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ABSTRACT: HOPKINS ' "TERRIBLE SONNETS" 

In contrast to those critics who examine Hopkins primarily in terms 
of the Exercise of St . Ignatius Loyola , this thesie proposes that Hopkins 
can usefull y be exami ned in terms of certain Greek and Victorian contexts . 
The drive for unity , fruitfulness and wholeness which seems to characterize 
much of Hopkins' poetry may be represented as a Victorian fhenomenon as 
well as Greek . 

Hopkins' early poetry s eems to capture the unique experience whereby 
multitudinousn~ss (the tendency to fragmentation) is "held fast " in the 
instressing of God in Nature. It is the world of "Pied Beauty0 , where dappled 
complexity is united in the One whose "beauty is past change". The perception 
of this Being is t he act of instress . This concept of reality , it is 
proposed, derives f rom Parmenidean epia temclogy. Unity for Parmenides is 
indivisible , timeless , motionless and complete, fixed in the present world. 
The "hurrahing" side of Hopkins' poetry derives from this notion. 

However , in the "terrible sonnets" one can observe the horror of 
disintegration, both personal and universal. The most complete statement 
of this fear is the sonnet "The Nature is a lleraditean Fire and of the 
Comfort of the Resurrection" where change, as opposed to permanence, is 
inscaped for us . Through i magaary of fire, drowning a nd death, Hopkins 
expresses the anguished realization that God is outside nature, beyond the 
present. This reorientation is app~~friately expres sed in terms of 
Her£clitean epistemology . Hence it is useful to examine the development of 
Hopkins' poetry as a movement from a Farmenidcan to a Heraclitean vie• of 
reality (mindful of certain qualifica tions.) 

Appropriately, in t erms of the Greek a nalogy , the pathway in this 
transition is the pathway of s elf-eY.a wina tion. At t hi s point we are 
confronted by the Victorian parallel as concern a bout Q meaningful , coherent 
univers e is projected into an uncertainty about the va lue of the self . In 
the "terrible sonnets" there is r ecorded the s elf-examination of the poet 
Hopkins , the despair of 11 inscaping" t he self 1 "I am gall, I am heartburn". 
Indeed, the sonnets can be seen to trace the classic descent/ ascent pattern. 
The whole development of Hopkins' poetry i n t heQe ter sis structurally 
reflected in the Her aclitean sonnet, such tha t the vi ion of the poem may 
indeed be Hopkins' final stance . 

Hope for permanence and unity can onl7 be found in the future I the 
Resurrection is not a comfort for the preeent. The final dilemma for 
Hopkinm then is the problem of Time a nd the si niticance of Man . The 
"significant moment" f or Hopkins ·as the Reaurr ction; the now was a world 

· of impermanence, night, flux and confli ct, both person and univeraal. 
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CHAPTER_ OlTE : INTRODUCTION 

nwhoever would understand Hopkins, 11 says W. R. Gardner , 

" must go not to Freudian psychology but rather to the 'Spiritual 

1 Exercises I of St . I gnatius Loyola . 11 Generally , the "terrible 

sonnets" hav e been c on s idered acc ording to this view, that the 

path to spiritual integration and v.rholeness h:ls its analogy 

and counterpoint in Loyola ' s schema of pilgrim ' s progress . 

Renee D. Do\.'nes asserts that the tt f inal shape of Hopkins' vision 

was I gna ttc1n . 11 

" Hopkins exJ:_)r essed to an i mposing extent both the s pirit 

ancf ideal s of St . I gnatius . Sinc e he chose to live his 

life a cc or ding t o the spi ri t and disciplines of St. 

I gnatius ' Company , and since •• .• so much of his poe try can 

be so fully an J fruit fully r e ad in the liuht of the 

Spiritual EYercises , t 1ere i s no que s tion of the riiake u:p 

of Hank ins ' min d nor the s round of his poetic art . Both 
, , . ~. d I t . ., 2 mus~ oe specirie as gna·ian . 

It is my contenti on tha t Hopkins ' poetry , c:md the s e sonnets 

in particula r , ari se from certain epistemological and moral 

presuppo s itions that are n ot particularly ttJ gnatian 11 in spirit ; 

that there exist other fruitful con t exts in v1hich Hopkins 1 

poetry can and oue;ht to be considered . This i s not to deny the 

importanc e of St. I gnatius to Hopkins, but I consider that for 

a c omprehensive understandin g of the total development of his 

poetry ( and of particular images and themes) other contexts are 

available and ought to be considered .. More particularly , this 

thesis will attempt to examine , mindful of certain inadequacies, 

aspects of the classical and contemporary Victorian backgrounds 
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t o the 11 t err i ble s onn ets . 11 

With r e Gard to t he cl aG s ica l bac kgr ound , lit tle c ritic al 

mat e rial i s a v ailabl e . Hovrev or , T.K. Bender hac note d the 

clas s ica.l bac;( ground to t he de v e lo pnon t of Hopkins ' critical 

a pproa ch to po e try , his pe c ulia r s :yn tax an d s t yle . 3 Bender 

c oncluded t hat Ho pki ns l. ear·n t , thr ough hi e study of Greek 

texts , to appro a c h a t ex t in a certa in wa y . He noted , for 

exampl e , a s :i_:d l ari t y b e t we en t he 10 ::i_101.:i !1 g 1mder gra dua te 

explic a ti on of c1. Gre ek t ezt, the phi J _olo .::;ic al entri es in the 
., 

J ournal and t he 11 characteri s ti c v erbal i nto xication o f .such 

a po er.1 as 11 Spel t f r on Si hyl ' s L ea ve.c: . n 

as an e pithe t o f (5?-o.y6e3 i s a 

di ff icul t vord . It i s on0 of t ~o s e po e tic tou ches 

whi c h c &~ no t be re duce d t o ox~c t expl a n a tion bu t 

conv e y c:. f' i~ e j_;, ,c,_ge n e•rerthe l eG ,s . I t !:,"'§'.:;z__ ::1ean 

,8__0.L!lI.. , or e l s e p er haps Uli r.s t:y i :-3 put f or 

t hi1·s b.l"- drunL ac t he __________ :.,L,_ · - - - - fir:_--; t l er ss dr ops of a thunder 

oho vrer v: onl li b e . I wo ul d try '.J ~, l t i n s on et:1in g o f t h e 

sa1;1e sens e : b e cau s e .salt e:-:ci t e s thirst . The Editor s 

of cours e pro c eed t o ~rrive a t the s ense b y the 

r;tetho c;l . .Ar i s to p hanes desc r ibe s c\f;; used by Di onus os i n 

Ha des , v:e i r_, h i n g t r agedy b y ounce a nd s c r u p l e , a nd 

me asuring it vii t h squar es , yard-1:teasure s , e tc ." 4 

( ii ) 11 Flick means to t o1,.1c h or s trike li ghtly a s with 

the en d of a whip , a fin ger e tc . To f leck is the 

nex t ton e abo v e flic k , s till meani n g t o t ouch or 

strike l i ghtly ••• I t would s eem that Jilli p g enerally 

pronoun ced fli p i s a vari a ti on . of flick whi ch however 

se ems c onnected with f.1Y , fl e e, flit , meani ng to 

fly off •••• 11 5 
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(iii ) "Earnes t , ear thless , e qual , at t uneable vaulty, 
voluminous ••• s tupendous 

Evenine s trains to be time ' s vast , womb-of- all 
home -o f - a l l , he ar se - of-a ll ni ght ." 

It i s my content i on that classi cal s t u die s contri buted 

not only t o Ho pkin s ' sense of the intri caci es of language 

and syntax , but al so contribut ed t o hi s ae s t he tic theories 

and certain epis t e~o l ogic al and noral i ssues t hat ari s e from 

those aeathetic theori es . 

Mor e hovrnver , has been vtri tten with r egard t o t he 

Victorian context of Hopkins ' poe t r y . A. Mizner s t outly 

main t ai ns t hat Harkin s was l ess ec centric than i s comr'.lonly 

thought and that he po s sesse s an ess entia l l y Victori an 
(-, 

s ensi bility . 0 AuGti n V!arren , t oo , mai n t ains that Hopkins 

lear ne d much frou Keats , the pr e -Raphaelites , Pater, Ruskin , 

Ne·::raan , and the Vic tor i o.n linguistic s t udi es of Furni val l , 

Bar nes , and others uho soughl to resto r e Teu t onic Engli sh . 7 

N. H. MacKenzi e has explor ed t he r e lati onshi p of Hopki ns ' 

t heories of i nscape and ins tress wi t h Huski ns' idea o f inner 
Q 

for E: and observGd. t he s i mi Jari ty . u W. Collins has noted t he 

si1i1iliari ty of Ho pkins and Tennyson in their concern with 

Victorian i s s ue s : the insi s tence on du ty, work , s a crific e , 

h eroism, idealism, s earch f or c oc~ic unity and respect for the 

i ndi vidual . 9 Finally, W. S . Joinson has exa mined the poetry of 

Hopkins in the ligh t o f two Victorian themes : firstly , the 

feelin ~ of self-consciousness in nineteenth century literature 

and secondly, the ambivalence of Victorian attitudes to the 
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10 natural and temporci.l vrorld . I ao inderited t o these articles , 

partic1J larly the last , i n reconstruc tin g ,::y definition of the 

c en t ral eriicte r.1 ological and u oral proble,ns of the Vi ctori an 

period , and I trust the r eader v.ill re c oo1ize the i ntegr a tion 

of Vi ctori an and c:L::1(-~sical backcrounds , ·.vhich this thesis vrill 

pr opos e . 

La.t ·3 nin ;)te en th c r:m tury li t eratm·e i s I'e:plete r,:L th an 

overpo1;;erin g pcc~;i nii.:1ism , a.n.:~ui sh an d derc:pair . The sense o f 

c oher~rn.c e , F-nd ·.un:j.. fied vi sion , ::.,eeuo d to be dissi na t ed in a 

vrnd.cl of fluz , r c Lxtivity a.nd unc ertainty . The c a u scG of t his 

rihono,,;e:mon a r e gimcrally c onsidered i n the context of the 

tr 2cn si t ion :frm; orti r is: 1 a.nd faith as,.,oci2.. t ,c)u ·:·:i_ th a Chri ,-3t :L c1.n 

C03t!10 l 0ry to tl1e sc11.sc of futility 3.~d hopoler:sne.ss ::i.2,_;oc i ated 

·,ri th .:i. Dar 1::in i an c osi"ic: l o:;:y . I n the ·.1rc r d ::- of Tem:y.son : 

11 
••• Serie , cleFcen~in :_:c: iron the sacr ed pew-: 

Of ho.::i.r t i [)l- i ,-::: 0npl od Fa.i th , h "tV(; l e nr,uc·d ar:~ain 

Their lot ·.ii th ou:c·s to rave The , ·o,:l cl ",bou t ; 

~ 1d some ar G wild0r ca~rndca , sworn to seek 

I f any lC l dcn harbour be for 1.1c n 

Ir: ssc.:.s of Death o.n cl sunless c ulf e of Do ubt . 11 ( i.i) 

Thi s disinte gra t ion of f ai t h not on ly revolved a r ound 

on e ' s under s tanding of the total co.sno s but also foc use d on the 

microcosVi of the oe lf , the personality . In Hopkins ' words , the 

late nine teenth century was confront e d with an 11 atomi sm o f 

persona lj_ ty , 11 a " disproportioned sense o f personality" deriving 

from the do111inant philosophy of time ( associated ui th He gel) which 

seened to giv e no s i gnificance to the individual now . (12) To me , 
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i t iG tl·,is Eie:!.rnc of a tcmi s1~ in both the .::i.ct o f knovring 

( epi s t etloloty ) and the ac t of doing ( ~orality) that i s the 

cer,tral 11 Vi ctorian11 conc ern i n Ho:nldns ' poetry , ancl i t h as 

AXplicit cla~sical analocues . Br iefly put , thi~ thesis proposes 

tho.t i n contraGt to the early poe try where multitudi nous forr;i..s 

u1-itr. i n tl,r, hc.ri.•or.iouo:-: UEity of God , and v;hcre e:~uitation a risc3 

fror: ::-,11 :.L1 .r8rsion i 11to this .::tat e of llf'3Choinc bein5tt ( the 

i!,::JtC.;:hy,;ic ~,l r aclr f:rou:1~ to 11insc ane 11 2<ncJ 1'instrer:s 11
) , in the 

} atcr pootry this opti i:iis:.: i:1 th,·, nresen t universe is n.o l on~,er 

"Jre::::,1.t . I r:t:t0.:~d .10 ars '-onrronted. by a i!0l'l ~! 01 conflict D-nd 

E:a,l t'."'.tion i:'.1 tlrn la. ter -i.;ootry .:,.1·i ::;cs fro:,1 a ["OpRT _lti'-m frori tli.i~­

\·t:::r1 L: rn1d o. tE:liof i:1 ~.he ~T: ... nscendental ro.:tlity of the next . 

ii,~1:ce triu!.:ph ~ri :;es out of r.:onfli.ct : it is a denial of 1~rcse~1 t 

nbei:igt ' a.1~d .:m as::crti or.. of 11 beconing . 11 The :oathi·'ay in t!1is 

celv·:d .. :p:,rl·- 11 ~.:a11 : n&i'1cly r:0:lf - 1:'ei!1[:: . I r. the ·proc ess of self 

k:10\·;lccke , Hopkins disc overed an essential dualicn in hj_s 11 boinE,11 

that deEied conplcte unity vri th God i n the ~_)resent . Hence he 

1.vas l cd4 to 1,osi t a beli e f in the essenti a l dualisn of the 

uni verr;e : a worl d of flux and in.stRbili ty separ ated from a \Wrl d 

o f timeles s perE1anence a nd uni ty , fixed i n futurity . The bridge 

be t ween the t v/0 was the hc p e of the Res(urrecti on . 




