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INTRODUCTION

It is as a revolutionary poet that 
he batters at our hearts, being melter and 
molder' of images, churner of delight and the 
hot moral anguish, lord and breaker of lan
guage . 1

In such glowing language do many admirers of
Gerard Manley Hopkins today express their regard for
the gentle, self-effacing poet who lived during the
Victorian age, but who was of it in no other sense.
Katherine Bregy asserts that "to examine his few and
scattered poems is to be convinced that the divine fire
burned upon his brow, once and until the end. . . ."2
Another critic unqualifyingly declares that he has

a place apart among the poets of his time, 
enough [of his poems remain] to make him in
expressibly dear to those for whom beauty wears 
many masks, travail and despair besides joy 
and delight. Fame, for long avoided, at last 
found him out. He who feared to be Time’s 
eunuch has defeated Time with many a poem 
that both breeds and wakes.3

These and many similar tributes resound today and have

1. Stanley J. Kunitz, "Letters of Hopkins." 
Wilson Bulletin, IX (May, 1935), 491. 2 3

2. K. Bregy, "Gerard Hopkins. An Epitaph and an 
Ancreelation." Catholic World, LXXXVIII (January, 1909), 
433.

3. Claude Colleer Abbott, Introduction to The 
Letters of Gerard Manley Hopkins to Robert Bridges, 
xivir:  “
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been more and more proclaimed in the recent past, while 
as far back as 1919, when the publications by the poet 
laureate of some seventy-four poems and fragments of 
Father Hopkins had been out about one year, another 
critic then said of it that it was "unchallangeably the 
rarest and most delightful gift of poetry which the 
year 1919 has so far bestowed on us.”4

The chief purpose of this thesis shall be to 
bring to the reader a better acquaintance with this man 
and poet; for, while it is true that Gerard Manley Hop
kins lives today in a much more real sense than he did 
even in his own lifetime, it is also true that the ac
quaintance of many readers with his almost uneventful 
life and with the revolutionary poetry he composed is 
comparatively slight. Indeed it would be extravagant 
to expect that a man who Vas so self-effacing that upon 
the scroll containing the names of his intimate friends 
less than five are inscribed could be widely known in 
his own country, even in his own city.

Of these chosen few, Robert Bridges probably 
stands first. A friend of Hopkins from his youth, the

4. H. A. Lappin, "Gerard Hopkins and His Poetry." 
Catholic World, CIX (July, 1919), 501-12.
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poet laureate long survived him in life, and it is to 
their friendship that the world is now chiefly indebted 
for knowledge of Hopkins and his poetic achievements at 
all. There is contained in the goodly volume of letters 
of Hopkins to Bridges the clear disavowal of any desire 
for fame of any kind, but especially through publica
tion; yet Bridges permitted a few of Hopkins's poems to 
appear here and there in anthologies long after the 
author's death; and then just after the Great War when 
the time was adjudged opportune for a welcome reception 
of the modern Victorian, Bridges edited and published 
the separate volume, now long exhausted.

Next to the Protestant Bridges and perhaps even
more affectionately close to Hopkins was the Anglican
divine, Canon Dixon. The correspondence of these two

»faithful friends and mutual critics fills a large and 
interesting volume of touching candor and manly gentle
ness. Richard Watson Dixon may not have attained the 
poetic heights of Robert Bridges, for he was a better 
historian than bard, but it is doubtful whether anyone 
would deny that his letters reveal a much finer sensi
bility. In answer to Hopkins's very kind first letter 
to him, Dixon begins his reply:
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I received your letter two days ago, 
but have been unable to answer it before, 
chiefly through the many and various emotions
which it has awakened within me........ You
cannot but know that I must be deeply moved, 
nay shaken to the very centre, by such a let
ter as that which you have sent me: for which 
I thank you from my inmost heart.5

Such a beautiful humility and rare expression 
of gratitude could not fail to create a keen response 
in the priestly heart of the recipient.

It might be inferred, then, that a still deeper 
friendship should naturally have been established in 
the case of the Catholic Coventry Patmore. Again, be
tween Hopkins and Patmore a voluminous correspondence 
was amassed— a correspondence which we have the promise 
of soon seeing in print. But if mutual understanding 
is a necessary requisite for true friendship, one could 
hardly call Hopkins and Patmore friends; for it seems 
that Patmore faced Hopkins's poetry with the same 
puzzled incomprehension with which Paracelsus, say, 
would likely view the elaborate pharmaceutical formu
lae of a twentieth-century druggist. Patmore, too, 
was humble in the presence of Hopkins's genius; he 
promptly destroyed his own manuscript of a noble poem 5

5. The Correspondence of Gerard Manley Hopkins 
and Richard Watson Dixon, Claude Colleer Abbott, 
Editor, 3-4.
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before what he suspected was Hopkins’s adverse opinion 
of it; but humility alone is not sufficient warp upon 
which to weave the woof of finished friendship.

If Patmore’s relations with Hopkins seemed ever 
reaching, and ever futilely, towards friendship's covet
ed unity, Hopkins's reaction to the great Newman, on 
the contrary, seems to have transcended the plane of 
ordinary friendship and to have become at one bound—  
through that infallible perception which is a result of 
great love of Christ— the incomparable worship of ador
ing son for excellent father. What loving trust is 
glimpsed in every line of Hopkins's communications with 
the then already aged Cardinal. It is Isaac the de
pending son and Abraham the matured patriarch. Could
an artist assemble for us a composite picture made up

»

of that familiar one of the Cardinal with his trembling 
hand to his ear, facing Gerard Hopkins as we see him in 
that youthful portrait, self-distrustful, keenly sensi
tive, pensive if not actually sad, surely we could hear 
the indulgent patriarch saying in gentle encouraging 
tones, "Son, I am immensely pleased with what you have 
done.'"

A second aim of this study is to prove that in 
spite of his self-imposed isolation, Gerard Manley
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Hopkins was none the less a poetic genius. He imposed 
a multi-fold rampart about the citadel of his own life 
and works. In the first place, in youth he turned his 
back upon the world and entered the pale of a religious 
community with the avowed intention of being a true 
priest of his God, not a servitor of any Muse, however 
alluring. Then to place the irrevocable seal upon this 
resolution, upon taking that step he deliberately burned 
all that he had hitherto written and promised himself 
he should not write again thereafter. When later cir
cumstances nullified this promise and the pen was again 
taken up to record, "in the privacy of a notebook," new 
flowerings of verse, a limited few were permitted to 
see them, but always with the most serious frown upon
publication. His isolation was quite as complete as

»can be imagined. But isolation does not kill genius.
In Hopkins’s case it probably promoted it, for his was 
not a supine isolation but one steeped in fertile suf
fering, the agony of Olivet, the dereliction of Calvary, 
from the depths of which there emerged the poetry that 
could be the creation of genius only.

A third purpose shall be to show that among 
the many Victorian poets, Hopkins was a Victorian alto
gether unique and independent. He was leagues apart
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from the other Victorian poets, and was dissatisfied 
with the traditional technic. "Long," he said, "I had 
haunting my ear the echo of a new rhythm which now I
realized on paper........ " Harman Grisewood writes
that it is one of his (Hopkins’s) most excellent quali
ties that he made poetry difficult at a time when it 
had become, in many of its representatives, deadly easy. 
In much the same strain Barker Fairley speaks in a com
parison of Charles Doughty and Gerard Manley Hopkins:

Turning to the two texts it is soon 
clear that both poets were in revolt against 
the smooth and easy verse than in favour.
. . . .  If the lines are not easy to say and 
require familiarity and practice, that is not 
held against them, any more than chords of 
music are condemned because they happen to 
stretch the fingers.6

And Father George O ’Neill, S. J., enumerates the pre
cise characteristics that give Hopkins the right to be 
styled the harbinger of the New Poetry of the new cen
tury.

However we may estimate the poet’s 
failures or successes, beyond question his 
audacities made him a true pioneer. In his 
passion for Teutonic monosyllables, in his 
hatred for convention, of meretricious orna
ment, In the free swing of his rhythms and

6. Barker Fairley, "Charles Doughty and Modern 
Poetry." London Mercury, XXXII (June, 1935), 128-37.
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the running over of his lines, in the restless 
novelty of his forms, of his rhymes following 
all manner of schemes, of his sonnets varied 
in some half-dozen ways, he was quite ahead of 
his own generation and anticipated doings 
still far off in the twentieth century. Many 
a poem of Walter de la Mare, of Sandburg, Unter
meyer, W. W. Gibson, James Stephens, Joseph 
Campbell, could be fitted without any incon
gruity into the slender volume of this sly 
recluse who passed from earth long before Tenny
son or Victoria.7

To further prove that Father Hopkins was not 
only a poetic genius, but that he was the early expo
nent of the new poetry in all these present-day trends 
and tendencies, shall be the fourth objective of this 
study.

Since so much is claimed for Gerard Manley Hop
kins, so much that is of a nature pioneering, influen
tial, authoritative, it is not strange that English 
poets everywhere and students of verse and verse-making 
should have caught the glamour of this new star so 
lately come into their vision.

The research and writing of this thesis are due 
to one such admirer, an instructor in English. The 
scope of the study will not be limited to a consideration 
of the poetical output of Hopkins. While there will be

92.
7. Rev. George O'Neill, S. J., Essays on Poetry,
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an exhaustive exposition of Hopkins's theories and 
technique a3 a poet, his life and character will also 
be presented, with a view to throwing light upon the 
particular type of verse that he produced.

It is to be understood from the outset that 
Hopkins was an independent of the most formidable type. 
After he had gained his own professional equilibrium he 
possessed very definite ideas about the art of poetry 
itself and about poets past and present. And so far is 
Hopkins at variance with most poets that it is for his 
eccentricities that he is criticized more than for any 
other one thing. Even in his own lifetime was this 
true. In a letter to his friend Robert Bridges he com
plains :

You give me a long jobation about 
eccentricities. Alas, I have heard so much 
about and suffered so much for and in fact 
been so completely ruined for life by my 
alleged singularities that they are a sore 
subject.3

It was not with modern writers and contemporary 
Victorians alone that Hopkins agreed or disagreed; 
Aeschylus, Sophocles, Homer, Pindar, Ovid and others 8

8. The Letters of Gerard Manley Hopkins to 
Robert Bridges, Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, 126.



come in for their turn of searching inspection. In 
most cases the verdict was dissension. It shall there
fore he within the scope of this study to show how in 
theory and practice Hopkins was a radical dissenter 
from the poetic traditions of the past, and a strict 
non-conformist to the views of many contemporary poets.

This can mean nothing more nor less than that 
Hopkins became thereby a pioneer in the field of verse. 
In so doing he became the father of the new poets of 
the twentieth century. It will be shown in this paper 
that his theories involved a new meter, a new diction 
and subject-matter, all handled with a new technique, 
and that these theories so handled are those of the ex
ponents of new verse today.

That Hopkins' 3 poetry is not free from faults
»will likewise be shown. Yet it may also be well to 

understand at the beginning that those who adversely 
criticize Hopkins are those who have trouble in under
standing him, a notable example of which class is 
Coventry Patmore, already mentioned in this connection. 
Of Bridges's detached and unsympathetic attitude Mr. 
Thomas Joseph Stritch in his thesis "Matter and Form 
in the Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins," writes, "His 
own best friend during his life, Robert Bridges, seems
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to have been a proto-type of misunderstanding for all
time; no doubt Father Hopkins is not surprised.”® But
Herbert Read probes a bit further:

To contend that Dr. Bridges did not understand 
the poetry of Hopkins would not be quite fair; 
he understood the craftsmanship of it, and was 
sensible of the beauty. But there seems to 
have been an essential lack of sympathy— not 
of personal sympathy, but of sympathy in poetic 
ideals. The Preface to the notes which Dr.
Bridges contributed to the first edition of 
the poems (reprinted in the new edition of 
1930) is marked by a pedantic velleity which 
would be excusable only on the assumption 
that we are dealing with a poet of minor in
terest. That is, indeed, the attitude:
’’Please look at this odd fellow whom for 
friendship’s sake I have rescued from obliv
ion. ”10

The faults which Bridges expatiated upon and 
the excellencies which he found, as well as other out
standing estimates of Hopkins’3 poetry will be compre
hended in this study whenever they seem apropos and 
necessary for a complete understanding of his work and 
accomplishments.

The sixth and last aim in this thesis shall be 
to prove Father Hopkins’s contribution to Catholic

9. Thomas Joseph Stritch, Matter and Form in 
the Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins, Notre Dame UnT^ versity,' Ì935.

10. Herbert Read, Form in Modern Poetry. 47.
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literature and his influence upon the Catholic Renais
sance. For if it he true that there are great names in 
the field of Anglican religious poetry, such as Herbert, 
Traherne, Vaughan, and Christina Rossetti, it is equal
ly true that eminent Catholic poets have written in the 
language, inspiration and atmosphere of their religion; 
there are, among many others, Coventry Patmore, Francis 
Thompson, and Aubrey de Vere. "To these latter," says 
H. A. Lappin, "Gerard Hopkins is assuredly in the true 
succession."11 Yet it must not be thought that Hopkins 
has a distinct section of religious poetry. All his 
poetry is pervaded by a most profound sense of reli
gion— an additional argument, too, in proof of his 
modernity; for as Mrs. M. 0. Wilkinson says, "The reli
gious spirit is in the poetry of today, not as a theme

»in itself and not as a propaganda, but as an all- 
pervading force.”12

4

11. H. A. Lappin, op. clt., 501-12.
12. Mrs. M. 0. Wilkinson, New Voices, 298



CHAPTER I

HOPKINS'S LIFE AND CHARACTER

When Gerard Manley Hopkins was born on that 
early June day of 1844, Religion must indeed have been 
the leader of the gentle gift-laden guardian band that 
hovered nigh, for it has been said that the only great 
event within the entire subsequent life of that child 
was his conversion from one religion to another. The 
other spirits that followed close in the train of Reli
gion were almost every one of the Muses nine, as sub
sequent years amply proved.

As to the physical appearance of this child of 
rare mental endowment we have no authentic account. 
However, when long grown tto manhood, and when the youth
ful color of the hair was changing to gray, he wrote to 
his friend Bridges in answer to the latter's queries 
regarding a proposed portrait:

The irises of the present writer's 
eyes are small and dull, of a greenish 
brown; hazel I suppose; slightly darker at 
the outer rims.His hair (see enclosed sample, 
carriage paid) is lightish brown, but not 
equable nor the same in all lights; being 
quite fair near the roots and upon the 
temples, elsewhere darker (the very short 
bits are from the temple next the ear, 
the longer snip from the forehead), and



showing quite fair in the sun and even a 
little tawny. It has a gloss. On the 
temples it sometimes appears to me white.
I have a few white hairs, hut not there.1

Hopkins wrote this description of himself when he was
forty-three years of age. There had been a photograph
taken in 1880, when the poet was thirty-six. This
photograph is the frontispiece to Father Lahey’s Life as
well as to The Correspondence of Gerard Manley Hopkins
to Robert Dixon. Of this photograph a writer in the
London Mercury says:

Most of his personal qualities are 
in his disfavor. In the photograph . . . 
there is an immediate unpleasantness before 
anything is known of his life. Neo-Gothic 
seriousness, a kind of conscious immaculation 
shows, rightly or wrongly, in his face; and 
in reviewing the progress of his life, it is 
necessary to recall that Robert Bridges, who 
would always have detested an intellectually 
satisfied, or frowzypjoriestliness, loved 
him, and therefore loved something which ap
pears now to be lost.2

To one who knows the life story behind this 
photograph the appraisement is coarse and offensive. 
Father Hopkins was both Jesuit priest and poet in one, 
whose poems, says Father Lahey, S. J., "are the most

1. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, ojd. cit., 253.
2. A. Pryce-Jones, ”Gerard Manley Hopkins." 

London Mercury, XXIV (May, 1931), 45-52.



3

perfect illustration, as yet, of the ideals of the So
ciety of Jesus. Quod in poeta latet, in Jesuita 
patet.,n3 The tonscious immaculation" is hut genuine in
nocence enshrined in a countenance the expression of 
which is molded by thoughts of beauty, but thoughts 
interwoven with the keen understanding of the utter 
transitoriness of that beauty. Neither the nightingale- 
entranced Keats, nor the cloud-enraptured Shelley, nor 
even the harder, mountain-loving Byron possessed counte
nance quite the stamp of a steely-eyed, light-lipped 
Henry Clay or of an egomet-sum-mihi-imperator, overrid
ing Mussolini. We expect the leopard to have spots, 
but not the lamb. There were many beautiful traits 
discernible in the picture of the last duchess which 
the stupid duke did not see.

That Hopkins possessed extraordinary traits is 
not surprising when one has become acquainted with the 
illustrious members of his immediate forebears.

His family circle was made up of edu
cated, sensitive people. His mother read om
nivorously, we are told, without being a blue
stocking; his father wrote both verse and 
prose. His maternal uncle’s landscapes are

3. G. P. Lahey, "Gerard Manley Hopkins." 
Commonweal. XVIII (Oct. 20, 1933), 581-4.
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still admired. His aunt was an accomplished 
musician and portrait painter. This was cer
tainly a family 'gracefully schooling leisure 
to enliven life.' Young Gerard took to music 
and poetry naturally.4

Manley Hopkins, father of the poet, "besides his 
literary gifts possessed the address and acumen of a 
man of affairs. He was Consul General of the Hawaiian 
Islands to Great Britain. He published a history of 
Hawaii and wrote essays on insurance and other practi
cal subjects. But his pen was employed more congenial
ly, no doubt, in recording the "fine frenzies" of poetic 
flight, and that is why young Gerard took to poetry 
naturally.

Catherine Hopkins, the poet's mother, the 
daughter of a physician of London, found time even with 
a family of eight to indulge her interests in history 
and politics with her husband, to cultivate literature 
and philosophy, to devote herself especially to music, 
for music was the common talent of her family. And that 
is why young Gerard took to music naturally.

The mutually persistent love and confidence of 
parents and son are touchingly evidenced at all the

4. H. L. Binsse, "Life and Work of Gerard Manley 
Hopkins." Saturday Review of Literature, VII (August 9, 
1930), 33-4.
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great crises of the son’s life: the parents’ especial 
care for the successful physical and mental develop
ment of their precocious eldest born; his anxiety about 
their reaction to his conversion; his permitting them, 
when he was forty years of age, to be among the privi
leged few who might safely read his poems; their hasten
ing in advanced age to his bedside to witness the 
flight of his beautiful soul to God,

Not only in Gerard is this fine inheritance 
perceptible. Grace, Gerard's sister and friend at 
once, was a critic of music and a composer. Arthur was 
a painter and admirer of paintings. Edward was illus
trator for several leading magazines and regularly had 
exhibitions of his own work in London. Lionel, another
brother, Consul-General at Tientsin, was a Chinese

»

scholar and an authority on early Chinese written char
acters.

To enumerate the endowments of Hopkins himself 
is a more complex undertaking; who can adequately de
lineate genius? Like an amazing mosaic it is better' 
comprehended in its effect as a whole than in the de
tails that go to its composition. Moreover, to dissect 
is to impair. And yet, in the case of so singular a 
poet as Hopkins, a knowledge of his characteristics is
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necessary to a satisfactory understanding of his poet
ry; so if the mosaic might he suffered to he regarded 
piece hy piece, the view In perspective afterward will 
he all the more delightful.

In the foreground there must appear first a 
great intellectuality, hoth native and trained. Even 
his parents, it has heen said, were not a little 
alarmed at his youthful precocity. When R. W. Dixon 
wrote his first letter to Hopkins, dated June 8, 1878, 
in answer to Hopkins*s initial letter to him, he said, 
"I think that I remember you in the Highgate School.
At least I remember a pale young hoy, very light and 
active, with a very meditative and intellectual face 
. . .”5 Intellectuality is not commonly remarked in 
the face of a hoy of ten.’ At the age of twelve Gerard 
described an Intimate hoy friend of his (Marcus Clarke) 
as a "kaleidoscopic, parti-coloured, harlequinesque, 
thaumatropic beingJ"6 it is not surprising to read 
that before the author of this remarkable group of 
rhythmic adjectives was sixteen years old he had 5 6

5. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, op. cit., 4.
6. G. P. Lahey, Gerard Manley Hopkins, 4.
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"produced well-turned Spenserian stanzas, headed with a 
Greek motto and showing a precocious knowledge and 
sense of artistic matters."'7

The formal training of so exceptional an intel
lect was not neglected. To it, however, there was a 
brief but very significant induction. Up to his eighth 
year Gerard lived at home at Stratford, Essex. The 
family circle during that period included a paternal 
aunt, a musician and painter, who tutored the young 
nephew both in music and in drawing. What an advantage 
in lonely years to come was this embryonic knowledge of 
musical harmony] Gerard’s success as a painter in 
these childish years was so promising that more than 
one elder predicted it would be his future career. 
Certainly this preliminary acquaintance both with the 
beauty of music and of sweeping imagery paved an easy 
and natural way to successful creative poetry later on.

In 1852 when Gerard was eight years of age the 
family removed from Stratford, Essex, to Oak Hill,
Hampstead, which became the seat of the Hopkins’ domi-/
cile ever after. Gerard’s time here was spent between 
grammar school and the delights of nature. No happier

7. Rev. George O'Neill, S. J., 0£. clt., 83.
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choice could have been made for one who in adult years 
evinced such a passion for cloud and tree, birds and 
flowers, sunsets and all "dappled things." Formerly 
Hampstead was famous for its medicinal springs, and it 
is still a favorite haunt for Londoners who need come 
but four miles to enjoy its hill beauty and pure air.
At one time it contained the famous Kit-Kat Club, ren
dezvous of Steele, Addison, Richardson and others, and 
was much frequented by Pope, Gay, Johnson, Aikenside, 
and again later, by Byron, Leigh Hunt, and Joanna 
Baillie. For some time Hampstead wa3 the home of Keats; 
when it was proposed to cut down certain trees along 
the street where Keats had lived, Manley Hopkins, fa
ther of the poet, wrote verses in protestation.

Could something reminiscent of Keats in the
»

wondering eyes of his dreamer-boy have led the elder 
Hopkins to send Gerard, two years later, away to attend 
the Sir Robert Chalmondley boarding Grammar School at 
Highgate? This school was rich in memories of Keats, 
Lamb, De Quincey, and Coleridge. A grandson of the , 
latter, Ernest Hartley Coleridge, already then of lit
erary bent, became a youthful friend of Hopkins. A few 
other special friendships were formed during this period 
of Hopkins's elementary schooling, 1854 to 1863; but



9

most important and most enduring was that which blos
somed years later into so strong a tie between Richard 
Watson Dixon and himself. Dixon was eleven years older 
than Hopkins. He was for some months of the year 1861 
assistant master at Highgate. It is doubtful whether 
this master and the ”pale intelligent student” whom he 
saw ever spoke to each other, but they remembered each 
other so well that when in 1878 Father Hopkins ventured 
to write to Canon Dixon, an immediate, intimate corre
spondence began that lasted until the time of Hopkins’s 
death in 1889, and fills a volume of absorbing and use
ful literary criticism and comment.

It is said that Hopkins never took kindly to
academic surroundings. He himself confided to Dixon:

The truth is I had no love for my schooldays 
and wished to banish the remembrance of them, 
even, I am ashamed to say, to the degree of 
neglecting some people who have been very 
kind to me.8

In a footnote to this confession, Bridges adds:
There is confirmation of unhappi

ness during his last year or two at school 
in a letter to his friend Luxmore of 7 May ,
1862. Here he speaks of a 'terrific alter
cation' with the head master: 'I was driven 
out of patience and checked him wildly, and 
he blazed into me with his riding-whip.' 8

8. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, ojd. cit.t 12.
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Later he goes on to describe the punishment 
that followed ’a worse row than ever.'9

These years were happily Interspersed with 
trips on the Continent which were undeniably pleasures 
per se and, incidentally, escapes from the tyranny of 
books and unsympathetic instructors: in 1855 a trip to 
the Isle of Wight; in 1857 a tour of Belgium and the 
Rhinelands with his father and brother Cyril; in 1860 
another trip on the Continent, this time with his fa
ther only.

However, there were four great moments at
school itself within the Highgate period. When Gerard
was fifteen, 1859, he won the school prize with a poem
"The Escorial," 135 lines in length, in Spenserian
stanzas. In it are numerous allusions to Spanish,
Greek, and Roman architecture, and to classic art and
sculpture, as well as evidence of an intimate knowledge
of profane and sacred history. The first stanza will
illustrate even the early compactness of his style, but
it does not hint at all of his later "obscurity."

- / 
There is a massy pile above the waste 
Amongst Castilian barrens mountain-bound;
A sombre length of grey; four towers placed 
At corners flank the stretching compass round;

9. Ibid., 12
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A pious work with threefold purpose crown'd—
A cloister’d convent first, the proudest home 
Of those who strove God’s gospel to confound 
With barren rigour and a frigid gloom—
Hard by a royal palace and a royal tomb.10

Two years later, Christmas, 1862, a second
prize was won through the "school-boy exercise," "A
Vision of the Mermaids." It consists of 143 lines in
heroic meter, and is designated by W. J. Turner "an
astonishing production for a boy of eighteen."H This
poem, by the way, is decorated by the poet’s own hand;

_ _ ............. ...  ,, rJL,the only example, apparently, of his drawing now avail- ,
able, but "this one design," says Hildegarde Planner, ^

/b ^"presuming it to be representative, is sufficient to
dispel the legend of former reviewers, that he drew and
painted in the manner of the Pre-Raphaelites."12 Nearly
all critics of Hopkins are agreed that in "A Vision of* "
the Mermaids" Hopkins has consciously imitated Keats,
Keats as he was in his own youthful production "Endym- 
ion." Almost any lines selected at random will reveal 10 11 12

10. Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins. Robert ,
Bridges, Editor, 1§6. '

11. W. J. Turner, "Some Modern Poetry." Nine
teenth Century and After, CIX (February, 1931), 240-52.

12. H. Planner, "Gerard Manley Hopkins." New 
Republic, LXV (February 4, 1931), 331-2.



the sensuousness throughout.
Now all things rosy turn’d: the west had

grown
To an orb’d rose, which, by not pantingsblown
Apart, betwixt ten thousand petall’d lips
By interchange gasp’d splendour and eclipse.
The zenith melted to a rose of air;
The waves were rosy-lipp'd; the crimson

glare
Showr'd the cliffs and every fret and spire
With garnet wreaths and blooms of rosy-budded

fire.1*
Notwithstanding Hopkins’s antipathy for his 

school life at Highgate, he was eminently successful; 
he won, besides the two prizes cited, first a scholar
ship and afterwards, in 1863, an exhibition for Balliol 
College, Oxford, the Oxford he learned to love, the 
praises of which he sang sonnet-wise more than ten 
years later.

Had Hopkins at the‘crucial age of nineteen not 
gone up to Oxford, who would venture a guess as to what 
the future man might have been tinder any other circum
stances? Surely it is not exaggeration to state that
Gerard Hopkins’s undergraduate years were the most tell-/
ing of all his years. Oxford was still tinder influence 
of the movement Newman had begun. Personally Hopkins 
came in contact with German rationalistic philosophy 13

13. Robert Bridges, Editor, o£. cit., 131.



13

through his Greek master, Benjamin Jowett; with Henry 
Perry Liddon, his first confessor, and with Edward 
Pusey, both High Church Anglicans who refused to be 
drawn into the Tractarian surrender and tried hard to 
prevent their protege from going that way; with William 
Addis, a close friend who preceded Hopkins into the 
Church; with Walter Pater, poet and literary stylist, 
whom he admired with limitations; and especially with 
Robert Bridges whom he cherished to the very end of his 
life. Besides these outstanding characters, there were 
others who made their passing impression upon the keen, 
sensitive mind of the maturing Gerard, but to none of 
them did he yield his friendship without reserve. Ap
ropos of this independence of character, Father Lahey 
writes:

». . . even Jowett with his seductive liberal
ism failed to have any permanent influence on 
his young pupil. Liddon and Pusey, when they 
discovered that his conversion was imminent, 
failed to make Hopkins deviate from the path 
his subtle reasoning pointed out. He never 
swerved or faltered, though indeed he felt the 
wrench, till he laid his mind and heart at the 
feet of Christ and His Church. He had really 
hewn out hi3 own destiny and it is tribute suf
ficient to note that his ability, ideals and 
purpose, were proof against the direst influ
ence and even entreaties of the intellectual 
aristocracy of Oxford at that time.14 14

14. G. F. Lahey, S. J., "Gerard Manley Hopkins.” 
America, XXXIX (October 6, 1928), 619-20.
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To a Catholic observer it would seem inevitable 
that Hopkins’s steps should lead straight to the doors 
of the Roman Catholic Church. All his life up to that 
time had been, unconsciously indeed, a very adequate 
preparation for that event--he had been studious, hum
ble, sincere, pure of heart, prayerful. Although Faith 
may in Catholic terminology be spoken of as a "gift," 
in many instances it is secured only after the payment 
of great price; in Gerard Hopkins’s case the price, as 
also the extent of his other immeasurable sufferings 
will be known only when suffering is no more. As one 
appreciative author says,

It is always hard for some one who has not 
witnessed it to realize the emotional, and 
even physical, upheaval which a change in 
faith may produce, especially if the con
vert’s parents are convinced believers of 
another sect.15 »

This cry of wounded parental love and conse
quent slacking filial ties, Hopkins graphically con
fides to Dr. Newman, his new spiritual adviser:

I have been up at Oxford just long 
enough to have heard from my father and mother , 
in return for my letter announcing my conver
sion. Their answers are terrible: I cannot 
read them twice. 15 16

15. H. L. Binsse, ojd. clt., 33.
16. G. F. Lahey, S. J., Gerard Manley Hopkins,

35-6.
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Thus it was that, wholly convinced of the ne
cessity of his step and impatient to participate in the 
fruits of the sacraments, Gerard Manley Hopkins was re
ceived into the Roman communion by Father Newman at 
Birmingham on Sunday, October 21, 1866.

In the matter of following up his vocation to 
the religious life, however, Newman restrained the 
youthful ardor of his convert and persuaded him to stay 
on at Oxford until he had taken his degree, a Double
first in "Greats," in the spring of 1867.

On the invitation of Newman, Hopkins accepted a 
post as teacher at the Oratory at Birmingham on Septem
ber 17 of that same year, but he remained for only a 
few months, until the Christmas holidays. During the
following summer and early autumn Hopkins toured Switzer-

»

land, keeping a delightfully interesting prose diary up 
to September 1. Then, with the blessing of his more 
than friend Father Newman, he entered the Jesuit noviti
ate at Roehampton.

When Gerard Hopkins took this decisive step he 
was twenty-three years of age. The precocity that 
marked his life year by year was still evident. Up to 
this time his life at Oxford had been that of student 
only, not tutor, but his masters there regarded him
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with so much esteem and personal concern that it ap
peared they felt the honor of Oxford would wax or wane 
according to the subsequent behavior of this particular 
student. His time at Oxford had been devoted chiefly 
to the reading of Latin and Greek; a star classicist he 
was. Under Pater his keen sensitivity to color and mu
sic had suffered no diminution. Since the two prize
winning poems of Highgate fame, there were other poems, 
but all of them within his power, that is, in his own 
possession, Hopkins burned as a holocaust on the eve of 
his entering the Jesuit ranks, with the fierce resolve 
that never, save under obedience, would he take up the 
pen again. Of this sacrificial act Theodore Maynard 
remarks, "The finest poem, to my mind, that Gerard Man
ley Hopkins ever wrote was when he burnt his manuscripts 
upon entering the Jesuit novitiate at Roehampton."1*7 

Among the poems of his Oxford days that have 
survived, Robert Bridges selects three and groups them 
as "Early Poems" in his 1930 edition of Hopkins's poems. 
"The Habit of Perfection," one of the three, is here*- 
with given in its entirety since it so perfectly exposes 17

17. Theodore Maynard, "The Solitary of Song." 
America, XX (March 1, 1919), 533-4.
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the mind of the young poet at this time:

THE HABIT OP PERFECTION

Elected Silence, sing to me 
And beat upon my whorled ear,
Pipe me to pastures still and be 
The music that I care to hear.
Shape nothing, lips; be lovely-dumb:
It is the shut, the curfew sent 
Prom there where all surrenders come 
Which only makes you eloquent.
Be shelled, eyes, with double dark 
And find the uncreated light;
This ruck and reel which you remark 
Coils, keeps, and teases simple sight.
Palate, the hutch of tasty lust,
Desire not to be rinsed with wine:
The can must be so sweet, the crust 
So fresh that come in fasts divine I
Nostrils, your careless breath that spend 
Upon the stir and keep of pride,
What relish shall the censers send 
Along the sanctuary side!

0 feel-of-primrose hands, 0 feet 
That want the yield of plushy sward,
But you shall walk the golden street- 
And you unhouse and house the Lord.
And, Poverty, be thou the bride 
And now the marriage feast begun,
And lily-coloured clothes provide •
Your spouse not laboured-at nor spun.13

"All through its stanzas,” says Katherine Bregy, 18

18. Robert Bridges, Editor, ojc>. cit., 8-9
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"rings the cry of the great renunciation soon to be."19 
As to its poetic authenticity, Joyce Kilmer claims that 
"A verse-writer who does not know that ’The Habit of 
Perfection* is true poetry is not a poet."20

In the same strain of thought is the exquisite 
"Heaven-Haven" which Katherine Bregy designates "one 
white rose of a fragment."^1 We give it in its entirety:

HEAVEN-HAVEN 
A nun takes the veil

I have desired to go
Where springs not fail,

To fields where flies no sharp and sided hail 
And a few lilies blow.
And I have asked to be 

Where no storms come,
Where the green swell is in the havens dumb,

And out of the swing of the sea.22
•

The third of the early poems is entitled "For a 
Picture of St. Dorothea." It is in dramatic monolog 
style, a style not frequently adopted by the poet in 19 20 21 22

19. K. Bregy, op. clt., 433-47. ,
20. Joyce Kilmer, "The Poetry of Gerard Manley 

Hopkins." Poetry, IV (September, 1914), 241-4.
21. K. Bregy, op. cit♦, 433-47.
22. Robert Bridges, Editor, op. cit., 8.
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after years. The entire poem was subsequently revised 
by Hopkins and considerably clarified thereby. The 
first stanza will illustrate the sweetness, the imagery, 
and even a little of the sophistication noticed in 
Hopkins’s very early poetry:

FOR A PICTURE OF ST. DOROTHEA

I bear a basket lined with grass;
I am so light, I sun so fair,
That men must wonder as I pass 
And at the basket that I bear,
Where in a newly-drawn green litter
Sweet flowers I carry,— sweets for bitter.23

These three are sufficient to show conclusively 
the trend of Gerard Hopkins’s thoughts towards God and 
religion, as well as how deep seated these sentiments 
were. As it is not surprising that his soul should 
long to give itself entirely to the service of God, it 
is equally intelligible that the Jesuit order should be 
his choice; for, says Dr. Sargent:

There are wounds in war, and soldier
ing is for war, and soldiers must stand up under
those wounds........ Hopkins was not afraid
of wounds nor of hardship. He liked what was * 
difficult; it brought him nearer to Our Lord.24 23 24

23. Ibid., 7.
24. Daniel Sargent, Four Independents. 136.
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True to his promise to himself that he would 
write no more unless by the wish of his superiors, Hop
kins refrained from composing for seven years, and be
gan again only upon the expressed desire of his rector; 
in 1875, a ship was wrecked in the Thames and five 
Franciscan nuns were drowned; Gerard was asked to com
memorate the happening in verse. Thus it was that he 
returned to writing, and his poetic genius reached full 
stature between the years 1876 and 1889.

After the required two years of noviceship at 
Roehampton had elapsed, Gerard was transferred at the 
close of 1870 to Stonyhurst College, the magnificent 
house of studies for Jesuit scholastics, for his philo
sophical studies. These continued to 1873 and were
followed by the regulation year of teaching which he* ■
spent back at Roehampton again, as professor of rheto
ric. In September 1874 Hopkins was sent to St. Beuno’ 3 
College, North Wales, where he pursued his four years 
of theology so successfully that he was regarded as one 
of the best moral theologians among his contemporaries. 
One of the companions writes appraisingly of his con
frere in this wise:

I shall always have a grateful and affection
ate remembrance of him. . . . What struck me 
most of all in him was his child-like guile
lessness and simplicity, his gentleness, his
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tender-heartedness, and his loving compassion 
for the young, the weak, the poor, and all
who were in any trouble or distress........
He had a distinct dash for genius. His opin
ion on any subject in Heaven and earth was 
always worth listening to and always fresh 
and original. . . .  If I had known him outside,
I should have said that his love of specula
tion and originality of thought would make it 
almost impossible for him to submit his intellect to authority.25

This theological course led directly to ordination to 
the holy priesthood, which took place at St. Beuno’s in 
1877.

Father Hopkins’s first appointment, in the same 
year, was that of preacher at Farm Street, London. In 
1878-9 he was back at Oxford, this time a3 preacher, 
working with Father Parkinson on the St. Aloysius Mis
sion. His third and last appointment as preacher was
that of St. Francis Xavier's Church, Liverpool, 1879.

»

On October 10, 1881 Father Hopkins began his ten-month 
tertianshlp at Roehampton where, he wrote to Bridges 
previously, "I will altogether give over composition 
for the ten months, that I may vacare Deo as in my 
noviceship proper.”26 ,

Following his final vows at Roehampton, Father 25 26

25. G. F. Lahey, S. J., 0£. cit., 132.
26. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, op. cit.,

135.
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Hopkins next was assigned to the teaching faculty of 
Stonyhurst, a post he assumed in September of 1882, and 
in which he taught Greek and Latin to candidates for 
the degree examinations of the University of London, 
until August, 1884. In that year, because at the Royal 
University of Dublin the Greek chair was vacant, and 
because Gerard Manley Hopkins was possessed of a bril
liant Greek learning, his superiors sent him there to 
fill that position. His own reaction to this appoint
ment, still in keeping with his ever-scrupulous con
duct, he disclosed by letter to Newman:

In the events that brought me here I recog
nize the hand of Providence, but nevertheless 
have felt and feel an unfitness which led me 
at first to decline the offer made me, and 
now does not yet allow my spirits to rise to 
the level of the position and its duties.
But perhaps the things of most promise with 
God begin with weakness and fear*S7

Whether the promise were fulfilled is known 
only to the mind of Him to whom it was entrusted. Hu
manly considered the four years in Ireland were harrow
ing, too harrowing for the frail frame undergoing their 
merciless grind; Father Hopkins succumbed to a fever 
early in the afternoon of June 8, 1889, having received 27

27. Molly M. Burke, "Gerard Manley Hopkins." 
Commonweal, XII (September 10, 1930), 459-60.
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that morning the Holy Viaticum and comforted by the 
presence of both his cherished parents.

That Gerard was unhappy in his adopted Jesuit 
vocation has been hinted at by many who have, without 
sufficient evidence, concluded that the suffering of 
his subsequent years was caused by the Jesuit rule that 
he was obliged to follow. The truth of the matter is 
that Hopkins did live a martyr’s life; his symbol would 
appropriately be the cross as it is that of the Little 
Flower of Jesus— who was already then beginning to un
fold her sweet petals in his neighboring France— and 
for the same reason, heroic beating down of the self and 
persistently choosing the more perfect thing without 
weighing the cost.

Gerard Hopkins could never have been very happy,
»

save transiently, in any human avocation whatsoever.
The aspirations of his soul were not those that can be 
satisfied by mundane consolations. Since there is 
probably more of the finding and participation of the 
divine in a religious vocation than in any other state 
of life, it follows that Hopkins made no mistake when 
he embraced its demands, but that, on the contrary, he 
actually found that place where the most happiness for 
Hopkins was to be found. When Dixon, not understanding,
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at one time delicately suggested that Hopkins give up 
his vows, Hopkins replied as if shocked, "To whom shall 
I go?"28 and as If he would add "There is nothing better 
to be had than that which I have."

When critics and reviewers essay to assign this 
tangible reason and that for the growing suffering that 
is too obvious in his poetry throughout the last twenty 
years of his life— the period that happens to coincide 
with his life as a Jesuit--it is clearly apparent that 
they miss the point widely. Thus, for instance, one 
says,

Had the exile known how to deal with Dubliners, 
how to laugh with and at them, Ireland might 
have given him a new lease on life instead of 
bringing his days sadly to an end.29

Another foolishly complains that:
Father Lahey's biography, excellent in all 
other respects . . . does not illuminate the 
dark corners of his soul; it does not ex
plain the terrific ordeals of his spirit, of 
which we have record in those apocalyptic 
sonnets written in blood . . .30

A maturer judgment is discernible in the words of 28 29 30

28. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, a£. cit., 75.
29. H. A. Lappin, 0£. cit., 501-12.
30. D. Tante, "Gerard Manley Hopkins." Wilson 

Bulletin, V (December, 1930), 256-8.
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H. L, Binsse:
In later days, It is true, there were racking 
religious experiences, but these are not 
matters which a wise biographer will attempt 
to record. The poetry then Inspired Is their 
best history.31

With the same sympathetic attitude a recent re
viewer says:

. . . but in these last years of his life he 
also suffered from nervous depression and 
from a recurrent conviction of being shut 
off from his God. . . . Yet It is in these 
agonized pieces that his genius reaches full 
stature. They are some of the most poignant 
memorials of man’s capacity for suffering that have been built.32

Another places the real cause entirely within
the spiritual domain:

But his struggles were between him and his 
God, they were on a high spiritual plane in 
which poetry played a very secondary part.
And if one is to understand Gerard Manley 
Hopkins, one Is to understand that; poetry 
came second In his life, second to his priestly office.33

That Gerard Hopkins was happy in his chosen vo
cation may be proved repeatedly from his correspondence 31 32 33

31. H. L. Binsse, 0£. cit., 34.
32. C. Lewis Day, "Records of a Great Poet: 

Review of Letters of Gerard Manley Hopkins to Robert 
Bridges.” New Republic. LXXXIII (May 22, 1935), 52.

33. M. E. Walker, "Four Independent Men of 
Letters Within a Tradition." The New York Times Book Review, (July 7, 1935), 2.

££384
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to Richard Watson Dixon. In Letter XIX, dated October 
12, 1881, at the outset of his Tertianship, he writes 
in unmistakable termsr

. . . .  my mind is here more at peace than it 
has ever been and I would gladly live all my 
life, if it were so to be, in as great or a 
greater seclusion from the world and be busied 
only with God.34

When, apparently, Dixon had replied in his usual kindly 
manner, Hopkins wrote on the following November 2 reit
erating his esteem for the Society as well as his de
termination to cling to it to the end, foregoing possi
ble poetic fame for the sake of his vocation which 
might be Imperiled thereby.

This I say: my vocation puts before me a 
standard so high that a higher can be found 
nowhere else. The question then for me Is 
not whether I am willing (if I may guess 
what is in your mind) to make a sacrifice 
of hopes of fame (let-us suppose), but not 
whether I am not to undergo a severe judgment 
from God for the lothness I have shewn In 
making it, for the reserves I may have in my 
heart made, for the backward glances I have 
given with my hand upon the plough, for the 
waste of time the very compositions you ad
mire may have caused and their preoccupation 
of the mind which belonged to more sacred or 
more binding duties, for the disquiet and ,
the thoughts of vainglory they have given rise to.35 34 35

34. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, op. cit., 75.
35. Ibid., 88.
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All this exposes, not any lukewarmness on the 
part of the religious, "but his constant scrupulosity, 
his extreme desire to fulfill his duties perfectly. As, 
for instance, in another letter to Dixon written a 
little later on, dated December 1, 1881, there is a 
passage that contains the very essence of sanctity, in
volving as it does a dozen cardinal virtues:

When a man has given himself to God’s 
service, when he has denied and followed Christ, 
he has fitted himself to receive and does re
ceive from God a special guidance, a more par
ticular providence. This guidance is conveyed 
partly by the action of other men, as his ap
pointed superiors, and partly by direct lights 
and inspirations. If I wait for such guidance, 
through whatever channel conveyed, about any
thing, about my poetry for instance, I do 
more wisely in every way than if I try to 
serve my own seeming interests in the matter.56

This same letter contains a most touching eulogy 
of the Society and extenuation of its attitude towards 
discountenancing fame as an end in itself. It is there
fore clear that Gerard Hopkins was not unhappy on ac
count of his religious vocation, but that it alone was 
the source and cause of all the higher happiness he

/

did enjoy. That there were peace and consolation and 
surcease of anguish at the last is abundantly evident 36

36. Ibid., 93
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from Father Hopkins’s last words. When death overtook 
him in the forty-fifth year of his life, he repeated 
several times, "I am so happy. I am so happy."37

Suffering was not the only force that told upon 
the kind of verse that Hopkins produced. If it is true 
that his poems ’’are the impress of himself,”38 they 
must reflect all his major qualities. There is a keen 
sensitivity easily discernible throughout his poetry 
and further attested by many little anecdotes recorded 
of him in which he is the main actor. Alan Porter does 
not stand alone in his conviction that Hopkins ’’was a 
man of heightened, almost hysterical, acuteness of 
sense."39 Calvert Alexander, S. J., says, "He had the 
gift of all the great poets of the Romantic Movement, a 
supersensitivity amounting almost to hyperaesthesia."40 
This sensitiveness consisted in an acute sensible aware
ness particularly through sound, taste, and sight, and 37 38 39 40

37. G. F. Lahey, S. J., ojd. cit., 147.
38. Alan Porter, "Difficult Beauty." Spectator (London) CXXX (January 13, 1923), 66.
39. Ibid., 66.
40. Calvert Alexander, S. J., The Catholic Literary Revival, 75-6.
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involving a great compassion for all living things. In 
his diary of April 8, 1873, are these lines, "The ash-
tree growing in the garden was felled........ a great
pang and I wished to die and not see the inscapes of 
the world destroyed any more. "4:1 This reminds one 
forcibly of that other Romanticist and the "Wee, sleekit, 
cowrin, tim’ rous beastie," his "earth-born companion,
An1 fellow mortal.*" Hopkins himself tells that upon be
ing Informed that the scarlet of flamingoes was caused 
by a fine copper powder on their feathers, he experi
enced a distinct taste of brass.

Benjamin Francis Musser in his essay, "Homo 
Novus," (Johannes Jorgensen), offers a description of 
the sensitiveness of saints and poets. He says,

Poets and saints have a deeper sense of 
values, have greater perspective, have an in
tuitive Insight rare indeed among other beings.
Poets and saints feel, whether utter animalism, 
in the completely sensuous poet or whether utter 
abandon in the completely spiritual saint, to a 
much greater degree--if there can be degree be
yond the utter.’— than does any other being.42

When one calmly reflects that Father Gerard Hopkins was 41 42

41. Frederick Page, "Father Gerard Hopkins, His Poetry, His Character, His Prose." Dublin Review, CLXVTI (July, 1920), 48.
42. Benjamin Francis Musser, Franciscan Poets,

130.
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both poet and saint, the sentiments, and all the char
acteristics of his poetry, of his life, and of his 
correspondence are immediately explicable. The beauty 
of nature, the beauty of the human being, the beauty of 
God, all entranced his soul and held it in such trembl
ing ecstacy that sublimated emotion alone remained and 
words became inadequate to comprehend his meaning. All 
three beauties had enthralled his soul from earliest 
years. "The Vision of the Mermaids," written at the 
early age of eighteen "betrays his exuberant sensitive
ness to the impressions of the external world."43 Of 
human features, Hopkins himself makes an interesting 
confession to Bridges:

Do you know Bradley? Yesterday at St. 
Alban's I saw him serving in some way in 
choir, and I saw too another Oxford man, whose 
name I do not know, with a delightful face 
(not handsome), altogether aquiline features, 
a sanguine complexion, rather tall, slight, 
and eager-looking: I did not know he was one 
of the faithful before. His face was fasci
nating me last term: I generally have one 
fascination or another on.44

When writing to Bridges about the death of
t

D. M. Dolben it is quite clear that Hopkins regrets his 43 44

43. Molly M. Burke, o£. clt., 460.
44. (Maude Colleer Abbott, Editor, 0£. clt., 8.
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passing because of the beauty lost thereby. He says:
You know there can very seldom have happened 
the loss of so much beauty (in body and mind 
and life) and of the promise of still more as 
there has been in his case--seldom I mean, in 
the whole world, for the conditions wd. not 
easily come together.45

In Hopkins's lovely poem "Brothers,” in which 
too he evinces an accurate knowledge of the boy nature 
and revels in the beauty of these brothers' mutual at
tachment, he concludes with the exultant apostrophe:

Ah Nature, framed in fault,
There’s comfort then, there's salt;
Nature, bad, base, and blind,
Dearly thou canst be kind;
There dearly then, dearly,I'll cry thou canst be kind.46

But more frequently he weaves the tribute of 
his triple admiration into one, blends and supports the 
one with the other, as in the rapturous lines of "a 
poem so modern and timeless as the one entitled Pied
Beauty" :47

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; 45 46 47

45. Ibid., 16-7.
46. Robert Bridges, Editor, o£. cit., 50.
47. Ed. Moran, "Gerard Manley Hopkins: Reply.” 

Commonweal, XII (October 8, 1930), 582.
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Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;
Landscape plotted and pieces— fold, fallow,

and plough;
And all trades, their gear and tackle

and trim.
All things counter, original spare, strange;

Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)
With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim;

He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:Praise him.48
Besides the reverential, filial quality so ob

vious in this poem, in fact creating its unity, there 
is an originality about it too, that may be quite as 
striking to the reader, an originality that is termed 
oddness by many. This quality of Hopkins's style will 
be explained at length in Chapter III, but as it relates 
to his personal character we may adduce Elsie Elizabeth 
Phare's commentary:

Hopkins's successful poems, and those that are 
not are very few, apperal to no freakish or 
abnormal mood in the reader. They bear very 
strongly the marks of their author's idiosyn
crasies but the idiosyncrasies are those of 
a mind singularly well-poised and for all its 
extreme sensitiveness singularly healthy.49

There are those who believe that Hopkins's con
version and subsequent entrance into the Society inad
vertently made him the better poet. It must be conceded, 48 49

48. Robert Bridges, Editor, 0£. clt., 30.
49. E. E. Phare, The Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins, 87.
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however, that Gerard Hopkins was ever of a religious 
turn of mind. His early poems are erected upon reli
gious thought and sentiment. The only question then 
is, what effect did Hopkins’s change of life and conse
quent change of thought and emotions produce upon his 
poetry? Daniel Sargent is convinced that the first 
seven years of his life as a Jesuit, although silent 
years— because of his resolve not to write poetry 
again— were really very fruitful years. He writes:

. . .  it is probably very fortunate that 
they (the seven years) were silent, for he 
lost the effeminate mannerisms of his con
temporary poets, and at the same time he 
stored his mind with images and thoughts, 
many of which we have record of in prose.

Also in those years he had a chance 
to meditate on theology and philosophy, and 
to make their reality real to his mind.
They imposed themselves upon the visible 
landscape and made to* him Nature visible in a new way, and fresher and more profound.50

Thus, as S. B. James asserts,
Hopkins’s life not only illustrates poetry’ 3 
crucifixion but also its resurrection in
newness of life........ I think it would be
true to say that even those verses which do 
not refer to religious matters bear deeply •
impressed upon them the traces of his religious asceticism.51 50 51

50. Daniel Sargent, 0£. cit., 140-1.
51. S. B. James, "Sacrifice of Song." Catholic 

World, CXLI (June, 1935), 290-5.
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The controversy about Father Hopkins's being 
happy or unhappy in his priestly life, above all, those 
remarks that display such a pitiful lack of understand
ing, might well be passed over with contempt. Still, 
unwary readers might be deceived by the following: "He 
had, let it be said, no real aptitude of the priesthood 
beyond a scrupulous asceticism."52 53 ‘'Neither as priest 
nor as teacher does he seem to have been an unqualified 
success."53 in the first place no authoritative defi
nition of what does constitute a "real aptitude for the 
priesthood" has ever been given and, consequently, it 
has never been said that a "scrupulous asceticism" is 
one of its requisite qualities. Then, one may be a 
true priest, a worthy teacher, and still not be "an un
qualified success" in the eyes of men. What priest is,

»

what teacher is, to all men? That Father Hopkins was a 
zealous priest is seen again and again both in his po
etry and in his correspondence. There is his "The Bu
gler's First Communion," of twelve stanzas containing 
the incident of the little bugler come from "over the 
hill there" and kneeling in his "regimental red" to

52. Stanley J. Kunitz, op. cit♦, 491.
53. C. Lewis Day, op. cit., 52.
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receive his first Holy Communion from Father Hopkins’s 
own hands. The burden of the poem is not the incident, 
but that the minister of the Sacrament shall not cease 
praying Heaven to protect the boy’s priceless innocence:

Recorded only, I have put my lips on pleas
Would brandle adamantine heaven with ride

and jar, did 
Prayer go disregarded:

Forward-like, but however, and like favourableheaven heard these.54
A similar yearning, but this time assuaged by 

the blessed assurance that the soul is safe in God’s 
keeping, may be seen in "Felix Randal", the name of the 
old farrier whom Father Hopkins had annointed some time 
previous to the present announcement of his death; he 
adds naively:

though a heavenlier heart began some
Months earlier, since I had our sweet reprieve

’ and ransomTendered to him.55
What a world of contented joy and of possessive plea
sure in "our sweet reprieve and ransom" .’ Father Hopkins 
knows the difference between ’our' Sacrament of Penance 
and the semblance of it. He has not forgotten Jowett' 
and Pusey, and his priestly heart is warmed by the

54. Robert Bridges, Editor, ojd. cit. , 44.
55. Ibid.. 48.
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thought that through his ministrations gentler senti
ments had occupied the waning heart-heats of the old 
farrier.

The first five lines of "The Loss of the 
Eurydice"

The Eurydice— it concerned thee, 0 Lord:
Three hundred souls, 0 alasJ on board,

Some asleep unawakened, all un
warned, eleven fathoms fallen 
Where she foundered J . . .56

are the quintessence of what constitutes the good 
priest, namely, a yearning for souls and apprehension 
of their eternal safety. "Some asleep unawakened," but 
"all unwarned" l We hear the groan of pity and see the 
brow worried by this intelligence.

In "The Wreck of the Deutschland" one commenta
tor sees that

. . . though the compelling of the poem might 
seem to be the presence in the wreck of five 
German nuns expelled from Germany, yet the 
first part of the poem is (without any explicit 
reference to the shipwreck) a long, impassioned, 
and beautiful (though difficult) apostrophe to 
God, as the constrainer of men’s wills, who 
has contrived this wreck for His own purpose ' 
as surely as Prospero contrived his. In the 
second part where the wreck is narrated, one 
of the nuns (the Miranda of this tempest, and 
of the poet's love and wonder) becomes the

56. Ibid., 32-3
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interpreter and the mediatress of this pur
pose to the shipwrecked crew and passengers.
The subject is still the salvation of souls.57

Then what about the much-debated Marian poems? 
To those who understand, they are the voice of the 
priest, of John, Mary’s son, lovingly singing her 
praise} to the non-understanding, they are "exaggerated 
Marianism." The titles are familiar to all who have 
read Hopkins: "The May Magnificat," "The Blessed Virgin 
Compared to the Air we Breathe," "Rose Mystica," "Ad 
Mariam." In these and others, "as a Marian poet, seek
ing refuge in the arms of the Mother from the torment 
of life," says a Catholic author; "he makes a distinct 
appeal, although the delicate odour of his incense will 
be lost on the crowd of worshippers."58 Father Lahey,
S. J., biographer of Father Hopkins, is not one of

»

those who shall so lose. The one poem, "The Blessed
Virgin Compared to the Air we Breathe," he styles

. . .  a miracle of artistic simplicity, and 
the mystic import in the third stanza makes 
it an achievement in Marian poetry almost un
rivalled and never surpassed except perhaps 
by the sublime prose-poems in the writings /
of St. Bernard. Even Francis Thompson's 57 58

57. Frederick Page., o£. cit., 43.
58. George N. Shuster, The Catholic Spirit in 

Modern English Literature, 116.
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’Mistress of Vision' with its marvellous 
mysteriousness falls short of this with its 
theological content and its terrifying, 
mystical directness. Hopkins's poem is more 
comparable to the great Marian poem of Pray 
Luis de Leon of the sixteenth century though 
the latter is more extensive than intensive in form.59

Another enthusiastic champion of Hopkins’s
Marian poetry avers that in this poem

Father Hopkins has here created an aura of ethereal beauty in the literal sense; and, 
what is much more, has succeeded in sustain
ing it through the capricious variations of one hundred twenty-six lines.50

Robert Bridges, who personally owed so much to 
Hopkins and who was one of the select few whom the poet 
permitted to read his poems, in his 1919 edition of 
Hopkins's poems regards the passionate expressions to 
Mary only as "Conscious efforts to emotion into theo
logical channels." Commenting on Bridges's stand,
H. A. Lappin says of him:

. . . the editor's sympathies and culture, 
wise though they may be in so many respects, 
are not wide enough to enable him adequately 
to assess the wonderful enrichment of Gerard 
Manley Hopkins's life and art which resulted 
from the poet's conversion to Catholicism 59 60

59. G. P. Lahey, S. J., 0£. clt., 115-6.
60. A. Barrett, "As the Air We Breathe." Ave_ 

Maria, XXXI (March 8, 1930), 289-91.
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and his subsequent entrance into religious 
life and the priesthood. More than once in 
the notes at the end of this volume the Poet 
Laureate is betrayed into a remark which 
convicts him of an amazing provincialism of outlook.61

At the present time there are two volumes of 
correspondence of Gerard Manley Hopkins, both published 
simultaneously by the Oxford University Press, 1935.
The one volume, of 192 pages, contains the correspond
ence of Hopkins and Richard Watson Dixonj the other 
volume, though containing 322 pages of the same size as 
the first, includes only the letters of Hopkins to 
Bridges, not those of Bridges to Hopkins as well.
There is promise of a third volume, to contain the cor
respondence of Gerard Manley Hopkins and Coventry Pat
more, of which there are twenty-nine letters extant. 
There are preserved, moreover, very valuable letters 
from a few other friends, the most important of which 
are, no doubt, those that passed between Hopkins and 
Newman. These latter, because of their candor and sin
cerity, throw a bright light upon Hopkins’s youthful

1years.
When one has read all the correspondence now 

available, the most striking impression one receives of

61. H. A. Lappin, o£. cit., 501.
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the poet is probably his self-abnegation. He never 
pandered self. It is in truth difficult to believe 
that a man of so gentle a countenance could be so utter
ly uncompromising with self. The force of will that, 
in his early school life carried through the resolution 
to abstain from every kind of drink for a week, that 
forbade him to partake of salt at table for a like per
iod once he had so determined, persisted into adult 
life. Rough-shod he strode over absolutely all obsta
cles to his conversion when it had become clear to him 
that that was his duty. His loved parents* letters in 
protestation were so ’terrible* he could not read them 
twice, he wrote to Newman. After carefully weighing 
every consideration he writes, "This . . . makes me
think that any delay, whatever relief it may bring to

»

my parents, is impossible. I am asking you then wheth
er I shall at all costs be received at once."62 Then 
there were Liddon and Pusey, both his elders and supe
riors at Oxford, who pleaded and remonstrated repeated
ly but to no purpose. For the loss of their friendship 
Hopkins had gained that of the great fatherly Newman-
but even its sweets were not indulged for long, for 62

62. G. F. Lahey, S. J., o£. cit., 36.
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almost Immediately Hopkins (with Newman’s approval) 
entered the Society and during the twenty years there
after contact was of necessity infrequent and always by 
letter only.

To anyone who has read even the available mat
ter on Hopkins it must be apparent that his chief secu
lar interest was composition. There are five short 
lines in a letter to Dixon, dated October 5, 1878, that 
for simplicity alone can scarcely be matched, for depth 
of meaning immeasurable. They are

You ask, do I write verse myself.
What I had written I burnt before I became a 
Jesuit and resolved to write no more, as not 
belonging to my profession, unless it were 
by the wish of my superiors; so for seven 
years I wrote nothing but two or three little 
presentation pieces which occasion called for.63

Here there are three deeds of heroism, the holocaust of 
precious personal possession, the resolution not to in
dulge in this almost necessary pleasure again, and the 
keeping of that resolution through seven years. That 
this latter was a real sacrifice and not a mere laying 
aside of something and a forgetting of it thereafter, 
is plain in a subsequent statement of the same letter, 
"I had long had haunting my ear the echo of a new

63. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, 0£. cit., 14.
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rhythm which now I realized on paper.” No term save 
'haunting' could describe its duration, its insistency] 
The realization of this new rhythm was effected in "The 
Wreck of the Deutschland,” as well as later on in ”The 
Eurydice.” Both of them were offered severally to The 
Month, the Jesuit English magazine, and both times they 
were rejected. On this occasion as on every other 
event Hopkins's spirit of self-abnegation supports his 
reaction and, as it were, divinises it. Was it not for 
the sake of the Society that he had made his heroic 
sacrifices? Would he not then be justified in expect
ing the Society to be his strength, his encouragement? 
If Hopkins ever believed so, certainly there is no ex
terior manifestation of it. In his suffering years at
Dublin he writes on the subject of his poems never hav-

»

ing been published, ”Our society cannot be blamed for 
not valuing what it never knew of.”64 This is humility, 
charity, loyalty, in a word a living personification of 
Newman's definition of a gentlemen; and yet it is in
finitely more than that, according to Hopkins’s own * 
definition, ”to be a gentleman is but on the brim of 
morals and rather a thing of manners than of morals

64. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, op. cit.,
196.
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properly— "65 66 And he continues in golden words worthy
of the pen of Thomas a Kempis:

. . . then how much more must art and philoso
phy and manners and breeding and everything 
else in the world be below the least degree of 
true virtue. This is that chastity of mind 
which seems to lie at the very heart and be 
the parent of all other good, the seeing at 
once what is best, the holding to that, and 
the not allowing anything else whatever to be 
even heard pleading to the contrary.66

If these are qualities not always so persistent
ly found even in a gentleman, in the gentleman who Is 
likewise a priest they are not so uncommon. That 
Father Gerard Manley Hopkins was a true priest is evi
denced in his letters times without number no less than 
In his poetry. Everywhere there are judicious re
straint, indulgent forbearance, humble assent or at 
least patient tolerance; neither is that touchstone of 
the priestly heart, the heart of the Pastor Bonus 
yearning for the stray sheep, wanting. What more natu
ral than that Father Hopkins should vehemently desire 
the conversion of him whom he addressed again and again 
as "Dearest Bridges"? He would make the trial whatever 
the reaction J What would the cost of the trial to

65. Ibid., 174.
66. Ibid., 174-5



44

Hopkins "be, the cost of the invitation? It would not 
be money, nor time, nor personal inconvenience. No.
It would be that which would cost him infinitely more, 
that which would lash his supersensitive soul cruelly—  
it would be disdain, refusal, the being "made to appear 
a downright fool."67 68 It is deplorable that neither man 
knew, as neither would have believed probably, that 
posterity might some day accord the greater distinction 
to the heroic priest, who, according to a modern critic,

and would have liked to have been in his 
spiritual life. Bridges learned to write 
poetry to Hopkins’s invisible baton. . .
It Is certain that Hopkins reconciled all 
his loss of ink and time with the secret 
hope of converting Bridges. Bridges eluded 
the net but caught enough flash and foam 
to make himself Poet Laureate of England- 
twenty years after his master lay in a 
grave as secluded and sacrosanct as his own ascetic verse.68

Because of the one common meeting-ground of the 
members of this "three-cornered friendship," namely, 
literature, the bulk of the correspondence is of a lit
erary nature, largely in the shape of criticism, espe
cially of mutual criticism, and— "finer literary letters

67 • I£id-> 62 •
68. Shane Leslie, "Exquisite Doctor." Saturday Review of Literature, XI (March 16, 1935), 549-50.

master In prosody
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it would be hard to find in the nineteenth century.”69 
Bridges had abandoned medicine for poetry, Dixon was 
the poet-historian, and Hopkins could not escape being 
a poet although his first love was the priesthood and 
his chosen vocation. The criticism and commentary on 
other writers contained in the correspondence will be 
the subject of the following chapter.

69. Raymond Larsson, "Gerard Manley Hopkins." 
Commonweal, XXII (June 21, 1935), 219-21.



CHAPTER II

INFLUENCES AND FORMATION

There is no explaining genius. No one yet had 
explained Valmiki, Homer, Shakespeare. There can be 
but one accounting for mental superiority: the Creator 
has been more lavish in bestowing His gifts to those 
so endowed than to the generality of humankind. To 
this minority class Gerard Manley Hopkins would seem to 
belong. That there were influences that brought about 
an improvement of his natural powers is incontestable. 
The environment of a cultured home and excellent early 
schools started the eager, sensitive mind off in its 
most proper direction. But he was remarkably endowed 
and was quick to scent what was best in the literature 
of the past.

Father Matthew Russell, S. J., said of Hopkins 
before his poems were ever collectively published:

His early verse shows a mastery of 
Keatsian sweetnesses but he soon developed a 
very different style of his own, 30 full of 
experiments in rhythm and diction that, were 
his poems collected into one volume they 
would appear as a unique effort in English 
literature.1

1. Rev. Matthew Russell, S. J., "Poets I Have 
Known." Irish Monthly. XXXI (May, 1903), 250-67.
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We may note some of the more important influ
ences and contacts of his formative years. The Greek 
classics may well come first. Writing to Bridges in 
1882, when he had begun to read the Greek tragic poets, 
he exclaims of Agamemnon and Supplices, "How noble is 
the style.'" But he immediately adds, "I have made some 
emendations which seem to be great improvements.” He 
was particularly interested in "the art of the choric 
parts" of the plays and worked on the restoration of 
certain incomplete choral odes of Aeschylus. He wrote, 
"it is a great pity for Aeschylus's choruses to remain 
misunderstood, for it is his own interpretation of the 
play and his own moral to the story." Following this 
lament occurs one of his rare appreciations, a sympa
thetic and discerning one—

»

What a noble genius Aeschylus had.' Be
sides the swell and pomp of words for which he 
is famous there is in him a touching considera
tion and manly tenderness; also an earnestness 
of spirit and would-be piety by which the man 
makes himself felt through the playwright.
This is not so with Sophocles, who is only the 
learned and sympathetic dramatist; and much 
less Euripides.* /

Hopkins was not altogether independent of the 
appeal of Greek meter. In discussing an attempted ode,

2. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, ££. cit., 256.
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he writes to Bridges from Stonyhurst, 1878:
There is one thing I should like to get done, 
an ode on the Vale of Clwyd begun therein.
It would be a curious work if done. It con
tains metrical attempts other than any you 
have seen, something like Greek choruses, a 
peculiar eleven-footed line for instance.3

A few years later, in 1882, in defense of some
intricate rhythm of his own he writes:

For that piece of mine is very highly wrought.
The long lines are not rhythm run to seed: 
everything is weighed and timed in them. . .
. . No, but what it i s like is the rhythm of 
Greek tragic choruses or of Pindar . . .4

Even as late as 1888, less than a year before his death, 
we find his fondness for Greek literature not only un
abated but even increasing. He writes:

I must read something of Greek and Lat
in letters and lately I sent you a sonnet, on 
the Heraclitean Fire, in which a great deal of 
early Greek philosophical thought was dis
tilled; but the liquoi* of the distillation did 
not taste very Greek, did it? The effect of 
studying masterpieces is to make me admire and 
do otherwise. So it must be on every original 
artist to some degree, on me to a marked de
gree. 5

"Admire and do otherwise" appears to have been 
Hopkins’s slogan, and yet it would seem that despite'

3. Ibid., 54.
4. Ibid., 157.
5. Ibid., 291.
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his refusal of outright Imitation, he did often glance 
hack at Greek specimens to uphold the kind of verse he 
himself dared to produce. He says, for instance,

The Deutschland would he more gener
ally interesting if there were more wreck and 
less discourse, I know, hut still it is an 
ode and not primarily a narrative. There is 
some narrative in Pindar hut the principal business is lyrical.6

Hopkins read English masterpieces, hut more of
ten than not he did not admire them, and almost invari
ably he "did otherwise." His fearless commentaries on 
English men of letters form a charming part of his 
correspondence with Bridges and Dixon--commentaries 
that are "pungent, agreeably sardonic, and in the main 
just."7

In Hopkins's opinion Milton deserved the right
of literary succession to*his beloved Greeks. In a
passage of letter IIIA In the second volume he says,

I say with you that Milton Is the central man 
of the world for style: not only of England, 
hut of all the world, ancient and modern. If 
we want to put some one by him, we had better go to Greece.8 6 7 8

6. Ibid.. 49.
7. C. Lewis Day, 0£. cit., 52.
8. Claude Abbott, Editor, ojd. cit., 17.
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A few months before this he had written to Dixon even 
more strongly:

Milton’s art is incomparable, not only in 
English literature but, I should think, al
most in any; equal, if not more than equal, 
to the finest of Greek or Roman.9

And to Bridges the following month he writes, presum
ably in reply to some dissenting remark of Bridges, "No 
doubt my poetry errs on the side of oddness. I hope in 
time to have a more balanced and Miltonic style."9 10 
Elsie Elizabeth Phare believes that here Hopkins meant 
only that in time he hoped to master his own modifica
tions of the English language as completely as Milton 
had mastered his, for Miss Phare has sounded out the 
adduced similarities between Milton and Hopkins and 
finds that none of them hold. She concludes with most 
of the critics of Hopkins *that he "was really very much 
a law unto himself."11 What is unmistakable, however, 
is that Hopkins did admire Milton consistently, even 
though he chose "to do otherwise" in Milton’s regard.
There are not a few, particularly of his own contempo-

1

raries, and those who immediately preceded them, whom

9. Ibid., 13.
10. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, ojd. clt., 66.
11. E. E. Phare, 0£. clt., 7.



51

he did not at all admire.
He notes with interest, at least, and very 

likely with genuine approval that Coleridge made a dis
tinction between accent and quantity. This may have en
couraged his own preference for sprung rhythm, for he 
could not stand metrical monotony. He declares Tenny
son’s too unvariable quantity in "Locksley Hall", caused 
him to grow "utterly satiate and weary."12

In regard to Tennyson there seems to have been
a contest going on in Hopkins's mind and heart, or mind
versus heart, like that of the fiend and conscience in
the wavering Launcelot; but in Hopkins's case it is not
clear which force ultimately won out. Underneath his
insuperable dislike for what he thought Tennyson's too
close adherence to theory, there undoubtedly existed a» '
deep regard for Tennyson personally, a something that 
rose up as a barrier to unrestrained condemnation and 
even hints at apology for what is expressed. One of 
Hopkins's rare indications of imitation occurs in con
nection with his "Eurydice." He tells Bridges that the 
rhythm is his own, but that the measure is "something 12

12. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, 0£. cit., 19.
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like that of Tennyson’s "Violet"13 [a mistake for 
"Daisy" ].

At times it is the form of Tennyson’s verse that 
palls upon him, at times the material. Writing of the 
various forms of beauty he says, "The soul may have no 
further beauty than that Which is seen in the mind, 
that there may be genius -uninformed by character." And 
then at once he swings off into Tennyson as if that 
poet were a proximate subject of consideration and of 
constant surprise:

I sometimes wonder at this in a man like 
Tennyson: his gift of utterance is truly 
golden but go further home and you come to 
thoughts commonplace and wanting in nobility 
(it seems hard to say it but I think you 
know what I mean).14

He goes on to compare Tennyson with Burns, ac
cording Tennyson power of utterance with poverty of 
thought, and Burns opulence of thought and feeling with 
deficiency of utterance. Thus we have the one instance 
of In Memoriam, "a divine work," arising from personal 
feeling, in which Tennyson "is at his best"; but the 
Idylls should have been called "Charades from the Mid
dle Ages", "unreal in motive and incorrect, uncanon- 13 14

13. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, 0£. cit., 48.
14. Ibid., 95.
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leal so to say, in detail and keeping.*'15 16 And **not 
only Locksley Hall but Maud is an ungentlemanly row and 
Alymer’s Field is an ungentlemanly row and the Princess 
is an ungentlemanly row,*'15 because they sink into 
vulgarity. Nevertheless in the very same letter he ex
presses regret that Tennyson has lately frequently been 
depreciated. And unhesitatingly he prophesies, "Come 
what may he will be one of our greatest poets."

With true insight Hopkins evaluated Wordsworth.
In the same manner in which he observed Tennyson, he
considers and weighs Wordsworth from every possible
angle. In reply to Dixon’s disapproval of Wordsworth
In the "Intimations of Immortality," he writes:

For Wordsworth was an imperfect artist, as 
you say: as his matter varied in importance 
and as he varied in insight (for he had a pro
found Insight of some things and little of 
others) so does the value of his work vary.
Now the interest and Importance of the matter 
were here of the highest, his Insight was at 
its very deepest, and hence to my mind the 
extreme value of the poem.His powers rose, I hold, with the sub
ject: the execution is so fine. The rhymes 
are so musically interlaced, the rhythms so 
happily succeed . . . the diction throughout

15. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, 0£. cit.. 24.
16. Ibid., 24-5.
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is so charged and steeped in beauty and yearning . . .17
One of Hopkins's rare glances of humor is appended to 
the above in the observation: ”For my part I should 
think St. George and St. Thomas Canterbury wore roses 
in heaven for England's sake on the day that ode, not 
without their intercession was penned.”

Very nearly fifty years after Hopkins wrote 
thus to his unconvinced friend Dixon, Professor Herbert 
Read says:

Nevertheless the course of poetry in 
the nineteenth century was determined by 
Wordsworth. Not one poet--not Shelley nor 
Keats, not Landor nor Tennyson, not even Swin
burne- -but was affected by the revolution in 
poetic diction originated by Wordsworth. They 
were affected, but did little to develop the 
situation as Wordsworth left it. Against the 
magnitude of Wordsworth's experiment, all the 
minor tinkerings of the nineteenth century 
are as nothing--until we come to Browning and 
Gerard Manley Hopkins.18

Surely the mild features of Hopkins would have
congealed into dumb surprise if not frank displeasure
had he seen his name coupled so exclusively with that
of the to him impossible Browning. >

For an estimate of the state of nineteenth cen- 17 18

17. Ibid., 148.
18. Herbert Read, o£. clt., 44.
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tury poetry that Is more in keeping with Hopkins’s 
view, we may consider that of H. L. Binsse:

In his [Hopkins’s] day English poetry 
had reached what seems to many of us an im
passe. It was not truly manly, truly living.
It varied from the soft, sweet, and often 
admiraole music of Tennyson to the unearthly 
complexities and Rooseveltian gusto of Brown
ing. There was little strength to it, as 
there is not much more today. Chaucer,
Shakespeare, Milton, even some of their 
lesser contemporaries, have far more life, 
convey far more depth of real feeling than 
even the best verse written since. What was 
lacking? Perhaps the men; that could not 
and cannot be remedied. Certainly the tech
nique, that could be. The Romantic had 
broken the obviously sterile eighteenth cen
tury conventions in diction; they had not 
even considered breaking its more sterile 
conventions in meter and line structure.
These conventions could, and can produce 
fine poetry, but they have about them a mo
notony, a dreary sameness, which has made even 
their most convinced adherents seek relief 
in tolerated irregularity.19

To Bridges in a letter dated October 26, 1880, 
Hopkins laments, "So few people have style, except in
dividual style or manner— not Tennyson, nor Swinburne, 
nor Morris, not to name the scarecrow misbegotten Brown
ing crew.”19 20 And a year later, "I always think however 
that your mind towards my verse is like mine towards 
Browning’s: I greatly admire the touches and the details,

19. H. L. Binsse, 0£. clt., 33-4.
20. Claude Colleer Abbott, 0£. clt., 111.
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but the general effort, the whole, offends me, I think 
it is repulsive."21 A year later still we see that 
Hopkins's aversion for Browning has not abated. In 
mercilessly criticizing one of his own sonnets, "The 
Sea and the Skylark," he writes: "There is, you see, 
plenty meant; but the saying of it smells, I fear, of 
the lamp, of salad oil, and what is nastier, in one 
line somewhat of Robert Browning."22

All of this may appear but invective arising 
from personal animosity, since no very explicit reasons 
for disagreement are adduced. To his friend Dixon, 
Hopkins is more explicit. In a letter written in Sep
tember, 1881, he shows up "a glaring instance of false 
perspective in an image"23— a man shielded from a fel- 
lowman by the overspreading vault of the sky. To Hop
kins this is monstrous, since both men of necessity 
must be beneath the vault, not one on either side.
Again he writes to Dixon of Browning's "many frigidi
ties," stopping to define: "An untruth to nature, to 
human nature, is frigid." He also abhors the bluster- 21 22 23

21. Ibid., 137.
22. Ibid., 164.
23. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, 0£. cit., 56.
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ing in Browning, and describes Browning's "way of talk
ing (and making his people talk) with the air and spirit 
of a man bouncing up from table with his mouth full of 
bread and cheese and saying that he meant to stand no 
blasted nonsense." And then in a tone of professional 
finality he sums up his opinion of Browning: "Indeed I 
hold with the old-fashioned criticism that Browning is 
not really a poet, that he has all the gifts but the 
one needful and the pearls without the string; rather 
one should say raw nuggets and rough diamonds.”24

Swinburne, whom Hopkins styles "a strange phe
nomenon," is disposed of in similar peremptory manner.
He takes exception to his preference for Elizabethan, 
archaic, biblical diction. As to Swinburne's sense of
rhythm, Hopkins believes that he had none whatever,»
that "though he sometimes hits brilliantly at other 
times he misses badly."25 Neither could he see nature 
squarely: "Either in fact he does not see nature at all 
or else he overlays the landscape with such phantasmata, 
secondary images, and what not of a delirium-tremendous 
Imagination that the result is a kind of bloody broth: 24 25

24. ibid-» 74-5.
25. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, og. _cit., 304.
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. . .  At any rate there is no picture."^
Almost invariably William Morris's name is men

tioned by Hopkins in the same breath with those of 
Browning and Swinburne and with the same note of near
contempt, yet he says reflectively to Bridges, "it can
not be said that WTm. Morris is an ass, no."2V Just why 
not is unmistakable in a letter to Dixon:

So far as I can judge his touch is entirely 
different from mine: very powerful, even sledge- 
hammery: but not ever subtle, by no means in

» tellectual, and what I call desolately limited.
His creed, that is, his ideas of life, is to 
me monstrous and insupportable. His method, 
his mingling of the couplet measure and the 
old stanza in his tales . . . looks somehow 
like writing in ruins: . . . .  In short he has 
not (as I think) a high feeling for form. If 
he had he would be a very great poet: which he just misses being.28

A1n additional reason for Hopkins's disliking 
Morris was the fact that Morris went wildly enthusiastic 
about Thomas Carlyle. Hopkins confesses a one-time ad
miration of his own for Carlyle, but one that was very 
short-lived. He weighs Carlyle thus:

I do not like his pampered and affected 
style, I hate his principles, I burn most that 26 27 28

26. Ibid., 202.
27. Ibid., 41.
28. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, op. cit♦, 92
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he worships and worship most that he burns,
I cannot respect (no one now can) his charac
ter, but the force of his genius seems to be 
gigantic. He seems to me to have more humour 
than any writer of ours except Shakespeare.
. . . . And yet after all . . . always to be 
affected, always to be fooling, . . .  is not to fight fair in the field of fame.29

Carlyle's fellow-essayist, Stevenson, is, on 
the other hand, very consistently eulogized, though par
ticularly as novelist. Hopkins is evidently at variance 
with Bridges in regard to the merits of Stevenson. 
Hopkins opens the controversy with the assertion and 
challenge, "I think Robert Lewis Stevenson shows more 
genius in a page than Scott in a volume. Tell me what 
you think.”30 to this Bridges evidently replied ad
versely, for before the month was over Hopkins writes 
him "you speak ĵ of Stevenson J with a sourness which 
tinges your judgment."31 .In the same letter he defends 
Dr« Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and praises The Arabian Nights, 
maintaining stoutly that "Stevenson is master of a con
summate style and each phrase is finished as in poetry," 
adding, "It will not do at all, your treatment of him." 
But seemingly Bridges was not in a humorous mood and 29 30 *

29. Ibid., 59.
30. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, 0£. clt., 228.
3!. Ibid., 236.
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must have replied caustically, for three days later 
Hopkins issues his ultimatum on the subject: "You need 
not in writing join issue about Stevenson any more: in
stead of that you can read a book or two more of his 
and ripen a while."®2

Whether this stipulation was ignored is not 
known; at any rate the cure was not effected, for in 
the following year Hopkins sniffs again: "Perhaps you 
are so barbarous as not to admire Thomas Hardy— as you 
do not Stevenson; both, I must maintain, men of pure 
and direct genius."32 33 Not that Stevenson and Hardy 
were on a par in Hopkins's estimation. Of Hardy and 
others he says that their excellence is only intermit
tent, while Stevenson is a genius, not infrequently pro
ducing artistic touches "worthy of Shakespeare."

One cannot help wondering a bit whether, say 
the manners of the person in question did not somewhat 
Influence Hopkins's opinion of that person as author; 
whether some personal appeal made the Greeks his kin; 
made Milton gently dealt with, and safeguarded Tennyson 
and Stevenson from more overt attack; and, conversely,

32. Ibid., 243.
33. Ibid. , 251.
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relegated such as Wordsworth, Browning, Carlyle, the 
"Evans— Eliot— Lewis— Cross woman,"34 and "women's 
poetry" in general to a lower plane or at least to a 
decidedly qualified admiration.

Among Americans, Walt Whitman belongs with his 
aversions. Indeed, could a more striking contrast of 
personalities be conceived of than Walt Whitman and 
Father Manley Hopkins? An analogy in poems might be 
Carl Sandburg's "Chicago" and Keats's "Ode to a Night
ingale." Father Hopkins seems at once repelled and 
arrested by Whitman. He makes no secret of the fact 
that there exists something in common between himself 
and him who "sounded his barbaric yawp over the roofs 
of the world." That this coincidence lies chiefly in
the matter of craftsmanship Is conceded by most critics»
who have given the matter thought; Hopkins himself dis
covered it after the perusal of only some half-dozen of 
Whitman's poems. In other words Hopkins did not imitate 
Whitman but merely later on came upon the discovery 
that there was some likeness, perhaps fundamental, be
tween his own poetry and that of Whitman.

When such similarities are hit upon by critics,

34. Ibid., 239.
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they are, however striking, generally found to be acci
dental. Such accidental similarities may be suspected 
between Hopkins as a religious poet and Crashaw, or 
Southwell, or Coventry Patmore. Throughout ten pages 
of her Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins, Elsie Elizabeth 
Phare is at great pains to contrast the two poets Hop
kins and Crashaw in every possible detail, so that it 
is difficult to see why a comparison should be insti
tuted at all. Hopkins himself does not even mention 
Crashaw in his correspondence. In a letter enumerating 
outstanding Jesuit men of letters, Robert Southwell is 
cited as a minor poet; and there no hint of admiration, 
much less of imitation is found. Coventry Patmore is 
accorded much more attention, largely perhaps because
he was Hopkins’s contemporary and somewhat close ac»
quaintance. One can scarcely believe Hopkins imitated 
the style, subject matter, or technique of a poet who 
laid his own lengthy "Sponsa Dei” upon Hopkins's desk 
for criticism, and who, when that criticism was mildly 
adverse, did not hesitate to commit "the work to the' 
flames without reserve of a single paragraph."35

Thus as one studies Hopkins step by step it

35.. G. P. Lahey, S. J., og. cit♦, 66.
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becomes apparent that his formation was rather a growth 
outward from native, internal impetus, not the result 
of following patterns described by past or contempora
neous authors. His individual, original craftsmanship 
will be discussed in the next chapter.



C H A P T E R  III

THE T E C H N I Q U E  OP G E RARD M A N L E Y  H O P K I N S

In their i n t r o d u c t i o n  to N e w  P o e t r y  the authors 

acknow l e d g e  that h a d  they traced the b e g i nning of the 

m o d e r n  m o v e m e n t  to its u l t i m a t e  sources they "should 

have b e e n  compe l l e d  to r e p r esent g e n e r o u s l y  such n i n e

tee n t h  c e n t u r y  m o d e r n s  as E m i l y  Dickinson, Gerard H o p

kins and S t e p h e n  Crane." Hopkins Is given the pecul i a r  

d i s t i n c t i o n  of h a v i n g  " w orked out a d e e p l y  original 

m e t r i c a l  p a t t e r n  capable of e x q u i s i t e l y  rich, subtle 

and flexible m o d u l a t i o n s . " !

L o n g  before Hopkins the preco c i o u s  C h a t t e r t o n  

h a d  e x p e r i m e n t e d  w i t h  meter, I n t r o d u c i n g  m o r e  than f i f t y  

diversities in his R o w l e y  poems alone. C o l e r i d g e  p o s

sessed a bent for the same thing, but he was not i n v e s t

ed w i t h  the same ardor. No one u p  to H o p k i n s ' s  time 

h a d  m a d e  of the e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n  a m o v e m e n t  that should 

grip the m i n d s  and wills of poets to m e t a m o r p h o s e  their 

n e w  ventures into a p e r m a n e n t  and accept a b l e  style. I n  

1931 B e n j a m i n  M u s s e r  wrote that "the E n g l i s h  p r i e s t - p o e t  

was m o r e  m o d e r n  than m o s t  of the moderns, of w h o m  he Is

1. H a rriet M o n r o e  and A lice C o r b i n  Henderson, 
N e w  P o e t r y , xlvii.

I
7

i
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the unacknowledged and almost unknown grandfather."2 
Today Mr. Musser would modify this statement to indicate 
Hopkins’s ever-increasing popularity, for "Fame, for 
long avoided, at last found him out. He who feared to 
be Time’s eunuch has defeated Time with many a poem 
that both breeds and wakes."3

Indeed there is little of Hopkins’s slender vol
ume of verse that Is not extraordinary, "not a timid or 
neutral or really sober poem"2 3 4 in it. Stanley J. Kunitz 
says that one cannot read five words of it without feel
ing that "something great is beginning, something full 
of life."5 Of the various factors that combine to make 
Hopkins’s poetry great as well as unique, his new 
rhythms, peculiar diction, alliteration, elipses, his
self-made prosody, and even his "weaknesses", the use»
of what he styles "sprung rhythm" Is perhaps the most 
outstanding.

Sprung rhythm is not the difficult matter it. at 
first appears to be. The term sprung exactly defines

2. Benjamin Musser, "The Newness of New Poetry." America, XLIV (March 21, 1931), 579-80.
3. Claude Colleer Abbott, ojd. cit., xlvii.
4. H. Flanner, o£. cit. , 331-2.
5. Stanley J. Kunitz, 0£. cit., 491.
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what is most essential to it. It is like the conscious 
stroke of a hammer followed by the lesser strokes in
duced by the first stroke, like an ocean wave striking 
a wall with force and falling back into weakening waves, 
like a stroke upon a piano key answered by reverberat
ing tones within; but with this restriction that the 
accented sound in sprung rhythm may be followed either 
by no slack sound at all, or by only one, or by two, or

the stress on the first syllable always, there could be 
four variations of falling movements a monosyllabic, 
trochaic, dactylic, or paeonic measure. What does mat
ter is that there be a very pronounced stress in each
measure, which stress in a four-syllable measure may
occur on the first, second, third, or fourth syllable,»
the measure then being designated as first, second, 
third, or fourth paeonic.

Seldom, If ever, is the paeon used as an exclu
sive measure. Usually the poem consists of some common 
rhythm into which the sprung rhythm is suddenly in- „ 
serted (two stresses together) and continued, causing 
the shock of pleasure to the reader— preferably the 
hearer. Thus:

three slacks, and with
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U  /r » X

(  L S  /  U  *  U
X  1 X  * X"I caught this morning morning’s minion, king-

i ' X  x ' :̂ x >  [  ' 70S 7 »  J  X  L /  Xdom of daylight's dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn 
’ / x<y x x - ’/x ^Falcon, in his riding"*3
Besides serving as an example of sprung rhythm, 

the above lines portray several other characteristics 
of Hopkins that may be mentioned in passing: the scan
sion running on from line to line, a feature the poet 
designated as "over-rove"; and the wonderfully musical 
alliteration.

of "counterpoint rhythm" may also be noted in the above 
luotation. The contrapuntal idea, that of carrying on 
;wo rhythms at the same time he brought to his verse 
Trom the field of pure music. In the first line, by 
the time the ear has heard the five successive iambs, 

scustomed to the rising, short-long rhythm 
ttinues to hear it even after the new re-
.ing rhythm is actually being heard; that is,

cne poen superimposes a second rhythm upon the first 
and the two continue simultaneously to the augmented ' 
pleasure of the hearer— that is, the two rhythms con
tinue for some time, not over long passages. It was

In addition to these distinctions Hopkins’s use

6. Robert Bridges, Editor, op. cit., 29
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this his musical proclivity ever urged him to try; he 
was haunted by the idea, and one who studied his life 
and habits declared that Hopkins came as near to accom
plishing the feat "as verse can without verging on de-

ot a matter of difficulty. His imag- 
:een, his sense of hearing acute. And 
hat poetry be read with the ear and

mm, next only to his passion for color. C. C. Coblentz 
has even advocated that new readers of Hopkins should 
select one or two of the shorter pieces and read them 
aloud to the sound of running water, that a water faucet 
would do in the absence of a water fall.

s suggestion may seem overdrawn, but the 
try as a spoken art and not a written one is

widely accepted among poets today, Vachel Lindsay, ac
cording to the same critic, being one of "its most pic
turesque exponents."7 8 This emphasizes again the mod- ' 
emity of Hopkins. In her introductory essay to New

His Own." Ave Maria, XXXIII (February 7, 1931), 161-3.

lirium."7
To Hopkins himself the perception of distinct

Beauty of sound was a passion with

7. H. Flanner, op. cit., 331-2.
8. C. C. Coblentz, "Catholic Poet Comes Into
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Voices, Mrs. Wilkinson voices the same opinion. She 
claims that "all good poetry is to be read aloud. No
body has ever read a poem until he has read it with his

\ own voice for the pleasure of his own ears t t9

There are two lines in Father Hopkins's "Wreck
>f the Deutschland" that particularly show the need of\audible reading:

"And hurls for him, 0 half hurls earth for him, 
off under his feet."

"Broad with warm breast and with ah 1 bright 
wings."

! To hurry over these lines with the eye only is

»*»
to miss their beauty entirely. To read them aloud,

/ slowly, inflecting the "0" of the one line and the "ah
I of the other is to experience something of the pleasure*

the poet himself felt in creating them, and which he 
meant to convey to the sympathetic reader-hearer.

In fact Hopkins demands slow reading. The mu
sic he loved was not jazz; he was not modern in that/
respect. Moreover, when his poems are read slowly and'

% with the ear, many of his so-called oddities vanish, 
the luxuriance of his diction becomes acutely apparent,
\
1

9. Mrs. M. 0. Wilkinson, 0£. cit., 11.
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and his self-made prosody intelligible. In "The Leaden 
Echo and the Golden Echo" the musical accompaniment to 
the theme— the theme, a question whether beauty does 
not irrevocably vanish and the reply that it is forever 
safe— is rich and prolonged. It is built up of allit
erative notes, "Come then, your ways and airs and 
looks, locks, maiden gear, gallantry and gaiety and 
grace," intense repetitions, "What while we, while we 
slumbered," and majestic adjectives, "heavy-headed hun
dredfold," and compounded constructions, "beauty-in-the-
ghost," "care-coiled," "care-killed."

Of all the qualities of Hopkins probably the 
most discussed is this peculiar diction. Miss Hilde
garde Planner is eloquent in praise of it. She writes 
In The Hew Republic;

•  .
His mind discarded ordinary word se

quences and grammatical arrangements, creating 
for Itself an original order which has its own 
habits of ingenious displacement and Irregu
larity, making sometimes grace and sometimes 
grandeur. He can halt a sentence, a verse, 
retard it with a broken preposition, then set 
it spinning with a participle to gather mo
mentum until it collects its own climax . . .  *
extravagances of a kind is the inevitable re
sult, but extravagances so Integrated, so 
disciplined to Intention, that the accomplish ment never sinks to mere lavishness.10

10. H. Planner, 0£. clt., 351-2.
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In "The Golden Echo" such a misplacement, a 
mild one, may be noticed: "every hair Is, hair of the 
head, numbered." In "The Bugler's First Communion" an
other, not so mild:

A bugler boy from barrack (it is over the hill
This very very day came down to us after

a boon he on
My late being there begged of me . . .

But far subtler and entirely unintelligible to 
the average reader are long passages, say, in the clos
ing lines of "Harry Ploughman,"

Churlsgrace, too, child of Amansstrength, how 
it hangs or hurls

Them— broad in bluffhide his frowning feet 
lashed.' raced

With, along them, cragiron under and cold furls—  
With-a-fountain's shining-shot furls.

and in almost every line of “Tom's Garland," opening
with *

Tom— garlanded with squat and surly steel 
Tom; then Tom's fallowbootfellow piles pick 
By him and rips out rockfire homeforth— a sturdy

Dick;
The word churlsgrace is one of innumerable ex

amples of Father Hopkins's inventions of diction, in- * 

ventions, however, as Mr. Herbert Read points out, that 
are not coinages but rather "new combinations of exist
ing words."-^

11. Herbert Read, 0£. clt., 51.
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They are not difficult to find and are of every variety 
of the parts of speech. On almost every page there are 
such as "candycoloured," "gluegold-brown," "new-nestle," 
"selfyeast," "fault-not-found-with," "herds-long," 
“else-minded," "no-man-fathomed," "day-labouring-out," 
"ruder-rounded," "purple-of-thunder," "wilful-wavier," 
"worid-wielding," "very-violet-sweet." Oftener than 
not tney are alliterative, and meaningful, not mere 
"fillers."

But what really was an innovation in Hopkins, 
at least among modern poets, is something like the re
verse process of constructing compounds, namely, the 
disintegrating of words into their original elements.
In "The Wreck" there occurs "Brim in a flash, full
for brimful In a flash"; and the omission of a suffix»
when the suffix follows a following word, as in "Spelt 
Prom Sibyl's Leaves," "sheathe- and shelterless," for 
sheatheless and shelterless.

Further devices that the poet constantly made 
use of but said little about were those of omissions * 
and of awkward inversions. These again are the result 
of his spontaneous, copious thinking and his Imperative 
need to voice everything with one breath, as It were.
In "Carrion Comfort" the lines "Cheer whom though? the
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hero whose heaven-handling fixing me, foot trod Me?” 
contain a characteristic omission of the possessive rel
ative, before foot. The sonnet beginning "No worst, 
there is none," contains a very common ellipsis, one 
really intelligible however: "Holds them cheap May who 
ne'er hung there" for "may you hold those men cheap who 
have never hung there."

This propensity for economy in words results in 
an almost total disregard for punctuation, as if the 
poet scorned punctuation, regarding it as an arbitrary 
thing, believing that it is the thought that matters. 
Many instances such as, "Down this darksome world com
fort where can I find When ’ts light I quenched," may 
be seen in one of the longer poems, "St. Winfred's 
Well." »

A charming little poem of three quatrains en
titled "At the Wedding March," contains a more serious 
spareness of words and of punctuation. It begins:

God with honour hang your head,
Groom, and grace you, bride, your bed
With lissome scions, sweet scions, ,
Out of hallowed bodies bred.

Commenting on this same stanza, Daniel Sargent
says:

Ten to one the eye, even if it tries 
to regard the punctuation, will, the first time
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it reads this quatrain, read it wrong. It 
will give the reader to understand that God 
is being asked to hang his head, and that 
the bride is being summoned to groom and 
grace your bed. This is a lamentable mis
reading of a poem which asks God to honour 
a bridegroom’s head, and to grace a bride’s 
bed with children, lissome as scions, and bred out of hallowed bodies.12

As to the various riming schemes Hopkins has
employed, they are as numerous as those of the average
modern poet. The above scheme, a, a, b, a, occurs again
in a fragment beginning

Thee, God, I came from, to thee go,
All day long I like fountain flow 
Prom thy hand out, swayed about 
Mote-like in thy mighty glow.

An example of perfect evenness of rhythm and
rime in Hopkins may be found in ”0n a piece of music”:

How all’s to one thing wrought i 
The members, how they sit.’
0 what a tune the thought 
Must be that fancied it.
Nor angel insight can 
Learn how the heart is hence:
Since all the make of man 
Is law’ 3 indifference.
What makes the man and what
The man within that makes: ,
Ask whom he serves or not
Serves and what side he takes.

These three stanzas are followed by six others, all

12. Daniel Sargent, op. cit., 171
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equally even, and constituting a rare instance of un
broken sameness in Hopkins. One other, also in easy 
iambic rhythm and in alternate rime but in six-line 
stanzas is the rather long poem "Nondum."

More frequently the rime scheme alters in the 
same poem, and even the number of lines per stanza.
"The Escorial" is a poem in point. Stanzas one and two 
contain nine verses each, riming: a, b, a, b, b, c, b, 
c, c; stanza three, of eight lines, rimes: a, b, a, b, 
c, b, c, c, while stanza four, back to nine lines, 
rimes: a, b, a, b, b, a, b, a, a.

It is also interesting to perceive that general 
ly the more even the rhythm and rime, the more simple 
and understandable the thought. One need read the lit
tle fragment,

»
To him who ever thought with love of me 
Or ever did for my sake some good deed 
I will appear, looking such charity 
And kind compassion, at his life's last need 
That he will out of hand and heartily 
Repent he sinned and all his sins be freed.

but once, and rapidly if he wish, to glean the thought
contained that the reward of a slight charity done the
poet in life shall earn the giver the grace of final
absolution.

Where long line follows long line, here and 
there interspersed with short, uneven lines, often the
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thought must he sought by repeated attentive readings. 
Such are the closing lines of "The Golden Echo":

0 then, weary then why should we tread? 0 why 
are we so haggard at the heart, so care- 
coiled, care-killed, so fagged, so fashed, 
so cogged, so cumbered,

When the thing we freely forfeit is kept with 
fonder a care,

Ponder a care kept than we could have kept it, 
kept

Par with fonder a care (and we, we should have 
lost it) finer, fonder

A care kept.— Where kept? Do but tell us where 
kept, where.—

Yonder.— What high as that.' We follow, now we 
follow.—
Yonder, yes yonder, yonder,

Yonder.
But the repeated readings are repaid, too, by 

the pleasure gained in hearing the echoing word kept, 
which over and over again reassures the poet that "the 
thing we freely forfeit" is not lost but is in safe
keeping, and at some future, time shall be within his 
own recovery.

Gerard Hopkins’s weaknesses, some of which have 
already been introduced in the first part of this chap
ter, are classified mainly as obscurity, peculiar eccen
tricities of style, and faulty diction. Of these the 
one most criticized and most lamented by the popular 
reader is obscurity. Even in his own lifetime this was 
true of the few who had the privilege of reading the 
poet’s verse. Once he replied to an attack by Bridges
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for that very thing,
You give me a long jobation about ec

centricities. Alas, I have heard so much 
about and suffered so much for and in fact 
being so completely ruined for life by my 
alleged singularities that they are a sore subject.13

Already a few years previously Hopkins had as
sured Bridges that his ambiguity was Intentional, with 
the self-justification:

Granted that it needs study and is 
obscure, for indeed I was not over-desirous 
that the meaning of all should be quite clear, 
at least unmistakable, you might, without the 
effort that to make it all out would seem to 
have required, have nevertheless read it so 
that lines and stanzas should be left in the 
memory and superficial impressions deepened, 
and have liked some without exhausting all. I 
am sure I have read and enjoyed pages of poetry that way.14

Indeed most literary critics today extenuate 
Hopkins in the matter of obscurity. Herbert Read does 
so on the ground that

Hopkins was a revolutionary; that i3 to say, 
his values were so fundamentally opposed to 
current practices that only by an effort of 
the imagination could they be comprehended.
Once they are comprehended, many apparent 
faults are justified, and there is no reason to dwell on any of them.15

13. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, oj>. cit., 126. 
!4. Ibid., 50.
15. Herbert Read, o£. cit., 48.



78

Miss Phare is of the opinion that much great 
poetry is great because of ambiguity of some kind.
Of Hopkins she says:

Hopkins’s poetry is, as it happens, less am
biguous than most in respect of mere logical 
meaning: the ambiguity is usually in the im
plications of mood and attitude in the poet, 
as in The Windhover, where he writes in a mood 
in which he is at once consoled and despairing: 
he feels both attitudes as possibilities and 
seems to adopt neither to the exclusion of theother.16

Mr. I. A. Richards is of the same opinion. He argues 
at some length that "modern verse is perhaps more often 
too lucid than too obscure." He continues:

It passes through the mind (or the 
mind passes over it) with too little friction 
and too swiftly for the development of the 
response. Poets who can compel slow reading 
have thus an additional advantage. The effort, 
the heightened attention, may brace the reader, 
and that peculiar intellectual thrill which 
celebrates the step-by-step conquest of under
standing may irradiate and awaken other mental activities more essential to poetry.17

Thus it is clear that many critics agree that 
Hopkins's so-called obscurity is not really obscurity 
at all after the reader has taken time and thought to

16. E. E. Phare, 0£. clt., 95-6.
17. I. A. Richards, "Gerard Hopkins." Dial, 

LXXXI (September, 1926), 195-205.
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trace out his allusions, to visualize his comparisons, 
to discover his ideas and, especially, to feel the 
emotion that called into "being his fiery exaltation or 
his abysmal dejectedness.

His eccentricities of style contribute not a 
little to this oddness of which he is accused. Besides 
the "awkward locutions" such as "Our heart's charity's 
hearth’s fire, our thought's chivalry’s throng’s Lord," 
already mentioned, there are frequent grammatical innov
ations or extravagances with which a poet may be en
tranced but the average reader annoyed. To the patient 
reader it must be evident that Hopkins was forced to 
write thus from the tumult of his thoughts or emotions, 
or for the sake of the meter about which he was very
particular; and so if he annoys it is never malicious-

»
ly. Describing the swimmer in preparing for his chance 
dive,

. . . his twiny boots
Past he opens, last he offwrings 
Till walk the world he can with bare his feet.18

"twiny" is clearly a word coined then and there to der
scribe a pair of laced-up high top boots. "Past he
opens" for he quickly opens; "last he offwrings" for
the quick action of pulling them off forcibly; "till

18. Robert Bridges, Editor, 0£. cit., 90
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walk the world he can with hare his feet” for so he
can walk upon the hank there in his hare feet, all
three little clauses inverted for the desired metrical
effect, and the "fast” and "last" placed first in
their clauses possibly also for the sake of emphasis.

A great deal has heen said and written against
the poet's diction, of his ignoring the usual rules of
syntax and of punctuation. Certain points in "Spelt
from Sibyl’s Leaves," one of the "terrible sonnets,"
are clearly faulty. There is the curious word, through-
ther, supposed to he expanded into "each through the
other." Then, what is the predicate in the clause
"Only the beak-leaved houghs dragonish damask the tool-
smooth bleak light;"? If it he "damask," in the sense
of "pattern," then an adjective is employed as a verb.*
A little later comes the imperative construction:

. . . let life wind
Off her once skeined stained veined variety 

upon, all on two spools;19
Surely here is a series of adjectives naked of punctu
ation, and by the man who the following year wrote to / 
Bridges:

In printing I hope you are not going to give 
in to that piece of German unlogic of writing

19* I^ld.. 51
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'red white and "blue', 'fish flesh fowl or 
good red herring» without stops. The German 
printers are the worst masters in punctuation 
that you could take. They ditch their sen
tences with commas where they break the 
sense's neck and they leave them out where it 
is wailing for them. It is worse than writing Virgil Vergil.20

It may be that after Nov. 4, 1882— when the above was 
written— Hopkins's sentences were "ditched" with no un
necessary commas, but before that date certainly there 
was a sufficient number "wailing for them."

Not commas only, but words and parts of words 
are missing, as, in continuing the above quotation the 
parenthetical insertions testify (parentheses ours):

(let her) part, pen, pack Now her all in two flocks, two folds— (the one) 
black, (the other) white; (the one) right;
(the other) wrong; (let her) reckon but, reck but, mind

But these two; (let her be-) ware of a world
where but these two. tell, each off the other; 
(where but these two tell) of a rack 

Where, selfwrung, selfstrung, sheathe- (less) and 
shelterless, thoughts 
against thoughts in groans grind.21

20. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, op. cit.. 160-1. ---
21. Robert Bridges, Editor, 0£. cit., 51



CHAPTER IV

HOPKINS'S PLACE IN THE FIELD OF POETRY TODAY

Far from achieving fame as a poet in his own 
lifetime, Hopkins can he said to have had hut a very- 
limited reputation as a poet; he was not "popular" in 
any acceptation of the term. It is true that in his 
early school days he had received prizes for two poems, 
hut the renown of the achievement had not struck deeply 
enough into the memory of Canon Dixon, an instructor at 
the Highgate school at the time, nor indeed into Hop
kins's own memory to enable either accurately to recall 
the event in adult life. Less than ten years before 
his death, Father Hopkins remarked in a letter to Dixon
that the life he lead was liable to many mortifications

»

hut the one of fame as a poet was the least of them.
The charm and sincerity investing the whole of his po
etry must be attributed to the fact that Hopkins wrote 
not to attract praise but because of the urge of self
expression within him, a need that was fully satisfied' 
without the applause of others.

To say that Hopkins was not popular in his own 
day is not to say that he was not distinguished. Hop
kins had come from a home of distinguished people. He
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had attended the best of schools and moved among such 
Illustrious contemporaries as E. S. Talbot, Barrat of 
Balliol, John Wordsworth, later Bishop of Salisbury, 
and Kitson of Queen's, to say nothing of his dearest 
friends, Canon Dixon, Robert Bridges, and John Henry 
Newman. After forty years, the Reverend L. W. Lechmere 
looks back upon his Oxford days and writes: "Of all I 
came upon at Oxford there was not one whose superfine
ness of mind and character was more expressed in his 
entire being."1

Nevertheless, Hopkins never experienced popular
enthusiasm. Even the Jesuit Month refused to publish
his two masterpieces— a decision gracefully accepted by
Hopkins himself and not unfavorably criticized by
friends of the poet today. Notable misjudgments in

•

literary estimates have been committed before. The 
Athenians blundered when they refused to accept Sopho
cles's Oedipus Rex; an Oxford don omitted altogether 
the name of Shakespeare when, some years after the lat
ter's death, he drew up a list of England's greatest , 
dramatists; the Dublin Review rejected Francis Thomp
son's essay on Shelley.

1. Molly M. Burke, ojd. cit., 459-60.



84

In his own lifetime there were two pupils who 
were at least partially willing to profit by his new 
ideas, copiously explained to them. These were Canon
Dixon— whose native literary talent lay in the field of 
history, not poetry— and Robert Bridges, who undeniably 
profited by Father Hopkins’s patient and illuminating 
correspondence and later became his literary executor, 
launching upon the world its first extensive knowledge 
of Gerard Manley Hopkins.

Up to that year (1918)— the close of the World 
War, the time the Poet Laureate correctly judged appro
priate for the world’s acceptance of theories so new

/ 'JZL
and so revolutionary— very few of Hopkins’s poems had ...
been published. Up to this time, Bridges had printed a
selection of his poems in the eighth volume of Miles’s»
Poets and Poetry of the Century (1892-1897). Hopkins 
was represented in Orby Shipley’s Carmlna Mariana 
(1893). Another selection occurs in Canon Beeching’s 
Lyra Sacra (1894). Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch included 
a separate poem, "The Starlight Night,” in his anthol- , 
ogy, The Oxford Book of Victorian Verse (1912). Hop
kins is also the subject of an essay by Miss Katherine 
Bregy in her book The Poet’s Chantry (1925)— "a scant 
bibliography indeed," says Joyce Kilmer, "for a
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genuinely inspired poet, the most scrupulous word- 
artist of the nineteenth century.’"2 3 4

During all the thirty years subsequent to the 
death of Father Hopkins in 1889, Robert Bridges cher
ished the dream of publishing at least some of the 
poet’s poems; this dream was realized when the first 
edition, containing seventy-four poems and fragments, 
was brought out by him in the year 1918. There were, 
according to Mr. H. A. Lappin, three principal sources 
whence the poems were derived:

1. a manuscript book into which Mr.
Bridges had pasted copies in Hopkins’ autograph 
as they were received from the poet;

2. a collection of the poet’s letters 
to R. W. Dixon containing autograph poems with a few late corrections;

3. a bundle of posthumous papers to 
which Mr. Bridges has access after Father Hopkins’s death.3

Mr. Lappin hails this book of poems as "unchallenge- 
ably the rarest and most delightful book of poetry 
which the year 1919 has so far bestowed on us."4

Widespread interest in the new modern poet

2. Joyce Kilmer, 0£. clt., 241-5.
3. H. A. Lappin, og. clt., 501-12
4. Ibid., 501-12.
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followed in the wake of this edition among poets and 
students of poetry. It quickly went out of print, how
ever, and was available only as a collectors’ item.
The literary career which this small volume initiated 
was not ostentatious indeed, but It was vigorous.

So much had the fame of Hopkins grown up to the 
end of the second decade of the century, both in England 
and in America, that serious consideration was given to 
a second edition of his poems, as well as to the writ
ing of his life story. In the spring of 1950 the biog
raphy, Gerard Manley Hopkins. by G. F. Lahey, S. J., 
appeared and further stimulated the ever-growing inter
est in Hopkins. That there were divergent appraisals 
of Hopkins, the poet, may be seen from the following
criticism of a reviewer of the biography:»

Speaking of modern poets, I cannot 
protest too vehemently against the stupidity 
of the anonymous reviewer of G. P. Lahey's 
Life of Gerard Manley Hopkins in the New York
Tlme3~~Book Review. July 2*7, 1930........ I
think it will be the testimony of future gen
erations that his "modernity" is as long as
his genius was deep........ At present I
wish only to remark that I achieve bottomless ' 
despair at the spectacle of the helplessness 
and yet the cocksureness of a mediocre re
viewer before a new and genuine poet.6

We may also note from this same critic that not 6

6. D. Tante, "Dilly Tante Observes." Wilson Bulletin. V (September, 1930), 61. ------
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o n l y  k n o w l e d g e  of Hopkins h a d  spread, but that his i n

fluence on c o n t e m p o r a r y  poets was noticeable. She 

c o n t i n u e s :

The admirers of H o p k i n s’s w o r k  have 
g r o w n  s t e adily in number, despite the d i f f i
culty (soon to be remedied) of p r o c u r i n g  his 
work, a n d  h e  is t o d a y  a stronger force than 
ever, exerting his influence on such m e n  as 
Bridges himself, James Joyce, Hart Crane, 
and E. E. Cummings. I n  t r u t h  I k n o w  of no 
young poet of talent in this c o u n t r y  today, 
whose face is n o t  t urned to him, t h o u g h  it 
w i l l  be m a n y  genera t i o n s  b e f o r e  a p o p u l a r  
a u d ience will even k n o w  his n a m e . 1?

A  s e cond e d i t i o n  was b r o u g h t  out in July, 1930, 

w h i c h  c o n t a i n e d  s e v e n t e e n  m o r e  poems than the 1918 

e d ition and a n  i n t r o d u c t i o n  b y  Charles W i l l i a m s  c o m

prising, it was said, "one of the m o s t  d i s c e r n i n g  e s

timates of c e r t a i n  values in Hopkins that h a d  yet a p

pe a r e d . " 8

That the influence of Hopkins was ever reaching 

out into w i d e r  spheres and d e e p e n i n g  into telling i m i

tation among a c k n o w l e d g e d  poets, is seen f r o m  such 

t e s t i m o n y  as the following:

Small w o n d e r  it is that the poems of 
G erard M a n l e y  Hopkins have a l r e a d y  a r o u s e d  the 
e n t h u s i a s m  of a small but v e r y  select and

7. Ibid., 61.

8. H. Planner, op. c i t ., 331-2.
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extremely ardent group of admirers, for they 
create a language, make use of rhythms, and 
draw upon themes to which, shockingly new as 
they would have been in Hopkins’s day, we 
have been introduced and in some cases accus
tomed by our contemporary idols. Among the 
first to welcome the work of this English 
Jesuit must be counted those who had earlier 
rallied to the support of T. S. Eliot, James 
Joyce, and Gertrude Stein. For this reason 
it is perhaps fortunate that these poems did 
not appear until almost thirty years after 
their author’s death. Robert Bridges’s pub
lication of his friend’s verses in 1918— and 
to a lesser degree this second edition— is a 
literary event of almost equal importance to 
Paul Valery's emergence from his twenty 
years' silence with La Jeune Parque.9

After the publication of the Life and the sec
ond edition of his poems, it was abundantly evident 
that Hopkins had come into his own. How he who so as
siduously clung to retirement in life has been gently 
but emphatically brought before the footlights, and the 
smallest memories of him are sought after in reverence 
to the one who "blazed the trail for all the modernists 
in contemporary poetry."9 10

The year 1935 contributed to a much more de
tailed knowledge of Hopkins himself and of the theory 
of his poetry, for two volumes of his correspondence

9. J. O’Brien, "Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins: 
Review." Bookmant LXXIII (April, 1931), 206-9.

10. E. Moran, o£. cit., 582.
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were published by the Oxford University Press, London, 
from which intimate biographical lights not found in 
the recent Life may be read. Each volume contains an 
introductory essay by Professor C. C. Abbott, earnest 
and scholarly attempts to elucidate the relationship 
then existing between Hopkins and Bridges and between 
Hopkins and Dixon.

Immediately following the publication of these 
two volumes of letters reviewers were at pains to extol 
the virtues of the poet’s verse and its undeniable in
fluence. One writes:

It would be no exaggeration to call 
Gerard Manley Hopkins the strongest phenomenon 
of Victorian England. His mind, as revealed 
In these letters, In its reverence for ”character” and conservatism, was almost solid 
Victorian: his spirit was that of the medie
val ascetic: his poetry, which was more equal
ly the product of mind, and spirit than that of 
any other Victorian writer, bears the indelible Imprint of the exile.ll

Another, still more enthusiastic, writes:
No poet of the Victorian period is of 

so much importance to contemporaries as Father 
Hopkins. His Influence today is greater than 
that of all but the most influential living 
poets, and if not to the extent that one might 
wish, he Is effecting even its ideology.

To living poets he is something like 
"the greatest of the Victorians," and his 
greatness Is in this, that to call him "Victo-

11. C. Lewis Day, ojd. clt. t 52.
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rian" is simply to indicate the period to 
which he belonged, not a group of ideas and 
sentiments by which he was bound. As his 
audience increases, his influence increasesj 
as his influence increases, he becomes less 
identified with his own time, more identified 
with ours. He is now vastly more important 
than he was during his own lifetime.12

Frequently poets, like artists in other fields,
have their little day, their moment of triumph, but the
very rapidity of their ascendency consumes them, and
the ashe3 of their achievements are buried with their
own. There were such Victorians in Hopkins’s day, some
his own pen had marked for what they were, passing,
with no promise of permanence. He himself, as we have
reiterated in this work, was not popular in his own day.

” . . .  nothing,” says Mr. Herbert Read, 
could have made Hopkins’s poetry popular in 
his own day: it was necessary that it should 
first be absorbed by the sensibility of a new 
generation of poets, and by them masticated to 
a suitable pulp for less sympathetic minds.
That process is going on apace now, and when 
the history of the last decade of English 
poetry comes to be written by a dispassionate 
critic, no influence will rank in importance with that of Gerard Manley Hopkins.1$

12. Raymond Larsson, op. cit., 219-221.
13. Herbert Read, op. cit., 45.



CHAPTER V

HOPKINS'S CONTRIBUTION TO CATHOLIC LITERATURE

Catholic literature since a little later than 
the middle of the nineteenth century has been, especial
ly in English-speaking countries, a literature of revolt 
against the "Liberalism, the anti-intellectual Romantic 
aesthetic, scientific naturalism, and the other Insti
tutions of a social order that seemed firmly established 
and destined to endure indefinitely."! It is true that 
one hundred years ago the numbers who formed the feeble 
nucleus of the present revolutionary army of writers 
were so small that they did not attract very distant nor 
very profound notice. Today this army marches under the
gay but dignified White and Gold of the Roman Church;

»its recruits are from all lands, and in most cases the 
members have not deserted from the colors of other 
creeds, but out of their own "encircling gloom" they 
have been lured into the beauty and light and safety of 
Catholic philosophy, liturgy and doctrine.

Representatives of this host of writers are 
John Henry Newman— whom some designate the leader of the

1. Calvert Alexander, S. J., 0£. cit., 4.
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revolt— Aubrey de Vere, Robert S. Hawker, Coventry 
Patmore, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Alice Meynell, Lionel 
Johnson, Francis Thompson, Christopher Dawson, Compton 
Mackenzie, Evelyn Waugh, Sheila Kaye-Smith, Christopher 
Hollis, Arnold Lunn, G. K. Chesterton, Hilaire Belloc, 
Maurice Baring, Alfred Noyes, and many others, partic
ularly contemporary writers; in Ireland, such as O'Curry, 
O’Donovan, Mangan, Banin, Carleton, Kickham, and Kather
ine Tynan; in France, Bazin, Bordeaux, Claudel, Gheon, 
Maritain, and Maurice; in Denmark, Jorgensen; in Russia, 
Berdyaev; in Italy, Papini; in Germany, Karl Adam; in 
Spain, Jose Maria Penan; in Norway, Sigrid Undset.

Although international in geographical scope,
all of these writers and all other Catholic writers of
this period not named here, are bent on one thing, the* '
placement of the spiritual in its rightful position, 
that is, above all that is purely natural, material, 
"modern,” and pagan. With little hope of success could 
this purpose have been attempted in the years immedi
ately preceding the Great War when the world was blind
ed by success and satisfied with the surfeiting that 
abundance brings. The philosophy of life arising from 
this condition of plenty was wholly natural and was fast 
degenerating into contentment with not only material
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sufficiency but also with a very dangerous self-suffi
ciency. The World War swept away these illusions but 
left nothing sustaining in its place; a wretched and 
undeceived humanity discovered it had no sound philos
ophy upon which to build again. Casting about for aid 
and finding it to exist only within the treasure-house 
of the ages-old Church, numberless thinkers grasped to 
their hearts her fine heritage of philosophy, art and 
culture and found so much holy joy and abundant peace 
in the change that their pens were called upon to ex
press what their minds approved and their hearts sang.

The Catholic literary revival as it is today, 
therefore, had not the force and proportions of a move
ment until after the Great War. Nevertheless its main
characteristics were present and vibrant in many iso* .
lated convert-writers before that period, particularly 
from Cardinal Newman on down. In Gerard Manley Hopkins, 
as in his friend Newman and many others, we may discern 
all of them.

It has been averred that Hopkins was not essen
tially a religious poet. However, discerning readers 
of all of Hopkins’s poems must find it apparent that 
religion was their highest inspiration and the logical 
basis of even those of not strictly religious theme.



94

One need read any one of the authentic non-Catholic re
cent poets of America to note the vast difference of 
concept and after-effect upon the reader. The frivol
ity in some of Whitman, the pessimism of Robinson, the 
lack of finality in Frost are qualities entirely absent 
in Hopkins. He is ever serious, joyous in his suffer
ing, and sure of his destiny. His heart exults in God, 
revels in the glories and prerogatives of Mary, warms 
at the mention of martyr-names, throbs at the ministra
tion of the sacraments, and weeps when his fellow-men 
sorrow.

In the expression of all of this Hopkins was 
far from timid. Chesterton-like, he fearlessly submit
ted these religion-tempered poems to the Protestant
poet-laureate and to Dixon, his Methodist minister»
friend. The bulk of the poetry of the romanticists, as 
well as much of that of the Victorians, rigidly barred 
notions of a religious character. More often their in
spiration was nature, human life, philosophy, liberty, 
war, heroism— anything but religion. Hopkins's poetry 
is the antithesis of all this; to him it is religion 
first and above all, for even when his themes are 
largely built on nature and human living, they "bear 
deeply impressed upon them the traces of religious as-
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ceticism.”2
Commenting on the manner of Hopkins1s employment of 

nature, the Reverend George O’Neill, S. J., writes:
As we might expect, his art presents 

us with many pieces in which nature is hut the 
vestibule of revelation and his fine sense of 
its life and beauty but guides him to higher 
thoughts. Of such imaginative work we have a 
brief exquisite example in the early lyric of 
a nun taking the veil:—

I have desired to go
Where springs not fail,

To fields where flies no sharp and sided hail
And a few lilies blow.
And I have asked to be 

Where no storms come,
Where the green swell is in the haven’s dumb,

And out of the swing of the sea.3
His heart was ever enveloped, immeshed, in God, and par
ticularly, of course, after the entire dedication of 
himself to religion in the priesthood.

The year in which Gerard Hopkins began his the
ological studies, Gilbert Kieth Chesterton was born. 
Today the Catholic world mourns the loss of Chesterton, 
for he, together with Hilaire Belloc, determined the 
course Catholic literature has taken since the nine-' 
teenth century. Father Alexander, S. J., declares them 2 3

2. S. B. James, o£. cit., 290-95.
3. Rev. George O’Neill, S. J., ojd. cit.. 85.
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the leaders of the litarary army:
They have brought It about that the greater 
part of this literature should be aggressive, 
polemical, engaged principally in defending 
the good things of our culture rather than in 
the recollected exploration and enjoyment of 
them. They had determined that its novels 
should be problem novels, and that history, 
satire, and the argumentative tract should 
assume a greater importance than poetry and 
the artistic essay. They, finally, have set 
up as t he ideal of the modern Catholic lit
terateur one who writes as copiously as the 
early Fathers of the Church, for their num
bers were few in comparison with the voices 
of the enemy and they must cover a large 
battle front with a small but superactive force.4

Catholic revivalists today revolt against the
indecision, the helplessness of the world in its indif
ference to the historical fact of the Incarnation and 
all that supreme event means to men. They revolt
against the purely natural trend that cannot see and»
therefore knows not the supernatural and its heavenly 
beauty. As Aodh de Blacam describes the movement:

carrying upernatural life in common]
into their poems, their satires, their his-’ 
torical researches, their conservative toils 
and their radical reforms. All around 
them the world grows cynical as it grows more 
completely unbelieving; and so literature be
comes grotesque, arid, base, save where the 4

Catholic revivalists] are

4. Calvert Alexander, S. J., op. cit.. 242
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Catholic salt saves it.5 6
Thus it is clear that it is not in the realm of 

poetry alone that the revival is being carried on.
There are outstanding leaders In various countries rep
resenting the Church in every literary department. To 
cite but a few. In his magnificent trilogy, The Torch- 
bearers , Alfred Noyes has written an "epic of science" 
in which, after a decade of labor, he was convinced 
that a synthesis of the sciences can be achieved only 
in the City of God, the Catholic Church. Speaking of 
the timelessness of this book, it was said,

The pall of unbelief and Its funereal 
trimmings of oblivion and futility have 
smothered the faith and hope of millions.
Through the works of Darwin, Haeckel, Vol
taire, Hume, Spencer, and other scientists 
and the misinterpretations of them, "an en
tire generation," as Mr. Noyes puts it, "saw 
the light of immortality withering on the 
distant faces of their beloved dead.". . . .
"The Unknown God" is a "Voice crying in the 
Wilderness," of skepticism and unbelief, 
the answer of faith and hope to the pagan 
philosophy that justifies the mad haste to 
gratify sensual appetites before they are 
overtaken by the crack of doom.6

5. Aodh de Blacam, "Catholics and the Revival 
of Letters." The Irish Monthly. LXIII (November. 1935). 745-52.

6. Marie Tello Phillips, 
Catholic Daily Tribune, June 27,

"The Unknown God." 
1935.



98

A number of Catholic satirists fearlessly serve 
the Catholic cause today. Indeed it has been said that 
only a Catholic can be a satirist, since satire demands 
a definite philosophic position from which to deduce 
conclusions that are sound. Leaders in this field are 
Lewis and Morton, Woodruff and Hollis, Chesterton and 
Belloc, Marshall and Waugh, and Father Knox. The lat
ter, formerly a clergyman in the Church of England, has 
this subtitle for his best satirical work (written how
ever before his reception into the Church), Reunion All 
Around: Being a Plea for the Inclusion Within the 
Church of England of all Mohametans, Jews, Buddists, 
Brahmins, Papists and Atheists submitted to the consid
eration of the British Empire.

A surprisingly l$rge number of the most recog
nized Novelists have for the themes of their plots a 
conversion of some one into the Fold or an entirely 
Catholic theme laid in the ages of Faith. Compton 
Mackenzie*s The Altar Steps is a prelude to The Parson*s 
Progress, which two with The Heavenly Ladder form a ' 
trilogy in which is traced the hero's spiritual evolu
tion from orders in the Anglican Church until his final 
arrival within the bosom of the Roman Church. Sheila 
Kaye-Smith* s The End of the House of Alard, written be
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fore her conversion, depicts no turning to Rome, yet it 
shows forth poignantly the mistake of considering mate
rial advantages above those of supernatural worth. Not 
Built With Hands, by Helen C. White, is, on the other 
hand, entirely Catholic in setting, plot, and style, de
picting the saintly, heroic Gregory, the warrior-count
ess Mathilda, and the sacrilegious Henry of lay-inves
titure renown— a novel meriting recent selection by the 
Catholic Book-of-the-Month Club and a valuable contri
bution to the field of history.

In the realm of pure history, Mr. Belloc says 
there are two problems of prime importance to the re
vivalists; namely, the Conversion of the Roman Empire 
to Catholicism, and the Disaster of the sixteenth cen
tury. He himself has treated both problems; the first,» -
in his very successful little work, Europe and the 
Faith; the second, in two masterpieces, Wol3ey and 
Cranmer, and How the Reformation Happened. There are 
other great historians, other great biographers.

Significant of the intense Catholicity of the 
movement is the fact that a surprisingly large number 
of biographies are those of saints, written by laymen. 
Out of many: St. Thomas Aquinas (Chesterton), Edmund 
Campion (Evelyn Waugh), Saint of the Slave Trade
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(Lunn), St. Catherine of Sienna (Curtayne), The Secret 
of st. John Bosco, Secret of the Little Flower, Secret 
of the Cure d'A.rs (Gheon), and others.

Even she who is styled the distinguished dean 
of American essayists, Miss Agnes Repplier, has two bi
ographies to her credit, Pere Marquette and Junlpero 
Serra, lives of two religious men and saints indeed.

But this activity has come only with the later 
years, for the Catholic literary revival movement was 
slow in reaching into America vitally.

At one time Joyce Kilmer himself walked in the
glamorous world of the new American poets, but that was
before the disillusioning shadows of the Great War had
settled over it, sobering extravagances into judicious
reflection. Separation from his native land and trench»
life abroad produced some of Kilmer’s most Catholic, 
most beautiful lines.

Today every reflecting individual sees the 
chaos into which the world is plunged. Those who are 
aggressive as well as reflective are trying to do some
thing about it. Those who are not Catholic propose in
numerable plans for social reconstruction either on a 
liberal or a national or a social basis, usually, how
ever, a material one. Even in his time Father Hopkins



101

bewailed these conditions and reminded the Creator
plaintively of them in his poem "Nondum:"

And Thou art silent, whilst Thy world 
Contends about its many creeds 
And hosts contend with flags unfurled 
And zeal is flushed and pity bleeds 
And truth is heard, with tears impearled,
A moaning voice among the reeds.^
Against the one-sided principles of these "many 

creeds" Catholic revivalists are in open and militant 
revolt. It is obvious that in Hopkins’s day the trend 
of Catholic leaders wa3 already in the direction of a 
greater spirituality, with a view to the fusion of the 
spiritual and the social that would ultimately produce 
a stable cultural society. Hence the goal of Catholic 
revivalists today is to invest the writer’s craft with 
the Church’s doctrinal code, with an exposition of her 
stand on the world’s momentous questions, a quickening 
of the fire, never entirely smothered, that once burned 
so illuminatingly in the ages of Faith. It is to chal
lenge an age of stolid indifferent!sm. It is to show 
the way to a helpless, miserable world, a world de-

1

spoiled like the Escorial of which the boy Hopkins 
wrote so touchingly in his sixteenth year:

7. Robert Bridges, Editor, op. cit., 139.
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Since trampled Spain by royal discord torn 
Lay bleeding, to Madrid the last they bore,
The choicest remnants thence;--such home forlorn 
The monks left long ago: since which no more 
Eighth wonder of the earth, in size, in store 
And art and beauty: Title now too full-
More wondrous to have borne such hope before 
It seems; for grandeur barren left and dull 
Than changeful pomp of courts in age more

wonderful.8

/

8. Ibid., 130.



CHAPTER VI

RECAPITULATION AND CONCLUSION

As recently as the year 1930 a reviewer wrote 
of Hopkins:

And so a Jesuit priest working quietly 
In the National University of Dublin over 
forty years ago, stated principles to which 
modern poets must listen, even if they do not 
understand; a priest capable of so incredibly 
modern--and timeless— a poem as this,

Pied Beauty
Glory be to God for dappled things—

For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;
For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout 

that swim;
Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings; 

Landscape plotted and pieced--fold, fallow,
and plough;

And all trades, their gear and tackle 
and trim.

All things counter, oMginal, spare, strange;
Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)

With swift, slow: sweet, sour; adazzle, 
dim;

He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:
Praise him.l

What are some of the notes by which an "incred
ibly modern" poet may be known? Whatever definition- of 
poetry one may prefer to the rejection of all the others, 
it must be a definition that at least implies the recog-

1. H. L. Binsse, 0£. cit., 33-4



104

nition that poetry is an art. Since poetry is an art, 
it must possess design. Design, pattern, or ”instress,' 
Minscape," as Hopkins called it, is that which saves it 
from being a mere jumble of words. Not at all unlike a 
leaf from any leading Imagist’s notebook is the follow
ing extract from Hopkins’s diary of February 23, 1879:

A lunar halo: I looked at it from the 
upstairs library window. It was a grave grained 
sky, the strands rising a little from left to 
right. The halo was not quite round, for in 
the first place it was a little pulled and drawn 
below, by the refraction of the lower air per
haps, but what is more it fell in on the nether 
left hand 3ide to rhyme the moon itself, which 
was not quite at full. I could not but strong
ly feel in my fancy the odd instress of this, 
the moon leaning on her side, as if fallen back, 
in the cheerful light floor within the ring, 
after with magic rightness and success tracing 
round her the ring the steady copy of her own 
outline. But this sober grey darkness and pale 
light was happily broken through by the orange 
of the pealing of Mitton bells.2

The pealing of the bells at the moment caused Hopkins
to imagine the colors had actually been changed into
orange.

Hopkins reveled at the sight of colors, tints, 
shades. Every paragraph of his prose is a new and beau 
tiful picture of art framed to entrance the mind of the 
spectator. Describing an after sunset panorama,

2. G. F. Lahey, 0£. cit., 165.
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. . . the horizon was lined a long way by a 
glowing tawny light, not very pure in colour 
and distinctly textured in hummocks, bodies 
like a shoal of dolphins or in what are called 
gadroons or as the Japanese conventionally 
represent waves. The glowing vapour above this 
was yet colourless; then this took a beautiful 
olive or celadon green, and delicately fluted; 
the green belt was broader than the orange and 
pressed down on and contracted it. Above the 
green in turn appeared a red glow broader 
and burlier in make; it was softly brindled 
and in the ribs or bars of colour was rosier; 
in the channels where the blue of the sky 
shone through it was a mallow colour. Above 
this was a vague lilac . . . the red had 
driven out the green and fusing with the re
mains of the orange reached the horizon. By 
that time the east which had a rose tinge be
came a duller red compared to sand; the 
ground of the sky in the east was green or 
else tawny and the crimson only in the clouds.
A great sheet of heavy dark cloud with a reefed 
or puckered make drew off the west in the 
course of the pageant: the edge of this and 
the smaller pellets of cloud that filed across 
the bright field of the sundown caught a livid 
green. The red in the west was fainter be
cause notably rosier and livelier, but it was 
never of a pure rose.* A faint dusky blush was 
left. While these changes were going on in 
the sky the landscape of Ribblesdale glowed with a frowning brown.3

Often, too, there is the staccato ring of metals, as ”A 
bright sunset lines the cloud so that their brims look 
like gold, brass, bronze or steel.” '

Once Hopkins wrote this to Bridges about his 
own poetry:

3. Ibid., 168-9
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. . .  as air, melody, is what strikes me most 
of all in music and design in painting, so de
sign, pattern or what I am in the habit of 
calling * inscape' is what I above all aim at in poetry.4

One could easily be led to believe that he wrote this 
very observation to Amy Lowell and that she thereat sat 
down and composed her famous "Patterns," the first stan
za of which concludes with,

With my powdered hair and jeweled fan,I too am a rare 
Pattern. As I wander down 
The garden paths.

and the entire poem closing with,
For the man who should loose me is dead 
Fighting with the Duke in Flanders,In a pattern called a war.
Christ.’ What are patterns for?5
In fact one critic does not hesitate to say that

Many a poem of Walter de la Mare, of 
Sandburg, Untermeyer,*W. W. Gibson, James Steph
ens, Joseph Campbell, could be fitted without 
a^v incongruity into the slender volume of this 
sly recluse who passed from earth long before Tennyson or Victoria.6

However, if Hopkins was an inspiration to the 
Imagists, it does not follow that he was a free versi
fier. There is studied rhythm always, and nearly al-

4. Claude Colleer Abbott, Editor, ojd. cit. , 66.
5. Louis Untermeyer, Modern American Poetry, 193.
6. Rev. George O’Neill, S. J., o£. cit., 92.
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ways rhyme, internal r h y m i n g  a p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c t e r i s

tic of his, as well as a f u rther device in w o r k i n g  out 

the p a t t e r n  he sought to portray. F o r  example, the s e s

tet of the sonnet, "The Hands o m e  Heart,"

Mannerly-hearted.’ mo r e  than h a n d s o m e  face-- 
B e a u t y’s b e a r i n g  or m u s e  of m o u n t i n g  vein,
And, in this case, b a t h e d  in h i g h  h a l l o w i n g

grace . . .

Of h e a v e n  w h a t  b o o n  to b u y  you, boy, or g a i n  
Not granted.’— Only . . .  0 on that p a t h  y o u  pace 
Run all y o u r  race, 0 brace sterner that s t r a i n .’7

Often Hopkins e m p l o y e d  such r u n - o n  lines as the

one opening the above sonnet:

But tell me, child, y o u r  choice; what shall I
b u y

You?--'Father, what y o u  b u y  m e  I like b e s t .’

He c a l l e d  the device "over-reaving" a n d  e m p loye d  

it to secure the effect of a climax; the r e ading of 

w h i c h  should be done " w i t h  a r i s i n g  inflection, after 

w h i c h  the next line, b e g i n n i n g  w i t h  the enclitic, g r a c e

ful l y  falls away."®

A n d  just as W h i t m a n  achieves a oneness of d e

sign in his threnody, "When L i l a c s  Last in the D o o r y a r d  

Bloomed" b y  tying t o g ether the threads of m e a n i n g  w i t h  

o f t - r e p e a t e d  words, so v e r y  f r e q u e n t l y  Hopkins binds a 7 8

7. Robert Bridges, Editor, o£. c l t ., 47.

8. Claude C o lleer Abbott, Editor, ojd. c l t ., 86.
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poem of his with reiterated word or phrase such as in 
his "Penmaen Pool," and in "The Silver Jubilee." In 
each of these may likewise be noted his skilful use of 
assonance, alliteration, and internal rhyme. Two stan
zas from each will suffice:

And ever, if bound here hardest home,
You've parlour-pastime left and (who'll 
Not honour it?) ale like goldy foam 
That frocks an oar in Penmaen Pool.
Then who pine for peace or pleasure 
Away from counter, court, or school,
Spend here your measure of time and treasure 
And taste the treats of Penmaen Pool.9

Not today we need lament
Your wealth of life is someway spent:

Toil has shed round your head 
Silver but for Jubilee.
Then for her whose velvet vales '
Should have pealed with welcome, Wales,

Let the chime pf a rhyme Utter Silver Jubilee.10
Commenting on this texture of Hopkins's poetry, 

Mr. M. E. Walker makes this striking prophecy:
A poetry so closely woven as Hopkins's, 

and as technically complete is bound, in these 
days of disillusionment and of looseness of 
accomplishment, to attract those searching 
minds which are seeking a more tangible hold 
on something that can definitely be grasped,

9. Robert Bridges, Editor, 0£. cit., 24.
10. Ibid., 25.
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h o w e v e r  difficult it m i g h t  be of a t t a i n m e n t . 11

A s  to the m a t t e r  of c o n c i s e n e s s — a n o t h e r  note 

of m o d e r n  p o e t s --Hopkins carries his r e p r e s s i o n  of i r

rel evant m a t e r i a l  so far that often his m e a n i n g  can be 

g l e a n e d  o n l y  after r e p e a t e d  readings a n d  the supplying 

of n e c e s s a r y  ellipses. The octet of one of the "terri 

b l e  sonnets," " C a r r i o n  Comfort," is h e r e w i t h  cited to 

show somet h i n g  of Hopkins's condensation, inversions, 

and his e v e r-present d e p t h  of m e a n i n g  and of feeling.

Not, I'll not, c a r r i o n  comfort, Despair, not 
feast on thee;

Not u n t w i s t — slack they m a y  b e — these last 
strands of m a n

I n  me or, m o s t  weary, cry 1̂  can no m o r e .
I can;

C a n  something, hope, w i s h  d a y  come, not 
choose not to be.

But ah, but 0 t h o u  terrible, w h y  w o u l d s t  thou 
rude on m e

T h y  w e i n g - w o r l d  right foot rock? lay a lion- 
limb against m e ?  scan

W i t h  darksome d e v o u r i n g  eyes m y  b r u i s e d  b o nes? 
and fan,

0 in turns of tempest, m e  h e a p e d  there; me
frantic to a v o i d  thee a n d  f l e e ? 12

Mr. A. B a rrett says of H o p k i n s  that

. . . sometimes his e x p r e s s i o n  is c u r i o u s l y
suggestive of m o d e r n  realists, as in "The

11. M. E. Walker, "Letters of G e r a r d  M a n l e y  
Hopkins." The Nev/ Y o r k  Times B o o k  Review, (March 10 
1935), 2.

12. Robert Bridges, Editor, 0£. c i t ., 61.



Lantern Out of Doors.” The title itself and 
the first four lines taken alone would at once suggest Robert Frost:13
Sometimes a lantern moves along the night,

That interests our eyes. And who goes there?
I think; where from and bound, I wonder,

where,With, all down darkness wide, his wading
light?I4

One may also note in the above lines another 
characteristic common to Hopkins and Frost; namely, the 
choice of simple diction to express simple ideas about 
essential, homely things. Further, the modern poet de
mands absolute freedon in his choice of subjects. Be
cause of circumstances, as well as of temperament no 
doubt, Frost's themes were largely drawn from nature. 
Outside of those of his religious titles (and most of 
these are built on nature as a basis) Hopkin's poem3 are 
likewise of nature. Physical blindness would have been 
intolerable to Hopkins. Indeed it is Father O'Neill's 
opinion that

It is, perhaps, as a poet of external 
nature that Father Hopkins was peculiarly fit
ted to excel had it been his lot to make poet
ry in any degree the business of his life. As » 
it is, his keen observation, his delight in the 
simple things of God's making, his subtle choice

13. A. Barrett, o£. clt.. 289-91.
14. Robert Bridges, Editor, ojd. cijt., 28.
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of w ords h a v e  resul t e d  In some f r a g m e n t a r y  
studies, if h a r d l y  c o m p leted pictures, w h i c h  
d e light b y  their o r i g i n a l i t y  and f r e s h n e s s . I5

All this is d o u b l y  explicable w h e n  one c o n s i d

ers that F a t h e r  Hopkins was poet and saint, for

Poets and saints have a d e e p e r  sense 
of values, h a v e  g r e a t e r  perspective, h a v e  an 
intuitive insight rare i n d e e d  among o ther b e
ings. Poets and saints feel, w h e t h e r  u t t e r  
animalism, in the c o m p l e t e l y  sensuous poet or 
w h e t h e r  u t t e r  a b andon in the c o m p l e t e l y  s p i r
itual saint, to a m u c h  g r e a t e r  d e g r e e - - i f  
there c a n  be degrees b e y o n d  the utter.’— than 
does a n y  other b e i n g . 16

Over a n d  over again in this thesis the striking 

m o d e r n i t y  of H o pkins has b e e n  i n s i s t e d  upon, b o t h  b e

cause of his a f f i n i t y  to p r e s e n t - d a y  poets and to the 

innovations w h i c h  h a v e  b e e n  d e v e l o p e d  b y  t h e m  at this 

time, innovations w h i c h  H o p k i n s  h i m s e l f  in m a n y  cases 

r e a l l y  inaugurated. Thus Hopkins was not an imitative 

poet but a creator; a radical, too, in his impatience 

w i t h  V i c t o r i a n  s e l f - s a t i s f a c t i o n  and slumbe r i n g  sweet

ness. That Mr. H a r o l d  M u n r o  gives as m u c h  space in his 

A n t h o l o g y  of T w e n t i e t h  C e n t u r y  Poets to G erard M a n l e y  

H o p kins as to T. S. E l i o t  is significant. C o m p a r i s o n  

w i t h  H o p kins has b e e n  d r a w n  not only w i t h  the best of

15. Rev. George O'Neill, S. J . , og. c i t ., 92.

16. B e n j a m i n  F r a ncis Musser, 0£. c i t . , 130.
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American modern poets but frequently his name is in
volved when critics allude to the reminiscent style of 
James Joyce and the experiments of Gertrude Stein. In 
another sense one hesitates to mention in close proxim
ity to the names of pagan poets the name of an exquisite 
saint whose work "while not altogether escaping the 
bonds of our humanity, hints at our immortality."!'7 One 
who in his own lifetime

. . . had two willing pupils who profited by 
his "passion for explanation" kindly given, 
and now, long after his death, his followers, 
admitted or not, can be found among most of 
our poets writing today. For some time yet, 
however, he is to remain the poet’s poet: the 
wealth of metaphor, the rich tapestry of sym
bolism he weaves, his throbbing rhythms, con
tribute in every way to make his poetry of 
that beauty not immediately recognized by 
those who have not the time to explore.18

17. Unsigned Article, "Catholic Poet." Common
weal, XIII (November 12, 1930), 32-3.

18. M. E. Yialker, 0£. cit., 2
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