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CHAPTER I

L I F E  A N D  I N T E N T

Gerard Manley Hopkins was born at Stradford, 
near London, on July 28, 1844.1 That year, incident
ally, was a year of significance. The Oxford Tracts 
had done their work; the face of religion was changed; 
art and literature were taking on the buoyancy of pro
gress and the weightiness of scientism. The tremendous 
re-discovery, by certain discontented thinkers within 
the Anglican Church, of the Christian past must needs 
have widened the horizons on every side. Meanwhile it 
was an interval of great spiritual struggle. A few 
months more and John Henry Newman was to break at last 
from that hopeless "via media," blazing the pathway for 
many other souls "from the shadow of uncertainty unto 
the Truth." All through Gerard’s childhood, and during 
his preliminary education at the Cholmondeley School, 1

1. There is some disagreement as to the date 
of our poet's birth. Some authorities give June 11, 
others July 28. Father Lahey is of the former opinion; 
but Father Hopkins himself thinks that the latter is 
the correct date. No cause for the discrepancy, how
ever, is to be found in available sourbes.
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Highgate, this exodus2 continued and must have been a 
powerful moral influence upon his highly sensitive 
spirit.

It was in October 1866, during his twenty-third 
year, that Hopkins was received by the Reverend Doctor 
Newman himself into the Catholic Church, finding there 
the one unchanging haven of a life in which— to a degree 
mercifully unknown to mediocre souls— God willed for him 
not peace but a sword. In the following year, 1867, 
under Walter Pater’s tutelage, Hopkins entered the clas
sical course at Balliol College, Oxford. Of the four 
influential men at the University during this period, 
Pater and Jowett were Hopkins' tutors; the two others, 
Pusey and Liddon, were his masters. Pater alone did
not turn against the young convert upon the latter's

»
entrance into the Church of Rome. However, the severing 
of the intimate relations with Pater was hard on the 
young Oxonian, for that time "the aesthetic movement was 
a vital force among the undergraduates." Furtheimore, 
in the words of Dr. Pick, ,

2. The going over from the English Catholic to
the Roman Catholic Church, subsequent to the Oxford 
Movement, is styled by various writers' "The Exodus."
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As the movement progressed, it tended to 
erect beauty into a religion, and worship of 
beauty became the object and final end of 
life. . . .

We know from his letters and notebooks 
how much this movement appealed to Hopkins’s 
temperment. Walter Pater himself was one of 
Hopkins’s tutors; the philosophy that Pater 
held during his early years as Fellow of 
Balliol developed logically into the better- 
known ethic of Cyrenaic intensity. However 
intellectualized and refined his gospel of 
Hedonism, at heart it preached that pleasure 
and beauty were life's goal: and when Pater 
had anything good to say of religion it was 
religion as art. . . .  Of such difficulty 
Hopkins was apparently aware, for the young 
neophyte, under the impetus of religious 
asceticism, chose the way of renunciation.3

Having obtained his degree, after taking a 
Double-First in Greats, Hopkins left Oxford to answer 
the call of a religious vocation and entered Birmingham 
Oratory, where he spent six m o n t h s i n  the spring of 
1868— apparently to the surprise of every one— Gerard 
offered his life to the Society of Jesus, entering upon 
his novitiate the following September at Roehampton.
In 1877 he was ordained a priest.

On the bare objective side, the career of Father 3 4

3. John Pick, "Growth of a Poet: Gerard Manley 
Hopkins," The Month. CLXXV (January-February, 1940), 41.

4. Hopkins was employed here as a lay teacher. 
He never was a member of the Oratorian Society.
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Hopkins is soon told. One hears of him as a "select 
preacher" in London; and again back in Oxford, likewise 
as a preacher, at the church of St. Aloysius near 
Trinity College. Occasionally he met here one or the 
other student, or teacher, from Balliol.5 These saw in 
the young priest the early promise of intellectual and 
moral refinement heightened to perfection. The one 
available portrait of the young Jesuit, during this 
latter mission, shows a face of the most delicate and 
chastened beauty, a noble forehead, and eyes through 
which the soul of a genius and of a saint already might 
have looked upon Gethsemane.5 6

However, not only in the eyes but also in his 
work glimpses of the Garden of Olives are evident. As 
one reads the poems of Gelhard Manley Hopkins, one 
realizes that he is witnessing a spirit's refining pro
cess in the crucible of utter desolation. The "Dark 
Night" of the soul is far more frequent with individuals

5. Claude Colleer Abbott, editor, Further Let
ters of Gerard Manley Hopkins. 96. (In a letter to
A. W. M. Baillie, November 19, 1879, Father Hopkins has 
this sentence, "Many of our contemporaries at Oxford 
were up.") ,

6. Katharine Bregy, "Gerard Manley Hopkins:
An Epitaph and an Appreciation," The Catholic World. 
LXXVIII (January, 1909), 436.
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who have offered themselves as victims of expiation (or 
who have been chosen thereunto by God's inscrutable 
ordinance) for the world's iniquities than with those 
seeking only personal salvation. This, according to 
Father Lahey,

has its origin in true mysticism. Hopkins, 
smiling and joyful with his friends, was at 
the same time on the bleak heights of spirit
ual night with his God. All writers of mys
ticism— St. Teresa, St. John of the Cross,
Poulain, Maumigny— have told us that this 
severe trial is the greatest and most cher
ished gift from One Who has accepted liter
ally his servant's oblation.7

As a poet, Hopkins voices the justification of 
the belief that humanity's sins and evil-doings are 
occasionally assumed by chosen souls of expiation for 
general offences against God's goodness and mercy. It 
is this quality of unmerited suffering that lends to 
the poetry of Hopkins that soul-refining process of 
katharsis, flowing out upon the reader as he permeates 
himself with the sublimating crystal-rays of his verse, 
for "Hopkins is a poet with whom familiarity breeds /
reverence and affection."8 7 8

7. Gerald F. Lahey, S. J., Gerard Man lev Hon.
kins. 142-143. ------------ 1 ~ ^

8. Robert Speaight, "Gerard Manley Hopkins," 
Commonweal. XXXIII (March 28, 1941), 564.
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These poems are, in very truth, worthy of pains
taking consideration. When one seeks to evaluate them 
according to the norms proposed by Poe, Byron, Wordsworth, 
and Aristotle, he will find that they indeed stand the 
test of technical requirements. Yet it is Aristotle, 
however, who comes nearest to the heart of all true and 
great poetry when he says, “It is not the metrical form 
that makes the poem;--the thing that is all important is 
the thought. the idea, that is expressed."9 Happily, in 
this respect Father Hopkins is eminent, for each of his 
poems presents a beautiful thought— and the thought is 
the soul of the poem. Furthermore, it is the spirit of 
creative genius that transcends the limits of time and 
space to make his creation timeless and limitless.

In proclaiming his gospel of the Romantic con-
*

ception of the nature and origin of poetry, William 
Wordsworth maintains that poetry is the spontaneous 
overflow of powerful feelings . . • emotions recollected 
in tranquility.9 10 We find this to be more universal

9. Aristotle, Poetics, editor, S. H. Butcher, 
I, 6-9; IX, 2, cf. 9; and Butcher, Aristotle's Theory 
of Poetry and Fine Art. 141.

10. William Wordsworth, "Preface," (1800 to 
Lyrical Ballads), Complete Poetical Works. editor, 
Andrew J. George, 797.

<
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than unique. Every poet first experiences some thrill
which urges him, once that emotion has subsided, to
create a simulacrum of that which he had felt and which

\stirred his sensitive artist-soul. Apropos of the Lake 
Poet’s dictum, Thomas and Brown— to cite a handy author
ity— in their essay “On Reading Poetry" say, “The poet 
is conscious of an experience; to him, from the point 
at which he starts to write, the poem is not the origin
al experience but the experience which these words 
'mean' to him.“H

"The Windhover," the chef d ’ouvre of Hopkins, 
and cherished as such by the poet himself, will serve 
as an apt illustration of how poems originate and are 
created. The poet tells us that it was "this morning"

i
that he caught the "morning's minion," and since the 
"blue-bleak embers fall, gall themselves, and gash gold

\ 1 Vermillion,"12 he is evidently seated before the hearth, 
| reliving; and such keen recollections, according to
I Wordsworth, could not be had without intensity of ex-
| '
perience. 11 12

11. Wright Thomas and Stuart .Gerry Brown, 
"Essay on Reading Poems," Reading Poems. 743.

12. Gerard Manley Hopkins, S. J., Poems, 
editor, Robert Bridges, 29.
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The versatile Lord Byron, whose entire life was 
a succession of untrammeled suigings, in his mad en
deavor to apprehend the unattainable— replete happiness 
here and now— declared poetry to be the experience of 
excited passion.13 But Hopkins' instress of personality, 
inscape of poetry, emotional intensity, acute sensitive
ness, intellectual exaltation, and poetical energy are 
each "an expression of excited passion," yet in a way 
which unhappy Byron never realized, for the poetry of 
Hopkins is ever an uplift to God and not a snarl at Him 
or His inscrutable decrees; it is consistently elevating 
and sublimating and not an outrage and bitter irrever
ence for all sacred ideals.

Edgar Allan Poe, that ever conscious seeker of 
elevation and exaltation, states the conclusion of his 
investigation thus, "Poetry is the rhythmical creation 
of beauty."^4 Relative to this,Father Lahey in his 
erudite dissertation upon the technique of Hopkins,13 14 15

13. George Noel Gordon, Lord Byron, Letters, 
editor, Thomas Moore, 515.

14. Edgar Allan Poe, "The Poetic Principle,"
The Works of Edgar Allan Poe. Commemorative Edition, 
Vol., I, 32. <

15. Lahey, op. cit.. 87-106.
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proves that the poems of the latter more than fulfill 
Poe's requirement. This splendid biographical memoir 
makes Sprung Rhythm, Running Rhythm, and Logaoedic 
Rhythm comprehensible and natural, while the Reversed 
of Counterpoint Rhythm, Outrides, Rocking Feet, all 
appear as tools in the deft hands of a skillful craftsman.

That a host of poems like the Iliad. Aeneid.
Divina Comedia, and Paradise Lost are still being read 
and cherished wherever true poetry is appreciated but 
proves that it is the thought. or the idea, in a poem 
that makes it great and causes it to survive. Things 
trivial may have a flair, which however soon burns it
self out. Metrical forms and patterns come ana go—  
what one age acknowledges another disowns— but thought, 
universal thought, lives, on forever, as do the habili
ments in which it chances to be vested. It is thought 
which gives a poem depth— and the poems of Father Hop
kins are singularly pre-eminent for their profundity. 
Consequently: "if profundity of thought, ardor or emo
tion, and power and charm of expression are the no-£es of 
great poetry, there can be no uncertainty concerning the 
fate of this poet's fame: it will go on and increase."IS 16

16. Henry A. Lappin, "Gerard Hopkins and His 
Poetry," The Catholic World, CIX (July, 1919), 511.
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In the light of the preceding remarks, it should 
be more or less apparent that the purpose of this study 
is not to discuss the technique of Father Hopkins. 
Scholars and critics, with Father Lahey as standard- 
bearer, already have performed that task admirably.
Then, too, we rather agree with Pryce-Jones who says, 
“But technicalities are not the most practical approach 
to poetry; and it must be easy to pardon every fault in 
this small book of poems when so much intact beauty re
mains to be enjoyed and admired."17 Neither is it the 
present writer’s aim to explain the poet's “obscuri
ties"_a much debated problem, of which Robert Speaight
says,

Anyone hearing “The Leaden Echo and the 
Golden Echo" for the first time will almost 
surely say that it is like no poetry he has 
ever heard. That is quite true; yet it is 
not in the least an obscure poem as, for 
example, Shakespeare's “Phoenix and the 
Turtle" and T. S. Eliot's “Burnt Norton" 
are obscure poems. Its meaning is simple: 
the return of creation to creator. But the 
language is not simple at all.18

On this point, Pryce-Jones further comments that
1

Hopkins at a glance is maddening. The “glance" shows 17 *

17. Allan Pryce-Jones, "Gerard Manley Hopkins," 
London Mercury. XXIV (May, 1931), 49.

IB. Speaight, op. cit.. 564.
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the most individual of all English Poets; but that 
alone signifies something in his favor. However, the
poet's obviously unusual use of words, and his unusual

welcome obscurity. Unhappily this "obscurity common to 
both Aeschylus and Hopkins prevents them from being

follow him through the richly adorned labyrinths of
their style they will be equally memorable as language
moulding, beauty-binding, heart-searching, God-reaching, 
kindred spirits."20

Specifically, the object of this thesis is to 
comment upon the gem-thoughts found in the exquisitely
beautiful poems which shall be selected for studious

•
consideration— poems which in every line pulsate with 
vibrant strength, keen insight, acute sensitiveness, 
intellectual exaltation, poetical energy, and an uplift 
to God. Consequently care has been taken to read 
creatively the poems of Father Hopkins in the light of 19 20

meanings and rhythms, make no less a strong objection 
against him^ and tend but to adumbrate him with un

popular poets. But for those who have the patienc e to

. . . .  ...... .

Studies. XXX (September, 1941), 364.

19. Pryce-Jones, op. cit.. 49.
20. W. B. Standford, "Hopkins and Aeschylus,"
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Aristotle's requirement as to what constitutes genuine 
poetry. By "creative reading" we mean "active read
ing"; that is, recreating in one's mind the experience 
which has stirred the poet to create the poem. In 
other wolds, a poet does not create emotion in us; he 
only communicates his experience by means of language.
We must do the creating while reading, for: "Neither 
we nor the poet can communicate feeling directly."21 
Hence the thought, or the idea, in the poem assumes a 
tworfold importance: "The clarity of the actual com
munication, and the value of the experience communi
cated."21 22

* That there is considerable difficulty in cre
atively reading the poems of Father Hopkins, as far as
clarity of the actual communication is concerned, most

*

lovers of the "instressed" and "inscaped" poet concede. 
This is due, among other things, to the unusual diction 
which is the result of the poet's intellectual depth 
and his passionate emotion. However, such difficulty is 
more than compensated for by the wealth of experience 
communicated, for as Mr. Williams has said of our

*21. Thomas and Brown, op. cit.. 746.
• Ibid.. 757.22
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priest-poet,
He is integral to the beauty and storm 

without as well as to the beauty and storm 
within. But it will take a good deal of 
patience in us before we are integral to
his own.23

Nevertheless, as decades roll by, the spirit of Gerard 
Manley Hopkins, transcending both time and space, will 
become more sought after and cherished because of the 
poet's pre-eminence in the realm of intellectual cre
ativeness. 23

23. Robert Bridges, editor, Poems of Gerard 
Manley Hopkins. Introduction to the "Second Edition," 
by Charles Williams, xvi.



CHAPTER II

T H E M E S  I N H O P K I N S

"Theme,*1 as used in this chapter, is understood 
to mean the underlying and pervading thought, or the 
motivation of creative writing. In the poems of Father 
Hopkins the themes are, usually, the beauty and power 
in Nature, the Love of Neighbor— especially of the 
"underdog"— and the Service of God. But whatever the 
theme, whatever the motif— be it consecration or renun
ciation— the poetry of Hopkins is ever the warp and woof 
of the holocaust, the refinement and the perfection in 
a soul of predilection.

There is, however, no "darkness" in his poems, 
not even in his "terrible sonnets"; for he visions the 
existence beyond the grave not as a void but as the 
richest fulfillment of everything suffered for in this 
life. His plaint " . . .  and why must / Disappointment 
all I endeavour end?"^ is not a cry of frustration, 
since the spirit of Hopkins is not a spirit of failure. 
It is, rather, a spirit of pulsating virility and

1. Hopkins, op. cit.. "Thou Art Indeed Just,
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resilience. The above heart-wrung cry is accordingly a 
petition to the Giver of rain to send refreshing dew 
upon his arid spirit in order to buoy it up under its 
exhaustion. This lassitude is the more overwhelming 
because the poet's sensitively atuned soul feels the 
more penetratingly.

Many of our singer's poems show the marks of 
great interior conflicts, for he did not idealize suf
fering— he realized it. Yet, unlike the grim and can
tankerous Puritan, Hopkins never felt the need to 
"justify God's ways to man."2 According to the latter's 
view, God's ways are to be accepted and not justified. 
The poet of "instressed beauty" was fully aware that 
the aetiology of suffering going on through a natural
gradation to the concatenation of causes and effects

*
will always indict the creature and not the Creator. 
Likewise, most people come to know, sooner or later, 
that complete happiness can never be realized here be
low; and we cannot find replete contentment here 
because this life is not an end in itself. ,

This life, being a probation for the next, 2

2. John Milton, "The Argument," Paradise Lost. 
Book I, 1, 26. -------------
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becomes the means to an end, and that end is Heaven.
But heaven must be gained, for it is never bestowed.
It is earned by the service of God through the merits 
of the redemptive grace of Christ. One obtains this 
grace by affiliating himself, voluntarily or neces
sarily, with the Crucified One. By choice Hopkins was 
a Socius Jesu, and as such he patterned his life on The 
Exercises of St. Ignatius. that matchless method of 
properly orienting human life. Of these, what is called 
“The First Principle" sets forth the foundation of all 
human perfection and ultimate salvation: the praise, 
the reverence, and the service of God. Hopkins was 
keenly attuned to this precept when he penned the fol
lowing lines,

Thee, God, I come from to thee go,
All day long I like fountain flow 
From thy hand out, swayed about 
Mote-like in thy mighty glow.3

However, it is not only the singer alone who is
signified by the "flowing fountain" and the "swayed
mote." No, for the whole of creation "came from" and/
"goes to" God. Between the coming and the going, 
usually, there intervenes a span of service. Inherently, 3

3. Hopkins, op. eft., "Thee, God, I Come From,"
91
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the creature serves the Creator by praising Him in 
thought, action, and being. "Praise [the ultimate end 
of man] should be," as the genial Chesterton devoutly 
points out, "the permanent pulsation of the soul."4 We 
know that praise was a constant motive with Father Hop
kins, for "his inspiration from early years and his 
true love, informing his entire life, was— Christ."5 
In the early diaries, for example, occur these lines,

And other science all gone out of date 
And minor sweetness scarce made mention of:
I have found the dominant of my range and state—  
Love, 0 my God, to call thee Love and Love.6

But love connotes pain— suffering to be borne 
by the one who loves. And it is the egoic forces in 
his poems which most intimately portray the Gethsemane- 
nurtured soul of our "instressed" poet. In the "terrible 
sonnets" of affliction, especially, can we see the 
singer rise from mere sense-perception to sublimity of 
thought. This sublimity of thought is the echo of the 
Divine operating in and upon the human and natural. The 4 5 6

4. G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy. 23.
5. Martin d'Arcy, S. J., "Gerard Manley Hop

kins," in Great Catholics, editor, Claude Williamson,
O. S. C., 361.

6. Humphrey House, editor, The Note-Books and 
Papers of Gerard Manley Hopkins. 53.
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more detached from self the soul becomes, the higher it 
will soar. That is why the sublimity of Hopkins rises 
above that of Dante. For Dante circumscribed and de
nigrated his vision by the much-too-loud overtones of 
personal revenge. The vision of Hopkins, on the other 
hand, soars untrammeled into, and beyond, the very 
heavens. He is concerned with nothing save attaining 
the Source of rest, and of beauty, and of goodness.

Nevertheless, love of God alone does not suffice 
in order to secure for one the attainment of that love's 
Object. For the love of neighbor is inseparable from 
the love of God. We may glean the full import of the 
two-fold ramification into which our love must divide 
in order to attain the Unity of its aspirations from the 
following excerpts,

•
I sought to hear the voice of God

And climbed the topmost steeple,
But God declared: "Go down again,

I dwell among the people"?
or

"Here is my heart; it’s clean.
I give it, Lord, to Thee." •

And then I saw God plainly 
Turn aside from me. 7

7. Louis I. Newman, "The Voice of God," in 
Quotable Poems, editor, Thomas Curtis Clark, Vol. II, 
223.
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"I do not want your heart,
Closed tightly to other men.

Open it up, my child,
And return it to me again."8

However, Neighborly Love may or may not be a 
praiseworthy quality. Often seeming regard for the 
interests of others may serve only to cloak subtle 
egotism. Or it may be but empty humanitarianism lack
ing the motivation of a sublime purpose. For love of 
neighbor may be one of three kinds. One may love his 
fellow-man for the latter’s sake. Then, too, we may 
love others for own sake. But the highest kind of 
altruism is to love another for Christ's sake. Our 
poet's love is of the third class, as the subsequent 
paragraphs tend to make evident.

Hopkins was a victim-soul of Love's most sacred 
flame— that of burning itself out in the service of 
others for the love of Christ. He loved with a love 
which refuses to strive for personal salvation only- 
while being indifferent about that of others. He loved 
with a love which shrinks from isolation and aloofness

1

from the burdens of one's fellow-men. He loved with a 
love which spurns insulation from the shock of the

8. Ibid.. 283
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world’s sorrow. Often Father Hopkins was like the poet
who, beaten down by life's inexplicable burdens, was
yet buoyed up by the thought that we,

Shall some day surely know 
Why life held blow

On blow, and sacrificial fire and knife;
So— knowing, seeing— we 

Shall smile again 
At this, our Calvary.9

Again his prayer, like that of Percy Thomas, might have 
been,

Grant, Lord, that every thought of self may be 
Lost in the selfless light of Calvary. 10

In this respect Hopkins was poles apart from 
Byron, who turned his sufferings into warped resentment 
and vituperative revolt. And all, because as Taine 
remarks, “Inevitably imprisoned within himself, he^Byron] 
could see nothing but himself; if he must come to other 
existences, it is that they may reply to him; and 
through this pretended epic he persisted in his eternal 
monologue.“11 Had Byron been endowed with the ethos of 9 10 11

9. Constance Holm, “Our Calvary," in Quotable 
Poems, editor, Thomas Curtis Clark, Vol. I, 108.

10. Ibid.. Vol. II, 296.
11. Hippolyte Adolphe Taine, History of English 

Literature. Vol. Ill, 130-131.
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Gerard Manley Hopkins, the former's poetry would be as 
uplifting as that of the latter, whose guiding princi
ple was serving God by serving others, in the two-fold 
service of ,,ministering,, and "expiating."

That a co-sufferer of expiation should compre
hend the full heinousness of evil is understandable.
And Hopkins did have a razor-edged distinction of right 
and wrong, as well as a lily-fresh purity of heart. To 
this was closely knit an undimmed chastity of mind.12 
Herein therefore lies the power of his penetrating dis
cernment of the enormity of sin. In the twin facets of 
his character— the ethos and the dianoia— lies the 
source of the heartwrung poems, as we can perceive from 
this excerpt,

No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch 
of grief.

More pangs will, schooled at forepangs, wilder 
wring.

Comforter, where, where is your comforting?
Mary, mother of us, where is your relief?
My cries heave, herds-long; huddle in the main, 

a chief
Woe, world-sorrow; . . . ^

That is why, in the face of sin— the "chief woe, world- 
sorrow"—  love seeks to atone for the injustice of him 12 13

12. D ’Arcy, op. cit.. 359.
13. Hopkins, op. cit.. "No Worst, There is None,"

62
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who sins. Consequently, the more intimate the relation 
with the One sinned against, the more poignant the pain 
of the propitiatory mediator; for, God having created 
the soul a beautiful crystal of perfection, desires it, 
once life's sojourn is over, to return to Him a thing 
of unalloyed beauty. But every breath of disloyalty 
which tends to dim the lustre of undivided service must 
be atoned for either here or hereafter. This atonement 
may be rendered either by the transgressor himself or 
by some soul of expiation in co-operation with the Suf
ferer upon Golgotha.

Consequently, like the Good Shepherd, Father 
Hopkins is concerned not only for the material but also 
for the spiritual welfare involving the religious in
terests of his neighbor, especially of his dear and near 
ones. A tone of wistfulness therefore inevitably hovers 
over the lines wherein he bemoans the distressing fact 

that,
. . . Father and mother dear,
Brothers and sisters are in Christ not near.14 /

Some of the nostalgic yearning is obviously satisfied by 
the ministering to his neighbor's needs of the soul. In

14. Ibid., "To Seem the Stranger," 65.
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serving them, the poet serves his Master, in Whom all 
are brothers. Therefore, as an "alter Christus," the 
poet-priest experiences a surging sense of joy in being 
able to bring good cheer, through his priestly minis
trations, to his fellow-men. The delight which comes 
to a shepherd of souls from rendering spiritual aid is 
felicitously brought out in two very divergent poems: 
"The Bugler's First Communion," and "Felix Randal."
Both of these poems are informed with the author's own 
spirit of true neighborly love.

Hopkins, loving man, loved the one least loved—  
the "under-dog." in his love of neighbor he is dia
metrically opposed to Nietzsche's propounding: brutal
ity, might is right, "der Übermensch"— and whose 
megalomania reached its fruition in that ultra-introvert, 
the "ubiquitous Beast of Berchtesgaden." One of Hop
kins' contemporaries, who always had "a grateful and 
affectionate remembrance of him," left us this relevant 
pendescription of the poet, "What struck me most of all 
in him was . . . his gentleness, tender-heartedness,

/
and his loving compassion for the young, the weak, the 
poor, and all who were in any trouble or distress."15 15

15. Letters and Notices. Vol. XX, 175.
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And living in an age when social problems were making 
themselves acutely felt, Hopkins took an open stand on 
the side of the working classes. In his neighbor he 
saw more than only the plodding automaton of a fast 
developing machine age. In him he also saw a brother, 
in the Brotherhood of Christ. In a letter to Robert 
Bridges, he voiced his indignation at the inequality of 
things in this regard, saying, "But it is a dreadful 
thing for the greatest and most necessary part of a 
very rich nation to live a hard life without dignity, 
comforts, delight, or hopes in the midst of plenty—  
which plenty they make."16

Benevolence towards one's fellow-man comple
ments necessarily the service of God. Furthermore, 
loving the Creator and the highest of His creatures, 
Hopkins loved also what that Divine Architect had 
fashioned as an abode for His "First of all creation"—  
Nature. The poet's verses on Nature are each a paean 
of breath-taking admiration for all "dappled.beauty." 
Relative to this quality found in the English Jesuit, 16

16. Claude Colleer Abbott, editor, The Letters 
of Gerard Manley Hopkins to Robert Bridges. Vol. I, 
27-28. (This letter caused a temporary lapse of correspondence between the two poets, for Bridges took 
umbrage at his friend's communistic leanings.)
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Canon Dixon, in his letter of March 1, 1880, writes to 
Father Hopkins, “In the power of forcibly and delicately 
giving the essence of things in Nature . . . these poems 
are unmatched.“I? The “matchless quality" was brought 
about by the poet's vision of the end and purpose of 
creation. In painting his instress and inscape, Hop
kins wove into them the meaning of Nature not as the 
world saw it but as he, through the windows of his 
innermost victim-heart looking out upon the face of 
creation, saw its Creator. To Walt Whitman, Nature is 
a reminder of God, as he says in the following lines,

It is the handkerchief of the Lord;
A scented gift and remembrance designedly dropt, 
Bearing the Owner's name someway in the corners,
That we may see and remark, and say “Whose?"18

With Hopkins, on the other hand, Nature is a 
conductor to the Architect of the “citadels" wherein 
the twinkling “fire-folk" have their habitation. He 
repeatedly gives evidence of this attitude toward Na
ture. In his diary for intellectual phenomena19 one

17. Abbott, editor, op. cit.. Vol. II, 32.
18. Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself," Leaves of 

Grass. 28.
19. Father Hopkins kept two diaries, one of 

which, the “Spiritual Diary," is probably lost, pos
sibly destroyed.

60905
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finds this entry, for August 17, 1874, "We went over 
to Ughbrooke at Lord Clifford's invitation. . . .  As 
we drove home the stars came out thick: I leant back 
to look at them and my heart opening more than usual 
praised our Lord to and in Whom all that beauty comes 
home.

As one reads the verses of Hopkins, he can un
mistakably feel how the heart of their author strains 
toward its innate destiny. Moreover an inherent pur
pose is to be found in everything, for all creation 
tends to its ultimate end. Man does so, likewise. Now 
the destiny of man is God, inasmuch as God alone can 
satisfy man's highest aspiration— the realization of 
Truth and Goodness (happiness). The human intellect 
has a capacity to know the Infinite, though not to ex
haust it. And the will, following the intellect, also 
has an aptitude for the Infinite. Manifestly, since 
the object of the intellect is Infinite Truth, and the 
object of the will is Infinite Good, God alone can 
satisfy these faculties of the soul. This is so because 
God alone is Infinite Truth and Goodness. And because 
Father Hopkins makes real and vital this ultimate end

20. House, 2 2 * cit.. 204-205, passim
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of man, we love his pleasing "instressed" strain, rich
and colorful, where the sacramental beauty of Nature,
and the spiritual aspirations of Nature's lovers are
still in harmonious union, emitting a luminous glow of
consecration to life's task, which is the service of
God. To Hopkins, therefore,

The world is charged with the grandeur of God,
It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;
It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil.21

And in "Pied Beauty" he chants,
Glory be to God for dappled things—
All things counter, original, spare, strange;
He fathers-forth Whose beauty is past change: 

Praise Him.22
While in "Hurrahing in Harvest" the poet stimulates our 
heart with these ringing lines,

I walk, I lift up, I lift up heart, eyes,
Down all that glory in the heavens to glean our 

Saviour;
And, eyes, heart, what looks, what lips yet gave 

you aRapturous love's greeting of realer, of rounder 
replies?

And the azurous hung hills are his world wield
ing shoulder

Majestic.23 '

21. Hopkins, op. cit.. "God's Grandeur," 26.
22. Ibid., "Pied Beauty," 30.
23. Ibid.. "Hurrahing in the Harvest," 30.
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Then in "To What Serves Mortal Beauty?" our "instressed"
singer points out that all mortal beauty is but a symbol
of the Higher Beauty— God. A torrent of appreciation
for this divine favor vouchsaved to humanity cascades,
as it were, in the measures,

What do then? how meet beauty? Merely meet it; own, 
Home at heart, heaven's sweet gift; then leave, let

that alone.
Yes, wish that though, wish all, God's better

beauty, grace.24
Lastly, in "Ash-boughs," as if in muted conclusion, our 
lover of Nature says with a quiet and subdued animation,

. . . May
Me 11s blue and snow white through them, a fringe

and a fray
Of greenery; it is old earth's groping toward the

steep
Heaven whom she chi Ids us by.25
In recapitulation we may say that these and other 

passages give evidence that Hopkins had a deep apprecia
tion of the beauty in Nature. His appreciation, however, 
did not cease there but went on heavenwards to the Author 
of Nature. And so the colors of the hills and trees, 
the winging and singing of a bird, the skimming of a

/cloud across the measureless blue, the sounds of winds

24. Ibid., "To What Serves Mortal Beauty?" 60. 
25« Ibid.. "Ash-boughs," 73.
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and streams— all speak to him of God. But, unlike the 
clouds of Shelley, which are impalpable with the airi
ness of ether, the clouds of Hopkins are ethereal with 
the substance of heaven. Shelley’s winds are winds 
which vanish like the whispering lilac-laden zephyrs of 
May. They leave but their echoes to play airy reces
sionals to ears which prefer the substantial fullness 
of stately processionals. The winds of Hopkins, on the 
other hand, are the steady winds of the insweep and 
outsweep of a gale. They serve as skyways for the 
soul’s ascending flight, carrying it on their upsweep 
higher and higher, nearer and nearer its Goal, namely—  
God. Nature is the primary prism through which Hopkins 
examines the purpose of life— the gaining of heaven.

Yet nothing we have said in this chapter ap- 
proaches in pertinent explanation his inimitable lines 
on a bluebell. In his ’’Journal" for 1870, Hopkins has 
this entry, "I do not think I have ever seen anything 
more beautiful than the bluebell I have been looking at.
I know the beauty of our Lord by it."26 In these few ' 
simple strokes this poet of "instressed" beauty undoubt
edly gives us a taste of the very essence of the Sublime.

26. House, op. cit.. 134



CHAPTER III

S U B L I M A T I O N

Longinus, in his treatise On the Sublime, gives 
us a two-fold ramification of "Elevation" in poetry—  
that of Expression and that of Thought. In explaining 
the first, he says that sublimity of expression is a 
certain distinction and excellence of language. He fur
ther declares that it is this quality in writing which 
gives the greatest poets eminence and renown.1 However, 
it is sublimity of thought, he avers, which makes a 
poem truly noble and causes it to survive. This dictum 
is true since beauty does not lie in things but in the 
spirit. Apropos of the source of beauty, Longinus
further states, "That thought, idea, conception is really

•

great which bears repeated examination, and which it is 
difficult or rather impossible to withstand, and the 
memory of which is strong and hard to efface."2 To 
elaborate the excellence of thought in a poet yet more* 
he adds, ' 1 2

1. Longinus, On the Sublime, trans., W. Rhys 
Roberts, 58.

2. Ibid.. 66.
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Sublimity is the echo of a great soul . . . .
Great accents we expect to fall from the lips 
of those whose thoughts are deep and grave. .
. . The source of this elevation is that the 
truly eloquent must be free from low and ig
noble thoughts. For it is not possible that 
men with mean and servile ideas and aims pre
vailing throughout their lives should produce 
anything that is admirable and worthy of im
mortality.3

Longinus, by a process of metempsychosis, might 
have been reading the poems of Father Hopkins when he 
penned these memorable lines, For the foregoing dicta 
of his open up a striking approach to the impressive 
poems under consideration. In the first chapter we have 
stated the purpose of our thesis: to comment upon the 
gem-thoughts found in the exquisitely beautiful poems 
by Father Hopkins. Therefore "Sublimity of Thought" 
will be the general, and "Sublimation" the specific 
object of the present chapter.

Poetry may be sublime in one of two ways. First, 
when a poem expresses or awakens an uplifting emotion, 
or when it produces a sense of elevated beauty, nobili- 
ty, grandeur, solemnity, awfulness, or the like, the 
poem is said to be sublime. Secondly, a poem may 
present thoughts, subjects, and truths which are of the

3. Ibid., 69, passim.
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noblest kind or of the noblest nature. Considered under 
these two aspects, the poems of Hopkins possess some
times the one, sometimes the other attribute of sub
limity. Then, too, our poet is often imbued simul
taneously with both the power that produces elevated 
emotion and the ability to present noble thoughts.

In analyzing the power and the ability to 
awaken lofty feeling and to impart exalted ideas, one 
may approach the consideration of sublimity in the 
poems of Father Hopkins in one of three ways. They are: 
the sources of sublimation; the things that are sub
limated; and the reasons for the presence of these 
elevating qualities in his poems. The last mentioned 
is important because sublimity is a rare, if not alto
gether an absent, quality with the contemporaries of

•

Hopkins.
The source of sublimation is of paramount sig

nificance. If the foundation be profound, the super
structure will be enduring. Noble causes tend to induce 
eminent effects. These premises are true in regard to' 
Hopkins, for the sublimation in his poems has its roots 
in the depths of his exceptional mind. The verses re
veal his innermost and refined victim-soul. They glow 
with the fire of an all-consuming burnt-offering. This
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holocaust is the spirit's utter surrender to God on the
altar of suffering. Father Hopkins exalts and sublimates
his suffering by heroically enduring desolation and
pain. He offers the hours of dereliction to the One who
is just even while chastizing. That the poet looked
upon suffering as justifiable may be gleaned from his
"Morning, Midday and Evening Sacrifice," wherein he says,

This, all this beauty blooming,
This, all this freshness fuming,
Give God while worth consuming.4

Although many of his poems are informed with 
either a sacrificial suffering or a sacrificial restraint, 
these elevating qualities are most keenly felt in the 
"sonnets of affliction." These poems of Hopkins quiver 
with the pain of desolation. While the poet lived his
hours of Gethsemane, only his angels were in attendance.5

*

Wow, however, his agony may be witnessed and shared, 
vicariously, by all. Tears well up in one's eyes on 
reading these soul-wrung verses. They were written while
the poet was on the bleak heights of his Calvary_the
"dark night of the soul." They were not meant for the ' 4 5

4. Hopkins, op. cit., 45.
5. "Hopkins, smiling and joyful with his friends, 

was at the same time on the bleak heights of spiritual 
night with his God."— Lahey, op. cit., 143.
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public. The consequent esoteric quality of these 
poems adds a note to their sublimity.

The public, too, might judge the poet's life
a small and obscure business. But to the poet himself,
in view of eternity, it was wide and deep and crowded.
Hopkins always faced the realities of both time and
eternity with open eyes, so to say. God's purpose in
creating the universe was a constant study with him.
He was fully aware of the creatures' responsibilities
as well as the comparative unimportance of this world.
He viewed this life as the proving ground for the one
of eternity. And it is only in the light of eternity
that the things of time can be seen in their proper
perspective. It is only then that the recompense,
worth working for, will come at the hands of God.

»
Yet one may suffer and still be ignorant of 

the cause or the effect. It was otherwise with Father 
Hopkins. He accepted his bitter trials of soul and 
body with a perfect clearness of vision and full under
standing. He knew not only the cause but also the / 
answer,

But ah, but 0 thou terrible, why wouldst thou
rude on me

Thy wring-world right foot rock? lay a lion
limb against me? scan
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With darksome devouring eyes my bruised
bones? . . .

Why? That my chaff might fly; my grain lie,
sheer and clear.6

Since the time when original sin stained God's 
"first of creation"— Adam— there have been in general 
two recognized classes of sufferers. In the first class 
are those who accept their crosses with resignation to 
the Divine Ordinance, which may of course at times be 
wholly inscrutable. In the second class are those un
fortunate individuals, who like Byron turn resentful at 
the idea of retributive justice. The rebellious atti
tude makes their lot only the more pitiable. Besides 
these two inclusive ranks of agonizing humanity, there 
is still a third class, a highly particular and exclus
ive one. The members of this esoteric circle, like the 
Knights of the Round Table, go in search of trials in 
order to alleviate the burdens of others. It is to be 
deplored that the Renaissance, as Chesterton says, made 
a mockery of the faith, the self-sacrifice, the courage 
and loyalty of knighthood. Hopkins is, in very truth,

/
such a knight. He is a Galahad in quest of the Grail.
He knows full well that the object of his search is a

6. Hopkins, op. cit.. "Carrion Comfort," 61-62.
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"Cup of Suffering." But he belongs to the ¿lite of the 
Prince of Golgotha. As such he must do even as his 
Hero-Leader did, who delivered His very Soul upon the 
altar of propitiation. Reparation must be rendered for 
heedless humanity. An hour of transgression in the 
Garden of Probation must be atoned for by an hour of 
amendment upon the Summit of Expiation.

That is why the Hero of Calvary has His chosen 
coterie. These, to allay the retributive justice of a 
rightly angry God, become victim souls, with whom suf
fering becomes a vocation. Of such was Father Hopkins. 
His self-immolation is all-embracing. Its inclusive
ness is heightened by the conscious acquiescence of the 
poet's will. He is cognizant of the fact that his holo
caust is a real burnt-offering. That there is no alle- 
viation of this uttermost desolation should not be 
bewildering. There was none for the Master; therefore 
there can be none for the disciple.

True to his high-souled principles, the poet 
from the depths of dereliction acknowledges the justice 
of a chastizing God. Hopkins contends, it is true, that 
on his side there, likewise, is justice.? This conten-

7. Ibid.. "Thou Art Indeed Just," 68-69
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tion, however, reveals a familiarity often found be
tween two intimate friends. Such an intimacy is similar 
to the one between God and St. Teresa of Avila. The 
Lord once told her that it was His wont to visit His 
friends with trials. She replied, "Ah, Lord, that is 
the reason Thou hast so few."8

To the few belongs Father Hopkins. His uncommon 
mind elected the common way of chosen souls. It is in 
this mind, then, that the origins of sublimation in his 
poems have their inception. The sources rise from the 
very depths of his soul. Truly, "Sublimity is the echo 
of a great soul," as Longinus rightly declared. The 
lines of our poet echo the depths and gravity of his 
"instressed" spirit. Whether one reads the poems, let
ters, diary, or notes, he at once perceives that he is

*

in the presence of an exceptional mind. That mind is 
singularly free from low and ignoble thoughts. On the 
contrary, the thoughts which spring from it are truly 
elevating. They are, in the language of Longinus, 
"admirable and worthy of immortality." •

From the sources of sublimation we now pass over

8. Francis Xavier Hasler, 0. S. B., A Call for 
Victim Souls. 29.
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to the things that are sublimated. These may be sub
divided into two convenient classes--Nature and Neigh
bor. In his Nature poems, Father Hopkins weaves the 
fabric of sublimation by raising the beauty of creation 
to the grace of the Master-Painter of "piea-beauty." 
Alongside of Father Hopkins, how circumscribed even 
great Homer seems who magnifies the higher powers by 
making the vastness of the world the measure of their 
leap. Homer in The Iliad declaims in sonorous measures,

As far as a man with his eyes through the sea-
line haze may discern,

On a cliff as he sitteth and gazeth away o'er
the wine-dark deep.

So far at a bound do the loud-neighing steeds
of the Deathless leap.9

Hopkins, on the other hand, takes a tiny bluebell, and
because of his greatness of conception, gives us a

*

glimpse not only of this world but of the one beyond. 
Indeed, he presents to our enraptured eyes the Vision 
Beautiful Itself.9 10 He does this because to him Nature 
is an intermediary factor which brings us through its 
simple lessons to the knowledge of God. His poems on # 
Nature are each a paean of the soul's ascending flight

9. Homer, The Iliad, trans., William Cullen 
Bryant, V, 967-971.

10. Chapter II, 23.
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to the feet of the Creator of "dappled beauty." To him 
Nature ie but awaiting a beholder of her grandeur so 
that,

. . . these things were here and but the beholder 
Wanting; which two when they once meet,
The heart rears wings bold and bolder.
I walk, I lift up, I lift up heart, eyes,
Down all that glory in the heavens to glean our

Saviour.11
In "lifting his eyes" the poet beholds the night-skies
pin-pointed with myriads of "diamond delves." He makes
a beautiful metaphor of the starry heavens in,

. . . This piece-bright paling shuts the spouse 
Christ home, Christ and his mother and all his

hallows.1̂
Every thinking being, when looking upon crea

tion, should see the Creator. Unfortunately, one often 
allows his range of vision to be terminated by what he 
beholds. But it need not be. There are individuals who 
go beyond the mere things they perceive. The author oi 
The Divine Comedy is of the first, our poet of the 
second. The flamingly denunciatory and superb Dante 
gives us with his closing lines in the "Purgatory" this 11 12

11. Hopkins, op. cit.. "Hurrahing in the Har
vest," 30-31.

12. Ibid., "The Starlight Night," 26-27.
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elevating simile,
. . .  I returned

From the most holy wave, regenerate.
E'en as now plants renew with foliage new.

Pure and made apt for mounting to the stars.13
But Hopkins does not stop with the stars. No, he goes
beyond the "fire-folk sitting in the air," and on to
what "this piece-bright paling shuts,"13 14 * 16 namely, Heaven.
In "Ash-boughs" he says of vegetation growing skyward,

. . .  May
Mells blue and snow white through them, a

fringe and fray
Of greenery: it is the old earth's groping

toward the steep 
Heaven whom she childs us by.15

It is but consistent, therefore, that all Nature in the
spring should be to our poet,

A strain of the earth's sweet being in the 
beginning 

In Eden garden.Is »
A bright illumination, therefore, as of E£en 

suffuses the poetry of Hopkins with a radiant light. We 
see ordinary things sublimated and transformed in his

13. Alighieri Dante, "The Purgatory," The 
Divine Comedy, trans., Henry F. Cary, editor, Oscar 
Kuhns, 320.

14. Hopkins, op. cit., "The Starlight Night,"
26, passim.

16. Ibid.« "Ash-boughs," 73.
16. Ibid., "Spring," 27.
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ringing lines. Moreover, since Nature unmarred by man 
is nearer its original glory, the poet delights to 
sing of the joys of the open fields. He enchants the 
spirit as if in an outdoor cathedral. There Nature 
itself performs the sacred rites, bowing low in adora
tion before its Maker. For with our poet Nature always 
fulfills her destiny, which is to praise God. However, 
the lord of animate creation fails to do so. Conse
quently the loyalty shown by the inanimate part of the 
world inspiies Hopkins to intercede for Nature's crown
ing glory— Man. In the closing lines of his poem 
entitled "Spring," the poet ardently asks Christ to keep 
the innocent minds of youth virtuous and unblemished.
But where there is a lack of perfection, the poet prays,

God, lover of souls, swaying considerate scales, 
Complete thy creature dear 0 where it fails,
Being mighty a master, being a father and fond.17

We consequently realize that as in Nature Hop
kins visualized the Creator, so in his fellow-man he 
saw Christ. There is more to this than just a mere 
dictum which is applicable, more or less, to every ' 
Christian. The poet's life, especially after his con-

•»17. Ibid "In the Valley of the Elwy," 32
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version,IS lay along the path where “the sword and not 
peace was his decreed lot."19 But Hopkins never became 
an introvert preoccupied with self alone. He did not 
drag his bleeding heart across all of Europe as the 
author of Don Juan did with a defiant yet, nevertheless, 
whimpering despair. Ho, Hopkins in his sorrow carried 
solace to other bruised hearts. He found time and 
inclination to make a niche in his iervently poetic 
soul for the lowly cogs of the vast machine of human 
endeavor. He admires those who walk the byways of hid
den life. He rejoices at the fact that the many, many 
footsteps unheard by the rushing world are yet regis
tered in heaven. He voices his revelant admiration in 
a poet on an unassuming lay-brother, the St. Alphonsus
Rodriguez, with an e'clat heard even in heaven,*

But be the war within, the brand we wield
Unseen, the heroic breast not outward-steeled,
Earth hears no hurtle then from fiercest fray.
Yet God . . .Could crowd career with conquest while there went 18 19

18. But there was, however, one interval of, 
blissful peace granted his much-tormented soul. In a 
letter to Reverend E. W. Urquart, June 13, 1868, 
Hopkins writes that upon making up his mind to join 
the Society of Jesus, he enjoyed the first complete 
peace of mind he had ever had. (Claude Colieer 
Abbott, Further Letters. 36-38.)

19. Bre'gy, op. cit., 439.
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Those years and years by of world without event 
That in Majorca Alfonso watched the door.20

Hopkins loved, it is true, the laboring classes. 
Of this he gives evidence more than once. Yet this does 
not mean that he was a Communist, or a Revolutionist.
He knew that besides the performers of tasks there are 
also the master-minds which create the means wherewith 
the workers secure their livelihood. In "Tom’s Garland" 
he poetizes what St. Paul and Plato expressed prosaic
ally ages before. It is that a well-ordered human 
society is like a body with many members. Each member 
has its proper function— some higher, some lower. But 
all functions, all strata, are honorable from the honor 
which belongs to the whole. This common honor shared by 
both is brought out in the following lines,

What’. Country is honour enough in all us—
lordly head,

With heaven's lights high hung round, or,
mother-ground

That mammocks, mighty foot . . .21
Whenever he writes about the working-men, Hopkins

sublimates their lowly work by throwing a glow of splend-
1

or on tasks well done. He captivates one with a sense 20

20. Hopkins, op. cit.. "St. Alphonsus Rodriguez,"
68.

21. Ibid.. "Tom’s Garland," 68
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of satisfaction in duty conscientiously performed— duty 
which it is the workers* lot to fulfill. In a poem on 
a blacksmith the poet gives us a picture that is truly 
captivating. He ends the eulogy with the following 
vigorous onomatepoeia,

When thou at the random grim forge, powerful
amidst peers,

Didst fettle for the great drayhorse his
bright and

Battering sandall^
The sublimation in the poems upon his fellow-men reaches
its peak of attractiveness, however, in "Bamfloor and
Winepress." Having pictured "the wages of sin" exacted
from Christ, the poet has the Savior not only redeem
man but also raise him to a plane of exaltation possible
only for the love of God to elevate His creature. Higher
and higher still the poet takes him in the following
lines that are a veritable crescendo,

When He has sheaved us in His sheaf,
When He has made us bear His leaf.—

We scarcely call that Banquet food,
But even our Saviour's and our blood,
We are so grafted on His wood.23

The foregoing pages, then, show us the manner in 
which Hopkins sublimates the verses upon Nature and his 22 23

22. Ibid.. "Felix Randal," 48.
23. Ibid.. "Bamfloor and Winepress," 135.
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neighbor. Nature to him, as we said in Chapter II, is 
a conductor to God. Man is but another Christ. And so 
in both animate and inanimate creation the poet sees 
and portrays the Creator.

Irresistably an all-important question presents 
itself now. The query is an all-important one because 
it deals with the reasons for the presence of the per
vasive sublimation in the verses of Father Hopkins. In 
other words, how is it that he achieved the permeation 
of the sublime which is so manifestly absent from the 
poems which others produced contemporaneously? The 
answer, we believe, is to be found in the nature of Hop
kins' vision and election. All throughout his stay on 
the arid summit of life's sad realities, Hopkins never 
gave way either to cynicism or to pessimism. His poems 
are rooted, therefore, in the ineluctable premise that 
good is more powerful than evil. He saw through all the 
sham-science and sham-art and sham-everything with which 
he was surrounded.

The pages of history are overburdened with the 
pseudo-blessings of material prosperity of the period, 
although one should rather say that the age was crushed 
by the curse which "scientism" impinged upon it. It was 
an era when much was either pseudo-lined or pseudo-faced.
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It therefore is not surprising that the years which fol
lowed this epoch were shot through with all the path
ology of decadence in the "fin de siècle" of "purple 
patches" and "scarlet moments." Neither need it be so 
bewildering that this latter span became one of spirit
ual weariness, moral helplessness, religious hopeless
ness which engulfed the effete and exhibited them in 
needlessly unhealthy manifestations. It was fated to 
come since the Victorian creative artists deemed it 
expedient to divest poetry of religion.

The crushing curse of irréligion during the "fin 
de siècle" would not have been so devastating had 
Victorianism gone the way of open surrender to the 
thorn-crowned Christ. Instead, it forever was seeking 
a compromise between incompatible opposites. Finally 
it suppurated into the hedonism of the evening of the 
"too long century." The devotees of this hedonism 
"flung roses • . . cried for madder music and for 
stronger wine." Before long everything worthwhile striv
ing for had "gone with the wind." The chaotic lives add 
their thwarted aspirations reduced these poseful sensa
tion-seekers to "life-sick" derelicts. Their hearts 
were denied the one thing that could have satisfied and 
satiated and saved them. Consequently these hearts
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which were fed on husks "turned into dust."24 25
But the age of Victoria chose to turn from the 

benevolent Providence of Tennyson to the fatalistic 
necessitarianism of "The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam."
From the childlike confidence of Francis Thompson, it 
turned to the plaintive skepticism of Arnold Clough.
The vacuous hedonism of Dowson was substituted for the 
sacrificial mysticism of Christina Rossetti. The re
vivifying contentment of Alice Meynell was set aside 
for the barren wastelands of escapism of Oscar Wilde. 
From the sunny vistas of Stevenson, the Victorian Age 
turned to the unrelieved gloom of Hardy. In lieu of the 
celestial insight of Gerard Manley Hopkins, it chose the 
murky paganism of Algernon Charles Swinburne.

Consequently the renunciation of Hopkins is a 
glowing fire whose wood is never ashes. It is an all- 
consuming burnt-offering which glows at white heat of 
entire consecration daily renewed. His embers may be 
"blue-bleak," they may "fall, gall themselves," but 
they always "gash gola-vermillion."25 From the drab

24. Ernest Dowson, "Non Sum Qualis Eram Bonae 
Sub Regno Cynare," The Poems of Ernest Dowson. 27-28.

25. Hopkins, 0£. cit.. "The Windhover," 29.
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shades of daily afflictions, the sublimation of Hopkins 
mounts to the vivid hues of never-ending delights. And 
the "key to Everlasting Life is a blood-stained Cross."26 
This Cross then becomes, if mankind so will, the many 
"cross-beams in the bridge from earth to heaven built 
by Jesus Christ, Pontiff of men with God."27 26 27

26. Joyce Kilmer, "Pennies," Poems. Essays, and 
Letters. Part I, 178-179.

27. Aloysius McDonough, V. P., D. D., Jesus 
Christ. The Divine Bridge Builder. 2.



CHAPTER IV

T O N E  - C O L O R

"Tone-Color'1 is a term which denotes the mood, 
or the feeling, of a poem. To achieve a certain tone- 
color a poet expertly selects and arranges his words 
in order to reveal his thoughts; and resultantly a 
composition which so blends one or another of the moods 
into the very texture of a poem is said to have that 
particular tone or color.1

This tone-color is the most elusive, and at the 
same time the most dominant, of poetic devices. With 
Father Hopkins it rests in his ability to interpret the 
significance of life in its broad, enduring, and spirit
ual aspect. It is quite true that a poet's racial in
heritance and the influence of the times in which he 
lives are of significance, but they are of only secondary 
importance. What that poet makes of his environment and 
of his world are of essential moment; or, as Dimnet puts 
is, "What a man means, where it [his attitudej tends td, 
and what use it will be to us and to our fellow-beings

1. Joseph T. Shipley, editor, Dictionary of 
World Literature, 126.
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is what we want to know."^
Therefore, in trying to grasp a poet's outlook 

upon his world, one must try first to understand the 
poet’s point of view— his general sense of the meaning 
of life, the things that he observes, his interpreta
tions of what he observes, his dominating qualities.
Once this point of view is ascertained, one may go on 
to analyze the author’s specific interest, that is, the 
kinds of ideas upon which the writer concentrates. It 
is these that make the materials of the world which the 
poet creates.

In further analyzing this quality of tone-color 
in a poem, one should say that Father Hopkins differs in 
his use of it from that of his contemporaries. Hopkins 
fulfills more specifically the Greek connotation of the 
word? the other Victorians adhered rather to that of the 
Sanskrit. Now in Sanskrit tana means "tone" or "fiber." 
The Greek teinein means "to stretch," or "to strain."
This straining, this striving to attain the spirit's 
ultimate goal, we find to be the pervasive tonal quality, 
in the poems of Father Hopkins. For with our poet, as 
with the Reverend Ernest Dimnet, the one essential object 2

2. Ernest Dimnet, The Art of Thinking. 128.
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is the "Christian’s habit of seeing everything *sub 
specie aetemitatis.'"3 That the human heart fails to 
find contentment in transitory things is inevitable 
because, as Thomas a Kempis says, "Thou canst not be 
satisfied with any temporal goods, because thou wast 
not created for their enjoyment."4

The constant straining of the soul towards God 
then is the key that one needs in reading the poems of 
Hopkins; and this key unlocks the hasps to the inter
pretation of many of his poems, and especially the so- 
called "terrible sonnets."

Knowing now the author's point of view, we are 
more able to understand the keynote of his life. Every 
life has its tonic-note, its master-thoughts. What, 
then, were these in the life of Hopkins? The key to 
his wonderful life will be found, we believe, in what 
we may term the "passions" of his soul. These aspira
tions were: the praising of God; treading the path of 
voluntary obedience; pouring out his ardent soul in 
verse; loving his fellow-men; bearing his cross of pair; 3 4

3. Ibid.
4. Thomas a Kempis, The Following of Christ, 

Book III, Chapter 16, 1.
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and sorrow. All this the poet did to possess God 
hereafter. God was the sole goal of all his desires. 
Toward Him the poet's soul strives to rise. Indeed, 
it would gladly wing its way thither, even as the 
windhover, in the early morning of his life.

So, like a golden thread, woven in and out 
throughout a tapestry, there is in the poems of Hopkins 
a unity of tone. This unity of tone, whether glowing 
with moments of bliss and happiness or adumbrated by 
hours of grief and affliction, permeates all his verses. 
This unity of tone is, furthermore, the burning of the 
candle of his life on the altar of his Divine Socius.
At times we come across this tone told in phrases of 
childlike amazement, as when he intimates how to serve 
God, saying,

•

See, Lord, at thy service low lies here a heart 
Lost, all lost in wonder at the God thou art.5

Again he gives, with knight-like gallantry, the 
real reason why one should love God when he says,

What must I love thee, Lord, for then?
For being my king and God. Amen.S ,

Elsewhere the poet couches his ideas of God in an anthro- 5 6

5. Hopkins, op. cit., "S. Thomae Aquinatis," 89.
6. Ibid., "0 Deus, ego amo te," 151.
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1,

poraorphic but reverent phraseology, chanting,
We guess; we clothe Thee, unseen King,
With attributes we deem are meet.7

But it is when Hopkins encourages others in the service
of God that a note of gladness definitely creeps into
his lines, as in,

Seek God’s house in happy throng;
Crowded let His table be;
Mingle praises, prayer and song,
Singing to the Trinity.
Henceforth let your souls alway 
Make each m o m  an Easter day.b

The foregoing passages show the specific accepta
tion of the word "tone-color" as applied to the poems of 
Hopkins in general. The following pages will present a 
number of ramified and pertinent reflections upon his 
poems on Nature, on Beauty, on Love of Neighbor.

In the Nature poems of Father Hopkins there is 
always a tone of super-eminent, transcendent exaltation. 
He achieves the elevated quality by ascribing a purpose 
to each endeavor and a goal to each purpose. Be that 
endeavor the voluntary operation of rational beings, or 
the necessary act of irrational ones, the purpose is 
ever the same. It has always the tonality of service,

7. Ibid.T "Nondum," 138-139.
8. Ibid., "Easter," 140-141.
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whereby every creature, according to its nature, glori
fies the Goal— its Creator. This Creator, unlike the 
mystical (almost mythical) "World-Sour' of Wordsworth, 
is an apparent Unity. The Lake poet makes of the Divine 
Artificer a nebulous will-o'the-wisp. No one can ever 
get near to that pantheistic Elusiveness. In the "in- 
stressed" poet, however, we are ever conscious of the 
luminous fact of God's existence. The God of Hopkins is 
a manifest, substantial, unswerving monotheistic Reality; 
He can be perceived clearly and felt distinctly through
out the poems. He is ever near at hand, be it either as 
a Master or a Father, a Chastizer or a Consoler.

And because God is always near, Hopkins in 
"God's Grandeur" gives us a tone of unfailing confidence.
This optimistic assurance richly colors the Christian's

»
firm belief that somehow, some time, all will come out 
right in the end. There are two proofs to substantiate 
this conclusion. The first is the assertion of Christ 
himself. The second is to be found in the following 
lines,

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent
World broods with warm breast and with Ah I

bright wings.9 (Sic) 9

9. Ibid.. 26
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This hovering of the Holy Ghost over the bent 
world presents a tonality of subdued action. For not 
all service of God is mercurial surging and trumpet- 
toned movement. Even the impetuous Milton, with a near 
sublimation of a chosen-soul, says heroically, "They 
also serve who only stand and wait."^0 It is in this 
manner that Hopkins, with a note of total dedication, 
portrays inanimate Nature as serving God by simply being 
what its Creator fashioned it to be. However, an under
tone of wistfulness inevitably breathes through his 
lines when the poet says,

Earth, sweet Earth, sweet landscape, with
leaves throng

And couched low grass, heaven that dost appeal 
To, with no tongue to please, no heart to feel;

That canst but only be, but dost that long— 11
This note of wistfulness creeps in because inanimate 
Nature is denied the happiness of consciousness in its 
service. Nature does not enjoy the knowledge of its 
consecration, its destiny, because "it has no heart to 
feel."

Such an end of creation, as delineated by Hopkins, 10 11

10. John Milton, "On His Blindness," The Com
plete Poetical Works, editor, William Vaughn Moody, 77.

11. Hopkins, op. cit.. "Ribblesdale," 55-54.
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is worlds apart from that of Shelley. The latter, in 
his lyric "To a Skylark," gives us a keen sense of cos
mic gladness. A strain of rapturous exaltation rings 
through the verses. The poem, however, falls short of 
a culmination. There is no ultimate purpose to all that 
surging endeavor on the part of the "blithe Spirit."
His skylark, like Shelley himself, to qupte Matthew 
Arnold, "is a beautiful and ineffectual angel, beating 
in the void his luminous wings in vain." Hopkins, in 
"The Woodlark," chooses a lesser singer, the skylark’s 
prosaic cousin. And although this lyric is but a frag
ment, it brings a fuller sense of satisfaction. Here 
is the tone of something done, something accomplished, 
a yearning satiated. For this woodlark's thrill is a
God-given urge. Obeying that urge, the bird fulfills

*

its destiny— the praising of its Creator. Hopkins, by
making the woodlark utter the words, makes the bird
almost rational. It all but seems that the lark realizes
its own place in the scheme of creation. In its glee,
because it has its own dimunitive censer to swing, the ,

songster warbles,
Today the sky is two and two 
With white strokes and strains of the blue 
. . . When the cry within 
Says Go on then I go on
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Till the longing ie less and the good done 
But down drop, if it says Stop.12
There is yet another aspect in which Hopkins 

differs from Shelley. This variance is the goal each 
sets for Beauty. It is quite obvious that the tone- 
color of intellectual delight of beauty is more elevat
ing than that of sensuous rapture. But this sensuous 
transport in Hopkins surpasses even the aesthetic one, 
not only of Shelley, but even of Pater. The Jesuit 
weaves into his lines a higher aim, a higher purpose, 
namely— the service and praise of God. Hopkins thus 
sets an ultimate and a most sublime goal to his delight. 
Having such an object in view he saves his elation from 
becoming self-centered, self-regarding, and liable to 
degenerate into mere sensualism. For our poet is "the 
happy moth that flew into the Sun."13

Again, Shelley, playing his favorite twin- 
strains of rapture and melancholy, gives us in his "Hymn 
to Intellectual Beauty" a vivid tone of the Romantics' 
nympholeptic longing. But this frenzied desire ended 
usually in delirious inanity because inevitably it '

12. Hopkins, op. cit., "The Woodlark," 83.
13. Kilmer, op. cit.. "Father Gerard Hopkins, 

S. J.,» 138.
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brought them always short, far.short, of their yearning 
and aspiration. Thus Shelley's lyric may stir one 
deeply, but in the end it leaves him with a hollow 
feeling. After thrilling to the transports pervading 
the lines, we stand with the poet, questioning and un
certain. The evanescence and mystery of life are still 
a locked secret to us. Unhappily, Shelley does not 
furnish us with a key, for he does not show us the ul
timate purpose of Beauty.

Hopkins, on the other hand, gives us the solu
tion to the problem. His outlook upon things of time 
coincides with that of a Kempis. The author of the 
copious little tome, which St. Ignatius Loyola prized 
so highly, gives the explanation in a few brief words, 
"Son, I must be thy supreme and ultimate end, if thou 
desirest to be truly h a p p y . I t  is the Creator speak
ing to His creature. Animated by this outlook, the 
suffering-chastened spirit of Hopkins soars beyond the 
pied realms of "two and two." He is aware of the mean
ing of life and knows that the soul's Godward endeavor 
is but the spirit's inherent inclination. His knowledge 
and faith enabled him to see "in the lamp that is

14. A Kempis, op. cit., Book III, Chapter 9, 1.
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beauty, the light that was Goa."lb Accordingly, Hop
kins holds that beauty should be accepted, kept 
lovely, made lovelier, and returned refined to its 
Giver. In "To What Serves Mortal Beauty?" he thus 
admonishes,

. . . Love what are love’s worthiest, were all 
known;

World's loveliest— men's selves. Self flashes 
off frame and face.

What do then? how meet beauty? Merely meet it; 
own,

Home at heart, heaven's sweet gift; then leave, 
let that alone.

Yea, wish that though, wish all, God's better 
beauty, grace.15 16 17

And physical beauty is true beauty only when it is the 
reflection of a noble soul within. For the spirit is 
the breath of God and reflects Him in turn. That mortal 
beauty but symbolizes the greater beauty of Christ, Hop
kins brings out in "Margaret* Clitheroe" by the following 
lines,

The Christ-ed beauty of her mind 
Her mould of features mated well.1?

That physical beauty captivated Hopkins is

15. Kilmer, op. cit.« "The Poetry of Hilaire 
Belloc," 77.

16. Hopkins, op. cit.. "To What Serves Mortal 
Beauty?" 60.

17. Ibid., "Margaret Clitheroe," 148-149.
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evident throughout his writings. A virile tone-color 
of a keen sensitiveness to muscular grace is strikingly 
brought out by him in his poems on the laboring classes. 
Often where others saw but the ignoble, he was keen to 
discern the exalted. Millet, the world-famous French 
painter, saw but the brutalized features from which all 
spiritual animation had fled. Hopkins, in looking upon 
a yeoman, saw more than just "the emptiness of ages in 
his face."IS Hopkins saw go by him men whom beauty "In 
mould or mind or what else makes rare. "-*-9 A note of 
admiration for sheer physical strength and sinewy vigor 
is forcibly displayed in his "Harry Ploughman," a poem 
upon a laborer.20

Characteristically, in "To What Serves Mortal
Beauty?" physical grace is given an unusual sublimation.*
Here a subtle tone of deep appreciation for the gift of 
the true faith is revealed by this convert-poet-priest. 
Mortal beauty becomes a channel of supernatural grace. 
Hopkins makes the comeliness of some war-slaves the 18 19 *

18. Edwin Markham, The Man with the Hoe. 15-18.
19. Hopkins, op. cit.. "The Lantern out of 

Doors," 28.
Ibid., "Harry Ploughman," 64.20.



means whereby his own most cherished boon was won for 
England. This gift, we know, was brought to the shores 
of Britain in the sixth century. The pleasing appear
ance of the Angle boys, who were being sold in the 
marketplace in Rome, was instrumental in what super
vened. Herbert Thurston relates the fact in the follow
ing words, "St. Gregory's deep compassion for the 
angel-faces of these Angle children in the Roman market 
led in time Q/vhen Gregory became Christendom's Holy 
Pontiff] to the sending of the monk St. Augustine and 
his companions to England."21

This fragment of history, which brought about 
such wonderful results, is handled by Father Hopkins in 
an elevating manner. It is quite true that "The Leaden 
Echo and the Golden Echo" shows the poet's tone of 
apprehensiveness which implies that natural beauty has 
about it something "dearly and dangerously sweet." But 
a note of high intrepidity informs "To What Serves 
Mortal Beauty?" In the second poem it is the tone that 
changes the coloring of the outlook upon the same object. 
There is still an echo of solicitude, even here, but it 21

21. Herbert Thurston, "The Anglo-Saxon Church," 
The Catholic Encyclopedia. Special Edition, Vol. I.



is only an echo. Now the full import, however, is that 
mortal beauty should teach mankind "what good means."
In other words, the poet here makes this natural endow
ment a grace of God to lead humanity back to its 
Creator. A warmth of glowing color, naturally, suf
fuses these lines, which immediately take possession 
of one's heart. For,

Those lovely lads once, wet-fresh windfalls of
war's storm,

How then should Gregory, a father, have gleaned
else from swarm

ed Rome? But God to a nation dealt thatr day's
dear chance.22

These preceding instances make it evident that 
bodily beauty in his fellow-man captivated this poet's 
imaginative muse. But it is the soul of his neighbor 
that finds a sanctum-sanctorum in his heart. There is 
a spiritual sympathy ana a heartfelt understanding of 
human frailty and a tender sorrow in Father Hopkins' 
poems on his neighbor. His compassion and pity are en
livened by the genuine and comprehending admiration of 
gallantry, bravery, beauty and nobility of character.
An ardent kindliness and humanity endow the poems of 
Father Hopkins with a glowing warmth of solicitude and 22
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22. Hopkins, op. cit.. "To What Serves Mortal 
Beauty?" 60.



a definite note of true love of neighbor.
Our poet extended a true love of neighbor when

it did the most good. The regrets of America's own
Edwin A. Robinson are absent from the verses of Hopkins.
Our somber New England's sorrowful poet mourns,

Strange that I did not know him then,
That friend of minel

I would have rid the earth of him 
Once in my pridei 

I never knew the worth of him 
Until he died.23

These sad, sad lines show that too often, in self-pride, 
we miss the "vision beautiful" in those about us. We 
seldom glimpse our "real" neighbor because of that regret
table trait of humankind which tends to make us realize 
true worth only after it has been lost. But the poems
of Hopkins differ greatly from those of Robinson. At*
times their tone-color is loud and stirring like a shout, 
as in "Tom's Garland," "Felix Randall," "Margaret Cli- 
theroe," "The Wreck of the Deutschland." Again the 
tonality is quiet and penetrating, like an inspiration, 
as in "Cheery Beggar," "The Soldier," "The Handsome 
Heart," "In the Valley of the Elwy." But always their 23

23. Edwin Arlington Robinson, "An Old Story," 
Collected Poems. 76.
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tone-color reveals the poet's conception of true
neighborly love. He puts this love into practice
while earning his way to heaven. And all because he
sees Christ in his fellow-man. In the sonnet "As
Kingfishers Catch Fire" Hopkins gives utterance to
this sublimating metaphor,

I say more: the just man justices}
Keeps grace: that keeps all his goings graces;
Acts in God's eye what in God's eye he is—
Christ— for Christ plays in ten thousand places, 
Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his 
To the Father through the features of men's

faces.24
So, unlike some modem nihilists— Strindberg, 

Ibsen, Dostoievsky, Flaubert, Hauptmann, Dreisser, 
Robinson, Jeffers— Hopkins was able to see the good in 
human nature. Theirs is an obsession with all gross
ness and decay. It is a preoccupation with the sordid, 
beyond which they see no reality save sin, ugliness, 
and disillusionment. Hopkins sees these too. But he 
also sees that good, beauty, and truth are interwoven 
into the pattern. For life is sin and goodness, ugli
ness and beauty, disillusionment and truth. And, see- ' 
ing these ever-present twin-threads in the tapestry of

24. Hopkins, op. cit.. 
Fire," 53.

"As Kingfishers Catch



human character, the poet of "instressed personality'* 
was not embittered but to the end preserved a fighting 
faith in human nature. Sin was abhorrent to him. The 
sinner, however, was to be sought after and won back 
to righteousness, and that by love. And this because 
he had been purchased with the very Blood of Christ 
Who "plays lovely in his limbs, eyes, and features."

Consequently, as a thing which is bought, man 
belongs to the vast family of Christ. The attainment 
of a place in this household is the only thing which can 
satisfy the human heart. The human mind is forever 
stirred and agitated by that eternal craving for a 
change, for something better. Even St. Augustine, in 
his youth, was more brilliant than wise. After he had 
tasted all that a riotous living could offer him, he 
was forced— as a matter of fact— to acknowledge his 
defeat. At long last he turned from the devious way of 
tainted pleasure. As a swan-song to his wasted years 
he uttered a soul-stirring cry which has rung unmuted 
down the vistas of centuries. That heart-wrung cry, 
"God, thou has made me for Thyself and my heart is 

restless until it rests in Thee," is as true today as . 
it was in the fourth century.

The inherently nostalgic yearning of the soul
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Hopkins brings out by a most unusual simile in,
As a dare-gale skylark scanted in a dull cage 
Man's mounting spirit in his bone-house, mean

house dwells—
Both sing sometimes the sweetest, sweetest spells, 
Yet both droop deadly sometimes in their cells.25

It is inevitable therefore that, sooner or later, one 
must realize there is that something in him which urges 
him ever onwards and upwards. The dour and grim Car
lyle diagnosed the cause of man's unhappiness accurate
ly when he said,

Man's unhappiness, as I construe, comes from his 
Greatness; it is because there is an Infinite in 
him, which with all his cunning he cannot quite 
bury under the Finite.26

Carlyle, however, did not go far enough in his endeavor 
to remedy human unhappiness. "Cease worrying about
yourself, go to work"2? is the panacea which he gives

»
to the world in Sartor Kesartus. But this message is 
not comprehensive enough. For although work might be 
enough to satisfy the daily needs of the body, it is 
not sufficient to satiate the soul. The contentment of 
the spirit may be realized by one means only, and that 25 26

25. Hopkins, op. cit.. "The Caged Skylark," 31.
26. Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus. 187.

• Ibid.. 194.27



is the attainment of its ultimate goal. Wow, work
unsublimated, unsanctified, is as barren in view of 
eternity as a life wherein labor and striving has 
never had a place.

So when we consider things really worth while 
we find that Hopkins in his slender volume gives us a 
treasure which makes us wealthy indeed. This remunera
tive quality of his poetry is due to two reasons. The 
first is that he chooses as his themes things elemental 
and not those which are only secondary and needless. ' 
The second— he suffuses his lines with the rich tone
coloring of sublimating everything by the service and 
praise of the King of kings. This service and praise 
will one day bring man to his true home. But there is
one road only which leads to this true home of mankind.

*

It is the royal way of the Prince of Sorrows.
Happily we have come to know that throughout 

his life the heart of Hopkins' work was the Heart of 
Christ. It was even this Heart which uttered that most 
agonizing cry of all ages— the cry at which all creation 
stood still, "God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?" 
Therefore, one need not wonder that a soul of predilec
tion should have moments when she is capable of only a 
cry of agony. Yet it is in these moments of unrelieved



gloom that the soul is refined and purified, till she 
reflects the Prototype of all beauty, as Father Vaughan 
so aptly says,

It is not so much in the sunshine of prosperity 
as in the dark chamber of adversity that Christ’s 
likeness in the soul is developed into the per
fect picture.28

But the age of "The Survival of the Fittest" 
wanted the sunshine of opulence and not the dark tones 
of elected humbleness. It is due in part to his elec
tion of sacrificial restraint that Hopkines does not 
belong to the Victorian Age, whose shibboleth was, 
"Prosperity, Development, Achievement." His contempo
rary fellow-poets reflect their age in their verses. 
Hopkins does not. Into the fustian of Victorian lyric
ism, he introduced depth and dignity. It was inevit
able, accordingly, that the'dizzily closing decades of 
the last century should not apprehend and appreciate 
the tonal gravity of his poems; and so the voice of 
Hopkins, as in the case of Newman, was like the voice 
of one crying in the wilderness. In the words of 
Chesterton, theirs ^Hopkins' and Newman’ŝ  was "a pro
test of the rationality of religion against the 28

28. Bernard Vaughan, S. J., "Fragment," The 
Sacred Heart Messenger, LXXVIII (April, 1943), 23.
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increasing irrationality of mere Victorian comfort ana 
compromise.29 The Victorians wanted the scintillating 
hues of eternity to fill their lives here below. But 
Hopkins knew that the color-tones of the reverse side 
of the picture are drab in comparison with the luminous 
pastels of the averse side. He realized fully that the 
things of earth are but a dim symbolism of the luminous 
reality of heaven.

#

29. Gilbert K. Chesterton, The Victorian Age 
in Literature. 48.



CHAPTER V

S Y M B O L I S M

"Symbolism," as found in literature, may be 
given.a two-fold subdivision. In the first place, it 
has a rather wide general meaning; and, secondly, it 
refers to esoteric groups or special movements. Both 
kinds of symbolism, it will now to shown, are to be 
found in the literary output of this English Jesuit.

In general, symbolism is simply the use of 
imagery and fancy in writing. A poet may select any 
object and endow it with imaginative qualities, to 
make that object represent some philosophic, religious, 
spiritual, or special abstraction. However, in order
that one can understand symbolistic literature of any

*
type, he will need a '»key11 to the special significance 
involved.1 Incidentally, the key to the meanings of 
Father Hopkins' symbolism is not as hidden as adverse 
critics* 1 2 would have us believe. For, in Chapter II,

/
1. William Flint Thrall, A Handbook to Litera

ture. 428.
2. Hopkins has but few unfriendly critics. 

Foremost among them could be mentioned: John Gould 
Fletcher with his article entitled, "Gerard Manley Hop
kins— Priest or Poet," in the American Review. VI 
(January, 1936), 331-46j and Elizabeth Phare in the 
work captioned, The Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins.
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we learned that the life of our poet, even like the 
design of an exquisite mosaic, was of a well-defined 
pattern. The leitmotifs were: the praise, the rever
ence. and the service of God. Later, in Chapter IV, 
we found the keynote to the master-thoughts. Usually 
this keynote is one or another “passion" of his soul. 
Therefore the emotive principle which quickens the 
lines is: praising God, treading the path of voluntary 
obedience, pouring out an ardent soul in verse, loving 
and serving his fellow-men.

Consequently the general classification of 
symbolism, as found in the poems of Father Hopkins pre
sents many facets^/each of which is worthy of close 
consideration. This chapter, however, shall restrict
itself mainly to the study of the priest-poet's use of

*

symbolism under only three aspects, namely: symbolism 
as found in the Religious poems, the symbolic abstrac
tion as to the Purpose of Suffering, and the symbolical 
meanings found in the poems on Nature. Since faith and 
its profession by deed and word were the mainspring of, 
Hopkins' interpretation of life, his poems of religious 
intent should be the starting point in any analysis.

As one reads the religious poems, he soon be
comes aware of the fact that Christ is often presented
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there as the "source" and as the "protagonist" of all 
Beauty. Two reasons may be adduced to substantiate 
the fact that the author consciously strove to present 
Christ in this double light. The first proof is that 
the poet was of the Company of Jesus. As one of the 
priestly initiates, he daily strove to walk in the foot
steps of his Leader, who is the "Hero of Calvary."
Then, as the second proof, we may take from among Father 
Hopkins' sermons one which he preached on November 23, 
1879, at Bedford Leigh. Many passages of this sermon 
testify to an animating love of Christ. The following 
excerpts are but a few of the many passages which pul
sate with heartfelt intensity,

Our Lora Jesus Christ is our hero, a hero all 
the world wants. Books of tales put one man 
before the reader and shew him off handsome 
for the most part and brave and call him My 
Hero or Our Hero. Often mothers make a hero 
of a son; girls of a sweetheart ana good wives 
of a husband. Soldiers make a hero of a great 
general, a party of its leader, a nation of 
any great man that brings it glory, whether 
king, warrior, statesman, thinker, poet, or 
whatever it shall be. But Christ, he is the 
hero. He too is the hero of a book or books, 
of the divine Gospels. . . .  He is a king. ,
. . .  He is a statesman, that drew up the New 
Testament in his blood and founded the Roman 
Catholic Church and cannot fail. He is a 
thinker, that taught us divine mysteries. He 
is an orator and poet, as in his eloquent words 
and parables appear. He is the world's hero, 
the desire of nations. But besides he is the 
hero of single souls. . . .  He is the truelove
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and the bridegroom of men's souls; the virgins 
follow him whithersoever he goes; the martyrs 
follow him through a sea of blood, through 
great tribulation; all his servants take up 
their cross and follow him. And those even 
that do not follow him yet they look wistfully 
after him, own him a hero, and wish they dared 
answer his call. . . .

There met in Jesus Christ all things that 
can make man lovely and loveable. In his body 
he was most beautiful. . . . But he could not 
have pleased by growth of body unless the body 
was strong, healthy, and beautiful that grew.
. . .  I leave it to you, brethem, then to 
picture him, in whom the fulness of the god
head dwelt bodily, in his bearing how majestic, 
how strong and yet how lovely and lissome in 
his limbs, in his look how earnest, grave but 
kind. . . . For myself I make no secret. I 
look forward with eager desire to seeing the 
matchless beauty of Christ's body in the hea
venly light. . . .  He was the greatest genius 
that ever lived. You know what genius is, 
brethem— beauty and perfection in the mind.
. . . Now, far higher than beauty of the body, 
higher than genius and wisdom the beauty of 
the mind, comes the beauty of his character, 
his character as man. For the most part his 
very enemies, those that do not believe in him, 
allow that a character do noble was never seen 
in human mould. Plato the heathen, the great
est of the Greek philosophers, foretold of him: 
he drew by his wisdom a picture of the just man 
in his justice crucified and it was fulfilled 
in Christ. . . . His gentleness towards child
ren, towards the afflicted, towards sinners, is 
often dwelt on. . . . He loved to praise, he 
loved to reward.3

Not only in his sermons but also in his poems, 
Hopkins often refers to the loveliness and lovableness

3. House, op. cit., 260-266, passim.
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of Christ. Frequently, too, he intimates that mortal 
beauty only symbolizes the greater beauty of Christ.
The winsome attractiveness of the kedeemer, as re
flected in His servants, is brought out by the poet in 
the religious ballad on Margaret Clitheroe in the fol
lowing admirable lines,

The Christ-ed beauty of her mind 
Her mould of features mated well.^

The poet portrays her character, moreover, as unassail
able as the finest-tempered steel. She was able to 
withstand the "fawning, fawning crocodiles"— Elizabeth's 
myrmidons— because, as the poet tells us, "Christ lived 
in Margaret Clitheroe."4 5 6 When, finally, she was brought 
to her martyrdom, she bore it with a fortitude that 
shamed her brutal tormentors. But so inhuman was the 
manner of her death that thè poet gives voice to the 
following Christ-like outburst,

Heaven turned its star-light eyes below 
To the murder of Margaret Clitheroe.®

Elsewhere our singer, in graceful symbolism, 
brings out the fact that mortal beauty can become eternal

4. Hopkins, op. cit., "Margaret Clitheroe," 148.
5. Ibid.. 149.
6. Loc. cit.
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beauty— but only through Christ. In "On the Portrait 
of Two Beautiful Young People," he says,

Where lies your landmark, seamark, or soul's star?
There's none but truth can stead you. Christ is

truth.7
In the same poem Hopkins also voices the truism that 
mortal beauty sinks into insignificance when we turn 
to consider the far more important matter of spiritual 
beauty.* 8 9

Still defending his thesis that created beauty 
has its source in the uncreated beauty of Christ, Hop
kins maintains, in a fragment of four lines, No. 57, 
that our minds, in order to be winsome, must take their, 
loveliness from Christ. He thus advances his argument,

Hope holds to Christ the mind's own mirror out
To take His lovely likeness more and more.9

The few foregoing pages tend to show that Hop
kins regards Christ as the Prototype of all beauty. 
Besides this significant fact, he brings out yet another 
element which is even more vital. One may state the 
second factor as being symbolic of the means whereby

7» Ibid.. "On the Portrait of Two Beautiful 
Young People," 71.

8. Pick, op. cit.. 34.
9. Hopkins, op. cit.. "No. 57," 73.
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our deification is accomplished. Relative to the 
transformation from mortality into divinity, Wordsworth 
holds that, "By our own spirits are we deified.
Hopkins, in contradistinction to the Lake Poet's dictum, 
maintains that we are made like unto God through the 
redemptive grace of Christ. And it is because of 
Christ's saving grace that we may say with the poet,
"I am all at once what Christ is."^

However, it is in his poem entitled "Bamfloor 
and Winepress" that the poet makes use of a symbolism 
which is truly sublime in its implication. The flailed 
wheat and the threaded grapes are made to symbolize, in 
a gripping and poignant imagery, the bruised and beaten 
Body and the spilt Blood of Christ. But it is only 
through utter dereliction tjiat the Son of Man entered 
upon His resurrection and glorification. We too shall 
attain to the glory merited us by His passion and death, 
but only,

Where He has sheaved us in His sheaf, 10 11

10. Wordsworth, op. cii., "Resolution and 
Independence," 49.

11. Hopkins, pp. cj,t., "That Nature is a 
Heraclitean Fire and of the comfort of the Resurrection," 67.

V
•V
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When He has made us bear His leaf.12 13 14 
For, their "death is Easter who have made life their 
lent." Here Hopkins is in accord with St. Anselm, who, 
in "Cur Deus Homo," views the Incarnation as the mani
festation of the love of God. And the true reason for 
the Incarnation, as advanced by St. Anselm, is Redemp
tion. 13 Therefore Robert Browning, in his "Saul,"14 
is definitely in the wrong when he maintains that 
God's love found its expression in the Incarnation. It 
is that, but it is more. God's love is not only In
carnation; it is Incarnation plus the Redemption. But 
the ultra-optimistic Browning found it intolerable to 
recognize suffering as a reality. He found it yet more 
difficult to see pain as bringing about priceless good. 
So, St. Anselm and Father Hopkins are in the right.
They base their claims upon Catholic theology, which 
teaches that God, at the prompting of the divine mercy, 
and under no compulsion of justice, resolved to restore 

mankind to His favor.
The restoration of mankind to God's favor meaht

12. Ibid.. "Bamfloor and Winepress," IBS.
13. St. Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, Ch, VI, 105-106.
14. Browning, op. cit., 96-109.
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atonement for both original ana personal sin. More
over, atonement for abused freedom can mean but one 
thing— voluntary restraint. And deprivation of any 
kind connotes pain, for human nature is so constituted 
that it repines when curDed by repression. Hopkins 
knew the keenest of pains, for his suffering was that 
of the spirit. Therefore the symbolic abstraction as 
to the Purpose of Suffering is utilized by our poet 
more often than any other symbolism. The study of 
"The Wreck of the Deutschland" alone could fill a pon
derous tome. But whatever the guise— be it "sword, 
flame, fang, or flange and rail"— under which afflic
tion comes, the purpose is always the same. The 
intent is to draw man nearer to God. And so the poet 
says, "Over again I feel thy finger and find thee."16 
Apropos of the idea in this line, Thomas ä Kempis said,

The whole life of Christ was a cross and a 
martyrdom. And . . . how dost thou seek an
other way than this royal way, which is the 
way of the holy cross? Know for certain that 
thou must lead a dying life; and the more a 
man dieth to himself, the more doth he begin 
to live unto God. 16 15 16

15. Hopkins, op. cit., "The Wreck of the Deut
schland," 11.

16. A Kempis, op. cit., Book II, Ch. 12, passim.



It is in keeping, therefore, with the spirit of finding 
God through suffering that our poet prays in the fol
lowing lines,

Be adored among men,
God, three-numbered form;

Wring thy rebel, dogged in den,
Man’s malice, with wrecking and storm, 

Beyond saying sweet, past telling of tongue,
Thou art lightning and love, I found it, a 

winter and warm;
Father and fondler of heart thou has wrung; 

Hast thy dark descending and most art merciful
then.17 18

And in a line of two words only, we find a verse that 
substantiates the teachings of both St. Anselm and Fath
er Hopkins, as to the reason for the Incarnation. The 
words are: "Lovescape crucified"— which means that love 
in its essence is love crucified, and not only invested 
with the bodily form of human nature.^

Over and above these considerations, we come 
upon the plea wherein the Prince of Sufferers invites 
His followers to participate in His suffering and in 
His work of redemption. In stanza eight there is the 
call for victim souls, a call which the poet voices

t

thus,

17. Hopkins, op. cit.. "The Wreck of the 
Deutschland," 14.

18. Pick, op. cit.. 35.
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. . . Hither then, last or first,
To hero of Calvary, Christ,'e feet—

Never ask if meaning it, wanting it, warned of it—
men go.19

And if the invitation has not been extended, or if it
has been missed, our poet intimates that it can be
obtained by prayer. In "Rosa Mystica," the singer asks
to share Christ's suffering in these words,

In the Gardens of God, in the daylight divine 
Make me a leaf in thee, Mother of mine.19 20 21

The author asks for a part in the co-operation in expia
tion from the one who, after Christ, has had the largest 
share in the salvation of mankind. She is the star 
that guides men to their ultimate end, and he "who 
finds her finds life and shall have salvation from the 
Lord."2!

But man, because of his free will, often be
comes wayward. He does not always tend to realize his 
great destiny, and so at times must be saved in spite 
of himself. Consequently, in his poems on Nature, Hop-' 
kins makes use of a symbolism which is a terrible in- j

19. Hopkins, 0£. "The Wreck of the
Deutschland," 14.

20. Ibid.. "Rosa Mystica," 147.
21. "Book of Proverbs," VIII, 22-35.
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dictment of man. The chaige is that Nature serves God 
but Man does not. The offense is weighty indeed. For 
things in Nature act of necessity and apprehend neither 
joy nor reward in consequence of their serving the 
Creator. Man, a free-being, on the other hand, is 
capable of realizing both the happiness and the recom
pense with which God requites his servants. But man, 
because of the seed of decadence planted in his soul 
by original sin, blindly and stupidly rears his lilli- 
putian head and shouts in a voice, which at best 
carries but a few kilometers, "Non serviam, tibi, Domi- 
nei" And so in poems Nos. 7, 11, 35 and 56, our poet 
gives voice to the sad truth that man, in spite of his 
intellectual endowments, is recalcitrant. However, the 
buoyantly resilient spirit of Hopkins is never sub
merged for long. Therefore, in poems Nos. 64 and 73, 
he again takes on a definite note of optimism. In No. 
64 the warbling bird, winging blithely to its nest, 
symbolizes the soul seeking joyously its haven once 
the bonds of this world shall have been severed. In ' 
No. 73, man, for once, seeks his ultimate end, though 
yet even here with many a deviation in order to taste 
first, quite as St. Augustine did, that which is for
bidden
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However, it is in poems Nos. 4, 17, and 74 that 
the poet makes use of a symbolism which would be pre
sumptive indeed, did we not know the mercy of the Heart 
of Christ. In the three poems mentioned here the 
author brings to one's mind the fact that at times God 
saves man in spite of the latter's lack of co-operation, 
not to say, of open rebellion. He pursues the soul even 
as the "Hound" does in Francis Thompson's symbolistic 
poem. Through adversity and prosperity, through tender
ness and harshness, the Author of all graces will have 
saved even those souls which often seem to reject Him. 
This quest for the obstinately erring ones can also be 
likened to the search found in another allegorical poem. 
There is a religious lyric of the fifteenth century in 
which the anonymous poet describes Christ's love wooing 
man's soul. Eventually the Divine Pursuer wins, for as 
He says,

I may not leave mankind alone,
Quia amore langueo.22

We now turn our attention to symbolism as con
sidered in its specific classification. Viewed in this 
limited application, the symbolism in the poems of 22

22. Shane Leslie, compiler, "Quia Amore Langueo," 
An Anthology of Catholic Poets. 60-63.



83

Father Hopkins assumes a different aspect. Since our 
"instressed" poet was a precursor of many tendencies 
which are found in modem poetry, he may be said also 
to have been the forerunner of a certain literary 
movement. This literary movement, which developed in 
France and Belgium during the 1880's, is given, in a 
narrow sense, the name of Symbolism.23

There is a close kinship between the creations 
of the Symbolists and those of Father Hopkins. In 
reading the priest-poet one soon begins to realize that 
he abounds in things of the spirit. The Symoolists, 
likewise, endeavored to quicken their verses with the 
same enduring quality. In other words, the French and 
Belgian poets24 sought to spiritualize literature.25 
^Consequently, one may call Father Hopkins the precursor 
of the symbolistic trend in poetry. Furthermore, the 
characteristic endowment with which he and the Symbolists 
enlivened their poetry may be styled briefly as, giving 23 24 25

23. Thrall, op. cit.. 429.
24. Some of the leading symbolists were: 

Maeterlinck, Mallarmé, Verlaine, Claudel, J. K. Huys 
mans (both per Thrall and Symons).

25. Arthur Symons, The Symbolist Movement in 
Literature. "Introduction," 8.
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\

the soul its long-deferred right. Apropos of the marked 
direction which the Symbolists were consciously and 
deliberately taking, Symons thus further elaborates, 
"After the world had starved its soul long enough in 
the contemplation of material things, comes the turn of 
the soul."26 Incidentally Hopkins anticipated this 
revolution from the material to the spiritual in poetry 
by several decades, and is therefore a Symbolist in his 
own right.

However, the French and Belgian poets achieved 
only a natural spirituality. They fell short of the 
English Jesuit's culmination, which is a supernatural 
spirituality. The former did not go far enough in their 
worthy endeavors. They felt, it is true, the stirrings 
of the soul and were conscious of a spiritual hunger. 
Unfortunately they tried to appease the yearnings of 
their soul at half-way stations and with merely "ersatz" 
sustenance. Their school, in consequence, became a 
"kind of spiritual kinder-garten, in which these be
wildered infants tried to spell God with the wrong 
blocks."

Nevertheless humanity, because of original sin,

26. Ibid.. 4
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is destined to feel a susceptibility to material things. 
But the all-wise Creator has implanted in man a direct
ive force which is spiritual. The spiritual part of 
man will never be content with the things of time. 
Consequently there is an eternal struggle between the 
material and spiritual in man. This resultant conflict 
creates a cycle of fluctuating tendencies. The recur
rent trends of preference may be noticed in every field 
of human endeavor. Literature, too, has its share in 
the oscillating cycle of susceptibilities.

Commenting upon the changes in the tendencies 
in creative writing, Leon Verriest gives us this suc
cinct observation: "L'évolution de la littérature en 
général nous apparaît comme une suite de réactions:
Après la littérature classique (objective), le roman-*
tisme (subjectif); après le romantisme, le réalisme et 
les Parnassiens (objectifs); après ceux-ci, le symbol
isme (subjectif)."27 When applied to English writers, 
the foregoing observation helps one to understand bet
ter the veering trends in English creative writing. By 
the time the "maladif fin de siècle," whose chief object 27

y

27. Leon Verriest, L'Evolution de la Littéra
ture Française. 200.
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of consideration ensued to be "les etats nervoux avec 
les sensations morbides," dawned, literature had under
gone many changes. Because the neo-classicists had 
over-emphasized the intellect and the romantics gave a 
too-free play to the emotions, the realists, therefore, 
proposed to set matters aright by portraying things as 
they are. Poems, consequently, may not be of the intel
lect, for then they are severe. Neither may they be of 
the heart, because under the magic touch of emotion 
thoughts tend to become glamorous. So to cure the 
malady which afflicted the poetic muse, only one remedy 
appeared to be effective— Realism, or things as they are.

Furthermore, the reading public was given to 
understand that the age of Victoria was the age of 
Science. In other words, it was the great epoch of 
material things. "And words," to quote Symons again, 
"with that facile elasticity which there is in them, 
did miracles in the exact representation of everything 
that visibly existed, exactly as it is existed."28 what 
could not be seen or touched, therefore, did not exist. 
Consequently, since the pseudo-scientist of this pro
gressive era never stumbled upon the soul while wielding 28

28. Symons, op. cit.. 4
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his all-revealing scalpel, there is no soul. There
fore the soul was proclaimed to be a figment of some 
mystic's imagination and not an existing reality.

Incidentally, Victorian scientism had suc
ceeded in imprisoning air in vials, which bore clamant 
testimony of the pseudo-scientist's all-surmounting 
intellect. What the scientist did with that many mil
limeters of ether he felt himself competent to do like
wise with the spirit. But man's life-giving principle, 
the soul— or Zola's "nervous liquid"— positively re
fused to be immured in so circumscribed and brittle a 

container. Therefore the soul was simply ignored. In 
consequence, the spirit in literature became "an uneasy 
guest at the orgy of life disturbed by a too deliberate 
rhetoric of the flesh."29

*

The while litterateurs hurtled through life in 
a mad chase after the abnormal "rhetoric of the flesh," 
something more serious was in preparation— "That some
thing more serious had crystallized, for the time, under 
the form of Symbolism, in which literary art returned ' 
to the one pathway, leading through beautiful things to 29

29. Ibid.. 5.



88

eternal beauty.“30 31 The standard-bearer, and far in 
advance even of the vanguard, the herald of this trend 
in the literature of England, was Father Hopkins.
During his undergraduate days, he arrived at that 
which it took some others to realize only over the 
broken lives of the ill-fated esthetes. It was in his 
formative years that, under the impetus of religious 
ascetisism, young Gerard cnose the way of renunciation 
in lieu of the path which, likewise, had a strong 
appeal to him; that is, the path of pleasure and beauty. 
This renunciation of transitory things satisfied his 
ever-mounting spirit, for it took his ardent soul to 
the highest pinnacle of its aspirations— God. Hedon
ism, on the other hand, utterly failed to bring con
tentment to its devotees and left them with “hearts

*

turned into duet.“3 -̂
Having elected his way of life, Hopkins never 

faltered in pursuing that path to its very end. Hence
forth he had but one object in view— to please God, 
who was the sole goal of all his desires. Moreover, ' 
knowing that nothing of a temporary nature could

30. Ibid., 7.
31. Dowson, op. cit., “A Last Word," 166.



satisfy that within him which had a tendency for the 
eternal, our poet viewed everything "sub specie aeter- 
nitatis." He was cognizant of the true meaning of 
life. He knew that the soul's Godward endeavor is but 
that spirit's inherent inclination.

j^Tiis striving to reach the attainable Father 
Hopkins brings out by means of a beautiful symbolism 
in “The Windhover." Our soul, even as this bird riding 
upon an adverse wind, must try and try again in the 
flight toward its Breath-Giver. Our spirit must ascend 
high, and higher still, despite difficulties, dis
couragements, rebuffs— yes, and even falls. It is only 
then, however, that the Heart, of our Maker, seeing our 
brave endeavor, will stir at our soul's “achievement
of, and mastery of the thingi" Even the sod, in order

*

to shine in colors and hues unpaintable, must first be 
t o m  up by the sharp plow-share. Our hearts, likewise, 
must be uprooted and cut free from all earthly attach
ments before they can reflect the sublime colors of the 
Master-Painter. The "blue-bleak embers"— before they ' 
turn a brilliant "gold-vermillion"— must first "fall, 
gall themselves." Even so our soul, before it can put 
on the splendor of the Unseen Beauty, must be tried, 
crushed, and mortified. It really is as wonderful as
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that; but Father Hopkins was a singer whose "plumage", 
in the words of Robert Bridges, "was of far wonder and 
heavenward flight."32

32. Bridges, op. eft., "Gerard Manley Hopkins,"
x x .



CHAPTER VI

C R O S S  - C U R R E N T S  A N D  
F I N A L  E S T I M A T E S

Early in youth Gerard Manley Hopkins came upon 
an impasse. This crisis was the momentous decision in 
regard to a way of life. Two widely deviating paths 
lay before him— the pursuit of mundane happiness or the 
heroic self-consecration on the altar of renunciation. 
Under the impetus of religious asceticism, young Gerard 
naturally chose the latter. Having elected his way of 
life, therefore, the Jesuit-poet-priest followed it un
swervingly until the time when death opened for him the 
portals to a life of eternal recompense.

But his choice for attaining life's ultimate 
goal has evoked divergent comment. Some critics contend 
that he took religion too seriously; others even mainT 
tain that he was uncertain of a personal God. Of the 
latter is John Gould Fletcher who says that none can 
deny the fierce struggle which Hopkins incessantly waged 
and which is implicit in the poems and letters of the 
convert-poet. Elaborating further upon his line of
thought, Mr. Fletcher goes on to say,

The moral struggle was primarily concerned with
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one man’s devotion to a God of whom he had no 
proof beyond the illumination of interior 
conviction . . . and it concerned itself more 
and more with the problem of whether that man, 
the poet-priest Hopkins, was in himself worthy 
of salvation, or could still struggle and take 
steps after it.1

Happily, there are abundant believers in the 
integrity of the English Jesuit's character. One such 
champion is to be found in James Gerard Shaw, who re
solves the difficulty of Mr.Fletcher in the following 
manner,

This note in Hopkins should be heard as an 
echo of Paul's, "For I am not conscious to my
self of anything, yet am I not hereby justified; 
but He that judgeth me is the Lord," and not as 
a cry of black despair. This desolation which 
wrings from his soul some of the poet's most 
beautiful lines is a well-marked phenomenon of 
the spiritual life. Any treatise on the inter
ior life will contain a chapter on this night of 
the soul which comes to all who lead an intense
ly spiritual life. Father Lahey speaks of it in 
his work on Hopkins as "the place where Golgotha 
and Thabor meet."2

Relative to this beautiful allusion, Mr. Shaw thinks 
that Father Lahey's explanation is "almost sufficient 
to supematuralize the agony of Hopkins and different-

i

iate it from the miserable natural despair with which 1 2

1. John Gould Fletcher, "Gerard Manley Hopkins: 
Priest or Poet?" American Review. VI (January, 1936). 
342.

2. James Gerard Shaw, "Mr. Fletcher on Hopkins," 
Commonweal. XXV (November, 1936), 69.
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it is confounded.“ Then referring to Father Lahey 
again, Mr. Shaw agrees with the former in holding that 
“seen in this light the poems of Father Hopkins cease 
to be tragic."

But Mr. Fletcher presents a second contention, 
in which he argues that Hopkins is only another Words
worth, albeit a more religious and less revolutionary 
Wordsworth, who is “seeking for some intellectual stay 
in the world of fleeting appearances.“3 To the fore
going problem, however, Mr. Shaw again objects and with 
a personal challenge. He avers that it is difficult to 
understand “how there can be missed in Hopkins" poetry 
the presence of a mighty, a11-pervading, terribly per
manent God." To support his challenge, James Shaw
adduces several proofs to demonstrate that Hopkins was

*

in no way a seeker for evidence of God's existence. In
Mr. Shaw's own words we read,

Hopkins was not seeking an intellectual stay—  
he had found one and he was proclaiming it to 
the world. A vibrant, masculine realization of 
God throbs like a tremendous heart-beat through 
his work. To Hopkins “The world is charged '
with the Grandeur of God"; all things come from 
Him; He is “God, Giver of breath and bread;
World's strand, sway of the sea, Lord of the 1 
living and the dead." He is the one permanent \

3. Fletcher, op. pit., 340.
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thing to which all other things in the world's 
whirlwind must be pointed, everything must be 
judged by his standard; He alone does not 
change; He is "Ground of Being and the granite 
of it." "The Simon Peter of the soul." Hopkins 
sought no other intellectual stay.4 5

Elsewhere Mr. Fletcher raises the question 
whether the Jesuit discipline may have not limited Hop
kins' mind. The training given each young man upon his 
entry into the Society, Fletcher bewails as demanding 
a too heavy sacrifice, namely, the sacrifice of the 
scholastic's poetic talent. He brings forward as proof 
of this point of view the fact that from 1868 to 1875, 
the time of the wreck of the steamer "Deutschland",
Hopkins wrote no poetry. Furthermore, Mr. Fletcher 
maintains that "the pressure on him [Hopkins] intensi
fied to such a degree and extent that when he wrote 
poetry again, it was an entirely other, and novel, poet."5

The preceding challenge evokes a distinctive 
vindication from Mr. Shaw. He answers Mr. Fletcher's 
contention in a brief and pointed passage by asking if 
"the other, and novel, poet was a worse, or a better, 
poet."6 Paradoxically, Mr. Shaw's vindication is

4. Shaw, op. c xt., 70.
5. Fletcher, op. cit.. 335.
6. Shaw, op. cit., 71.
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strengthened by Mr. Fletcher himself. The latter gives 
a very pertinent solution to his own controversial 
problem in a later passage, in which he says that the 
discipline of the Jesuits "served unquestionably to 
intensify these sensibilities, romantic as they origin
ally were, toward a point where the natural sensuous
ness of his mind . . . took on a dignity and weight that 
brings it abreast of such classical writers as Aeschylus 
himself

Apropos of the argument whether the Jesuit dis
cipline during the most formative period of Gerard's 
religious life was detrimental or beneficial to the 
self-silenced poet, Canon Dixon furnishes us with an 
apposite excerpt. The friendship of these two religious 
souls, widely separated though they were by creeds, was 
like a cry of star to star. In a letter of October 26, 
1881, the Protestant Divine writes to his Catholic 
priest-friend in the following understanding and sym
pathetic terms,

I can understand that your present posi- ' 
tion, seclusion and exercises would give to 

- your writings a rare charm— they have done so 
in those that I have seen: something that I 
cannot describe, but know to myself by the

7. Fletcher, op. cit.. 342.
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inadequate word terrible pathos— something 
of v/hat you call temper in poetry: a right 
temper which goes to the point of the ter
rible: the terrible crystal. Milton is 
the only one else who has anything like it: 
and he has it through indignation, through 
injured majesty, which is an inferior thing 
in fact.8

Their spiritual affinity gives these two shepherds of 
souls a winning apperception of each other’s intel
lectual achievement.

We find, as a general rule, that an understand
ing develops between two people who associate with one 
another. This association need not be in person, for 
the written word oftentimes is more potent to captivate 
another than physical propinquity. Therefore it is 
with some surprise that one finds this understanding to 
be missing in the work of Claude Colleer Abbott. Some
how he fails to apprehend the true spirit of the man 
whose correspondence he so faithfully collected and 
edited. Writing of the poems which Father Hopkins wrote 
between the years 1877 to 1880, he views them only as 
"poems written to the glory of God by a man who is look
ing on the world as charged with His grandeur and re
vealing His bounty and presence." Professor Abbott

—

8. Abbott, op. cit., Vol. II, 80



concludes his critical judgment in the following terms,
Always as I read them [the poems of Hopkins] I 
feel that the poet is primarily seized by the 
beauty of earth, and that though a man of ex
quisitely tempered and religious mind, his 
senses, not his religion, are in the ascendant.
. . . The yeast of the religious spirit has 
not worked through them. . . . They show a 
poet captive in the first place to the beauty 
besieging his senses.9

Relative to the contention whether the convert- 
poet apprehended the world through his senses or whether 
he beheld it with the eyes of faith, seeing not only 
the handiwork but also an Artist beyond the creation,
Dr. John Pick, in the article captioned "The Growth of 
a Poet: Gerard Manley Hopkins," gives us a more feli
citous interpretation of this highly controversial 
question. He argues that it was during his noviceship 
that Hopkins "worked out ,an aesthetic in which the ex
perience of beauty and religious experience coalesce. 
Created beauty became a call to higher Beauty, and the 
poet used his awareness of the beauty of the world in 
the service of God." Substantiating the foregoing 
dicta, Dr. Pick further avers,

Aesthetic and religious experience became one 
in the sacramental apprehension of beauty.

9. Ibid., Vol. I, "Introduction," xxvii andxxviii.
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His sacramentalisra, moulded by Scotus, [Yes,
Father Hopkins was Franciscan in his philoso
phy.] and the "Spiritual Exercises" gave him 
warrant for the use of his senses. The 
integral act of sense and intellect in which 
the artist seeks God, allowed him to delight 
in the beauty of the world without imagining 
beauty to be man's final end or giving it 
worship. Rather, he used beauty as a means, 
directing it Godward so as to give it a super- 
natrual interpretation.10

We may here appropriately re-echo Dean Peyramale's 
words. In "The Song of Bernadette" when the would-be 
atheists scoff at the supernatural occurrences at Mas- 
sabielle, the Dean advances but one argument. He says, 
"If you believe in God, no explanation is necessary.
If you do not believe in God, no explanation is pos
sible."

However, there is yet one more aspect of our 
poet which we wish to consider. The new approach is a 
highly interesting one, for it is a juxtaposition of 
two very opposite contemporaries— Gerard Manley Hopkins 
and Friedrich Nietzsche. In an article titled, "The 
Rebellious Will of Gerard Manley Hopkins," Frajam Tay
lor advances the ensuing appraisals,

During the years when Gerard Manley Hop
kins, the poet-priest, was pouring into verse 
all the fervor of his devotion to Christ ana

10. Pick, op. pit., 43
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Mary and "the Merciful God who "fathers forth" 
all things Friedrich Nietzsche, the poet-phil
osopher, was formulating and publishing his 
philosophy of the Anti-Christ. The two poets 
had been Dorn in the same year— 1844; and in 
1889, the year of Hopkins' death, Nietzsche 
suffered an apoplectic fit which was to mark 
the beginning of his fatal breakdown. 11

Alter giving us this short biographical com
parison between Hopkins and Nietzsche, Mr. Taylor 
brings out the fact that the Jesuit was a Scotist in 
his philosophy. But "it is a far cry from the nominal- 
ism of the scholastic philosopher, Duns Scotus, to the 
radical empiricism of Friedrich Nietzsche." To Hop
kins, in the words of Mr. Taylor, "submission was the 
voluntary acceptance of a way of life chosen after a 
deliberate weighing of alternatives, and representing 
the greatest possible freedom of the will." Further
more, Mr. Taylor maintains that,

In the limited freedom of choice which Scot- 
ism affords man's will, Hopkins found greater 
freedom than the unlimited freedom of Nietz
sche's revolt from the Scotist restrictions.
. . . The Jesuit's mode of life satisfies 
while that of Nietzsche does not: first, 
because the Scotist limitations, by arousing , 
passion impose a discipline that is itself a 
test of strength; and secondly, because

11. Frajam Taylor, "The Rebellious Will of 
Gerard Manley Hopkins," Poetry. LIX (February, 1942),
u  I  U •
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Hopkins knew that such freedom as Nietszche 
advocated was not freedom at all, but a 
yielding to passionate impulse that was the 
very opposite of freedom of the will.^

And with what virile strength Hopkins assumed submis
sion may be gathered from a passage found in Father 
Lahey's Gerard Manlev Hopkins, a passage written by 
one of the poet's contemporary brother-Jesuits. In 
part it reads as follows, "I have rarely known any one 
who sacrificed so much in undertaking the yoke of 
religion. If I had known him [Hopkins] outside, I 
should have said that his love of speculation and ori
ginality of thought would make it almost impossible 
for him to submit his intellect to authority."13 

However, Duns Scotus, of whose philosophy 
Father Hopkins was deeply enamoured, held unswervingly 
to a two-fold view in the relative evaluation of the 
intellect and the will. Scotus taught that since the 
will is superior to the intellect it is the will, 
therefore, which principally affects and effects man's 
happiness. His second inference pertains to the 
Beatific Vision of God. He says that it is not the

12. Ibid.. 273-274, passim.
13 Lahey, op. cit.. 132
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seeing of God by the intellect but the embracing of 
God in eternal love by the will which constitutes the 
heavenly happiness of man. Characteristically, Hop
kins, whose intellect was one of the keenest, elected 
to live by his will.

Nevertheless, it is we who are the gainers, 
for the choice that Hopkins made between intrepid Re- 
nunciation and craven Hedonism gave us a poetry which 
is always an uplift to God. He wove his themes of 
Praise and Service of God, of Love for Neighbor, of 
Beauty in Nature into the attainment of man's ultimate 
destiny— which is Heaven. His vision and election led 
him to sublimate everything in the service and praise
of the King to Whose domain there is only one road_
the Royal Way of the Cross.

*

This sovereign highway is evident throughout 
the verses of Hopkins. His spirit reveals itself in 
the lines of his poems. We soon become conscious of 
pervasive tonal quality. We feel the author's soul 
yearning for God. And, what is more, the poet of 
"instressed" beauty tries to lead all creation heaven
ward. Therefore, the Nature poems of this English 
Jesuit are a repeated "Benedicite, omnia opera Domini, 
Domino." Indeed, the inanimate part of creation swings
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its censer of service and praise without ceasing. 
Unhappily, the masterpiece of God's handiwork— Man—
often fails to do so.

In consequence, satisfaction must be rendered 
to the King-Creator for heedless humanity. The prin
cipal Victim of Expiation does so, having remained 
nailed to the Cross of Redemption for twenty long 
centuries. Nevertheless, the Divine Outcast has His 
fellow-helpers in the mystery of Atonement. They are 
the co-victim souls of expiation. They are the ones 
who give their all for the Divine Leader. They give 
their love, their compassion, their tears, their 
interests, their very lives. Why? In order to sub
merge themselves in the Soul of a Rejected God, to 
suffer with Him, to becoipe co-redeemers of souls, which 
otherwise would be rejected for all eternity.

Bearing the above truisms in mind, we find that 
Gerard Manley Hopkins belonged to the age of Victoria 
in no way whatsoever. Its ideals of progress, achieve
ment, worship of Beauty, pursuit of mundane pleasure 
failed to captivate him. He chose rather to be admitted 
into the Sacred Palace of Pain, where Christ reigns 
supreme. And why? Because the vision of Hopkins tran
scended the destitution of Calvary to be terminated
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only by the sumptuousness of a glorious Eternity.
The other Victorians were like those hapless 

knights of the Fourth Crusade. These unfortunate 
warriors, having tasted the maleficent power of gold, 
refused to leave opulent Byzantium for Straitened 
Jerusalem.14 The Victorians, likewise, intoxicated by 
the affluence of material prosperity, chose to forget 
even the very Source of their well-being and progress. 
Having rejected the divine origin of their soul, they 
were unable to comprehend anything beyond the power of 
sense. Hopkins, on the other hand, having voluntarily 
renounced all circumscribed enjoyment, rose above 
ephemeral vacuity. In consequence he was able to see 
to the very core of the Infinite. Indeed, to quote his 
own words, he "fled with a fling of the heart to the 
heart of the Host."14 15

O M N I A  A D  M A J O B E M  
D E I  6 L 0 E I A M  !

14. Zofia Kossak, Blessed Are the Meek, trans., 
Rulka Langer, Part I, Chapter I, 5.

15. Hopkins, op. cit., "The Wreck of the 
Deutschland," 12.
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