verse are eccentric, the
language which he employs is often difficult, the thoughts are elusive and
evasive.” Indeed, such difficulties spurred the development of a new kind of
critical engagement that was more apt to embrace rather than dismiss the
innovations of Hopkins and his successors.

As the initial fervor of the Pre - Raphaelites and Aesthetics began to
wane, Hopkins’ poetry gained momentum and gathered the recognition it
deserved as a trailblazing contribution to English literature. It would be
the devotion of key individuals, as well as the changing climate of taste and
expectation in the late Victorian era, that brought about a more profound
understanding and appreciation of Hopkins and his work. And in the spirit
of Hopkins’ own relentless quest for artistic and spiritual truth, he teaches us
that the value of a single poet’s voice may be nearly impossible for a given
era to fully grasp, but with time and patience, that voice may eventually be
heard and embraced by the most unlikely audience.

The Rediscovery and Reevaluation of Hopkins’ Works
in the 20th Century

The rediscovery and reevaluation of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ works in the
20th century marked a turning point in the understanding and appreciation
of his poetic genius. Heralded by critics, scholars, and poets alike, Hopkins’
work underwent a profound transformation from its initial reception in the
Victorian literary world to its widespread recognition and influence in the
modern era.
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The journey to Hopkins’ rediscovery began primarily with the posthu-
mous publication of his poems in 1918, which was facilitated by his friend
and fellow poet, Robert Bridges. The publication marked the first time that
the wider public was exposed to Hopkins’ startlingly original and innovative
poetic style, characterized by sprung rhythm and its unique imagery. As
the shock of the First World War reverberated through society, Hopkins’
poems struck a chord with readers and writers that resonated with their
own sense of disillusionment and search for meaning in the world.

The Modernist movement of the early 20th century, spearheaded by
literary greats such as T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, was instrumental in the
reevaluation of Hopkins’ works. These poets were fascinated by Hopkins’
capacity to push the boundaries of the English language and meter to
develop his own distinctive style. His innovative use of sprung rhythm, a
technique that involved varying the number of stressed syllables within a
line, served as a precursor to the experimentation with form and structure
that characterized much of the Modernist poetry movement.

Critics such as F.R. Leavis and Harold Bloom also played a significant
role in the reassessment of Hopkins’ importance within the literary canon.
Leavis lauded Hopkins as one of the few great poets of the Victorian age,
while Bloom posited that Hopkins occupied a unique position in the history
of English verse because of the language and syntax he employed to create
his poems.

As the 20th century progressed, the study and evaluation of Hopkins’
works by academics and scholars contributed to a deeper understanding and
appreciation of his poetry. The formal analysis of his linguistic and metrical
innovations allowed for a greater comprehension of the technical aspects of
his work, while the exploration of his Catholic and Jesuit identity offered
insight into the underlying themes and symbolism of his poetry.

The 20th - century appreciation of Hopkins’ work not only acknowledged
the importance of his technical and linguistic skill but also highlighted the
deeply emotional and psychological experiences that were embedded within
his poetry. The intensity of his faith, his struggle with emotions and his
battle with inner darkness led to his association with the ”Terrible Sonnets”
- poems that grapple with questions of faith, doubt, and despair. Not unlike
the confessional poets of the mid - 20th century, Hopkins’ raw emotional
expression prompted many readers to forge a sense of personal connection
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with the poet. Through these intensely personal works, Hopkins solidified
his status as a poet of immense spiritual and emotional depth, transcending
the boundaries of history and genre.

The influence of Gerard Manley Hopkins in the 20th century is vast
and varied. His work has left an indelible impact on generations of poets,
as well as fostering a profound curiosity and appreciation amongst readers
and scholars. While the reevaluation and rediscovery of his work within
the confines of the 20th - century literary world may seem paradoxical, it is
this interplay between past and present, Victorian and Modern, faith, and
doubt, that makes Hopkins a true poetic giant.

As we look forward to the continued exploration of Gerard Manley
Hopkins’ poetry, it is crucial to remember that it is the distinctiveness of
his voice and style, coupled with the deeply human themes of his work,
which ensure his continuing relevance and influence across time. Both a
product of his age and a pioneer of his craft, Hopkins continues to captivate
and challenge readers with the richness, complexity, and spirituality of his
writings.



Chapter 8

Hopkins’ Enduring Legacy
and Impact on Modern
Poetry

Gerard Manley Hopkins, a Victorian - era Jesuit priest and poet, left an
extraordinary and indelible impact on modern poetry that continues to
be evident today. Although his work went mostly unrecognized during
his lifetime, the passing of time has illuminated the revolutionary impact
and enduring influence of Hopkins’ poetic experiments and themes on
contemporary poetic landscapes.

Hopkins’ unique creation of ”sprung rhythm,” a meter based on the
number of stressed syllables rather than a fixed number of syllables per
line, can be seen as a significant contribution to modern poetic technique.
This refreshing, innovative method paved the way for various 20th and 21st
- century poets to delve into the realms of free verse and unconventional
meters. His unpredictable, dynamic lines and clever use of enjambment
demonstrated that a poem could still maintain musicality and coherence
without adhering to the bounds of traditional metrical structures. The work
of poets such as T.S. Eliot, Dylan Thomas, and Robert Lowell showcases the
liberating influence of Hopkins’ experimentation with rhythm and structure.

Hopkins’ poetic innovations were not limited to his prosody; his deeply
evocative and idiosyncratic language and imagery set a powerful precedent
for modern poets searching to convey their emotional experiences and
inner worlds. He forged a new poetic vocabulary, imbuing ordinary words
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with layers of emotion and meaning, as seen in the distinctive words he
coined, such as ”inscape” and ”instress.” Hopkins’ enthusiasm for melding
natural and spiritual landscapes has left an indelible mark on contemporary
ecopoetry, a genre that also seeks to explore humanity’s relationship with
the environment and create a sense of wonder. W.S. Merwin and Mary
Oliver, among others, have built upon Hopkins’ vision at the intersection of
nature and spirituality, employing a language charged with the divine and
the elemental to convey the transcendent beauty of the natural world.

Another area where Hopkins’ influence can be felt is in the realm of
confessional poetry. While he never fully embraced the explicit self-revelation
that characterizes this movement, his struggles with faith, doubt, and
personal relationships resonate with many modern poets grappling with
similar issues. Hopkins’ intimate dialogues with God, as seen in his dark
and anguished ”Terrible Sonnets,” anticipate the raw honesty and self -
exploration of poets such as Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, and John Berryman.

Hopkins’ enduring legacy is not merely confined to the pages of poetry
collections, as his work has also impacted modern poetry curricula worldwide.
His poems are now regarded as central to understanding and appreciating
the tradition of English verse, from Victorian to modern, and his radical
techniques are considered to have paved the way for major developments in
contemporary poetic forms. Today’s poets and educators look back to the
example set by Hopkins, recognizing the importance of his courage to defy
convention and channel his artistic vision and profound spirituality into his
exceptional body of work.

As the relentless forward movement of time creates distance between the
Victorian era and the present day, the legacy of Gerard Manley Hopkins
becomes increasingly clear. His groundbreaking techniques and heartrending
portrayals of internal turmoil and divine revelation continue to inspire
and challenge modern poets, asserting the validity of his deeply personal,
innovative approach. The echo of Hopkins’ literary footsteps reverberates
through the halls of soft, windswept, and penetrating modern verse, a
tangible reminder that the spirit of a priest who dared to explore and invent
is still very much alive in the world of contemporary poetry.
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The Traits of Hopkins’ Work that Stand Out in Modern
Poetry

Gerard Manley Hopkins, a Victorian poet and Jesuit priest, has left a
unique and undeniable mark on modern poetry. Although he received little
recognition during his lifetime, the rediscovery and reevaluation of his work
in the 20th century brought forth his innovative poetic techniques and
themes that continue to influence contemporary poets today. Let us explore
the singular traits of Hopkins’ work that make it a notable presence in
modern poetry.

One of the most noticeable characteristics of Hopkins’ poetry is his
unyielding attention to detail. Often inspired by his observations of the
natural world and his faith, Hopkins crafted intricate descriptions that
captured the essence of an object or scene. His talent for capturing sensory
details not only reflects his artistic background but also transmits the
intensity of his vision to his readers. This characteristic is evident in poems
such as ”Pied Beauty” and ”The Windhover,” where he exuberantly conveys
the beauty of the natural world in detail that other poets had scarcely
attempted. This penchant for detail is a trait that modern poets often
employ to create vivid imagery and connect with readers, making Hopkins
a precursor to some of the most evocative and visceral poetry written in
the 20th and 21st centuries.

Another distinguishing feature of Hopkins’ work is his frequent use of
compound words, which allowed him to create poetic language that conveyed
specific emotions, feelings, or sensations. He referred to these compound
words as ”inscapes” - a term he invented to represent individual instances
of felt experience. An example of his inventive language can be seen in
”God’s Grandeur,” where he describes the earth wearing ”man’s smudge
and shares man’s smell.” This innovative use of language enabled Hopkins
to transmit unique and complex ideas to his readers and has since inspired
modern poets to push the boundaries of language in their own work.

Hopkins’ most groundbreaking and enduring contribution to the realm
of modern poetry is his development of ”sprung rhythm,” a metrical system
based on the rhythm of natural speech. By using stressed syllables as
the basis of his metrical structure, Hopkins defied the conventional iambic
meters of his time and created a framework that allowed for more flexibility,
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musicality, and expressiveness. This metrical innovation revolutionized
the way poets approached the composition of verse and paved the way for
subsequent experimental poetry, such as that of the Beat Generation and
free verse poets. Today, many poets still utilize various manifestations of
sprung rhythm in their work, recognizing Hopkins as an essential influence
on contemporary versification.

In addition to his contributions to poetic technique, Hopkins’ themes and
subject matter also stand out in the landscape of modern poetry. His struggle
with faith and his honest expression of spiritual doubt make his poetry
relevant to readers grappling with similar existential questions. Unlike many
Victorian poets who saw religion as a means of consolation, Hopkins’ poetry
reflects a genuine wrestling with spiritual issues, a struggle that resonates
with many modern readers. Furthermore, his concern for nature and the
environment, as well as his portrayal of humankind’s impact on the earth,
have contributed to the emergence of ecopoetry in the contemporary era.

Moreover, Hopkins’ profound exploration of human suffering and mo-
ments of personal crisis endow his poetry with a raw and candid quality
rarely found in Victorian verse. This openness to vulnerability, especially in
poems such as ”Carrion Comfort” and ”No Worst, There Is None. Pitched
Past Despair,” foreshadows the confessional poetry movement of the mid -
20th century that includes poets like Sylvia Plath and Robert Lowell.

As we explore the qualities that make Gerard Manley Hopkins’ work a
lasting model for future poets, it is evident that his innovative techniques,
uncommon language use, and deeply felt themes have left an indelible
impact on the landscape of modern poetry. The lasting significance of
Hopkins’ contributions encourages contemporary poets to continue pushing
the boundaries of language, form, and theme, as they craft poems that speak
to the complexities of human experience. In doing so, they not only keep
the legacy of Hopkins alive, but they ensure that the relentless creativity,
experimentation, and expression that he championed will continue to nourish
the poetic world for generations to come.
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Influence of Hopkins’ Sprung Rhythm on 20th and 21st
Century Poets

It is undeniable that Gerard Manley Hopkins’ innovative and experimental
use of sprung rhythm has left a lasting impact on the world of poetry,
resonating through the 20th and 21st centuries. Hopkins’ embrace of
irregular meter, fluid syntax, and striking combinations of syllables thrust
open the door to a new poetic potentiality, endowing his successors with the
tools and inspiration needed to forge their unique paths in an ever - evolving
landscape of artistic expression.

Sprung rhythm is an attempt to reflect the natural, irregular rhythms
of spoken language and musical cadence, wherein each line consists pre-
dominantly of stressed syllables followed by various numbers of syllables
that can be either stressed or unstressed. By liberating the conventional
expectations of meter, Hopkins opened a world of possibilities for future
poets to explore cadence, subject matter, and the philosophical dimensions
of poetic form itself. In essence, sprung rhythm offered poets a revolutionary
way of capturing the energy, spontaneity, and unpredictability of life and
the cosmos.

The impact of Hopkins’ innovation extended far beyond his realm of
the Victorian world, leaving an indelible mark on the poetry of the modern
era. One notable adherent of sprung rhythm was Dylan Thomas, the Welsh
poet whose works are characterized by a sense of rhythmic spontaneity and
musicality that would have been foreign to those who came before. This
debt is most evident in Thomas’ poem, ”Fern Hill” (1945). By emulating
Hopkins’ sprung rhythm, Thomas was able to more accurately and vividly
depict the swirling, brilliant colors and emotions of a sun - soaked childhood
spent ”as I was green and carefree / In the sun that is young once only /
Time let me play and be.”

Sprung rhythm’s influence seeped into other creative movements of the
20th century, as younger generations of poets sought to break conventional
molds and embrace the liberated spirit of experimentation. The Beat poets,
for instance, embraced sprung rhythm as a means of capturing the pulsating
energies of their jazz - infused, free -wheeling lifestyle. They applied Hopkins’
flexible meter to their own impassioned, semi - autobiographical works, just
as the syllables in one of Allen Ginsberg’s magnum opus, ”Howl” (1956),
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leap and dance across the page - rebelling against the strictures of traditional
form and thrusting the reader headfirst into the electrifying universe of the
artist’s transgressive imagination.

Another sterling example of sprung rhythm’s lasting significance can
be found in the work of Robert Lowell, a key figure in the confessional
poetry movement. In his collection ”Life Studies” (1959), Lowell employed
Hopkins’ jazz - like irregular rhythm as a means of plumbing the depths of
his own soul, using the fluid, ever - shifting meter to express the turbulent
undercurrents of his inner world. For Lowell, the fluidity of sprung rhythm
was the perfect vehicle for the emotional honesty and vulnerability his work
sought to convey: ”Sire, weepy sire,” he laments in the collection’s poignant
final poem, ”Epilogue,” ”I’ll have you know I won’t / Endorse the chitchat
of your raw recruits, / The disgraced diet..., / The whiskey, the Benzedrine,
the stale steam / Of chapel talk.”

In the 21st century, with its digital distractions and breakneck pace,
sprung rhythm continues to captivate poetic sensibilities. Contemporary
ecopoets such as Juliana Spahr and Brenda Hillman find in the irregular,
unpredictable cadences of sprung rhythm a fitting mode of expression for
exploring the tangled, interwoven complexities of our modern relationship
with the natural world. The rhythm conveys a sense of urgency that calls
attention to the environmental and existential crisis humanity faces.

As Gerard Manley Hopkins once wrote, sprung rhythm expresses ”the
rolling and bounding and tossing of the lines and sifts the soul - sea waves
half bright but only half lighted, slow, different, uneasy wavy lengths, and,
as my sister said one Whit - Monday walking home from Lydiate to St.
Mary’s, back through the dews with me (in very low spirits) and talking of
poetry, the lines swooping like a (skylark) up from the ground and his mate
in the sedge into the mixt (twilight) of space full of specks of the fluid.” The
influence of Hopkins’ sprung rhythm on 20th and 21st - century poets offers
a striking testament to the enduring power and appeal of this exceptional
mode of expression. It unfolds in a complex, multilayered symphony that
demonstrates how artistic vision can transcend the bounds of time and
forever change the face of human creativity. The oceanic tide of sprung
rhythm, which once arose from the depths of Hopkins’ consciousness, now
ebbs and swells throughout the vast expanse of poetic history - a ceaseless
testament to the beauty, majesty, and limitlessness of literary innovation.
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Hopkins’ Exploration of Nature and Spirituality in the
Context of Contemporary Ecopoetry

In the contemporary literary landscape, the field of ecopoetry has emerged as
a vital and diverse area of discourse, grappling with humanity’s relationship
to the natural world and the looming ecological crisis. It is within this
context that Gerard Manley Hopkins’ exploration of nature and spirituality
in his poetry assumes a fresh resonance and relevance.

Hopkins, as both a deeply committed Catholic and a keen observer of
the natural world, saw nature as a medium through which divinity could be
perceived. His oft - quoted phrase, ”the world is charged with the grandeur
of God,” encapsulates the sensibility that permeates his ecopoetics. In the
face of the ravages of industrialization upon the landscapes of Victorian
England, Hopkins sought to evoke the divine latent in nature, celebrating
its vitality and intricacy.

One of the key technical aspects of Hopkins’ ecopoetry is his use of
what he termed ’inscapes,’ the distinctive, individualizing patterns and
forms present in all things, animate and inanimate. Through his nuanced
description of inscapes, Hopkins brings the reader into a close observation
of nature, making them privy to the particularity and complexity of the
world around them. The poet’s careful attention to detail encourages the
reader to contemplate the interconnectedness of all living things, fostering
an ecological conscience based on a deep understanding of the natural world.
For instance, in his poem ”Pied Beauty,” Hopkins exalts in the variegated
texture of things:

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

His skilled use of sound and language to describe the intricacies of nature
further underscores the kinship between the natural world and the spiritual
realm. As the poet listens keenly to the inscapes of the earth, he also attunes
himself to the whispers of God hidden within.

Hopkins’ experiments with sprung rhythm, which involve irregularities
in meter and stressed syllables, are likewise integral to his ecopoetic project.
Sprung rhythm evokes the unpredictable pulse of the natural world, allowing
the poet to mirror the dynamism and variability of his subject matter. The
melding of form and content in Hopkins’ poetry thus serves as a powerful
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tool for conveying the living energy of nature.
Given the breadth of themes and concerns that ecopoetry encompasses,

Hopkins’ unique contributions are by no means exhaustive. While many
contemporary ecopoets grapple with the potential extinction of entire ecosys-
tems or the global consequences of climate change, Hopkins’ focus on the
divine in nature offers an alternative perspective within the genre. The
distinct spirituality pervading his poetry, rooted in Catholic theology and
imagery, offers a meaningful antidote to the sense of dislocation and despair
that sometimes marks modern discussions on the environment.

Hopkins’ ecopoetics invite readers to reassess their relationship not only
with the natural world but also toward the transcendent. By recognizing the
divine fingerprints on creation, as the poet does, one might rediscover a sense
of responsibility and care for the environment as an expression of a greater
cosmic order. The timelessness of Hopkins’ themes and techniques continues
to influence a new generation of poets, as they navigate the complex terrain
of ecological consciousness and human spirituality.

In grappling with contemporary questions of ecological crisis and spiritual
dislocation, it is not surprising that Gerard Manley Hopkins emerges as
a tutelary figure, offering a foundation upon which modern ecopoetry can
build and innovate. As the whispers of the divine mingle with the rustling
leaves of nature, Hopkins bequeaths to us a language of wonder and a call
to action, drawing us ever closer to the vibrant heart of creation.

The Hopkinsian Influence on the Confessional Poetry
Movement

The confessional poetry movement, which emerged in the mid - 20th century,
is marked by a notable shift toward the intimate, raw, and personal in
poetic expression. It is characterized by the poets’ willingness to share
their innermost thoughts, feelings, and struggles, often in a brutally honest
and unapologetic manner. Confessional poets such as Sylvia Plath, Anne
Sexton, Robert Lowell, and John Berryman, among others, have redefined
the boundaries of what can be explored in verse by delving into themes
of mental illness, sexuality, and deep self - exploration. The influence of
Gerard Manley Hopkins, a 19th - century Victorian poet, on this movement
might not be immediately apparent. However, a closer examination reveals
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a strong undercurrent of Hopkinsian thought and technique, particularly in
his exploration of the self, his struggles with faith, and his signature poetic
devices, which significantly fed into the ethos of the confessional poetry
movement.

Gerard Manley Hopkins, a deeply religious man and a Jesuit priest, ex-
plored themes of alienation and spiritual struggle in his poetry, particularly
evident in his famous ”terrible sonnets.” These poems, written during a pe-
riod of intense spiritual crisis, essentially functioned as private confessionals.
They revealed the depths of his inner turmoil, his sense of unworthiness,
and his desperate yearning for divine love; it is not difficult to imagine
how this impacted later confessional poets who sought to bring to light an
unmediated expression of their innermost thoughts and struggles. Hopkins’
candid portrayal of his internal conflict resonated with the confessional
poets, who also took forth the challenge of capturing the full spectrum of
human emotions and experiences in language, even when these experiences
were painful or unsettling.

It is worth noting that while confessional poets often shared Hopkins’
inclination to expose the darker facets of their lives and thoughts, they
diverged significantly from his religious faith and dedication. However, his
willingness to engage with this unsettling self - examination served as a
prototype for what the confessional poetry movement would ultimately
seek to achieve. Moreover, the connection between the spiritual aspect of
Hopkins’ struggle and the exploration of the psyche by confessional poets
should not be ignored. Both Hopkins and the confessional poets engaged
with their inner worlds in an almost sacramental exploration of their own
consciousness, seeking redemption and understanding through unfiltered
self - expression.

The technical aspects of Hopkins’ poetry made a subtle but profound
impact on the confessional poets, particularly as it relates to his innovative
metrical and rhythmical practices. Hopkins’ experimentation with sprung
rhythm, which involved the compression and release of energy through stress
- based rather than syllable - based meter, marked a significant departure
from Victorian standard verse. This newfound freedom in form paved the
way for confessional poets to similarly depart from conventional structures
and explore more flexible and organic forms, conducive to their intimate
subject matter.
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Hopkins’ manipulation of syntax to create unconventional word order and
emphasis, as well as his neologisms and compound words, further expanded
the possibilities for confessional poets to break away from traditional verse
structures and develop a poetic language entirely their own. Sylvia Plath,
for instance, constantly played with language and syntax to convey the raw
and unwieldy emotions that characterized her work.

While the confessional poets may not have intentionally set out to emu-
late or imitate Gerard Manley Hopkins, the subtle traces of his thought and
technique linger in the fabric of their work. There is a sense of shared lineage,
an inheritance of bold exploration of the self, and defiance of established
conventions that tie the seemingly disparate worlds of Victorian poetry and
the confessional movement together. In a time when the boundary between
the personal and the public was increasingly blurred, Hopkins’ singular
voice offered a pioneering path for those who sought to explore the depths
of their souls with unflinching honesty.

The enduring legacy of Gerard Manley Hopkins in modern poetry is
evident not only through his unique and resonant voice, which continues
to inspire contemporary poets, but through his profound impact on the
confessional poetry movement. Hopkins, in his daring exploration of self
and faith, fractured the confines of his Victorian era and offered future
generations of poets the stepping stones to push the boundaries of their
own creative expression. In doing so, he contributed to the development of
a poetic tradition marked by authenticity, vulnerability, and the unyielding
quest for the most intimate truths.

The Enduring Appeal of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ Lan-
guage and Imagery in Modern Poetry

Gerard Manley Hopkins, a poet whose works eschewed the conventions of
his time, remains an enduring figure in the world of poetry. Through his
unique linguistic playfulness and ingenious visual imagery, Hopkins’s artistic
vision transcended the narrow scope of the Victorian stage. As a result, his
work continuously inspires contemporary poets and readers alike.

One of the most remarkable aspects of Hopkins’s poetry is his linguistic
inventiveness. He refreshingly twisted language to create new words, modify
meanings, and encourage his readers to engage with the material speech as
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much as its subject. His experiments with compound words and neologisms
gave birth to memorable, intricate terms such as ’dapple - dawn - drawn
Falcon’ (from ”The Windhover”); words that are at once strikingly rare and
utterly self - explanatory. This fondness for linguistic play links Hopkins to
contemporary poets like Sylvia Plath, renowned for her creativity within
words and language. Plath’s ”Lady Lazarus” is filled with innovative
language, as she compares herself to a ”peanut-crunching crowd” of onlookers
and dubs her teeth ”the worms that inherit” the corpse.

Hopkins’s language was also rhythmic, incorporating his trademark
’sprung rhythm,’ which deviates from the limitations of accentual - syllabic
metrics imposed by his contemporaries. Instead, stress patterns fluidly
imitate natural speech, as seen in ”God’s Grandeur.” This revolutionary
rhythm opened the door for creative exploration in the works of 20th and
21st-century poets like T.S. Eliot, who often employs free verse and irregular
stanzaic forms.

Hopkins’s approach to language not only challenges traditional poetic
forms but also mirrors deep, emotive layers alongside the natural world that
encompasses them. His descriptions of nature, such as ”etched valleys” in
”Inversnaid,” demonstrate a keen, unyielding observation of the physical
world, deeply connected to his religious convictions.

This meticulous observation of the natural world is mirrored in modern
poets like Mary Oliver, known for her delicate and vivid depictions of
flora and fauna. For example, in ”Wild Geese,” Oliver writes about ”the
deep trees” as ”part of the darkness and the silence,” a striking image
that captures both the visual aspects of nature and its intangible qualities,
reminiscent of Hopkins’s own verse.

Indeed, throughout his poetry, Hopkins’s striking, innovative imagery
goes beyond innovative descriptions of the natural world. His works often
grapple with the concept of wrestling and clasping with the divine, as
demonstrated in his sonnet ”Carrion Comfort.” Hopkins contemplates his
emotional lows and spiritual struggles as a violent embrace with God,
invoking the image of Jacob wrestling with the angel in the Bible. This
sense of conflict and wrestling with divinity echoes throughout the works of
modern poets like John Donne, whose ”Batter my Heart, Three - Person’d
God” offers a similarly turbulent portrayal of the relationship between the
divine and human.
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Furthermore, Hopkins’s images often defy categorization, as seen in ”The
Windhover,” which describes the bird’s flight through the air with dazzling,
original language: ”Brute beauty and valor and act, oh, air, pride, plume,
here / Buckle!” The image transcends the boundaries between sight and
sound, blending the two in a way that resonates beyond the pages of the
poem. Contemporary poets often continue this tradition of evocative, border
- defying images, as seen in E.E. Cummings’s poetry, which consistently
marries the visual and auditory aspects of language, defying conventional
typography to create linguistic landscapes that surprise and engage the
reader.

By refusing to conform to the linguistic conventions of Victorian poetry,
Gerard Manley Hopkins paved the way for generations of poets who continue
to experiment with language and imagery. As 20th and 21st - century poets
continue to deal with themes of nature, spirituality, and internal struggle,
they often turn to the inventive linguistic approach of Hopkins to capture
the complexity and depth of human experience. Radiating from Hopkins’s
verse, a legacy of creative energy bursts forth, an inheritance that continues
to endow the modern poetry canon with innovative, evocative language.

Comparing Selected Contemporary Poets and their Hop-
kins - inspired Techniques

Gerard Manley Hopkins’ deep - rooted spirituality, innovative linguistic
creativity, and intense observation of nature have made him a source of
inspiration for numerous contemporary poets. While his impact may not be
universally recognized, there are some writers whose use of language and
themes can be traced back to Hopkins’ groundbreaking techniques. We can
explore the ways in which these contemporary poets have embraced and
developed various aspects of Hopkins’ work by examining select examples
that demonstrate a clear lineage of influence.

One modern poet whose work echoes Hopkins’ legacy is Seamus Heaney.
While Heaney is often recognized for his rich descriptions of rural Irish
life and connection with the land, his verse also contains deep spiritual
themes that hark back to the frank spiritual wrestling found in Hopkins’
poetry. Heaney utilizes such techniques as wordplay and sprung rhythm,
which Hopkins introduced in an attempt to mimic the fluidity of natural
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speech. Poems like ”Churning Day,” ”Death of a Naturalist,” and ”Field
Work” demonstrate the subtle influence of Hopkins’ diction and rhythm.
In ”The Tractor,” Heaney’s contemplation of the balance of humanity and
nature recalls Hopkins’ own deep connection to the earth and its ultimate
importance in human life.

Dylan Thomas is another poet who exhibits Hopkins- inspired techniques
in his work. Like Hopkins, Thomas was intensely interested in the musical
qualities of language, which he developed in works such as ”Do Not Go Gentle
Into That Good Night.” Thomas’ unorthodox use of assonance, consonance,
and language experimentation stems from the innovation pioneered by
Hopkins. Similarly, Thomas’ poem ”Fern Hill” chronicles the speaker’s joy
in nature and the eventual sorrow of lost youth, evoking the bittersweet
approach to natural beauty that is characteristic of Hopkins’ poetry.

American poet Elizabeth Bishop also drew inspiration from Hopkins’
language and themes. In her work, Bishop extensively explored the natural
world with a keen eye for detail, much like the Victorian poet. An example of
this can be seen in her poem ”The Fish,” where the vivid, minutely observed
descriptions show a deep familiarity with the uniqueness of the world around
her. Furthermore, the ekphrastic poem ”Poem,” reflects Hopkins’ habit of
drawing inspiration from art and translating the visual into the written
word. Bishop’s precision of language and brilliant imagery, informed by
Hopkins’ approach to poetry, serve to elevate her work in the canon of
American poetry.

Another American writer whose work has been influenced by Gerard
Manley Hopkins is the Pulitzer Prize - winning poet, Mary Oliver. While
Oliver’s work might not possess the overtly religious themes of Hopkins’
verse, her focus on the importance of nature in human life and the necessity
to appreciate its beauty is reminiscent of the Victorian Jesuit. In her poetry,
Oliver examines life in its most basic elements, touching on the same sense
of awe in the face of the natural world that permeates Hopkins’ work. Her
poem ”Wild Geese,” with its stunning imagery and compassionate sensibility,
demonstrates the powerful pull of the natural world that unites these two
poets across the centuries.

The influence of Gerard Manley Hopkins on contemporary poets is both
prominent and minimalistic in nature and proves that the Victorian poet’s
groundbreaking techniques continue to resonate with modern readers and
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writers alike. Furthermore, the persistence of these elements in recent poetry
showcases the lasting power of Hopkins’ work and solidifies his place in the
poetic canon.

As we look toward the future of poetry, it would be no surprise to
see Hopkins’ legacy continue to shape and inform artistic expression for
generations to come. As society navigates the complexities of the modern
world, the search for meaning through nature, spirituality, and innovative
language may become increasingly important, and gifted poets will continue
to draw from Hopkins’ well of inspiration to create works that captivate and
challenge the literary world. In this way, Gerard Manley Hopkins’ ability to
transform his unique vision into powerful, boundary -breaking verse remains
a testament not only to his own skill and genius, but to the enduring power
of poetry to bridge the gaps between past, present, and future.

The Legacy of Gerard Manley Hopkins in the Modern
Poetry Canon and Academic Curricula

The legacy of Gerard Manley Hopkins in the modern poetry canon and
academic curricula is indisputable, serving as a fascinating example of
the tremendous influence a once - overlooked poet can have on subsequent
generations of writers and scholars. Hopkins’ innovative and intricate poetic
style, technical prowess, and deeply spiritual themes have endeared him to
poets and critics alike, ensuring his lasting impact on both the art of poetry
and its study.

One of the most significant aspects of Hopkins’ legacy lies in his devel-
opment and use of the innovative poetic meter known as ”sprung rhythm.”
This unique metrical system allowed him to capture the natural speech pat-
terns and musicality of the English language, eschewing traditional iambic
pentameter in favor of a more fluid, organic approach to verse. The influence
of sprung rhythm continues to be felt in contemporary poetry, with many
modern poets adopting similar techniques to mimic the raw energy and
spontaneity characteristic of Hopkins’ work. This distinctive rhythmic style
allows for a heightened sense of embodiment within the lines of a poem,
enabling poets to evoke a more profound emotional and sensory response
from readers.

Furthermore, Hopkins’ exploration of nature and spirituality continues



CHAPTER 8. HOPKINS’ ENDURING LEGACY AND IMPACT ON MODERN
POETRY

140

to inform the works of emerging poets in the 21st century, particularly in the
flourishing field of ecopoetry. This genre of poetry seeks to engage with and
amplify pressing environmental issues, channeling the power and beauty of
the natural world into a call for greater awareness and conservation efforts.
With his vivid imagery and empathetic portrayals of the landscape and its
creatures, Hopkins remains a precursor and significant influence for ecopoets
and their work.

In addition to his contributions to the field of ecopoetry, Hopkins has also
had a notable impact on the confessional poetry movement. His willingness
to delve into the darker recesses of his psyche and explore themes of faith,
doubt, and despair resonates with many confessional poets of the 20th and
21st centuries. This unflinching exploration of personal experience and
emotion allowed poets like Sylvia Plath and Robert Lowell to draw on
Hopkins as a touchstone for their own open and deeply affecting works.

Hopkins’ influence can also be discerned in the area of academic curricula.
In the decades since his work was rediscovered and embraced by scholars,
Hopkins has assumed a prominent place in the study of both Victorian
literature and poetry more broadly. In universities and colleges throughout
the world, students continue to pore over his groundbreaking poems, dis-
secting the intricate nuances of his language and form, and mapping the
connections between his work and broader literary and cultural trends.

Through these diverse academic explorations, Hopkins has emerged as
an iconoclastic figure in the history of English literature, a status that has
translated into his increasing presence in anthologies and required reading
lists. This broadening exposure to his work, and the subsequent passionate
responses it elicits from readers, serves to further solidify Hopkins’ position
within the pantheon of influential poets.

While the Victorian era initially failed to recognize the full extent of
Hopkins’ genius, his poems now shine brightly from the pages of literary
history, illuminating the possibilities of linguistic innovation, emotional
depth, and spiritual exploration for both new and seasoned readers alike.
The legacy that Gerard Manley Hopkins has bequeathed to the realms
of poetry and academia serves as a testament to the enduring power of
a singular, iconoclastic voice to echo across the centuries, inspiring and
transforming the lives of those who encounter it.

As the above analysis has shown, the life and work of Gerard Manley
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Hopkins remain a wellspring of inspiration and innovation for contemporary
poets, scholars, and students alike. The indelible fingerprints of his unique
poetic style, as well as the echoes of his spiritual journey, can be traced
through both modern poetry canon and academic curricula, ensuring that the
extraordinary contributions of this once - neglected Victorian poet continue
to reverberate through the literary landscape, undiminished by time.


