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     Gerard Manley Hopkins is one of the unsung poets of the nineteenth-century, virtually unknown in his lifetime.  His poetry is available to us today only because it was collected and published by his friends after his death.  Although it possesses some of the obsessive ornateness and sentimentality of the Victorians, it also contains a “startling musicality which was ahead of its time” (“Hopkins, Gerard Manley”  Encyclopaedia Britannica Online 1).  Once the modernists discovered the poetry of Hopkins, they were so impressed by his talent that he was quickly labeled a ‘modern’ poet and the “forerunner of the postwar poets” (Houghton 689).  It was such recognition that brought his poetry to the forefront of the period, but it was also this recognition that entrapped his work in a gray area of characterization.  Now that we are able to look back on his work with a critical eye and a little further distance, it is easier to see his place as a clearly Victorian poet, whose poetry happened to possess the foresight of modernistic qualities.

     Hopkins began his adult life, like most others of his time and middle-class background, as an earnest student at Oxford, concerned with the minutest details of religious practice.  Caught up in the spirit of the Oxford Movement, which renewed interest in the relationship between Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism, he was received into the Roman Catholic Church by John Henry (later Cardinal) Newman.  This was the critical event in Hopkins’ life, and it was a decision filled with deep introspection and “relinquishment of many social ties and—most painful—a partial break with his family”  (Houghton 689).  When he left Oxford in 1867, his academic record was so distinguished that “Benjamin Jowett, then a lecturer and later master of the college, called him ‘the star of Balliol’” (“Hopkins, Gerard Manley”  Encyclopaedia Britannica Online 2).  In 1868 he entered the Society of Jesus and spent his early post-ordination working in the slums of Liverpool.  He also entertained posts as a preacher at St. Aloysius’ Church in Oxford and Classical Examiner at the Royal University of Ireland in Dublin.  It was here that he died of a contagious fever in 1889.

     Hopkins had long shown a tendency toward severity and asceticism, which influenced his choice to join the Jesuits.  It was this same determination and self-criticism, however, that caused him to burn his youthful verses in 1868.  He sought to “write no more, as not belonging to my profession” (“Gerard Manley Hopkins” The Catholic Encyclopedia Online 1).  Fortunately, Hopkins kept a journal recording his vivid responses to nature, as well as his particular expression of philosophy.  In his journals he used two terms, “inscape” and “instress.”  His philosophy emphasized the individuality of every natural thing.  To Hopkins, “each sensuous impression had its own elusive ‘selfness; each scene was to him a ‘sweet especial scene’” (“Hopkins, Gerard Manley”  Encyclopaedia Britannica Online 2).  It was this that he called inscape.  In other words, inscape is the group of characteristics that give each thing its uniqueness and that differentiates it from other things.  Instress, then, is the force which holds the inscape together or “carries it whole into the mind of the beholder” (Hopkins on “Inscape” and “Instress” 1).  Simply put, Hopkins’ concept of inscape is similar to Wordsworth’s “spots of time,” Emerson’s “moments,” and Joyce’s “epiphanies.”  Hopkins’ inscape, however, is fundamentally religious in nature.  In his view, a glimpse of the inscape of a thing shows us why God created it.  

     Although Hopkins abandoned his poetry for the sake of dedication to his work, there was one specific event that caused him to break his seven-year silence, the death of five Franciscan nuns in a shipwreck while crossing the North Sea to England.  Hopkins was so moved by their heroic sacrifice that he wrote “The Wreck of the Deutschland” in 1875.  This was a difficult experimental poem.  It was not clearly understood and was rejected for publication by a Jesuit magazine.  Even Hopkins’ friends didn’t like it.  One wrote, “I wish those nuns had stayed at home” (“Hopkins, Gerard Manley”  Encyclopaedia Britannica Online 2).  The poem did serve one great purpose, however, it got Hopkins writing again, and he went on to write some more accessible work, such as the poem “Spring and Fall.”

     One of Hopkins’ poetic goals was to achieve  a stronger rhetoric of verse; thus his poetry frequently exploits the verbal subtleties and music of English, the use of echo, alliteration and repetition, and a highly compressed syntax.  All of these, he feels, are useful in projecting his sense of inscape.  An example of this may be seen in “Spring and Fall.”  The first two lines of the poem are musical in nature

Margaret, are you grieving

Over Goldengrove unleaving  (Hopkins 703)?

and give the reader not only a sense of decoration but a feel for the purpose to follow in the next two lines, which are primarily dramatic in nature.

Leaves, like the things of man, you

With your fresh thoughts care for, can you (Hopkins 703)?

Similarly, the “m” and “b” alliteration and the rhyme of the closing couplet of the poem enforce the irony of the theme, the fact that the innocence of youth transfers the awareness of death from the predestination of man to a simpler concept, such as the falling leaves.   



It is the blight man was born for,

It is Margaret you mourn for (Hopkins 703).

Although the child appears unaware of it, the poet is implying that her sadness comes from an unconscious knowledge that man is born and destined to die.

     In order to energize and further project his concept of inscape, Hopkins used a prosody of verse called “sprung rhythm,” in which each foot may consist of one stressed syllable and any number of unstressed syllables, instead of the regular number of syllables used in traditional meter.  Because stressed syllables often occur sequentially in this pattern, rather than in alternation with unstressed syllables, the rhythm is said to be “sprung,” and “Hopkins claims to be only the theoretician, not the inventor, of sprung rhythm.  He saw it in such early English poems as Langland’s Piers Plowman and in nursery rhymes such as 



Ding, dong, bell;

Pussy’s in the well (Hopkins 703).
Sprung rhythm is a bridge between regular meter and free verse” (“sprung rhythm”  Encyclopaedia Britannica Online 1).  Hopkins’ use of sprung rhythm may be seen by again looking at the first two lines of “Spring and Fall.”


Margaret, are you grieving

Over Goldengrove unleaving (Hopkins 703)?

     Hopkins frequently paired his sprung rhythm with the technique of “broken rhyme,” “in which one of the rhyming elements is actually two words or a division of a word, by the break between two lines, in order to end a line with a rhyme provided by the first part of the word (“broken rhyme”  Encyclopaedia Britannica Online 1).  An example of this is found in lines 2 and 3 of “Spring and Fall.”  


Leaves, like the things of man, you

With your fresh thoughts care for, can you (Hopkins 703)?

Although these techniques allow Hopkins the freedom to express the depth of his philosophy, they also are responsible for giving his poetry the odd and uncomfortable feeling for which it was criticized.

     Hopkins’ poetry was reflective of his lifestyle and reveals a brilliant capacity for critical thought, deep self-criticism, generous humility, and a strong will.  Unfortunately, the severity of Hopkins’ personal introspection likely attributed to his ill health.  He was prone to digestive problems and severe depression.  As a result of this, Hopkins didn’t fit in well with the Jesuit family to whom he was so deeply devoted, and he was often forbidden to join such activities as Church fasts.  He wrote in his journal “I began to enter on that course of loathing and hopelessness which I have so often felt before, which made me fear madness…All my undertakings miscarry: I am like a straining eunuch” (“Gerard Manley Hopkins” The Catholic Encyclopedia Online 2).  Hopkins died in 1889, at the age of 44, and although he never saw any of his poetry in print, after a successful attempt by Robert Bridges to publish and proclaim his work, it was recognized as “among the most original, powerful and influential literary accomplishments of his century” (“Hopkins, Gerard Manley”  Encyclopaedia Britannica Online 2).
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