
— Chapter Two — 

 

 ‘Problems So Beautifully Ingenious’: 

Hopkins and Uranian Problematics 
 

 

 

A Poem on a Dinner Acceptance: 

Hopkins and Issues of Uranian Scholarship 
 

 
  All art is at once surface and symbol. 

  Those who go beneath the surface do so at their peril. 

  Those who read the symbol do so at their peril.   

 (Oscar Wilde, Preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray)
1
  

 

 

On the surface, Gerard Manley Hopkins’s fragmentary poem ‘[Who Shaped 

These Walls]’ is a partial draft on a scrap of paper, the only extant letter between 

himself and Walter Pater, Pater’s aforementioned acceptance of an invitation to 

dinner (Facsimiles II, p.176).  Although merely a fragment of their friendship and 

of Victorian cordiality, beneath its surface of ink and formality there is a faint 

expression of peril, peril involving the disclosure of those homoerotic and 

paederastic sensibilities that these two friends had in common.  As a symbol, this 

letter and its poem serve as the solitary occasion directly connecting Pater, leader 

of the Aesthetes and Decadents into the 1890s, with the poetry of Hopkins, once 

his student, forever his friend.  If engaged symbolically — as if written with Pater 

in mind, though not for Pater to read
2
 — Hopkins’s poem becomes more 

insightful than improvisational, a glimpse into the ways Pater maintained his 

discretion amidst the perils inherent to deviance during the Victorian period:        

 
     Who shaped these walls has shewn 

     The music of his mind, 

     Made know, though thick through stone, 

     What beauty beat behind. 
 

     [….] 
 

                                                 
1
 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, 3

rd
 

edn (Glasgow: Harper Collins, 1994), pp.17-159 (p.17).   
2
 In a letter to Robert Bridges, 29 January 1879, Hopkins retorts:  ‘Can you suppose I 

should send Pater a discipline wrapped up in a sonnet “with my best love”?  Would it not 

be mad?’ (Letters I, p.62).  This suggests that Hopkins would never have shown the above 

poem to Pater, even if he had finished it.  
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     Who built these walls made known 

     The music of his mind, 

     Yet here he has but shewn 

     His ruder-rounded rind. 

His brightest blooms lie there unblown 

His sweetest nectar hides behind.  (Lines 1-4; 37-42) 

 

Noteworthy here is a passage from Pater’s then-infamous ‘Conclusion’ to The 

Renaissance, a passage from which Hopkins’s fragmentary poem seems to have 

derived both its theme and its diction: 

 
Experience, already reduced to a group of impressions, is ringed round for each 

one of us by that thick wall of personality through which no real voice has ever 

pierced on its way to us, or from us to that which we can only conjecture to be 

without.  Every one of those impressions is the impression of the individual in 

his isolation, each mind keeping as a solitary prisoner its own dream of a world.  

     (1893, pp.187-88)
1
 

 

How often had Pater, like ‘a solitary prisoner’, retreated behind ‘his ruder-

rounded rind’, disguising or sublimating his most impassioned expressions, ‘his 

brightest blooms [lying] there unblown’, homoerotic and paederastic blooms 

dripping the ‘sweetest nectar’, though hidden behind either the thick wall of 

Victorian normalcy or a ‘personality through which no real voice has ever 

pierced’?  Hopkins was one of the few who could have aptly answered that 

question, for he was Pater’s former student and later friend.  However, for a 

modern reader to discover the ‘brightest blooms’ and the ‘sweetest nectar’ of an 

individual like Pater — an individual who had had to live amidst societal dangers 

and a necessity to hide discreetly his ‘real voice’, ‘the music of his mind’ — a 

reader must loosen those textual walls, those barriers Pater has wrought around 

his erotic garden.  A reader must ignore his Wildean warnings that ‘trespassers 

will be prosecuted’ or that ‘those who go beneath the surface do so at their peril’.  

A clue is usually provided, a textual chink through which the ‘real voice’ of a 

Pyramus like Hopkins, Pater, or Wilde can be heard to ‘fling out broad [his] 

name’
2
 — or at least to whisper it. 

Using Hopkins as the ‘representative Uranian’ (for reasons previously 

explained), this chapter will explore four aspects of Hopkins’s life and poetry that 

thwart a ready discovery of such a textual chink:  the first involves his use of 

poetical puzzles, puzzles that thwart a straightforward reading; the second 

involves his fluid personality, a personality that thwarts identity taxonomies; the 

third involves his often impish impiety, an impiety that thwarts all seriousness; 

                                                 
1
 This passage first appeared, nearly verbatim, in Walter Pater [anonymously published], 

‘Poems by William Morris’, Westminster Review, 34 (October 1868), pp.300-12, (pp.310-

11). 
2
 From Hopkins’s ‘[As Kingfishers Catch Fire]’, line 4. 
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the fourth involves his manuscript burnings, burnings that thwart a proper literary 

or biographical post-mortem. 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Like the Plain Shaft’: 

Hopkins and Issues of Inversion 
 

 
Decadence, burdened by freedom, invents harsh new 

limits, psychosexual and artistic. [….] Decadence 

takes western sexual personae to their ultimate point 

of hardness and artificiality […] the aggressive eye 

pinning and freezing nature’s roiling objects.   

            (Camille Paglia, Sexual Personae
 
)

1
   

 

 

To appreciate the problems of applying a theory, any theory, to the Uranian 

and/or Decadent writers presently under consideration, particularly Gerard 

Manley Hopkins, consider an article co-written by two prominent linguists, Mick 

Short and Willie van Peer — ‘Accident! Stylisticians Evaluate: Aims and 

Methods of Stylistic Analysis’.  The following is their explanation of the method 

by which they plan to test the validity of Stylistic Analysis: 

 
Unlike literary critics, stylisticians often assume that their work is independent 

of value judgments. […] The experiment described here was also based on this 

assumption.  The general aim was to put the two experimenters in the kind of 

position that new readers of a poem would be in.  To this end, a third party was 

invited to choose a poem (randomly, out of a set of poetry volumes) and tell us 

its title in order to check that we were not familiar with it.  The poem selected 

was ‘Inversnaid’ by Gerard Manley Hopkins.
2
 

                            

On pages 48-50 of their article, Short and van Peer describe their observations: 

 
Note that the switch from description in the first three stanzas […] to the 

generalized question in the last stanza is accompanied by a switch to the generic 

and homophoric use of the article. 

 

                                                 
1
 Camille Paglia, Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson 

(New York: Vintage, 1991), p.389. 
2
 Mick Short and Willie van Peer, ‘Accident! Stylisticians Evaluate: Aims and Methods 

of Stylistic Analysis’, in Reading, Analysing & Teaching Literature, ed. by Mick Short 

(London: Longman, 1988), pp.22-71 (p.23). 
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The verbs in these predicates also show a decrease in activity, from the very 

active […] to the passive […] to the [stative]. 

 

A change is effected from intransitive verbs in the first three stanzas to transitive 

verbs in the final stanza, which have generic noun phrases referring to the nouns 

of the preceding stanzas as their objects. 

 

Concrete nouns in the first three stanzas [are] replaced by generic nouns in the 

final stanza. 

 

The adjective in the final stanza does not refer to colour, in contrast to those in 

the preceding stanzas. 

 

The Scots words in the poem […] heighten the local atmosphere of the Scottish 

scenery, but note again that such words are completely absent from the final 

stanza. 

 

Obsolete words are similarly restricted to the three initial stanzas [….] Note that 

the neologisms decrease in boldness as the poem progresses. 

 

A number of lexical items clearly have figurative meanings […] Again no such 

cases can be found in the final stanza. 

 

Thus far, Short and van Peer have remained linguistically objective, but page 53 

marks a shift from description to evaluation, despite their earlier claim that ‘their 

work is independent of value judgments’: 

 
[In the last stanza,] there is merely the expression of a vague hope for the wilds 

of nature, and the symbolism and patterning set up in the previous stanzas is 

wasted. 

 

What is of essential interest here is that the evidence of the stylistic analysis so 

far provides good confirmation of the stated expectancies of the readers when 

dealing with the last stanza of the poem.  The fact that their expectancies were 

not met also leads them to make negative statements about the worth of the 

poem. 

 

Contrary to normal expectations the text reduces in complexity and entropy as it 

unfolds. 

 

In this stylistic analysis, evaluations like the following abound — ‘little aesthetic 

reward’
1
 — evaluations that lead to an overall conclusion that ‘hence the 

elements of this [fourth] stanza cannot be systematically related to (or contrasted 

with) the elements of the other stanzas, and this causes “Inversnaid” to be less 

successful than most of Hopkins’ other poems’.
2
  Even eminent Hopkins scholars 

                                                 
1
 Short and van Peer, p.59. 

2
 Ibid., p.65. 
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have come to nearly the same assessment as these two linguists, as is 

representatively expressed by Norman White:  ‘Hopkins was not satisfied with 

the poem, and did not mention it to either Bridges or Dixon, neither of whom saw 

it until after his death’.
1
  These conclusions — ‘less successful’, ‘not 

satisfy[ing]’, ‘little aesthetic reward’ — tell less about the poem itself than about 

its readers, readers who have not proven satisfactory to the task of successfully 

recognising this poem as the exquisite puzzle that it is, hence have not gleaned its 

‘aesthetic reward’.  

For this poem, its context and setting — Inversnaid, ‘Sept. 28 1881’, a 

Wednesday — are essential to note.  After seven weeks at St Joseph’s Church, 

Glasgow, Hopkins was given two days’ leave, whence he hurried to the eastern 

shore of Loch Lomond to visit the Inversnaid waterfall for the first time.  Norman 

MacKenzie notes that ‘the poem describes the stream’s course in reverse from its 

steep and rocky end to its quieter start among the braes around its source, Loch 

Arklet’ (OET, p.425, note).  White describes the setting thus: 

 
Arklet Water was wider and fuller than a burn; its peaty-brown waters, 

descended from Loch Arklet, were added to by burns, noticeably Snaid Burn, 

and over a course of a mile and a half through narrow valleys of heather and 

ladder-fern to oak forests, with the occasional birch, ash, and, hanging over the 

water, rowan, gradually steepened and quickened.  There were smaller falls and 

side pools, with froth, foam, bubbles, and whirls, in rocky basins, before the 

final, magnificent, high but broken fall into a larger pool just before it entered 

Loch Lomond.  Hopkins first saw the fall from the steamer, and on landing at the 

pier climbed up the mossy and rocky side of the stream to the narrow road, and 

then walked along the road inland, following the course of the stream uphill.
2
 

 

The principal and fatal flaw of the aforementioned stylistic analysis of Hopkins’s 

‘Inversnaid’ stems from a mistaken assumption that a waterfall poem should, 

stylistically, flow towards its climax, a climax of water descending into a lake:  in 

essence, Short and van Peer have provided forty-nine pages of analysis without 

recognising that this waterfall was poetically constructed backwards.  Both 

MacKenzie and White note what the Stylisticians fail to perceive — since their 

linguistic methods take into account no primary sources such as letters or other 

documents — that Hopkins approached the Inversnaid waterfall from its 

terminus, and only later walked uphill and inland towards its source, Loch Arklet.  

However, what all critics have failed to appreciate is that, at that moment, 

Hopkins’s genius and intuition met a landscape from which a poetic masterpiece 

would flow, but backwards. 

Four extant letters, to his friends Richard Watson Dixon (1833-1900) and 

Alexander William Mowbray Baillie (1843-1921), provide details of Hopkins’s 

encounter with Inversnaid and its waterfall.  The first Inversnaid letter — to 

                                                 
1
 Norman White, Hopkins: A Literary Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), p.328. 

2
 Ibid., pp.327-28. 
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Dixon, dated 26-30 September 1881 — was begun two days before Hopkins 

wrote ‘Inversnaid’ and finished two days after.  It relates: 

 
At Inversnaid (where Wordsworth saw the Highland Girl) on Wednesday I was 

delivered of an air to [your poem] ‘Does the South Wind’ and jotted it down on 

Loch Lomond.  (Letters II, p.65) 

 

The second Inversnaid letter — to Dixon, dated 29 October 1881 — clarifies the 

state of Hopkins’s adaptation of his friend’s poem into music (a point that will be 

crucial later): 

 
Does the South Wind […] is not quite finished and only written in sol-fa score.   

(Letters II, p.85) 

 

The third Inversnaid letter — to Dixon, dated 30 June 1886 — written half a 

decade after the second, again comments about this trip to Inversnaid and the 

resultant music, with Hopkins notably forgetting that he had already told Dixon 

about this trip, as well as his having begun the music to his friend’s poem there: 

 
I am very slowly but very elaborately working at ‘Does the South Wind’ for 

solos, chorus, and strings.  Some years ago I went from Glasgow, where I was, 

one day to Loch Lomond and landed at Inversnaid (famous through Wordsworth 

and Matthew Arnold) for some hours.  There I had an inspiration of a tune.   

(Letters II, p.135) 

 

The fourth Inversnaid letter — to Baillie, dated 7 September 1887 — recounts the 

impression of this visit upon himself:    

 
For this and other reasons I could wish I were in the Highlands.  I never had 

more than a glimpse of their skirts.  I hurried from Glasgow one day to Loch 

Lomond.  The day was dark and partly hid the lake, yet it did not altogether 

disfigure it but gave a pensive or solemn beauty which left a deep impression on 

me.  I landed at Inversnaid […] for a few hours and had an inspiration of a very 

good tune to some lovely words by Canon Dixon, of whose poems (almost 

unknown) I am a very earnest admirer.  (Letters III, p.288)   

 

These four letters evince the ‘deep impression’ upon Hopkins of this landscape 

that inspired a tune, yet make no reference — not even as a passing allusion — to 

the poem that was also composed there, a poem whose existence was never 

related, as far as the evidence suggests, to anyone while Hopkins was alive, a 

poem that survived only as a single, pencilled draft.  At the very least, the poem 

is a complex nature-sketch that could be paraphrased as: 

 
Brown and rippling like a horse’s back, this small and dismal stream loudly 

gallops downward, its course directed by confining rocks that, as it reaches the 

waterfall and descends to the lake, separate its foamy fleece like the flutes of a 
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column.  Above the waterfall, the yellowish-brown froth moves about like a 

wind-blown bonnet, turning and dissipating as the stream swirls into a black 

pool capable of drowning all in Despair.  Directed to this place by the steep 

banks that surround it — banks where heather, fern and mountain ash grow — 

the slower stream sprinkles the branches, fronds, and scarlet berries of the 

foliage with moisture.  What would the world be if deprived of its wet and wild 

qualities?  Let nature remain as it is — wet and wild, bountiful in weeds and 

wilderness. 

 

Such is the basic nature-sketch poetically expressed on a few manuscript pages in 

a pocket-sized booklet measuring a minute 5.5 by 8.9 centimetres, and directly 

following a ‘sol-fa score’ for the first Latin line of ‘S. Thomae Aquinatis 

Rhythmus’ (the rhymed prayer of St Thomas Aquinas) — ‘Adoro te supplex, 

latens deitas’ (see OET, pp.111-14; Facsimiles II, p.219) 

 

 

Manuscript of ‘Inversnaid’ 
 
 

H.ii.16
r
, 17

r
 

 
 

H.ii.17
v
, 18

r
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 Of great bearing here is whether or not there is some connection between 

the tonic sol-fa tune for Dixon’s poem ‘Does the South Wind’ (alluded to in the 

letters above) and the surviving tune for the Latin line ‘Adoro te supplex, latens 

deitas’.  In ‘Gerard Manley Hopkins as Musician’ (Appendix II of Journals, 

pp.457-97), John Stevens, who attempted to account for and analyse all of 

Hopkins’s musical dabblings, notes that the tune for Dixon’s ‘Does the South 

Wind’ (titled ‘Ruffling Wind’ in its published form)
1
 is no longer extant (pp.464; 

471).  Such may not be the case.  ‘Do ti do re la so fa mi’ — the fragmentary tune 

on MS. H.ii.16
r
, directly preceding the sole autograph of ‘Inversnaid’ (which 

begins on H.ii.17
r
) — might be, jointly, a tune for St Thomas Aquinas’s rhymed 

prayer and for Dixon’s poem.  According to this scenario, after noticing an 

internal similarity between these two texts, Hopkins planned to use some portion 

of the fragmentary tune of the prayer to set the music for Dixon’s poem.  If this 

scenario is correct, then Hopkins ‘was delivered of an air to “Does the South 

Wind” and jotted it down on Loch Lomond’, apparently pencilling this tune onto 

the cover of the tiny booklet while onboard a steamer approaching the waterfall.  

A second scenario would posit that Hopkins’s tune for Dixon’s poem was written 

onto another page of that tiny booklet, a missing page that formerly followed the 

manuscript for ‘Inversnaid’ (which seems likely if there is no connection between 

Dixon’s poem and the tune for the prayer written on the booklet’s cover, with 

‘Inversnaid’ immediately following
2
).  If such is the case, then the tune for 

Dixon’s poem was composed after the sole manuscript of ‘Inversnaid’, and 

certainly ‘jotted down’ by Hopkins while on a steamer returning from Inversnaid.  

The second scenario seems more plausible, since Hopkins wrote that ‘at 

Inversnaid […] I was delivered of an air to “Does the South Wind”’, and 

subsequently ‘jotted it down on Loch Lomond’ (which suggests the return trip 

from Inversnaid rather than the initial approach).   

The confusing navigation above condenses into the following:  if 

Hopkins’s sol-fa tune for Dixon’s poem was written, as he claims, ‘at Inversnaid 

[…] on Wednesday’ (which is the same Wednesday with which he dates the 

manuscript of ‘Inversnaid’ — ‘Sept. 28 1881’); and if this sol-fa tune was written 

into that same small booklet as ‘Inversnaid’, either before or after the poem (it 

seems likely that Hopkins had taken this booklet along expressly for such 

jottings); then the only extant draft of ‘Inversnaid’ had no predecessors, no prior 

drafts.  Put simply, the sole autograph of ‘Inversnaid’ (which begins on H.ii.17
r
) 

is either fronted immediately by the fragmentary tune to Dixon’s poem (on MS. 

                                                 
1
 ‘Ruffling Wind’, in Robert Bridges, ed., Poems by the Late Rev. Dr. Richard Watson 

Dixon, a Selection with Portrait and a Memoir by Robert Bridges (London: Smith, Elder, 

1909), p.147: 

Does the south wind ever know 

That he makes the lily blow? 

Does the north wind hear the cry 

Of the leaf he whirls on high?  (Lines 1-4) 
 

2
 ‘The tiny “Inversnaid” booklet has the first Latin line […] on its cover’ (OET, p.313). 
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H.ii.16
r
), composed on the same Wednesday, with no manuscript pages 

intervening (pages that would have been necessary for earlier drafts of 

‘Inversnaid’); or, the sole autograph of ‘Inversnaid’ was followed immediately by 

a manuscript page no longer extant, a manuscript page on which was written that 

tune composed on the same Wednesday (hence, ‘Inversnaid’ would have been 

composed before the tune to Dixon’s poem).  Whichever scenario is endorsed, 

‘Inversnaid’ seems to have been written, in total and on the spot, during the few 

hours Hopkins spent at Inversnaid, giving the poem a compositional timeframe 

wedged between his arrival and his departure from Inversnaid, ‘a few hours’.  

Hence, Hopkins’s ‘Inversnaid’ becomes a momentary effusion that spilled onto a 

few manuscript pages, an impromptu performance no less amazing than 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Twelve Variations in C major on Ah, vous dirai-je 

maman (‘Twinkle, twinkle little star’).  To claim that the poem was an 

‘impromptu performance’ does not diminish its standing anymore than it would 

for a piece of Jazz, for Peter Milward is indeed correct that ‘this is no chance 

effusion of the poet, standing by itself in isolation from his other poems’.
1
 

Why then would such a masterful display of impromptu brilliance have 

gone unmentioned to even Hopkins’s closest friends, especially the poets Dixon 

and Bridges?  To answer this question — and, in consequence, to contradict the 

evaluations made by both Stylisticians and Hopkins scholars — requires a return 

to two of those letters Hopkins wrote concerning his trip to Inversnaid. 

The second Inversnaid letter — to Dixon, dated 29 October 1881 — also 

mentions a problem Hopkins perceived as endemic to the English sonnet, an 

inherent lack of length and proportion: 

 
The reason why the sonnet has never been so effective or successful in England 

as in Italy I believe to be this:  it is not so long as the Italian sonnet; it is not long 

enough, I will presently say how.  Now in the form of any work of art the 

intrinsic measurements, the proportions, that is, of the parts to one another and to 

the whole, are no doubt the principal point, but still the extrinsic measurements, 

the absolute size or quantity goes for something.  Thus supposing in the Doric 

Order the Parthenon to be the standard of perfection, then if the columns of the 

Parthenon have so many semidiameters or modules to their height, the architrave 

so many, and so on these will be the typical proportions.  But if a building is 

raised on a notably greater scale it will be found that these proportions for the 

columns and the rest are no longer satisfactory, so that one of two things — 

either the proportions must be changed or the Order abandoned.   

(Letters II, p.85; emphasis added) 

 

The third Inversnaid letter — to Dixon, dated 30 June 1886 — postulates that 

sonnets like Thomas Gray’s ‘Sonnet, On the Death of Mr Richard West’ might 

actually gain in unity (or proportion) by having some portions that are less 

beautiful than others: 

                                                 
1
 Peter Milward, Landscape and Inscape: Vision and Inspiration in Hopkins’s Poetry, 

with photographs by Raymond V. Schoder (London: Elek, 1975), p.76. 
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The sonnet of Gray’s that you ask about is the wellknown one (the only one, I 

daresay) ‘In vain to me’:  I remarked on its rhythmical beauty […] Wordsworth 

says somewhere of it that it is ‘evident’ the only valuable part of it is (I believe) 

‘For other notes’ and the quatrain that follows.  Such a criticism is rude at best, 

since in a work of art having so strong a unity as a sonnet one part which singly 

is less beautiful than another part may be as necessary to the whole effect, like 

the plain shaft in a column and so on.  But besides what he calls evident is not 

so, nor true.  (Letters II, pp.136-37; emphasis added) 

 

The link between these two passages is far more important for a proper 

understanding and evaluation of Hopkins’s ‘Inversnaid’ than either the inverted 

landscape description or the long-forgotten tune to Dixon’s poem:  that link is an 

architectonic comparison of the English sonnet to a Classical column. 

Hopkins’s comments about the inadequate length of the English sonnet 

are particularly important when considering his ‘Inversnaid’, which is, in many 

ways, a sonnet with two added lines (especially if a volta exists just before the 

fourth stanza, the stanza criticised by the Stylisticians for its volta-like change in 

form and content).  In essence, Hopkins seems to have applied his comments 

about Classical architecture to the English sonnet, recognising that ‘either the 

proportions must be changed or the Order abandoned’ and choosing to change the 

proportions. 

 

 

       
 

 

Besides conceptually, an inverted Classical column does indeed provide a 

visual representation of a waterfall, a representation dramatically heightened, as 

Hopkins explains to Dixon, by making ‘one part […] less beautiful than another’, 

an aesthetic choice ‘necessary to the whole effect’ if the poem is to be figured 

‘like the plain shaft in a column’ until it reaches its more spectacular and capital 

effects at its physical ending (which, in the case of his ‘Inversnaid’, is actually its 

beginning) — or, in Hopkins’s inverted columnar phrasing, till the water ‘flutes 

and low to the lake falls home’ (line 4), ‘flutes’ being, of course, the decorative 

motif consisting of a series of uniform, vertical incisions in the surface of a 

Classical column.  As early as 1862, a schoolboy Hopkins, writing to his friend 
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Ernest Hartley Coleridge (1846-1920), reveals his interest in Classical columns:  

‘I have begun the story of the Corinthian capital’ (3 September 1862, Letters III, 

p.13).  If extent, this prose history might have shed some light on the present 

considerations, but it is not.
1
 

 

However, ‘Inversnaid’ is far more than a display of Hopkins’s finesse in 

defamiliarising a landscape by describing its waterfall backwards, perhaps 

without regard for the expectations of his readers (as the Stylisticians complain) 

— though Hopkins seems to have had no reader in mind, save himself, for this 

unconventional and unmentioned poem:  as Hopkins once wrote to Bridges, ‘a 

poet is a public in himself’ (19 January 1879, Letters I, p.59).  What follows will 

posit that Hopkins deconstructed this waterfall for a particular, very personal 

reason:  through it, he found an opportunity to deconstruct his own poetic 

process, to reveal his own creative impulses and liquidity of mind, to display 

what he refers to in ‘The Wreck of the Deutschland’, with a sort of verbal pun, as 

being ‘mined with a motion, a drift’ (line 27).  In essence, Hopkins moves 

backwards creatively, inspired by the name ‘Inversnaid’ to express an ‘inverse 

made in verse’, inspired to trace his own writing process back to its source. This 

was, for Hopkins, a movement far too intimate — both emotionally and 

aesthetically — to allow another poet, even as dear a friend as Robert Bridges, to 

watch.
2
  Remembering that, in architectural terminology, scape is ‘the shaft of a 

column’ (from scapus or ‘stalk’ in Latin) (OED), the poem’s columnar or core 

meaning, its inscape, is the ‘inversion’ of Hopkins’s own writing process, a sort 

of poetic deconstruction that might account for its lack of ‘theological 

dimension’, a lack to which Milward draws attention:  ‘There is something 

                                                 
1
 A more recent version of this was written by Charles Warren Lang — Callimachus: The 

Story of the Corinthian Capital (New Albany, IN: Aegean Press, 1983). 
2
 I would, given more space, have argued for reasons beyond the aesthetic.  The poem’s 

language and imagery seem partially derived from R. W. Dixon’s poem ‘Despair’, a 

poem from Christ’s Company and Other Poems (London: Smith, Elder, 1861), a 

collection of verse about which Hopkins was impassioned, as he relates to Dixon: 

I became so fond of [Christ’s Company] that I made it, so far as that could be, a 

part of my own mind. [….] And to shew you how greatly I prized them, when I 

entered my present state of life [as a Jesuit], in which I knew I could have no 

books of my own and was unlikely to meet with your works in the libraries I 

should have access to, I copied out St. Paul, St. John, Love’s Consolation, and 

others from both volumes and keep them by me.  (4 June 1878, Letters II, p.1) 
 

Consider lines 6-10 of ‘Despair’: 

I trace this fountain rolling deeply down — 

     Dark is the night, my pathway ruinous — 

Here foam the muddy billows thick and brown,  

                  Then issue thus  

Into a lake where all the world might drown. 
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apparently uncharacteristic of Hopkins in this poem, with its absence of 

theological reflection’.
1
 

For this hypothesis to be supported, it needs must be through manuscript 

evidence, the only evidence revealing Hopkins’s process of poetic formulation, 

his ‘mind with a motion’.  For this reason, it is better to consider another of 

Hopkins’s water poems, ‘Epithalamion’ (for which a close reading is provided in 

‘Chapter Three’).  This choice is necessitated because Hopkins’s manuscripts are 

usually adjusted fair copies, with incremental drafts a rarity, except in a few cases 

such as his ‘Epithalamion’.  As Robert Bernard Martin explains:  ‘To see the 

manuscript of this poem [“Epithalamion”] is to realize how little we actually 

know about the physical circumstances of his writing.  Usually we are lucky if we 

know even the general locality in which he wrote’.
2
 

 

 

 

 

          
 

                    ‘Epithalamion’                               ‘Epithalamion’ 
                           MS. H.ii.14

r   
                                           MS. H.ii.7

r
 

                                                 
1
 Milward, Landscape, p.76. 

2
 Robert Bernard Martin, Gerard Manley Hopkins: A Very Private Life (New York: 

Putnam, 1991), p.390. 
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The following is a transcription of the first three lines of the evolving 

‘Epithalamion’ in manuscript (Facsimiles II, plates 494-502, pp.320-28): 

 

 
MS. 1, H.ii.14

r 

 

 
 

Listener, make believe 
 

You hear the maddest shout 
 

You    That  whelmèd    in   under  wood 

 

 

MS. 1, H.ii.14
v 

 

 
 

  With the 

Under this    leafy hood 

 

 
MS. 2, H.i.50

r 

 

 
 

   Do like me, 

  Like me,     my listener; make believe 

 

                by the       leafy 

That whelmed    under the                hood 

 

          slant-to 

       slant-down     wood 

          lean-to 

 Of a      leaning   down    and leafy wood 
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MS. 3, H.ii.11
r
  

(Struck through by Hopkins) 
 

 
 

        what I do    D            hearer, hear what I do: 

Do like me now, dear my listener; listen with me, make believe 

 

That                     once by 

                   in                                hood 

How    whelmed      by        branchy bunchy   wood 

 

                                once 

That leaf-whelmed           somewhere under hood 

 

       some 

Of      a     branchy bunchy wood 
 

 

 
MS. 3, H.ii.11

r
 

 

 
 

    Hark, hearer, hear what I do; lend a thought now, make believe 
 

     We      

    You     are 

    That           leaf-whelmed somewhere with the hood 
 

 

Of some branchy bunchy bushybowered wood 

 

 

These manuscript lines, even after a momentary perusal, reveal an increasing 

complexity from the vague to the concrete, from the passive to the active 

(especially in regard to the role of the reader) — put simply, a development 

towards the complexity that the Stylisticians praise in the earlier stanzas of 

‘Inversnaid’. 

Initially, Hopkins’s reader is drawn into the ‘Epithalamion’ by a direct 

address, then asked to participate in the fantasy being constructed:  ‘listener, 

make believe’ (MS. 1).  This address is subsequently broadened to ‘do like me, 

my listener; make believe’ (MS. 2), Hopkins accentuating that he and his reader 

(now possessively labelled ‘my listener’) are joint participants in the creation of 
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this fantasy, though Hopkins later suggests that his reader, whom he now 

addresses as ‘dear’, simply follow his lead:  ‘do like me now, dear my listener, 

listen with me, make believe’ (MS. 3).  Although the last is from the passage 

Hopkins struck through, it is noteworthy that he has already begun replacing 

‘dear listener’ with ‘hearer’, especially since ‘hearer’ has miscreant connotations 

that would have been clearly evident to a Classical scholar like Hopkins:  in 

Greek paederastic tradition, this direct address emphasised the belovèd’s role 

within a paederastic, pedagogical relationship, a relationship between a young 

erômenos (or aitês, the ‘hearer’) and an older erastês (or eispnêlas, the 

‘inspirer’).
1
  In the final version, this becomes a very poignant address, both 

poetically and paederastically choice:  ‘hark, hearer, hear what I do; lend a 

thought now, make believe’ (MS. 3).  Hence, the participating reader, the ‘dear 

listener’, becomes Hopkins’s ‘hearer’, the paederastic encapsulation of both his 

‘listener’ and his ‘dear’. 

Hopkins’s placement of his ‘hearer’ into the topographical location of the 

‘Epithalamion’ is fleshed out by the change of ‘whelmèd under wood’ (MS. 1) to 

‘under this leafy hood’ (MS. 1), these two earliest versions later blended into 

‘whelmed by the leafy hood’ (MS. 2).  Although struck through by Hopkins, 

‘whelmed once by branchy bunchy [hood]’ in the first version of MS. 3 

subsequently becomes far more poetically complex as ‘leaf-whelmed once 

somewhere under hood / Of some branchy bunchy wood’.  While Hopkins’s 

reader (‘hearer’) begins as overwhelmed in a nondescript, wooded landscape, he 

is soon situated beneath a ‘leafy hood’, a hood that is later altered, with painterly 

finesse, into a ‘branchy bunchy’ hood.  In each successive stage of Hopkins’s 

drafting, the phrasing becomes far more tactile and resonant, with the reader 

increasingly overwhelmed with leaves, somewhere, under the ‘hood of a branchy 

bunchy wood’.  This movement towards heightened complexity — visually, 

tactilely, poetically — culminates in a pair of masterful, tongue-twisting lines:  

‘we are leaf-whelmed somewhere with the hood / Of some branchy bunchy 

bushybowered wood’ (MS. 3). 

As far as Hopkins’s preference for compounding is concerned, notice 

that, after initially writing ‘of a leaning down — and leafy wood’ (MS. 2), 

Hopkins begins replacing ‘leaning down’ with ‘lean-to’, ‘slant-down’, and ‘slant-

to’, searching for a suitable compound to replace the two words employed earlier.  

In the final version, he jettisons this completely, perhaps because the phrasing 

seems to push the imagery earthward, lessening the ‘whelming’ quality of the 

forested landscape he is constructing.  A similar movement of compounding, as 

well as heightened rhythmicality, is displayed by the evolution of ‘under wood’ 

into ‘leafy hood’ — then ‘branchy bunchy hood’ — then ‘hood / Of some 

branchy bunchy wood’ — then, ultimately, ‘hood / Of some branchy bunchy 

bushybowered wood’.   

                                                 
1
 See William Armstrong Percy III, Pederasty and Pedagogy in Archaic Greece 

(Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1996), chapter 7: ‘Spartan Hoplite “Inspirers” 

and Their “Listeners”’. 
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What is displayed here is indeed a poetic evolution, an intricate clustering 

on many levels:  the reader ultimately becomes a paederastic ‘hearer’ asked not 

merely to watch but to participate in the narrator’s construction of an Arcadian 

fantasy; the landscape ultimately becomes not just a wood but an enveloping 

bower, utterly tactile and visual; the poetic diction ultimately moves towards 

heightened compounding, rhythmicality, and internal rhyme, particularly in the 

case of ‘branchy bunchy bushybowered wood’, where the beauty of the phrasing 

partly resides in ‘branchy’, ‘bunchy’, and ‘bushy’ seeming to compound equally 

with the adjective-root ‘bowered’.  ‘Branchy bunchy bushybowered wood’ 

reveals all of the brilliance for which the mature Hopkins is famed, even though it 

sprang from a mere ‘under wood’.  The clustering of the reader-writer 

relationship, the topiary description, and the poetic diction and form — these 

reveal a poetic process and a mental movement similar to that which is displayed 

inversely in ‘Inversnaid’. 

 Now, to return to ‘Inversnaid’ — but starting with the fourth stanza and 

moving backwards — notice that the poem begins vaguely with wide 

wildernesses labelled abstractly as ‘them’, with simplistic phrasing and 

vocabulary reminiscent of MS. 1 (H.ii.14
r
 and 14

v
) of the ‘Epithalamion’, with a 

myriad of landscapes passive to the point of vulnerability: 

 
What would the world be, once bereft 

Of wet and of wildness?  Let them be left,  

O let them be left, wildness and wet; 

Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet. 

 

Despite its simplicity, this stanza encapsulates an appeal for the preservation of 

Nature that has proven particularly potent for the environmental movement and 

for the people of Scotland, who have incorporated these lines into the exterior of 

their new parliament: 

 
 

 
 

Hopkins Inscription 
Scottish Parliament, Holyrood, Edinburgh, UK 
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The second stanza endows such weeds and wildernesses with tactile detail, with 

specific natural growth that serves to illustrate the shift from ‘them’ to ‘the’.  Its 

complexity is also heightened through the introduction of simple compounds — 

as in MS. 2 (H.i.50
r
) of the ‘Epithalamion’ — as well as Scots words and the 

more visually suggestive ‘wiry’ and ‘flitches’.
1
  Notice also how the rhythm of 

the second line masterfully captures the brook’s restricted flow: 

 
Degged with dew, dappled with dew 

Are the groins of the braes that the brook treads through, 

Wiry heathpacks, flitches of fern, 

And the beadbonny ash that sits over the burn. 

 

The third stanza reveals a specific-yet-fashioned landscape (expressed as ‘a’), a 

landscape where passive and active elements intermingle (illustrated by a cluster 

of froth that dissipates amidst the currents of a dark pool), a landscape 

reminiscent of the struck-through portion of MS. 3 (H.ii.11
r
) of the 

‘Epithalamion’.  For the movement of the froth, Hopkins coins the word 

‘twindles’, perhaps a portmanteau of ‘twitches’ and ‘dwindles’, or of ‘twine’ and 

‘spindle’.
2
  Four compounds (one a triple) heighten the complexity of the stanza’s 

diction; and the circular rhythmicality in lines three and four, the sense of motion: 

 
A windpuff-bonnet of fawn-froth 

Turns and twindles over the broth 

Of a pool so pitchblack, fell-frowning, 

It rounds and rounds Despair to drowning. 

 

The fourth stanza possesses all of the overt complexity readers have come to 

expect from Hopkins — the complexity of MS. 3 (H.ii.11
r
) of the ‘Epithalamion’ 

— with the poet directing his reader’s gaze towards ‘this’, a present landscape 

ultimately anthropomorphised into an equestrian ‘he’.  Although, in accordance 

with Hopkins’s polished preference, the four compounds in this stanza are 

without hyphenation, what is most poetically telling is that the entire stanza is 

masterfully infused with the rhythmic motion of the waterfall: 

 
This darksome burn, horseback brown, 

His rollrock highroad roaring down, 

In coop and in comb the fleece of his foam 

Flutes and low to the lake falls home. 

 

                                                 
1
 See Milward, Landscape, p.80. 

2
 The first portmanteau is suggested by Milward, Landscape, p.78; the second by 

Catherine Phillips, ed., Gerard Manley Hopkins (The Oxford Authors series) (London: 

Oxford University Press, 1986), p.366.  MacKenzie in OET suggests that it is a 

Lancashire dialect word meaning ‘produces twins (i.e. splits into two)’ (p.426). 
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Considered in this inverted form, Hopkins’s ‘Inversnaid’ reveals the same writing 

process as the evolving drafts of the ‘Epithalamion’, though it does so inversely, 

for reasons literary scholarship and linguistics have neither noted nor explained. 

 Readers — be they scholarly or no — often expect literary meaning to be 

self-evident and straightforward, an expectation that is frequently, purposefully 

thwarted by a writer like Hopkins, who compares original artworks to chess 

problems.  In a pair of letters to his most constant and competent of readers, 

Robert Bridges — the friend to whom he wrote:  ‘I do not write for the public.  

You are my public’ (21 August 1877, Letters I, p.46) — Hopkins explains this 

chess analogy.  The first letter (from 24 October 1883) and the second (from 6 

November 1887) are both contemporaneous with the letters about Hopkins’s trip 

to Inversnaid: 

 
But you know there are some solutions to, say, chess problems so beautifully 

ingenious, some resolutions of suspensions so lovely in music that even the 

feeling of interest is keenest when they are known and over, and for some time 

survives the discovery.  (Letters I, p.187) 

 

Epic and drama and ballad and many, most, things should be at once intelligible; 

but everything need not and cannot be. [….] It is like a [check]mate which may 

be given, one way only, in three moves; otherwise, various ways, in many.   

                  (Pp.265-66) 

 

‘Solutions […] so beautifully ingenious’ are often required in poetry, for 

‘everything need not and cannot be [intelligible]’ on a first reading — or maybe a 

hundredth.
1
  Hopkins’s ‘Inversnaid’, one such poetic chess problem, begs for a 

solution more complex than a dismissive comment by a pair of unappreciative 

Stylisticians that it offers ‘little aesthetic reward’.
2
 

In ‘To R.B.’ — Hopkins’s last poem, aptly addressed to Robert Bridges, 

his principal reader, his ‘public’ — Hopkins asserts that his own poetic skill has 

reached such mastery that his ‘hand at work [is] now never wrong’ (line 8), an 

assertion applicable to his ‘Inversnaid’.  Such a claim of ‘genius’ would be 

mocked by most modern literary scholars and linguists, who give little credence 

to Ezra Pound’s assertion that ‘a man of genius has a right to any mode of 

expression’,
3
 or to Hopkins’s that ‘every true poet […] must be original and 

originality a condition of poetic genius’ (6 October 1886, Letters III, p.370).  

                                                 
1
 One is reminded of T. S. Eliot’s comment about Shakespeare:  ‘We do not understand 

Shakespeare from a single reading, and certainly not from a single play.  There is a 

relation between the various plays of Shakespeare, taken in order; and it is a work of 

years to venture even one individual interpretation of the pattern in Shakespeare’s carpet’ 

— from ‘Dante’, in Selected Essays (London: Faber, 1999), p.245. 
2
 Short and van Peer, p.59. 

3
 Letter to the painter John Butler Yeats, 4 February 1918, as quoted in Humphrey 

Carpenter, A Serious Character: The Life of Ezra Pound (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 

1988), part 2, chapter 10.  J. B. Yeats was a Dublin acquaintance of Hopkins. 
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However, the poet Coventry Patmore, to whom Hopkins had addressed the last 

comment, was perceptive enough to recognise that the proper response towards a 

‘genius’ or possible ‘genius’ is to anticipate that his ‘hand at work [is] now never 

wrong’: 

 
After all, I might very likely be wrong, for I see that Bridges goes along with 

you where I cannot, & where I do not believe that I ever could; and I deliberately 

recognise in the author of ‘Prometheus’ [Bridges] a sounder and more delicate 

taste than my own.  You remember I only claimed to be a God among the 

Gallery Gods — i.e. the common run of ‘Nineteenth Century’, ‘Fortnightly’ & 

such critics.  I feel absolutely sure that you would never conciliate them — but 

Bridges’ appreciation is a fact that I cannot get over.  I cannot understand his not 

seeing defects in your system wh. I seem to see so clearly; and when I do not 

understand a man’s ignorance, I obey the Philosopher and think myself ignorant 

of his understanding.  (20 March 1884, Letters III, pp.353-54) 

 

That ‘“Inversnaid” seems to have been carried in embryonic form in 

Hopkins’ mind for two and one-half years before it was finally given its final 

[form]’
1
 — springing from a six-line fragment ‘[O where is it, the wilderness]’ 

(OET, p.155) — is less surprising than that it seems to have been composed, in all 

of its glory, in about two and one-half hours, an impromptu performance recorded 

into a tiny booklet that Hopkins had withdrawn from his pocket while standing on 

the deck of a steamer or while walking along a wooded path at the edge of a 

waterfall, following the water uphill, against its current, towards its source.  What 

other than ‘genius’ can account for this sudden confluence of poetic skill and 

landscape description, this appeal for the preservation of natural beauty, this 

straightforwardly readable poem that deconstructs itself if read in reverse, this 

master poet’s creativity being completely seized and sized — in short and 

imperiously, this utter intricacy as well as miracle of the moment.  In 

‘Inversnaid’, Hopkins has managed the Keatsian impossible, to ‘hold water in a 

witch’s sieve’ — after inverting it. 

Since Hopkins once admitted to Bridges, ‘I may as well say what I 

should not otherwise have said, that I always knew in my heart Walt Whitman’s 

mind to be more like my own than any other man’s living’ (18 October 1882, 

Letters I, p.155) — it is perhaps not inappropriate to allow Walt Whitman (1819-

92) to provide a final justification for this poem, as well as an explanation for its 

currently misunderstood state:  ‘Backward I see in my own days where I sweated 

through fog with linguists and contenders, / I have no mockings or arguments, I 

witness and wait’ (SM, lines 80-81). 

‘Backward I see’.  If readers can manage to see backward, to see beyond 

the mockings and arguments, the Stylistic fog of linguists like Short and van 

Peer, readers might just witness, as they wait expectantly, a miracle of translated 

                                                 
1
 Paul Mariani, A Commentary on the Complete Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1970), pp.176-77. 
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genius, a miracle that Hopkins describes in ‘Henry Purcell’ as ‘meaning motion 

fans fresh our wits with wonder’ (line 14).  To see backward is to perceive 

properly, with awe, Hopkins’s inverse made in verse, as well as to unravel one of 

his grandest textual puzzles.
1
 

 

 

 

      
 

Inversnaid, its waterfall and stream

                                                 
1
 As a less artistically complex example of this Uranian indulgence in the ‘puzzle poem’, 

consider these lines from John Gambril Nicholson’s ‘Dead Roses’, in which he hides the 

name of Frank Victor Rushforth, his thirteen-year-old belovèd — as quoted in Timothy 

d’Arch Smith, Love in Earnest: Some Notes on the Lives and Writings of English 

‘Uranian’ Poets from 1889 to 1930 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), p.128: 

But art is victor still through all the ages 

     And renders evergreen our sunny hours: 

Key to my verse you are; and may its meaning 

     Every time you turn my volume’s pages 

Rush forth to greet you like the scent of flowers!  
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‘A Parcel of Underwear’: 

Hopkins and Issues of Identity 
  

 
At length let up again to feel the puzzle of puzzles, 

 And that we call Being. 

              (Walt Whitman, Song of Myself)
1
 

 

 

Half a century ago, an anonymous reviewer voiced surprise in the Times Literary 

Supplement that, compared with Hopkins, ‘rarely has a poet attracted such a 

burden of documentation and commentary’.
2
  Yet, even that anonymous reviewer 

would marvel, fifty years on, at the number of books, scholarly articles, and the 

like written about Hopkins each year.  His poems, letters, journals, confession 

notes, and scores of other documents — these, added to the ‘biographically 

known’, make Gerard Manley Hopkins an ‘identity’ worth knowing, if only that 

were possible. 

 Concerning Hopkins’s ‘identity’, the educated prejudice of this volume 

derives from his intimation that ‘Walt Whitman’s mind [is] more like my own 

than any other man’s living’ (Letters I, p.155), as well as a belief that, given this 

confession, Whitman’s explanation of his own curious and mercurial mind 

equally befits Hopkins: 

 
Do I contradict myself? 

Very well then I contradict myself, 

(I am large, I contain multitudes.)  (SM, lines 1324-26) 
 

Such an educated prejudice — no matter how bastioned it is by specifics — is a 

dangerous acquisition, for it is indeed hubris for biographers or literary scholars 

to suppose that they know a biographical ‘subject’ well enough (perhaps better 

than that ‘subject’ knew himself or herself), even when that ‘knowing’ is based 

on intimate details such as that Hopkins would sometimes ‘bring a parcel of 

underwear, more holes than cloth, and humbly ask [his friend Mrs McCabe] if 

she could have the garments mended, as he wished to spare the Society [of Jesus] 

undue expenditure on his behalf’.
3
  ‘More holes than cloth’ — that is indeed the 

biographical and scholarly dilemma posed by Hopkins.   

In her introduction to A. J. A. Symons’s classic biography of another of 

the Uranians, Frederick Rolfe (Baron Corvo), A. S. Byatt describes the most 

profound problem of biography:  ‘There were holes in the fabric just where a 

reader was most hungry for density and richness.  People often leave no record of 

                                                 
1
 Lines 609-10. 

2
 Anonymous, ‘Rare Ill-Broker’d Talent’, Times Literary Supplement (25 September 

1959), p.544. 
3
 As quoted in White, Hopkins, p.411.   
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the most critical or passionate moments of their lives.  They leave laundry bills 

and manifestoes’.
1
  Thomas Carlyle makes much the same point when he declares 

that ‘disjecta membra [scattered parts] are all that we find of any Poet, or of any 

man’.
2
  ‘Scattered parts’ — it is because of these that a biographer, in particular, 

should remain leery of embracing educated prejudices or of employing primary 

concepts like ‘identity’, an elusive concept that Hopkins falteringly attempts to 

grasp in a short treatise that he never published: 

 
When I consider my selfbeing, my consciousness and feeling of myself, that 

taste of myself, of I and me above and in all things, which is more distinctive 

than the taste of ale or alum, more distinctive than the smell of walnutleaf or 

camphor, and is incommunicable by any means to another man (as when I was a 

child I used to ask myself:  What must it be to be someone else?).  Nothing else 

in nature comes near this unspeakable stress of pitch, distinctiveness, and 

selving, this selfbeing of my own.  (Sermons, p.123) 

 

‘This selfbeing of my own’, which Hopkins admits is ‘incommunicable by any 

means to another man’ (recalling the fragmentary poem he drafted on Pater’s 

dinner acceptance), is the essence of what a biographer, despite the scattered parts 

and inexplicable holes of the life being considered, hopes to mend into a fitting 

garment. 

His middle-class background; his education at Highgate, then at Oxford; 

his High Church and his Aesthetic leanings; his conversion to Roman 

Catholicism; his years spent in training to become a Jesuit priest; his spurious 

postings in most of the large Victorian cities; his friendships with the poets 

Robert Bridges, R. W. Dixon, and Coventry Patmore, as well as with Walter 

Pater and John Henry, Cardinal Newman; his frustrated life as a poetic genius 

unappreciated — this is the basic fabric of Hopkins’s life until what must have 

seemed a godsend to the Jesuits, his appointment as Professor of Greek at 

University College, Dublin, and as Fellow of the Royal University of Ireland in 

Classics.  This problematic Jesuit had finally found a use.  But the more private 

aspects of the man — his homoerotic and paederastic desires, his reigning 

sorrows, his thwarted artistic aspirations — these are most clearly presented and 

represented in his poetry, a poetry equally sacred and profane, a blend of the 

painterly, the priestly, and the prurient, a blend of his principal influences — 

Ruskin, Newman, and Pater.  The commingling of such kaleidoscopic forces 

within one person serves to question whether a sometimes-fashionable concept 

like ‘identity’ has any particular applicability for an individual, let alone for a 

group, a community, or a nation.  It is this concept of ‘identity’ that the following 

will draw into question, by pointing out various holes in the Hopkinsian fabric, 

                                                 
1
 A. S. Byatt, ‘Introduction’ to A. J. A. Symons, The Quest for Corvo: An Experiment in 

Biography (New York: New York Review Books, 2001), pp.ix-xvi (p.ix). 
2
 Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History, 5

th
 vol. of The 

Works of Thomas Carlyle in Thirty Volumes (London: Chapman and Hall, 1897), p.11. 



 123

holes that make his inner life ‘incommunicable by any means to another’, 

‘incommunicable’ in a way that Hopkins himself often intended. 

After taking up his Irish professorship, Hopkins wrote to his mother that 

‘the College is poor, all unprovided [for] to a degree that outsiders wd. scarcely 

believe, and of course — I cannot go into details — it cannot be comfortable’ (26 

November 1884, Letters III, p.164).  More than three years later, he would 

provide his mother with a bitter assessment of his Dublin post:  ‘I am now 

working at examination-papers all day and this work began last month and will 

outlast this one.  It is great, very great drudgery.  I can not of course say it is 

wholly useless, but I believe that most of it is and that I bear a burden which 

crushes me and does little to help any good end’ (5 July 1888, Letters III, pp.184-

85).  This is what he had earlier expressed to Bridges as ‘that coffin of weakness 

and dejection in which I live, without even the hope of change’ (1 April 1885, 

Letters I, pp.214-15).  Sometime during 1885, a year after assuming his 

professorship, ‘that coffin of weakness and dejection’ became too much for the 

poet to bear, and the ensuing depression saw the creation of his brilliant ‘Dark 

Sonnets’.  The following sonnet from that sequence is particularly important for 

any consideration of Hopkins’s ‘selfbeing’, as well as the cause(s) behind his 

Dublin depression: 

 
I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day. 

What hours, O what black hours we have spent 

This night! what sights you, heart, saw, ways you went! 

And more must, in yet longer light’s delay. 

With witness I speak this.  But where I say 

Hours I mean years, mean life.  And my lament 

Is cries countless, cries like dead letters sent 

To dearest him that lives alas! away. 

I am gall, I am heartburn.  God’s most deep decree 

Bitter would have me taste:  my taste was me; 

Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse. 

Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours.  I see 

The lost are like this, and their scourge to be 

As I am mine, their sweating selves; but worse.
1
 

 

Although this poem is undated, it surely belongs among the four sonnets alluded 

to on 1 September 1885 as having come ‘like inspirations unbidden and against 

                                                 
1
 This sonnet is from OET, pp.181-82.  I have chosen to employ the title ‘Dark Sonnets’ 

for these poems rather than the more traditional ‘Terrible Sonnets’, since the current 

meaning of ‘terrible’ has associations that befit these brilliant sonnets not at all.  The third 

option in currency is ‘Sonnets of Desolation’, first employed by William Gardner, though 

Gardner chose that title under the assumption that this ‘desolation’ was the ‘desolation’ 

described in St Ignatius’s ‘Rules for Discernment of Spirits’.  Since I disagree with 

Gardner’s pat connection of these sonnets with an Ignatian retreat, I have opted to avoid 

his title as well. 
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my will’ (Letters I, p.221), and is probably the very one described earlier, on 17 

May 1885:  ‘I have after long silence written two sonnets, which I am touching:  

if ever anything was written in blood one of these was’ (Letters I, p.219). 

 This sonnet ‘written in blood’ begins:  ‘I wake and feel the fell of dark, 

not day’.  From its outset, the poem is a consideration of ‘selfbeing’, of 

consciousness, of the feeling and taste of ‘my selfstuff’ (one of the alternatives 

within line 12, MS. H.ii.35
v
)

1
.  In essence, Hopkins’s speaker appears bereft of 

everything except for the feeling of self, of existential human isolation, of bitter 

retrospection (see OET, p.447, note).  In his spiritual-retreat notes for 1-2 January 

1888, Hopkins describes a similar experience:  ‘Being tired I nodded and woke 

with a start.  What is my wretched life?  Five wasted years almost have passed in 

Ireland. [.…] In the dark [...] we want a light shed on our way and a happiness 

spread over our life’ (Sermons, p.262).  The imagery of the first line of the sonnet 

draws on the ninth plague of Egypt, ‘darkness over the land […] even darkness 

which may be felt’ (Exodus 10.21, KJV) — as well as on the Wisdom of 

Solomon, ‘over them […] was spread an heavy night, an image of that darkness 

which should afterward receive them:  but yet were they unto themselves more 

grievous than the darkness’ (17.21, Apocrypha, KJV).  Evincing the scope of his 

poetic ‘genius’, his ‘hand at work now never wrong’ (‘To R.B.’, line 8), Hopkins 

manages to encapsulate this self-burden ‘more grievous than the darkness’, this 

‘darkness which may be felt’, in a single aptly chosen word — fell.  Its five 

homophones of different etymology all serve to characterise the encompassing 

darkness and the unsurpassable density of Hopkins’s present experience: 

 
• a covering of hide; 

• gall (as in line 9); 

• a waste hillside (as in the places on which some medieval                     

visionaries woke to find themselves); 

• a blow; 

• savage, ruthless (as an adjective).   (From OET, pp.447-48, note) 

 

All of these meanings serve as keys to the sonnet, as well as contradict each other 

at various points, for they resonate a Whitmanesque ‘contains multitudes’.  In 

essence, ‘the fell of dark’ becomes massive, aggressively dangerous, 

maddeningly tactile — becomes a panther surrounding its prey, an image 

Hopkins employs in another of the ‘Dark Sonnets’: 

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

Thy wring-world right foot rock? lay a lionlimb against me? scan 

With darksome devouring eyes my bruisèd bones? and fan, 

O in turns of tempest, me heaped there; me frantic to avoid thee and flee?  

(‘[Carrion Comfort]’, lines 5-8) 
 

                                                 
1
 Facsimiles II, p.267. 



 125

‘Darksome’ and ‘devouring’ are indeed appropriate descriptions of this pitch-

black poem and its attendant depression, its ‘turns of tempest’ so sombre and so 

wasting: 

 
What hours, O what black hours we have spent 

This night! what sights you, heart, saw, ways you went! 

And more must, in yet longer light’s delay. 

 

Although these ‘black hours’ of disturbing sights and a heart atoss are a 

biographical certainty, Hopkins’s description of them is followed by a claim 

almost legal or contractual, as if compelled to account for both his actions and his 

whereabouts (‘me heaped there’), to prove to his auditors or to himself that this 

horrific experience had indeed been real:  ‘with witness I speak this’.  But who is 

his ‘witness’?  His heart? his God? another person?  The reader merely witnesses 

a Hopkinsian hole in the biographical fabric, both vague and intentional. 

 After realising the minimalism involved in telescoping a lifetime of felt 

darkness into a single nightmarish experience, Hopkins widens the lens to reveal 

that this ‘dark night of the soul’ was not just a particular moment, not just ‘this 

night’ for which he has been providing an audited account: 

 
                                                But where I say 

Hours I mean years, mean life.  And my lament 

Is cries countless. 

 

The above recalls the poet’s letters to his mother and to Bridges, letters steeped in 

feelings of depression, uselessness, dissatisfaction, and apathy; however, it is 

more than that.  Just when Hopkins seems on the verge of blurring himself into 

poetic oblivion via hyperbole — his ‘hours’ becoming a ‘life’, his ‘lament’ 

becoming ‘cries countless’ — he focuses the lens again:  suddenly the sonnet 

becomes curiously intimate, confessional, passionate, histrionic, and palpable, the 

generalised pain and darkness no longer telescoped towards the what, but instead 

towards the who: 

 
                And my lament 

Is cries countless, cries like dead letters sent 

To dearest him that lives alas! away. 

 

The crucial intimation here might well be the phrase ‘dead letters’ — 

correspondence that remains at the Dead Letter Office when no traceable link to 

either addressee or sender can be found.  Perhaps this simile suggests that Christ 

is forever unresponsive to Hopkins’s prayers; or, perhaps it concerns a more 

mortal figure, another ‘dearest him’, the ‘he’ of a letter to Bridges, dated 15 

February 1879: 
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I cannot in conscience spend time on poetry, neither have I the inducements and 

inspirations that make others compose.  Feeling, love in particular, is the great 

moving power and spring of verse and the only person that I am in love with 

seldom, especially now, stirs my heart sensibly and when he does I cannot 

always ‘make capital’ on it, it would be a sacrilege to do so.  (Letters I, p.66) 

   

The who of this intimation to Bridges is tantalisingly undisclosed, an intentional 

hole in the biographical fabric where a name should be, the name of ‘the only 

person that I am in love with’, the person whose memory it would be a form of 

‘sacrilege’ to ‘make capital on’, the person whose memory would be rent by 

rendering it as poetry.   

 The absence of capitalisation for the ‘he’ of the letter and the ‘him’ of the 

poem (suggesting an imbedded pun in ‘I cannot always “make capital” on it’) 

draws into question a ready attribution of these to Christ, which would have been 

a legitimate priestly affection.  ‘The only person that I am in love with’ may 

instead have a biographical antecedent, a young poet whom Hopkins had made 

into what might be considered, shallowly, a fetish — Digby Mackworth Dolben.  

Dolben’s death, roughly two-and-a-half years after he and Hopkins had met, 

removed the obvious dangers associated with an actualised affection, whether 

those dangers were moral, spiritual, legal, social, emotional, or intimate.  Before 

Dolben’s death, Hopkins wrote to Bridges:  ‘Give my love to [Coles] and Dolben.  

I have written letters without end to the latter without a whiff of answer’ (28 

August 1865, Letters I, p.1).  Even when it remains unanswered, unrequited, 

unconsummated, and abounding in ‘dead letters’, love is love nonetheless; and, 

for Hopkins, this love, both as a remembrance of things past and as a 

dissatisfaction with the present, seems to have nurtured a bitterness that he 

directed at both his own limitations and at his God, who was responsible for 

placing the supreme limitation by taking Dolben away.  That is perhaps the cause 

of Hopkins’s bitterness, but the effect is more problematic to assess, more full of 

biographical holes.  

 If the who – he – him is indeed Dolben, then the effect on Hopkins is a 

lingering distillation, a continual reflection on the theme of Richard Barnfield’s 

Elizabethan poem ‘The Teares of an Affectionate Shepheard Sicke for Love, or 

The Complaint of Daphnis for the Love of Ganimede’ (1594), though without 

Barnfield’s acquiescence and erotic bravado: 

 
If it be sinne to love a sweet-fac’d Boy,  

(Whose amber locks trust up in golden tramels  

Dangle adowne his lovely cheekes with joy,  

When pearle and flowers his faire haire enamels)  

If it be sinne to love a lovely Lad;  

Oh then sinne I, for whom my soule is sad.  (Lines 7-12)
1
 

 

                                                 
1
 Richard Barnfield, ‘The Teares of an Affectionate Shepheard Sicke for Love’, in Poems 

of Richard Barnfield, ed. by George Klawitter (Lincoln, NE: iUniverse, 2005). 



 127

On 2 January 1888, during a spiritual retreat, Hopkins notes that ‘something bitter 

distills’ (Sermons, p.262), and that particular distillation may have grown bitter 

through an absence of sweetness, through the absence of his own ‘sweet-fac’d 

Boy’, his own ‘lovely Lad’, his ‘dearest him that lives alas! away’.  While 

Barnfield’s ‘my soule is sad’ is mitigated by paederastic pleasure (‘If it be sinne 

to love a lovely Lad; / Oh then sinne I’), Hopkins’s ‘my fits of sadness [that] 

resemble madness’ remains ever aggravated, as is revealed by the gastric juices 

of the following:  

 
I am gall, I am heartburn.  God’s most deep decree 

Bitter would have me taste:  my taste was me; 

Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse. 

 

In his commentary notes on the Ignatian ‘Meditation on Hell’, Hopkins describes 

the galling bitterness of a damned soul ‘gnawing and feeding on its own most 

miserable self’, for ‘[its] sins are the bitterness, [because those sins that] tasted 

sweet once, now taste most bitter’ (Sermons, p.243).  This is exactly what is 

found in the bakery of the next few lines: 

 
Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours.  I see 

The lost are like this, and their scourge to be 

As I am mine, their sweating selves [...] 

 

Something bitter does distil here — the ‘selfyeast of spirit’, the worse than 

‘sweating selves’ — a bitter distillation that Norman White describes as ‘a 

counter-movement of arrogance and unstated questioning’,
1
 a counter-movement 

that would only continue for Hopkins, as is illustrated by ‘[Thou Art Indeed Just, 

Lord]’, a sonnet written in the year of his death: 

 
Wert thou my enemy, O thou my friend, 

How wouldst thou worse, I wonder, than thou dost 

Defeat, thwart me?  (Lines 5-7) 

 
The Hopkins above is still beneath God’s dark and palpable ‘lionlimb’, is still 

questioning defiantly and arrogantly whether he is the plaything of a Divine 

friend or a devouring foe. 

 However, while weaving fabric poetical, Hopkins is difficult to defeat or 

thwart, even by a Divine ‘lionlimb’, as the last two words of ‘[I Wake and Feel 

the Fell of Dark, Not Day]’ make clear — but worse.  This last phrase lingers to 

defy syntactically Hopkins’s readers, his biographers, his unfortunate reality, his 

unsympathetic and unapproachable God, his ‘selfbeing of my own’.  This last 

phrase is poetic sleight-of-hand by a master of the poetic deck: 

 

                                                 
1
 White, Hopkins, p.400. 
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Indeed, Hopkins strains the syntax of English, sometimes beyond the point of 

intelligibility, in order to draw from the language a coherence that runs athwart 

the syntagmatic line proper to discursive sense.  The density of his poetic 

language, abundantly remarked upon and described in criticism, seems to reveal 

a new linguistic dimension based upon visible — or rather, as Hopkins would 

prefer, audible — connections between words, both in their depth and on their 

surfaces. [….] Indeed, few poets had insisted as doggedly as Hopkins on the 

nondiscursive connections that the reader is meant to perceive.
1
 

 

The non-discursive connections that arise from ‘but worse’ prompt the question, 

‘But worse than what?’  If the earlier allusion is indeed to Dolben and not to 

Christ, then the Hopkins displayed here has moved beyond priest, poet, Victorian, 

and Jesuit:  he has become a defiant troubadour, a lover not unlike Tristram, who, 

after being told that he has drunk his death by sharing the unintended elixir with 

Iseult, responds, ‘By my death, do you mean this pain of love?’
2
  If such is the 

case, then Hopkins’s sonnet chronicles a lifetime of ‘this pain of love’, this bitter 

yearning for ‘dearest him that lives alas! away’, Hopkins echoing Tristram’s 

declaration that ‘If by my death, you mean this agony of love, that is my life.  If 

by my death, you mean the punishment that we are to suffer if discovered, I 

accept that.  And if by my death, you mean eternal punishment in the fires of hell, 

I accept that, too’.
3
 

 Syntactically, a phrase like ‘but worse’ defies ready explanation because 

it leaves two contradictory interpretations:  either ‘this pain of love’ is not as 

intense as the pain of Hell, or it is more so.  Hopkins never opts syntactically to 

side or decide — hence, the Paterian greyness of the phrase becomes an equal 

blending of the sacred and the profane, becomes what Pater describes in his essay 

on ‘Aesthetic Poetry’ as ‘the strange suggestion of a deliberate choice between 

Christ and a rival lover’,
4
 a choice with which Hopkins seems to dalliance, but 

refuses to make.  This Jesuit poet had indeed learned much from his Decadent 

friend and former academic coach, and these last two words rival or perhaps 

surpass Pater’s own Antinomian subtlety and suggestiveness, as a blatant hole in 

a textual garment.  That this hole is intentional is supported by Bridges’s claim 

that ‘No one ever wrote words with more critical deliberation than Gerard 

Hopkins’ (Dolben 1915, p.cxiv). 

If this sonnet does, at least syntactically, make ‘the strange suggestion of 

a deliberate choice between Christ and a rival lover’, a lover such as Digby 

Dolben, then Hopkins is also defiantly challenging, or at least defiantly 

questioning, traditional Church teaching on the immorality of homoerotic and 

                                                 
1
 Cary H. Plotkin, The Tenth Muse: Victorian Philology and the Genesis of the Poetic 

Language of Gerard Manley Hopkins (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 

1989), pp.122-23. 
2
 Joseph Campbell, with Bill Moyers, The Power of Myth, ed. by Betty Sue Flowers (New 

York: Doubleday, 1988), p.190. 
3
 Ibid. 

4
 Walter Pater, Appreciations: With an Essay on Style (London: Macmillan, 1889), p.215. 
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paederastic acts, even if those acts are only committed in the heart — for 

Christianity recognises little distinction between the two (though Jesus phrases 

the concept heterosexually):  ‘But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a 

woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart’ 

(Matthew 5.28, KJV).  Hopkins’s defiant challenge, a challenge that White 

describes as ‘a counter-movement of arrogance and unstated questioning’, is so 

central to the ‘instress’ of Hopkins’s ‘inscape’, the core or column of his being, 

‘my selfbeing, my consciousness and feeling of myself, that taste of myself’ 

(Sermons, p.123), that it crushes beneath its own dark, poetic ‘lionlimb’ Dennis 

Sobolev’s claim that  

 
nothing indicates that a nineteenth-century Catholic priest could experience his 

homoerotic tendencies, even acknowledged and accepted, as the core of his 

identity. [….] What Hopkins’s notebooks demonstrate is both his homoerotic 

leanings and his conscious and unequivocal resistance to them; nothing in these 

diaries indicates that he saw his homoerotic ‘temptations’ as either the pivotal 

point of his identity or an object of celebration.
1
 

 

However, according to Pater, both sides of such a syntactical divide — the divide 

‘between Christ and a rival lover’ — are profoundly dangerous and sensuous, for 

the disparity between religious ‘resistance’ and erotic ‘celebration’, ‘between 

Christ and a rival lover’ is often rather slight:  ‘That religion, monastic religion at 

any rate, has its sensuous side, a dangerously sensuous side […] is the experience 

of Rousseau as well as of the Christian mystics’.
2
  While the Hopkins of 1885 

seems to straddle this divide — the syntactical option of Christ or a rival lover, of 

Roman Catholicism or Decadence — the Hopkins of 1888 performs ‘The 

Marriage of Heaven and Hell’ (in the truest Blakean sense), unifying these 

seemingly disparate extremes through, as would seem appropriate, an 

epithalamion, a ‘hymn of the wedding chamber’.
3
  In his ‘Epithalamion’, Hopkins 

casts aside the constraining garb of established convention and ‘identity’, 

revealing himself in all of his newfound nakedness and freedom.  However, lest 

the chapter divisions be discarded, it is best to return, for now, to his outward 

trappings, his ‘identity’, his ‘parcel of underwear, more holes than cloth’. 

 ‘More holes than cloth’ — this remains the dilemma for Hopkins 

biography and a feature of his poetry that adds to its subtlety and suggestiveness, 

its danger and depth.  In response to those holes, particularly those ‘strange 

suggestion[s] of a deliberate choice between Christ and a rival lover’, most 

Hopkins biographers and critics have exhibited a scholarly preference for the 

                                                 
1
 Denis Sobolev, ‘Hopkins’s “Bellbright Bodies”: The Dialectics of Desire in His 

Writings’, TSLL, 45.1 (2003), pp.114-40 (p.122). 
2
 Pater, ‘Aesthetic Poetry’, p.215. 

3
 In Gerard Manley Hopkins: The Poet as Victorian (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 1968), Wendell Stacy Johnson notes a similar evolution within Tennyson’s 

monumental tribute to Arthur Henry Hallam: ‘The framework of In Memoriam [has] a 

hymn at the beginning and type of epithalamion at the end’ (p.13, footnote). 
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congenial, which is partly a decorous and cautious attempt not to marginalize the 

poet’s deeply held religious convictions, his devotion to celibacy, and his 

authentic sense of vocation.  Although this rather Roman Catholic preference is 

understandable, one nonetheless continues to hear Whitman whispering through 

those textual and biographical chinks: 

 
Do I contradict myself? 

Very well then I contradict myself, 

(I am large, I contain multitudes.) 

 

Hopkins often appears, and probably was, holey and contradictory — but his 

stature, his largeness is not diminished by this, for he is the most curious type of 

‘genius’, the type that is impossible to pin down, to force into the constraints of 

what biographers and scholars might, with their love of taxonomy, label as the 

Englishman, the Victorian, the Roman Catholic, the Jesuit, the poet, the 

Decadent, the paederast, the Communist sympathiser, the Classical scholar, the 

professor, the Ruskinian lover of nature, the exile, the Britannia jingoist, the 

dandy.  He is all of these and more besides, possessing that ‘fluidity of 

personality’ that Jude Nixon suggests is central to Pater’s argument in The 

Renaissance.
1
  Confronted always with Hopkins’s ‘more holes than cloth’, his 

‘scattered parts’, his ‘fluidity’, it is bewildering that some biographers and 

scholars still employ concepts like ‘identity’ at all:  the consistency they seek 

may not, in the nature of man, particularly this man, be there.  

Man may, in essence, be a contradictory and elusive entity, with an 

inscape instressed in so multitudinous a way that the relative parts of itself are 

often contradictory to itself.  Man perhaps deserves Michel de Montaigne’s dub 

of ‘a marvellous, vain, fickle, and unstable subject’,
2
 and fickleness is a quality 

Hopkins chose not to censure, but to celebrate: 

 
Glory be to God for dappled things —  
 

[.…] 
 

All things counter, original, spare, strange; 

     Whatever is fickle, frecklèd (who knows how?).   (‘Pied Beauty’, lines 1; 7-8) 

 

The religious may celebrate Hopkins the priest-poet by affixing his image in 

stained glass; the British may add continuity to Poets’ Corner by affixing his 

name to a plaque — but the man is too large to affix.
3
  He contains 

                                                 
1
 Jude V. Nixon, Gerard Manley Hopkins and His Contemporaries: Liddon, Newman, 

Darwin, and Pater (New York: Garland Press, 1994), p.177. 
2
 Michel de Montaigne, The Works of Michael de Montaigne: Comprising His Essays, 

Letters, Journey Through Germany […], ed. by William Hazlitt (London: C. Templemon, 

1845), p.2.   
3
  There is a memorial window to Hopkins in St Bartholomew’s Church, Haslemere, 
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Whitmanesque multitudes, hence is beyond feeble attempts to picture or to name, 

or to capture within a ‘theory’ or an ‘identity’.  Hopkins is neither a saint nor an 

icon, yet is certainly beyond modern taxonomies in many ways.  Most of those 

who fit readily within such taxonomies have a relatively measurable ‘identity’ 

(for lack of a better word):  Hopkins has ‘expanse’.
1
  Even if scholars and 

biographers brush aside this claim of expanse — of Hopkins’s multitudinous 

selving or inscape — they must nonetheless come to terms with at least a double 

self in the poet, a double self to which he alludes while chiding Bridges for not 

appreciating the genius of Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-94), an allusion here 

glossed with an insight by Nils Clausson: 

 
This sour severity blinds you to his great genius.  Jekyll and Hyde I have read. 

[….] You are certainly wrong about Hyde being overdrawn:  my Hyde is worse.   

        (28 October 1886, Letters I, p.238) 

 

(Stevenson’s sensational tale of the double self [first published in 1886] would 

certainly have resonated particularly strongly with Wilde and other members of 

the homosexual subculture that was emerging in London at the end of the 

nineteenth century.
2
) 

   

This gloss is important for a proper understanding of Hopkins and his selving, 

since it may reveal what he meant by ‘my Hyde is worse’ in the letter, and by 

‘but worse’ in the sonnet.
3
  During the Victorian period (and often today), this 

‘double self’ was a necessity for those with a paederastic and/or homoerotic 

‘disposition’.  In a world of decorous behaviour, a world with which the more 

‘public’ self needed to accord lest the individual be deemed maladjusted, 

psychotic, immoral, sinful, unlawful, fringe, objectionable, and/or intrusive, this 

‘double self’ was necessary for survival.  Hyde was all of those pejoratives, at 

least when considered by ‘legitimate’ powers — social, medical, ethical, 

religious, legal, political, scholarly, and familial — those powers that determine 

what is proper and what is ‘worse’.  Hopkins’s ‘my Hyde is worse’ is a revealing 

disclosure of a ‘sweating self’ beneath his own Victorian veneer, and legitimates, 

to some degree, Bridges’s wish for Hopkins ‘to throw off the mask’ — a wish 

that will be explored in the next section.  This tension between the public and the 
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private selves, between the expressed and the silenced, between what Hopkins 

labels ‘overthought’ and ‘underthought’, between what Wilde terms ‘surface’ and 

‘symbol’, ‘between Christ and a rival lover’ fostered a poetic tension that has 

helped to secure Hopkins’s canonicity as far as English letters is concerned, 

something Hopkins would never have anticipated, assuming, as did Bridges, that 

his idiosyncratic qualities would ever ‘blind you to his great genius’. 

 

 

         
 

 

 At his death in 1889, Gerard Manley Hopkins considered his life a failure 

in many ways, and most of those relating to his poetic gifts.  Were it possible to 

resurrect Hopkins for some portion of an hour, to let him wander through the 

British Library — or almost any decent library, for that matter — amid the scores 

of scholarly volumes devoted to him (not to mention the Hopkins Quarterly), 

aisles of volumes, an every growing expanse of text and dedication, there would 

certainly be a look of bewilderment and a tinge of pleasure in his eyes, a look 

revealing that he knew not his own ‘self-being’ really, or his importance to this 

world and its literary heritage.
1
  A man cannot know (and Hopkins was no 

exception) the impact of his own life, an impact that biographers ultimately hope 

to interweave with their materials, however dappled, strange, and fickle the fabric 

at their disposal is, fabric that is only rent asunder by sometimes-fashionable 

concepts like ‘identity’ and ‘selfhood’, concepts employed by critics such as 

David Anthony Downes.
2
   

Besides these ‘more holes than cloth’, another aspect of this poet that 

thwarts attempts at ‘identity’ and ‘selfhood’ taxonomies is his frequent lack of 

seriousness, of Victorian earnestness — an aspect of his character and his 

writings to which this chapter now turns. 

                                                 
1
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 ‘Fun While It Lasted’: 

Hopkins and Issues of Seriousness 
 

 

The Greeks were often arbitrary, impulsive, frivolous, 

cynical, witty or jocular.   

         (K. J. Dover, Greek Homosexuality)
1
 

 

It is well to understand that the artist, even he 

inhabiting the most austere regions of art, is not an 

absolutely serious man […] and that tragedy and farce 

can spring from one and the same root.  A turn of the 

lighting changes one into the other; the farce is a 

hidden tragedy, the tragedy — in the last analysis — 

a sublime practical joke.  The seriousness of the artist 

— a subject to ponder.  (Thomas Mann, ‘Sufferings 

and Greatness of Richard Wagner’)
2
 

 

 

In A Study in Scarlet (1887), Sherlock Holmes appears textually for the first time, 

as Mr Stamford describes him to Dr Watson: 

 
‘[Holmes] appears to have a passion for definite and exact knowledge [….] but it 

may be pushed to excess. When it comes to beating the subjects in the 

dissecting-rooms with a stick, it is certainly taking rather a bizarre shape’.  

 ‘Beating the subjects!’
3
 

 

One cringes to think what a Freudian biographer or scholar — or any biographer 

or scholar for that matter — would attribute to Mr Holmes from the above 

description.  The picture of Mr Holmes frequenting dissecting-rooms to beat 

corpses with his cane could lend itself to a flurry of sadistic, morbid speculations.  

Fortunately, Stamford explains away the enigma:  ‘Yes, to verify how far bruises 

may be produced after death.  I saw him at it with my own eyes’.  That is the 

method behind the seeming madness:  Mr Holmes, ever the curious Victorian 

detective, abuses corpses as a scientific act of post-mortem investigation into the 

nature of human bruising.   

Unfortunately, biographers are often left with only fragments of such 

tales, with no conscientious friend to explain, to say ‘I saw him at it with my own 

eyes’.  The life of the English poet Gerard Manley Hopkins also abounds with 

what is known and what is not, with tantalising suggestions, with vagrant and 

vacant clues.  Nevertheless, a biographer must probe the partial story of a Holmes 
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or a Hopkins for explanations that will display the method behind the madness, 

that will provide the much needed density and richness. 

As has already been observed, sometime during 1885 ‘that coffin of 

weakness and dejection in which I live, without even the hope of change’ (1 April 

1885, Letters I, pp.214-15) became too much for Hopkins to bear, and the 

ensuing depression resulted in the creation of his brilliant ‘Dark Sonnets’, one 

poem of which was considered in the previous section.  Most critics believe that 

the majority of these poems were written at the end of August 1885, while 

Hopkins was at Clongowes Wood College, Naas, County Kildare, for his yearly 

Jesuit retreat.  There are benefits to derive from such a claim.  If composed at that 

moment, these undated poems would likely demonstrate a movement parallel to 

the meditative Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the 

Jesuits, whose Exercises provided a framework for such retreats, as well as for 

Hopkins’s spirituality as a religious:  ‘While composing the poems, Hopkins’s 

mind would be scrupulously and severely concentrated on Ignatius’ words and on 

his responses to them, so the poems are intimately related to the Spiritual 

Exercises’.
1
  If these poems did arise from that spiritual retreat, it would be easier 

to defend a proper sequencing of their composition,
2
 a sequencing that would 

allow biographers and literary critics, or so they assume, to find the meaning in 

the madness — and madness is indeed what is being dealt with here, as a letter to 

Robert Bridges, dated 17 May 1885, makes clear:  

 
Well then to judge of my case, I think that my fits of sadness, though they do not 

affect my judgment, resemble madness.  Change is the only relief, and that I can 

seldom get.  (Letters I, p.216) 

 

I have after long silence written two sonnets, which I am touching:  if ever 

anything was written in blood one of these was.  (P.219) 

 

However, various biographical details serve to draw into question this 

convenient, conventional explanation, and make it unlikely that this particular 

Ignatian retreat provoked the ‘Dark Sonnets’. 

In a letter to Coventry Patmore, dated 21 August 1885, Hopkins explains 

that he is ‘going into retreat tonight’, then pursues a related topic:  ‘But as I am 

upon this subject I may mention in proof of the abuses high contemplation is 

                                                 
1
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liable to three things which have come under my notice’ (Letters III, p.365).  

Although the abuses Hopkins mentions are sexual in nature, the very fact that he 

is considering ‘the abuses high contemplation is liable to’ makes it improbable 

that, immediately after penning those words, he allowed the ‘high 

contemplations’ of a spiritual retreat to reach the tenor of absolute dejection 

found in the ‘Dark Sonnets’, though perhaps the poet was not in control, as a 

letter to Bridges, dated 1 September 1885, suggests:  ‘I shall shortly have some 

sonnets to send you, five or more.  Four of these came like inspirations unbidden 

and against my will’ (Letters I, p.221).  Some representative passages from those 

poems are sufficient to provide a taste of their bitter tears: 

 
Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee; 

Not untwist — slack they may be — these last strands of man 

In me or, most weary, cry I can no more.  I can; 

Can something, hope, wish day come, not choose not to be.   

   (‘[Carrion Comfort]’, lines 1-4) 

 

To seem the stranger lies my lot, my life 

Among strangers.  (‘[To Seem the Stranger]’, lines 1-2) 

 

O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall 

Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed.  Hold them cheap 

May who ne’er hung there.  (‘[No Worst, There Is None]’, lines 9-11) 

 

We hear our hearts grate on themselves:  it kills 

To bruise them dearer.  (‘[Patience, Hard Thing!]’, lines 9-10) 

 

                            not live this tormented mind 

With this tormented mind tormenting yet.  (‘[My Own Heart]’, lines 3-4) 

 

This is some of the most heart-wrenching poetry in English, wrung from a poet in 

the grip of a religious and personal depression nearly beyond the bounds of 

sanity:  such is the generally accepted, biographical story for the last week of 

August 1885.  Amidst this absolute psychological pain — or his recovery from it 

— Hopkins writes to Bridges on 1 September: 

 
I have just returned from an absurd adventure, which when I resigned myself to 

it I could not help enjoying.  A hairbrained fellow took me down to Kingstown 

and on board his yacht and, whereas I meant to return to town by six that 

evening, would not let me go either that night or this morning till past midday.  I 

was afraid it would be compromising, but it was fun while it lasted.   

          (Letters I, p.220) 

 

Even if one brushes aside the obvious sexual possibilities of this adventure — a 

Jesuit priest on the yacht of ‘a hairbrained fellow’, compelled to spend the night 

and the morning after, a bit nervous that the situation ‘would be compromising’ 

— is one supposed to believe that, on the evening of 21 August, after making 
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statements about ‘the abuses high contemplation is liable to’, Hopkins went into 

spiritual retreat for over a week, a retreat where he experienced an absolute 

descent and deconstruction of the soul, a spiritual and psychological abuse that he 

captured onto paper as the ‘Dark Sonnets’ — then, immediately after leaving that 

retreat, embarked on 31 August on ‘an absurd adventure’ with ‘a hairbrained 

fellow […] on board his yacht’, an adventure that was ‘fun while it lasted’?  

Something is amiss here, something that negates the seriousness of this desolate 

moment, something that would have provoked Dr Watson to exclaim, ‘Fun while 

it lasted!’   

The problem with dating the majority of the ‘Dark Sonnets’, or their 

polishing, to the Clongowes Wood College retreat at the end of August 1885 

(instead of dating most of them, as the following will suggest, to the preceding 

spring) is a loss of any direct causal relationship between Hopkins’s appreciable 

life and his depression.  There is perhaps a simpler, less religiously profound 

cause for these poems, a cause that (un)hinges in relation to the suicidal tendency 

Hopkins displays markedly in that 1881 poem about his trip to Inversnaid: 

 
A windpuff-bonnet of fawn-froth 

Turns and twindles over the broth 

Of a pool so pitchblack, fell-frowning, 

It rounds and rounds Despair to drowning.  (Lines 5-8) 

 

It is a letter to one of his closest university friends, A. W. M. Baillie, that 

provides the most likely explanation for the ‘Dark Sonnets’, again involving both 

despair and drowning.  In this letter, dated 24 April – 17 May 1885, Hopkins 

refers to his own constant and generalised melancholy:  

 
This is part of my disease, so to call it.  The melancholy I have all my life been 

subject to has become of late years not indeed more intense in its fits but rather 

more distributed, constant, and crippling.  (Letters III, p.256) 

 

This letter also describes a specific shock: 

 
I mean poor Geldart, whose death, as it was in Monday last’s Pall Mall, you 

must have heard of.  I suppose it was suicide, his mind, for he was a 

selftormentor, having been unhinged, as it had been once or twice before, by a 

struggle he had gone through. [….] Three of my intimate friends at Oxford have 

thus drowned themselves, a good many more of my acquaintances and 

contemporaries have died by their own hands in other ways […] I should say 

that Geldart had lent me his autobiography called (I wish it had another name) A 

Son of Belial.  It is an amusing and a sad book — but perhaps you have seen it.  I 

am in it […] thinly disguised.  (Pp.254-55) 

 



 138

In chapters seven through nine of this autobiography, Hopkins appears as 

Gerontius Manley, ‘my ritualistic friend’.
1
  His friend Geldart’s suicide, coupled 

with the nostalgic emotions evoked by reading Geldart’s autobiography just prior, 

seem to have caused Hopkins to re-examine his own life against a remembrance 

of things past, as the letter further explains: 

 
I began to overhaul my old letters, accumulations of actually ever since I was at 

school, destroying all but a very few, and growing ever lother [sic] to destroy, 

but also to read, so that at last I left off reading; and there they lie.  (P.255) 

 

Half a decade earlier, Hopkins had written to the same correspondent, ‘Not to 

love my University would be to undo the very buttons of my being’ (22 May 

1880, Letters III, p.244), and this love for Oxford was encapsulated in his 

university friendships with people like Geldart.  Their suicides — that is what 

nearly undid the buttons of Hopkins’s being.  Hopkins’s own suicidal tendency, 

his renewed friendship with his university friend Geldart, his subsequent reading 

of Geldart’s autobiography (an autobiography in which he himself appears as an 

undergraduate), his reading about Geldart’s ‘suicide’ in a newspaper, his own 

resultant nostalgia, his overhauling of the letters that he had collected since 

Highgate School, his burning of many of these remembrancers — these are what 

created the impetus for such phrases as ‘choose not to be’, ‘seem the stranger’, 

‘cries countless, cries like dead letters’, ‘mind has mountains’, ‘this tormented 

mind tormenting yet’.  This seems logical, however plain a portrait.   

Dating the majority of the ‘Dark Sonnets’ to late August 1885 is a 

scholarly preference that attempts not to marginalize Hopkins’s deeply felt 

religious convictions or his authentic sense of vocation.  It is an appeal to an 

absolute, religious consistency and seriousness that may not adequately 

characterise this particular poet and priest — however inconvenient and 

inexplicable that inconsistency and frivolity may be for Hopkins biographers and 

critics.   

To provide another example:  On 15 August 1882, the feast of the 

Assumption, Fr Hopkins, along with seven other Jesuits, pronounced solemn 

vows during a nine o’clock mass at St Joseph’s Church, Manresa House, 

Roehampton, vows that capped his fourteen years of Jesuit training.  Just two 

days later, he wrote lightly to three of his Jesuit friends: 

 
My hearties, — I am going to answer ‘the three of yez’ […] 

After our vows we got agate among the novices, charming boys they are.  One of 

them is 68 years of age.  There was an entertainment in the evening, in the 

                                                 
1
 [Edmund Geldart] Nitram Tradleg, A Son of Belial: Autobiographical Sketches 

(London: Trubner, 1882); reissued by University Microfilms International, 1976. 
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society’s wellknown style of gingerbread jokes and a rococo gilding of piety and 

tears and fond farewells, but still the general effect very nice.
1
 

 

To this, Dr Watson would have exclaimed, ‘Gingerbread jokes! Rococo gilding 

of piety and tears!’  Nothing here bespeaks a Jesuit remembering the solemn 

occasion that finalised his Jesuit training and secured his placement as a ‘Spiritual 

Coadjutor’, or the celebration provided for him and the others afterwards, or the 

communal atmosphere of the Society of Jesus.  Perhaps this frivolity — so 

difficult to accord with conventional perspectives on Hopkins — explains why 

this letter was trumpeted as ‘newfound’ only a decade ago, though ‘newfound’ 

disguises the fact that, for multiple decades, this manuscript letter had lain 

unmentioned and unaccounted for among the papers for the projected Hopkins 

biography that Anthony D. Bischoff, S.J., left unfinished at his death in 1993.  

The ‘losing’ of this frivolous and enigmatic letter is the one detail Joseph J. 

Feeney, S.J., has failed to explain since ‘newfinding’ this and other Hopkins 

manuscripts among the late Bischoff’s things,
2
 leaving one to speculate that other 

‘unmentionables’ still linger in Jesuit hands.  The issues that arise from this 

‘newfound’ letter are complex, forcing one to ask how seriously Hopkins held his 

priestly profession — a question that even Hopkins’s contemporaries were 

asking.  While Hopkins was a curate in London in 1878, Bridges wrote to a 

mutual friend, Lionel Boulton Campbell Lockhart Muirhead (1845-1925): 

 
Gerard Hopkins is in town preaching and confessing at Farm St.  I went to hear 

him.  He is good.  He calls here; and we have sweet laughter, and pleasant chats.  

He is not at all the worse for being a Jesuit; as far as one can judge without 

knowing what he would have been otherwise.
3
 

 

Bridges always remained sceptical of his friend’s priestly profession and religious 

motivations, though unable to posit what else Hopkins could have been besides a 

Jesuit.  Bridges always waited for Hopkins ‘to throw off the mask’ of the Jesuit 

role he believed him to be playing.   

                                                 
1
 Letter of 17 August 1882, as quoted in Joseph J. Feeney, ‘Four Newfound Hopkins 

Letters: An Annotated Edition, with a Fragment of Another Letter’, Hopkins Quarterly, 

23.1-2 (1996), pp.3-40 (pp.9; 14). 
2
 Bischoff had had this material for almost half-a-century (see ibid., p.3).  Compare this 

response to the idealism and enthusiasm expressed in his ‘Habit of Perfection’, an 

undergraduate poem about which David Anthony Downes writes:  ‘Here is indicated his 

prepossession with spiritual thoughts; here is, in embryo, the highly subjective emotion 

and eccentricity of expression which is to mark his later and more mature work.  In every 

stanza there is the cry of a grand renunciation — the taking of the three vows of poverty, 

chastity, and obedience’ — Gerard Manley Hopkins: A Study of His Ignatian Spirit (New 

York: Bookman, 1959), p.81. 
3
 Donald E. Stanford, ed., The Selected Letters of Robert Bridges, with the 

Correspondence of Robert Bridges and Lionel Muirhead, 2 vols (Newark: University of 

Delaware Press, 1983-84), I, p.127. 
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Scholars often see Hopkins the Jesuit as far more melancholic and dull 

than charming, fluid, and irreverent, which displays a failure to comprehend the 

‘sweet laughter, and pleasant chats’ to which Bridges was privy, the 

improvisational humanity that characterised Hopkins as much as his depressions 

did.  Hopkins ever exhibited that multifaceted individuality that Donoghue 

notices in Pater, Jeff Nunokawa in Wilde: 

 
Pater practiced what Michel Foucault came to the point of preaching in his last 

books, the three volumes of his History of Sexuality:  an aesthetic sense of life, 

according to which — in Foucault’s terms — we create ourselves as a work of 

art [….] The method is improvisation.  Neither in Pater nor in Foucault is it 

necessary to posit a stable self defending its coherence from every attack.
1
 

 

Wilde pictures another labor of self-fashioning instead, the labor of self-

fashioning which appears at its most glamorous in the labor of fashion itself.  

Those who have most famously studied this art of the self categorize it as the 

fruit of the freedom that attends modernity — the loosening of the traditional 

bonds that once constituted our identity, the style of life that bears the mark of a 

personal signature rather than an imposed status.  It is Wilde, of all people, who 

discerns the shades.
2
 

 

Pater wrote of Winckelmann that ‘the insincerity of his religious profession was 

only one incident of a culture in which the moral instinct, like the religious or 

political, was merged in the artistic’ (Renaissance 1893, p.149), and Bridges 

seems to have thought much the same of Hopkins, as Hopkins indicates in a letter 

dated 10 June 1882, a letter written after Bridges attended the Corpus Christi 

procession at Roehampton: 

 
It is long since such things had any significance for you.  But what is strange and 

unpleasant is that you sometimes speak as if they had in reality none for me and 

you were only waiting with a certain disgust till I too should be disgusted with 

myself enough to throw off the mask.  You said something of the sort walking 

on the Cowley Road when we were last at Oxford together — in ’79 it must have 

been.  Yet I can hardly think you do not think I am in earnest.  (Letters I, p.148) 

 

A clue to how seriously, or earnestly, Hopkins held his priestly profession — a 

seriousness that his closest friend Bridges surely questioned, even to his face — 

was left at the bottom of another boat (this time not a yacht), during a playful 

                                                 
1
 Donoghue, pp.324-25. 

2
 Jeff Nunokawa, Tame Passions of Wilde: The Styles of Manageable Desire (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), p.18.  See also Joseph Bristow, ‘“A Complex 

Multiform Creature”: Wilde’s Sexual Identities’, in The Cambridge Companion to Oscar 

Wilde, ed. by Peter Raby (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp.195-218.  

Thomas Wright claims that ‘we think of Wilde now as a man who had so many different 

personalities that he could only ever be true to himself when he was inconsistent’ — ‘In 

the Mouth of Fame’, Times Literary Supplement (9 February 2001), pp.3-5 (p.3). 
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exchange with the children of his Irish friend Dr Francis McCabe, whose home 

was Belleville: 

 
Opposite Belleville was a lake in a disused quarry, on which the young McCabes 

kept a flat-bottomed punt, in which they would row and fish [….] Hopkins used 

to join the young people in the boat:  ‘Once on a very hot day he took off his 

[priestly] dog collar and threw it down in the bottom of the boat exclaiming “I’ll 

say goodbye to Rome”’. 

 

There is something refreshingly Wildean in this exclamation and its 

accompanying flourish, something melodramatic, enigmatic, symbolic.
1
  Hence, 

much that still needs explaining rests at the bottom of that boat with Hopkins’s 

priestly collar, much of that ‘arbitrary, impulsive, frivolous, cynical, witty or 

jocular’ quality that Dover notes in the ancient Greeks, and that should be noted 

in this Professor of Greek.  Of that experience, the only assurance is that ‘it was 

fun while it lasted’.  However, Hopkins’s world would soon become much hotter 

and less explanatory than on that summer day spent with the McCabe children, 

spent revelling in an acquired freedom from Rome and its seriousness. 

 

 

 
 

A Dream of Decadence on the Cherwell 
(Caricature of Oscar Wilde and Lord Alfred Douglas) 

The New Rattle [Oxford undergraduate magazine], May 1893 

Vol. 4 (Oxford: Bridge & Co.) 

                                                 
1
 White, Hopkins, p.411.  For some curious and playful parallels between Hopkins and 

Wilde, see Leonara Rita Obed, ‘Gerard Manley Hopkins and Oscar Wilde – Victorians 

and Writers’, Lecture delivered at The 16
th

 Gerard Manley Hopkins Summer School, 

Monasterevin, Ireland (2003) <http://www.gerardmanleyhopkins.org/lectures_2003/ 

oscar_wilde.html>, and <http://www.gerardmanleyhopkins.org/lectures_2003/hopkins-

and-wilde2.html> [last accessed 12 June 2004].  Obed’s tone parallels my own:  ‘As the 

Oxford dandy who became a dandyfied Jesuit, Hopkins not only had an uncanny 

resemblance to Oscar Wilde, but fulfilled his clandestine dreams:  he was the sacred 

counterpoint to his profanities, an actual and secret Ernest in the disappearing English 

countryside to Wilde’s city-smart Jack’ (oscar_wilde.html). 
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‘Telling Secrets’: 

Hopkins and Issues of Post-mortem 
 

 
Above all other things I put the fact that you have 

come out of the ranks of a common friend into the 

first place of all, as something better than a brother.  

You are the inestimable treasure for which I have 

been waiting nearly thirty years and which, God 

knows, I long ago thought would never come at all. 

  (Edmund Gosse, Letter to the sculptor  

  Hamo Thornycroft, 31 December 1879)
1
  

 

 

Literature has often been subjected to a 233° change of perspective — 233° 

Celsius to be precise — the temperature at which paper begins to burn (to convert 

Ray Bradbury’s familiar title into the unrecognisable).  Despite the use of 

exquisite forensic tools, the burning of manuscripts has often thwarted both 

biography and literary criticism outright, whether as an expression of authorial 

intention, affection, censorship, or ignorance.  In the case of Gerard Manley 

Hopkins, the biographical post-mortem has been altered immensely by the 

choices of which manuscripts to burn and which to preserve, and those choices 

have often involved sensitivity to the homoerotic and the paederastic. 

For Hopkins — whose poem ‘That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and of the 

Comfort of the Resurrection’ contains the observations that ‘million-fuelèd, 

nature’s bonfire burns on’ and that ‘world’s wildfire, leave but ash’ (lines 9, 20) 

— the bonfire and the ash were often his own manuscripts.  The first of these 

                                                 
1
 As quoted in Evan Charteris, The Life and Letters of Sir Edmund Gosse (London: W. 

Heinemann, 1931), p.107.  For Gosse’s homoerotic attraction to the academic sculptor 

Hamo Thornycroft, see Ann Thwaite, Edmund Gosse: A Literary Landscape, 1849-1928 

(London: Secker & Warburg, 1985), pp.192-97.  This led to ‘the catty description of 

Gosse as a closeted “hamosexual” by Lytton Strachey’ — Jason Edwards, ‘Edmund 

Gosse and the Victorian Nude’, History Today, 51.11 (2001), pp.29-35 (p.34).  In ‘Near 

and Far: Homoeroticism, Labour, and Hamo Thornycroft’s Mower’, Art History, 26.1 

(2003), pp.26-55, Michael Hatt describes how this attraction flowered into verse: 

The most significant example [of Gosse’s love poems to Thornycroft] is a set of 

poems included in his collection Firdausi in Exile, first published in 1885. [….] 

A letter from John Addington Symonds to Gosse, dated 25 March 1890, clarifies 

things.  Symonds is responding to a letter from Gosse that included a key to 

Firdausi in Exile, identifying a sequence of covert homosexual verse, a cycle 

Symonds calls ‘The Taming of Chimaera’.  (Pp.28-29) 
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bonfires, on 11 May 1868, saw him casting into the flames his early poems, an 

event he dubbed the ‘slaughter of the innocents’ (Journals, p.165).
1
 

Later, in August of that year, Hopkins answered a request from Robert 

Bridges for a poem:  ‘I cannot send my Summa for it is burnt with my other 

verses:  I saw they wd. interfere with my state and vocation’ (7 August 1868, 

Letters I, p.24).  This decision was later clarified for R. W. Dixon:  ‘I destroyed 

the verse I had written when I entered the Society [of Jesus] and meant to write 

no more; the Deutschland I began after a long interval at the chance suggestion of 

my superior, but that being done it is a question whether I did well to 

write anything else’ (29 October – 2 November 1881, Letters II, p.88).  This 

explanation of the Jesuitical motivation behind the ‘slaughter of the innocents’ 

and the ensuing decision ‘to write no more’ drew the following response from 

Dixon: 

 
Your Letter touches & moves me more than I can say […] [especially] to hear 

of your having destroyed poems, & feeling that you have a vocation in 

comparison of which poetry & the fame that might assuredly be yours is nothing.  

I could say much, for my heart bleeds [.…] Surely one vocation cannot destroy 

another:  and such a Society as yours will not remain ignorant that you have such 

gifts as have seldom been given by God to man.   

           (4-14 November 1881, Letters II, pp.89-90)  

 

This is a heart-wrenching plea from an appreciative friend who did not know the 

whole story, for ‘surely one vocation cannot destroy another’, and never did.  

What Hopkins conveniently failed to mention to Dixon was that this bonfire had 

been more of a purging of manuscript drafts and an act of carnival religiosity than 

an actual slaughter, as the rest of the letter to Bridges relates:  ‘I kept however 

corrected copies of some things which you have and will send them that what you 

have got you may have in its last edition’ (Letters I, p.24).
2
   

A decade later, Hopkins would explain to Bridges, ‘I do not write for the 

public.  You are my public’ (21 August 1877, Letters I, p.46) — and that public 

had a copy of most of what Hopkins had written before the bonfire, ‘in its 

last edition’.  Hopkins’s choice of this friend, this public, this literary executor 

was a brilliant one, since Bridges would find himself, decades later, Poet 

Laureate, and in a position to edit and publish grandly the first edition of 

Hopkins’s poems (Oxford University Press, 1918).  Besides the ‘retained’ poems 

                                                 
1
 I am recognising a distinction between ‘bonfire’ and a more typical ‘tidying up’.  Not 

infrequently, Hopkins had burned other manuscripts, though the extent of those burnings 

is hard to measure, as in a journal entry for 1 June 1866:  ‘I read today the journal I kept 

in 1862, burning parts’ (Journals, p.138). 
2
 Maneck Homi Daruwala notes an apparently opposite motivation for a similar bonfire 

by Pater:  ‘Finally, despite the stress on criticism and fiction, Pater’s aesthetics remain 

those of Romantic poetry.  Pater, like Wilde, began by writing poetry, even though he 

burnt his early poems for being too Christian’ — in ‘“The Discerning Flame”: Of Pater 

and The Renaissance’, Victorian Institute Journal, 16 (1988), pp.85-127 (p.117). 
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forwarded to Bridges in 1868, as the editor of Hopkins’s Journals admits:  ‘In the 

early Diaries are many of the verses once thought to have been burnt’ (Journals, 

p.xv).  When it comes to verses, poets often make resolutions about parting with 

them, but the decomposing hand of an Elizabeth Siddal is eventually moved aside 

to release the manuscripts that a grieving Dante Gabriel Rossetti has buried with 

her.  Phoenix-like, poems amazingly resurrect from ashes and graves. 

 This is rarely the case with items more biographically telling.  In a letter 

written from Dublin in 1885, amidst the depression that birthed his much-prized 

‘Dark Sonnets’, Hopkins recounted to A. W. M. Baillie:  ‘I began to overhaul my 

old letters, accumulations of actually ever since I was at school, destroying all but 

a very few, and growing ever lother [sic] to destroy, but also to read, so that at 

last I left off reading; and there they lie’ (24 April 1885, Letters III, p.255).  This 

was the first major bonfire purging away the details of his life, but not the last. 

 After his death on 8 June 1889, Hopkins’s remaining papers were found 

in his room in 86 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin.  About these, Fr Thomas Wheeler, 

S.J. — then Minister and Vice-President of University College and the person 

who had attended Hopkins as he lay dying — wrote to Bridges:   

 
Hopkins had a presentiment that he would not recover — but I am sure he took 

no measure to arrange his papers, and gave no instructions about preserving or 

destroying them.  Any suggestion to that effect would be made to me — and he 

never broached the subject at all. ... So I cannot fancy what he would have 

wished to be done with them.  As for myself I looked in a hurried way through 

his papers but cannot say that I read any of them.  Letters which I recognized by 

your writing or initials I set apart to forward.  Many others I destroyed:  and 

when I learned your wish to sift these writings in view to publication or selection 

I gathered them together indiscriminately and sent them to be used by you or his 

parents, at your discretion.  (27 October 1889, as quoted in Letters I, p.vi)  

 

Fr Wheeler’s letter was in response to Bridges’s request for the forwarding of his 

own letters, as well as Hopkins’s literary remains, for ‘Hopkins had once told 

Bridges that he was content to leave the fate of his poems in the hands of 

Providence, but he chose Bridges as his poetic executor’.
1
  Fr Wheeler’s 

comment that ‘many others I destroyed’ encapsulates a loss that is only hinted at 

by what remains.  An example of this is Hopkins’s only extant letter from Walter 

Pater (that acceptance of a dinner invitation considered earlier), a letter 

undoubtedly saved from oblivion because Hopkins had drafted part of a poem, 

‘[Who Shaped These Walls]’, on the manuscript (Facsimiles II, p.176).  One is 

left to wonder what else was tossed thoughtlessly into that Dublin bonfire, 

perhaps even Hopkins’s ode on Edmund Campion,
2
 alluded to in letters: 

                                                 
1
 White, Hopkins, p.451. 

2
 Edmund Campion (b.1540) — for whom Campion Hall, Oxford, is named — was an 

Oxford graduate and Fellow of St John’s College who left to help establish the proposed 

University of Dublin; a Divinity scholar at the University of Douai; a Jesuit missionary to 

England; a martyr executed on 1 December 1581; and a saint canonised in 1970. 
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One is a great ode on Edmund Campion S.J. […] Thinking over this matter [of 

Campion’s martyrdom three-hundred years ago] my vein began to flow and I 

have by me a few scattered stanzas, something between the Deutschland and 

Alexander’s Feast, in sprung rhythm of irregular metre.  But the vein urged by 

any country sight or feeling of freedom or leisure (you cannot tell what a slavery 

of mind or heart it is to live my life in a great town) soon dried and I do not 

know if I can coax it to run again.  (16 September 1881, Letters I, pp.135-36)
1
 

 

 After Hopkins’s remaining papers had reached England, this bonfire 

continued under Bridges’s supervision, as the editor of Hopkins’s Letters relates:  

‘It seems, therefore, that [Bridges’s] letters were returned, and that [he] destroyed 

them [….] One side of this fruitful friendship, therefore, has to be deduced from 

what remains.  That is a grave misfortune’ (Letters I, p.vi).  Bridges, who hoped 

to thwart his own future biographers, tended to do such things, and had done so 

before:  ‘Two letters [from Hopkins], written towards the end [of his life], 

[Bridges] tells us that he burned, but he gives no reason.  It seems probable 

they were letters of anguish and distress (the prose counterpart of certain of the 

sonnets) that he knew his friend would not wish to have printed’ (Letters I, p.v).  

Bridges simply notes:  ‘The two letters preceding this one were destroyed RB’ (as 

quoted in Letters I, p.303, note).  However, Bridges was not the only friend who 

had destroyed letters from Hopkins.  On 5 July 1909, William Edward Addis 

(1844-1917) wrote to Fr Joseph Keating, S.J.:  ‘I knew [Hopkins] in his 

undergraduate days far better than any one else did [….] Of many letters some of 

them very long which Hopkins wrote to me I have not, alas! kept even one’.
2
 

 Under their own volition or Bridges’s guidance, Hopkins’s family also 

participated in this process of purging.  Hopkins’s sisters Grace and Kate burned, 

unopened, an autograph notebook in their possession, a notebook on which 

Hopkins had written, ‘Please do not open this’ (Journals, p.xiv).
3
  It is fortunate 

that Hopkins’s sisters did not have access to his other notebooks, since another 

segment of the now-published journals is marked ‘PRIVATE’ and ‘Please not to 

                                                 
1
 In the introduction to his biography of Hopkins, Martin relates that  

in a BBC broadcast in 1957, Lance Sieveking, a relative of Gerard Manley 

Hopkins, told of an old man in Dublin who remembered passing the half-open 

door of Hopkins’s rooms in St Stephen’s Green on the day after his death in 

1889.  Although it was June, a huge fire was burning in the grate, and when he 

turned to investigate, he saw ‘an old fellow, all in black’, pulling out the contents 

of a chest of drawers and ‘heaping papers on the fire’.   

We shall never know what was destroyed that day, although it seems a 

safe supposition that most of the poet’s remaining private papers went up the 

chimney.  (P.xi) 
 

2
 As quoted in G. F. Lahey, Gerard Manley Hopkins (London: Oxford University Press, 

1930), pp.18-19. 
3
 For the details of this burning, see W. H. Gardner, Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-89): 

A Study of Poetic Idiosyncrasy in Relation to Poetic Tradition, 2 vols (London: Secker 

and Warburg, 1944 and 1949), I, p.viii. 
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read’ (Journals, p.529, note).  As a courtesy, Bridges usually sought the family’s 

sanction before committing Hopkins’s manuscripts to the flames:  ‘There is a 

bundle of what is practically worthless — old examination papers, and schemes 

for discovering the Structure of Greek choruses etc etc. which cd. be of no 

possible use to any one but the writer.  I will either return this lot [to you] as it is 

or use my judgment in burning it.  I think it ought to be burned’ (Letter of 14 

October 1889, as quoted in Journals, p.xii).  Questionably, Bridges and the 

Hopkins family sometimes deviated from what would clearly have been 

Hopkins’s ‘intentions’ as a Jesuit — opting instead for clarification of his life 

through choosing which manuscript evidence to preserve.  In November 1889, 

Bridges wrote again:  ‘I have added one or two MS to this collection, and I have 

tied into the end of it an envelope which you will find to contain some MS notes 

which Gerard made of his meditations in retreat.  These are very private, and 

were certainly not intended to be read’ (as quoted in Journals, p.xiii).  Although 

these ‘were certainly not intended to be read’, Bridges suggests preserving them, 

for ‘they are a valuable & unimpeachable testimony to the mental trouble that he 

suffered from being obliged to witness the disloyal plotting of his Society in 

Ireland — and together with his letters to me will some day be wanted’ (p.xiii). 

However, it was with the Society of Jesus, those ‘disloyal plott[ers] of his 

Society in Ireland’, that a mass of Hopkins’s manuscripts remained, such that Fr 

Matthew Russell, S.J., editor of the Irish Monthly, felt confident enough to assert 

authoritatively in 1902:  ‘The remains of Father Hopkins’ writings were left here, 

in Dublin’ (as quoted in Journals, p.xv).  Understandably, the papers relating to 

Hopkins’s university duties went to his successor in the chair of Greek; others 

remained in the drawers of his former desk until borrowed and often kept by 

admirers.  Many of those papers have found their way into library collections and 

archives; others are lost. 

It must be admitted though that Hopkins had himself inadvertently 

provoked a famous literary bonfire, a bonfire involving a prose meditation by 

Coventry Patmore, that poet who had a knack for rescuing artworks, either 

physically or publicly.  It was Patmore who, after Alfred Tennyson (1809-92) had 

absentmindedly left behind his only manuscript volume of In Memoriam in a 

cupboard at some lodgings in Hampstead Road, managed to rescue it forcefully 

before the landlady had her way with it.  It was Patmore who persuaded John 

Ruskin to write that famous letter to The Times in favour of the maligned Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood, hence swaying the public to take a second, more 

appreciative look.
1
  Saving the Victorians’ most beloved poem as well as their 

                                                 
1
 For his rescue of In Memoriam, see Derek Patmore, Portrait of My Family: 1783-1896 

(New York: Harper, 1935), pp.103-04.  For his prompting of Ruskin, see E. J. Oliver, 

Coventry Patmore (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1956), p.36.  Patmore’s assistance to the 

Pre-Raphaelites went even further:  ‘Other of Ruskin’s letters show the efforts he made, 

on Patmore’s initiative, to find patrons and purchasers for the Pre-Raphaelites’ (Ibid., 

p.30). 
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most representative artworks — those were indeed Herculean feats, feats that 

Patmore managed with his usual, cultivated flair. 

 Some three decades after those events, at the end of July 1883, Patmore 

made Hopkins’s acquaintance while at Stonyhurst College’s ‘Great Academy’ 

(or, Speech Day) as the guest of honour; and, from that moment, Patmore’s 

feelings for Hopkins as both friend and critic were clear:  ‘I assure you that I shall 

always regard my having made your acquaintance as an important event of my 

life, and there are few things I desire more than a renewal of opportunity of 

personal intercourse with you’ (11 June 1885, Letters III, pp.363-64).  Although 

Patmore never warmed to or particularly understood Hopkins’s utterly innovative 

poetics, he did value Hopkins as a critic, asking him to comment on his 

forthcoming edition of The Angel in the House and confiding to him about his 

most intimate of projects, Sponsa Dei, based on the nuptials of the Virgin:  ‘I 

have written a series of notes wh. I purpose shall be published after my death, 

under the title of “Sponsa Dei”.  I do not think they would be more, or so 

impressive in verse’ (7 April 1885, Letters III, p.361).  In fact, Patmore had spent 

ten years polishing this commingling of the sacred and the profane, a 

commingling probably beyond the bounds of Roman Catholic propriety:  ‘I 

spend many hours a day in meditating on my own line, but that line has carried 

me and daily carries me further and further away from the thoughts that can or 

ought to be spoken’ (p.362).  

While Hopkins, as Robert Bernard Martin stresses, was equally attuned 

to this undercurrent of eroticism — ‘there is a long Christian tradition of the 

association between eroticism and religion, and it was never far beneath the 

surface in Hopkins’s poetry’
1
 — when asked to criticise the second book of 

Patmore’s overly heterosexual Unknown Eros, Hopkins was only able to 

comment falteringly (as one would expect, given his own erotic ‘sensibilities’) 

that several of the poems involving Erôs and Psyche are ‘such a new thing and 

belong to such a new atmosphere that I feel it as dangerous to criticise them 

almost as the Canticles’ (3 January 1884, Letters III, p.347).  What Hopkins 

tactfully describes as ‘a new atmosphere’ arising from Patmore’s pen is 

elucidated more forthrightly by Shane Leslie (1885-1971), editor of the Dublin 

Review:  ‘The flaming content of Patmore’s “Unknown Eros” left Swinburne 

panting in his gilded brothel’.
2
  

In August 1885, while visiting Patmore at Hastings — where, it should 

be noted, Patmore’s library ‘was said to have [had] as many erotic books as 

religious ones’
3
 — Hopkins was given the manuscript of Sponsa Dei to read.  The 

result was that ‘Hopkins did not approve of the book.  He told Patmore that he 

thought the book too intimate, dealing as it did with so “mystical an 

interpretation of the significance of physical love in religion”, to be placed in the 

                                                 
1
 Martin, p.251. 

2
 As quoted in D. Patmore, p.214. 

3
 Martin, p.355. 
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hands of the general reading public’.
1
  Given the delicacy of this situation, 

Hopkins waited until he was far from Hastings before commenting at length, 

which he did on 21 August:  ‘Anything however high and innocent may happen 

to suggest anything however low and loathsome’ (Letters III, p.365).  After 

providing three examples of religious contemplation perverted to the point of 

sexual excess, Hopkins writes:  ‘I am sorry to disgust you with these horrors; but 

such is man and such is Satanic craft.  I could not bring myself to speak by word 

of mouth’.
2
  

Partly prompted by his friend’s reaction, Patmore, on Christmas Day 

1887, tossed this beloved prose meditation into the fireplace.  In a letter to 

Bridges after Hopkins’s death, Patmore explains this act:   

 
The authority of his goodness was so great with me that I threw the manuscript 

of a little book — a sort of ‘Religio Poetae’ — into the fire, simply because, 

when he had read it, he said with a grave look, ‘that’s telling secrets’.  This little 

book had been the work of ten years’ continual meditations, and could not but 

have made a greater effect than all the rest I have ever written; but his doubt 

was final with me.  (12 August 1889, Letters III, p.391, note).   

 

To Hopkins, Patmore had earlier explained:   

 
Much-meditating on the effect which my M.S. ‘Sponsa Dei’ had upon you, when 

you read it while staying here, I concluded that I would not take the 

responsibility of being the first to expound the truths therein contained:  so, on 

Xmas Day, I committed the work to the flames without reserve of a 

single paragraph.  (10 February 1888, Letters III, p.385) 

                                                 
1
 D. Patmore, pp.218-19.   

2
 In ‘The Other in the Mirror: Sex, Victorians and Historians’ (1998) 

<http://www.lesleyahall.net/sexvict.htm> [last accessed 23 March 2006], Dr Lesley A. 

Hall of the Wellcome Library for the History and Understanding of Medicine and of 

University College, London, notes:  ‘There is, indeed, some rather curious evidence — 

which I discovered in correspondence between one of [Patmore’s] descendants and Sir 

Julian Huxley — that Patmore practised a possibly unique form of masturbation without 

ejaculation providing the pleasures of arousal without those of satisfaction’.  This 

material was further elucidated and corrected in an E-mail to me from Dr Hall on 2 

January 2005: 

Looking back over my files, I see that this correspondence consists of a group of 

letters from Richard de Bary to Julian Huxley during 1933.  They are from the 

Huxley papers at Rice University, file 11.3.  de Bary was not in fact a relative of 

Patmore but had ‘spoken with one who knew CP personally’.  The process 

appears to have involved ‘an absolutely perfect closure (by silk-thread or what 

you will) of the sex organ’, which, according to de Bary, prevented emission and 

[allowed for] the re-absorption of the spermatozoa into the nervous system. […] 

There is also a letter from the specialist in sexual medicine Dr Norman Haire, to 

whom Huxley showed this correspondence. 
 

I wish to thank Dr Hall for providing me with copies of this entire correspondence. 
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Presented with the shocking suggestion that his own words had sparked this 

bonfire, Hopkins took months to reply: 

 
Your news was that you had burnt the book called Sponsa Dei, and that on 

reflexion upon remarks of mine.  I wish I had been more guarded in making 

them.  When we take a step like this we are forced to condemn ourselves:  either 

our work shd. never have been done or never undone, and either way our time 

and toil are wasted — a sad thought […] My objections were not final, they were 

but considerations (I forget now, with one exception, what they were); even if 

they were valid, still if you had kept to yr. custom of consulting your [spiritual] 

director, as you said you should, the book might have appeared with no change 

or with slight ones.  But now regret is useless.   

       (6-7 May 1888, Letters III, pp.385-86) 

 

Given the import derived from his earlier letter, Patmore responded immediately:   

 
I did not burn ‘Sponsa Dei’ altogether without the further consultation you 

mentioned.  After what you had said, I talked to Dr Rouse [my spiritual director] 

about it, and he seemed to have no strong opinion one way or another, but said 

he thought that all the substance of the work was already published in my poems 

& in one or two of my papers in the St. James’s.  So I felt free to do what 

your condemnation of the little book inclined me to do.   

       (11 May 1888, Letters III, pp.390-91)  

 

Dr Rouse’s observations reveal that, as with Hopkins’s ‘slaughter of the 

innocents’, this Hastings bonfire had been more a purging of manuscript drafts 

and an act of carnival religiosity than an actual slaughter, for Patmore had already 

published most of the contents of Sponsa Dei, though in a form less accessible to 

the common reader, the ‘general reading public’.  Although E. J. Oliver notes 

‘Patmore’s joy in bonfires’,
1
 it must be admitted that those bonfires were largely 

symbolic. 

 Edmund Gosse — at that time Patmore’s literary executor and one of the 

few who had read this prose meditation in manuscript — was shocked one 

morning at breakfast by the following exclamation:  ‘You won’t have much to do 

as my literary executor!’
2
  In a passage in which he publicly blames Hopkins for 

the loss, Gosse describes the destroyed prose work:  

 
This vanished masterpiece was not very long, but polished and modulated to the 

highest degree of perfection ... The subject of it was certainly audacious.  It was 

not more or less than an interpretation of the love between the soul and God by 

an analogy of the love between a woman and a man; it was, indeed, a 

transcendental treatise on Divine desire seen through the veil of human desire.   

        (As quoted in Letters III, p.xxxiv)   

                                                 
1
 Oliver, p.169. 

2
 As quoted in White, Hopkins, p.403.   
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Gosse further writes:  ‘The purity and crystalline passion of the writer carried him 

safely over the most astounding difficulties, but perhaps, on the whole, he was 

right in considering that it should not be shown to the vulgar’.
1
  Gosse may have 

been a literary figure of some clout during the Victorian period, but his 

competence to assess what could ‘safely [carry a person] over the most 

astounding [erotic] difficulties’ and what ‘should not be shown to the vulgar’ (a 

reference to the ‘general reading public’) should be considered suspect, given the 

following aside, mentioned in ‘Chapter One’.  Like many in his intimate circle, 

Gosse had a penchant for collecting photographs of nude boys, particularly those 

by Wilhelm von Gloeden, photographs that his circle gave one another as gifts.  

In relation to Gosse’s sense of public discretion, one should remember that letter 

from 31 December 1889 in which he thanks J. A. Symonds for sending him one 

such photograph:  ‘As I sat in the Choir [in Westminster Abbey during Robert 

Browning’s funeral], with George Meredith at my side, I peeped at it again and 

again’.
2
  Gosse was indeed a paragon of discretion. 

                                                 
1
 As quoted in D. Patmore, p.213. 

2
 As quoted in Thwaite, p.323.  I wish to thank Dr Rictor Norton for corresponding with 

me regarding this point.  As far as the broader implications of Gosse’s fascination with 

such nudes, Edwards writes:  

Yet in many ways, Gosse’s account [of his father’s violent verbal response to the 

sculptures in an art book bought by his wife (Gosse’s mother) and his allusions 

to the paederastic sins of the ancients] does challenge our inherited familiar 

notions of the Victorian encounter with the nude.  As we review the Victorian 

nude in the gallery today, Gosse’s memoirs remind us that it aroused desires, 

that [those desires] were different to our own, were born out of different ideas, 

and were experienced in different ways.  (P.35) 
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 Nonetheless, Gosse’s concern that some things ‘should not be shown to 

the vulgar’ is worth considering (and not simply because the prior comment, 

about his lack of discretion, borders on argumentum ad homonym).  Gosse’s 

concern raises ethical questions about literary burial, exhumation, and post-

mortem.
1
  To provide an example:  With the autumn Classical Honour 

Moderations exam looming before him, Hopkins set off on a reading holiday in 

Wales in early August 1864, accompanied by his friends Alfred Erskine 

Gathorne-Hardy (1845-1918) and Edward Bond (1844-1920).  After their arrival 

in Wales, the holiday quickly devolved into an unacademic romp, at least for 

Hopkins’s companions.  Writing to another friend, A. W. M. Baillie, Hopkins 

confided that he was having ‘a hard time of it to resist contamination from the 

bawdy jokes and allusions of Bond and Hardy’, innuendo provoked by the 

presence of four young ladies from Reading who were staying in the same 

lodgings (20 July – 14 August 1864, Letters III, p.213).  The reading party had 

become a Reading party.  At this point in the letter, Hopkins ‘obliterated four 

lines and a bit, and stuck a piece of paper over part of the cancelled sentence’ 

(Editor’s note, Letters III, p.213).  In reference to this cancelled passage, Hopkins 

wrote to Baillie at the very beginning of the letter:  ‘I TRUST TO YOUR 

HONOUR NOT TO READ the lines scratched out below’ (p.210).  Although this 

paste-over remained undisturbed during Baillie’s lifetime — a token of his 

respect for Hopkins’s wishes — modern conservation tools have exhumed the 

lines, such that scholars now know that ‘Hardy is always talking of debauching 

[two], well-dressed girls but when he has introduced himself to them oh then he 

is very, very sick’ (as quoted in editor’s note, Letters III, p.213).  Since, on this 

holiday in Wales, Hopkins had had ‘a hard time of it to resist contamination from 

the bawdy jokes and allusions of Bond’, Bond would seem the last person 

Hopkins would accompany on another holiday, especially his last holiday before 

entering the Jesuit novitiate in 1868.  However, Hopkins’s journal entry for 3 July 

1868 reveals:  ‘Started with Ed. Bond for Switzerland’ (Journals, p.168).  The 

reason for choosing Switzerland was that Hopkins had been told by Bond that 

‘the Jesuits [...] are strictly forbidden the country’ (2 July 1868, Letters III, p.53) 

— the reason for choosing the bawdy and allusive Bond as his companion, that is 

open to conjecture.   

 The point is that, with preserved documents (no matter how ‘privileged’ 

and ‘private’ such documents might be considered today), curiosity always reigns 

over privacy, as in the case of Billie Andrew Inman’s volumes Walter Pater’s 

Reading: A Bibliography of His Library Borrowings and Literary References, 

                                                                                                                          
Although I agree that Gosse’s account in Father and Son (1907) of his father’s prudish 

responses does call for a re-evaluation of Victorian perceptions of the nude, I disagree 

with the claim that Gosse exhibited ‘different’ desires, desires that arose from ‘different’ 

ideas and were experienced in ‘different’ ways. 
1
 Notice Gosse’s similar concern in regard to his own biography of Pater, as Donoghue 

notes:  ‘Gosse wanted to bring Pater’s life forward, subject to considerations of decorum 

and privacy’ (p.18). 
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1858-1873 and Walter Pater and His Reading, 1874-1877: With a Bibliography 

of His Library Borrowings, 1878-1894.  These two volumes serve, by sheer bulk, 

to support a claim that preserved documents allow for posthumous intrusion.  At 

present, legal regulations usually stipulate that records of library borrowings must 

be purged after books have been returned:  thankfully, the Bodleian Library had 

no such policy during the Victorian period, for it is the nature of biographers and 

literary critics to probe all of the residue that a biographical ‘subject’ has left 

behind, with the same rigour as an Egyptologist over the body of a pharaoh and 

with many of the same tools. 

 Perhaps not surprisingly, Hopkins’s literary remains became the impetus 

and test case for employing forensic tools in the study of literary manuscripts, as 

is explained by Norman H. MacKenzie, editor of Hopkins’s authoritative Oxford 

English Texts edition and Garland Press Facsimile volumes: 

 
If two inks with different chemical ingredients have been used in a MS — as is 

often the case when a forger has changed part of a document — no matter how 

cleverly he has matched the ink in colour to deceive the naked eye, the Infrared 

Image Converter should be able to detect the intrusive ink.  Since visual 

separation of Hopkins’s revisions from the transcriptions of Bridges was often 

problematical, I suggested to the Bodleian Library that MS. B should be taken to 

the Document Examination Laboratory of Scotland Yard for a demonstration of 

their apparatus […] Dr. David Rogers, the senior research librarian who 

accompanied me, was so impressed that he enlisted Dr. Edward Hall of Oxford’s 

Research Laboratory for Archaeology and the History of Art to construct a 

modified version of the instrument for the use of readers in the Bodleian.   

             (Facsimiles II, pp.10-11) 

 

This machine was eventually augmented by a more sophisticated Video Spectral 

Comparator, installed in the Department of Manuscripts in the British Library 

specifically for examining Hopkins’s manuscripts (Facsimiles II, p.11).  Such 

forensic tools have altered the scholarly view of Hopkins forever, and the 

resultant manuscript autopsies have not always proven pleasant or ethical for 

many Hopkins scholars.  These autopsies, added to the publication of suppressed 

materials, have altered forever the scholarly perception of Hopkins, as Dennis 

Sobolev explains:   

 
In 1989 Norman MacKenzie published the most guarded materials of Hopkins 

criticism:  his early notes and diaries, whose carefully censored fragments were 

earlier published by Humphry House. […] This publication has changed the 

atmosphere of Hopkins criticism.  […] As Martin writes, ‘in totality [Hopkins’s 

notes] indicate that his susceptibility was largely homoerotic’.  An unprejudiced 

reader can hardly disagree with this conclusion; as far as we know, Hopkins was 

attracted to male rather than female beauty.
1
 

 

                                                 
1
 Sobolev, p.120. 
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Illustrious, illustrative examples of the erotic disclosures derived from these 

manuscript autopsies and from the full publication of the early notes and diaries 

can be found in relation to the manuscripts of Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ (long 

mistakenly labelled a fragment) and his confession notes. 

In the ‘Epithalamion’, Hopkins’s reader is asked to join the narrator in 

imaginatively constructing a woodland abounding with bathing boys.  The 

narrator then directs the reader’s gaze towards an advancing stranger who, 

inspired by the sight of these naked striplings, undresses and bathes alone, 

caressed by a vacillating stream.  As recently as 1990, the scholar James Earl 

suggested that the proper lesson learned from Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ is that 

‘we would do well to destroy the poems we write while administering exams’.
1
  

 

 

       
 

 

After bemoaning the fact that this voyeuristic masterpiece had not been cast into 

the flames by the poet or someone else, Earl must have been dumbfounded when 

the facsimile volumes of Hopkins’s manuscripts appeared, revealing to a wider 

readership that, while describing the spilling of the water from the moorland, 

Hopkins had not initially written ‘heavenfallen freshness’ but ‘heavenfallen 

freshmen’ (H.ii.9
r
, Facsimiles II, p.327), a Freudian slip that, despite being 

discreetly struck through, reveals that his poetic mind, in process, was aflow with 

a waterworld in which his ‘freshmen’ bathed rather than finished their exam, an 

exam they were taking while he was busily composing this poetic Arcadia.   

Beyond this imaginative romp with the ‘freshmen’, there are more 

concrete revelations in these facsimiles, such as the following notes for 

confession crossed out by Hopkins himself — notes that, if unreadable to the 

naked eye, can be exposed through forensic science: 

 
Parker’s boy at Merton:  evil thoughts.  (Facsimiles I, p.157) 

Looking at a cart-boy fr. Standen’s shopdoor.  (P.157) 

Looking at boy thro’ window.  (P.162) 

Looking at boys, several instances.  (P.173) 

Imprudent looking at organ-boy and other boys.  (P.174) 

Looking at a boy at Tiverton.  (P.177) 

Temptation in thinking over boy I saw.  (P.181) 

Looking at a chorister at Magdalen, and evil thoughts.  (P.195) 

                                                 
1
 James W. Earl, ‘“The One Rapture of an Inspiration”’, Thought, 65.259 (1990), pp.550-

62 (p.560). 

 



 154

Evil thought abt. Magdalen wh. I did not treat as I shd.  Temptation fr. myself in 

washing […] Dallying with that temptation about Magdalen, wh. indeed I think 

was never a tempt. in itself but a scruple and a wicked careless predisposition of 

mind.  (Facsimiles I, pp.198-99) 

 

This last entry clearly reveals Hopkins dallying, a month later, with a 

remembrance of that Magdalen choirboy (with a bit of masturbatory suggestion 

washing over it all).
1
  Hopkins, who had a passion for etymology (later 

contributing eighty-nine entries to the English Dialect Dictionary), would have 

appreciated that the OED traces the word ‘chorister’ back to ‘queristre’ (around 

1360), with an entry from 1611 defining ‘querister’ as a ‘singing boy’.
2
  

‘Querister’ was just the sort of dictionary entry to stir a ‘queer’ like Hopkins, 

whose confession notes occasionally read:  ‘looking at a dreadful word in 

Lexicon’ (Facsimiles I, p.156) and ‘evil thoughts in dictionary’ (p.157).  Such 

disclosures in Hopkins’s confession notes and ‘Epithalamion’ drafts serve to 

define him as a voyeur of cart-boys, choristers, and heavenfallen freshmen, serve 

to define him erotically — by dictionary definition — as a ‘paederast’, even if 

only on the level of his ‘looking’.  Such disclosures also leave many critics 

questioning whether these manuscripts should have been burned or kept.
3
   

                                                 
1
 This chorister fetish has a lengthy history as a Roman Catholic stereotype.  As 

representative, consider the sodomy case involving a canon and a choirboy of the Church 

of Our Lady of Loreto, in 1570 — Richard Sherr, ‘A Canon, a Choirboy, and 

Homosexuality in Late Sixteenth-Century Italy: A Case Study’, Journal of 

Homosexuality, 21.3 (1991), pp.1-22. 
2
 ‘Another [17

th
-century] ballad which lasted over sixty years was “The zealous 

querister’s songe of Yorke”, addressed “to all faithfull singers and godlye readers in the 

world”’ — Tessa Watt, Cheap Print and Popular Piety, 1550-1640 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.106. 
3
 There is certainly more here than Dowling’s claim (though that claim is valid, however 

partial) that ‘the Tractarian ideal of friendship as spiritual communion […] would so 

deeply color Oxford sociality in later years, prompting both A. H. Clough and G. M. 

Hopkins to fill their Oxford diaries with brief but impassioned notations of the ebb and 

flow in friendships’ (Hellenism, p.43).  A particularly salient example of such a 

‘paederastic’ bonfire is documented by Colette Colligan in her ‘“A Race of Born 

Pederasts”:  Sir Richard Burton, Homosexuality, and the Arabs’, Nineteenth-Century 

Contexts, 25.1 (2003), pp.1-20 (pp.9-10): 

As her husband’s executor, Isabel Burton censored and burned much of his 

unpublished material on pederasty. [….] Isabel Burton found The Scented 

Garden particularly offensive and burnt the nearly completed manuscript.  In a 

melodramatic letter to the Morning Post on January 19, 1891, she publicly 

confessed to burning the manuscript: 

My husband has been collecting for 14 years information and materials 

on a certain subject. […] He then gave himself up entirely to the writing 

of this book, which was called The Scented Garden, a translation from 

the Arabic.  It treated of a certain passion.  Do not let anyone suppose 

that Richard Burton ever wrote a thing from the impure point of view 
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The above is a unique reading of those two ‘Magdalen’ confession 

entries, since critics have universally claimed that the second refers to Hopkins’s 

cousin Magdalen, hence displays an absolutely rare moment of heterosexual 

attraction.
1
  Given Hopkins’s confession a month prior about ‘looking at a 

chorister at Magdalen, and evil thoughts’, this canonised claim seems blatantly 

false, a mistake arising from the assumption that ‘Magdalen’ refers to Hopkins’s 

female cousin in the second entry, rather than a place with erotic associations for 

Hopkins.  This mistake also arises from a lingering hope, held by many critics, 

that Hopkins would, at the very least, have gone through a slight ‘heterosexual 

phase’ sometime or other; however, if correct, the above reading of the last of 

those confession notes is one more indication that the ‘heterosexual Hopkins’ is 

not to be.  Besides, it seems natural for Hopkins to have chosen to write ‘that 

temptation about Magdalen’ rather than ‘that chorister at Magdalen’, especially 

since he is confessing ‘evil thoughts’ about a particular chorister:  in essence, by 

metonymically substituting ‘Magdalen’ for ‘chorister’, Hopkins keeps the image 

of that particular boy out of his mind as much as possible, which seems — while 

still under the (un)scrupulous High Anglican influence of E. B. Pusey and H. P. 

Liddon — to have been his goal. 

Given this reading, the last entry of this ‘Magdalen’ pair becomes 

important in another way, for it discredits Sobolev’s claim that ‘in relation to 

Whitman, it is noteworthy that Hopkins admits the similarity only between his 

                                                                                                                          
[…] I remained for three days in a state of perfect torture as to what I 

ought to do about it […] I said to myself ‘out of 2,000 men, 14 will 

probably read it in the spirit of science in which it was written; […] the 

other […] will read it for filth’s sake, and pass it to their friends, and the 

harm done will be incalculable’ […] It would, by degrees, descend 

amongst the populace of Holywell Street. 
 

The following are other examples:  In Murray Marks and His Friends: A Tribute of 

Regard by Dr. G. C. Williamson (London: J. Lane, 1919), pp.156-63, George Charles 

Williamson explains that Marks was one of those who, as an act of altruism, bought the 

late paederastic and homoerotic artworks of the impoverished Simeon Solomon, but only 

so that they could then destroy them, ‘because [these works of art] were evil in design and 

horrible in appearance’.  In ‘Death in Venice, Life in Zurich: Mann’s Late “Something for 

the Heart”’, Southwest Review, 82.3 (1997), pp.293-324, Gary Schmidgall notes that 

Thomas Mann made bonfires of his own diaries because of their paederastic and 

homoerotic content:  ‘But for the diaries, we would be obliged to read between the lines 

of his novels, short stories, and feuilletons to speculate that he was also a great and 

lifelong, if also frustrated, lover.  He had destroyed compromising diaries as early as 

1895, when Wilde’s trial panicked him, and as recently as 1945’ (p.321). 
1
 For two examples, the first coming from the publication of these private notes, the 

second from the most recent overview of Hopkins’s sexuality, see Dr Felix Letemendia, 

‘Part III: Medico-Psychological Commentary’, in the ‘Introduction’ to Facsimiles I, p.34; 

Sobolev, p.120.  If Hopkins’s cousin had any connection to this episode, it probably arose 

from her name sparking a remembrance of that chorister from Magdalen Chapel.  For the 

erotic attractiveness of the Magdalen choristers, see Martin, pp.62-63. 
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and “Whitman’s mind”, and nothing indicates that by the mind he means sexual 

orientation’.
1
  If correct that ‘Magdalen’ is a reference to Magdalen Chapel, a 

place bountiful in choristers, and not to Hopkins’s female cousin of the same 

name, then Hopkins’s claim about ‘dallying with that temptation about 

Magdalen’, a temptation that arose from ‘a wicked careless predisposition of 

mind’, discredits Sobolev’s claim, providing, as Hopkins’s confession note does, 

a direct link between his mind and his erotic desires.
2
  This makes Hopkins’s 

claim of having a mind strikingly like Whitman’s all the more potent and 

revealing.  One should also consider (which Sobolev fails to do) that Hopkins’s 

claim of similarity to Whitman appears in a letter to his closest friend Robert 

Bridges, a friend he sometimes addresses tenderly as ‘my dearest’ in letters,
3
 a 

friend who had already exhibited a tendency to discontinue correspondence when 

things went too far, which he had earlier done because of the political sentiments 

expressed in Hopkins’s (in)famous ‘Red Letter’ — ‘Horrible to say, in a manner I 

am a Communist’ (2 August 1871, Letters I, pp.27-28).  For a time, Hopkins 

clearly feared that this tendency would resurface: 

 
Besides I did not foresee the misunderstanding.  What I did fear, and it made me 

keep the letter back, was that you would be offended at my freedom, indeed that 

you would not answer at all.  Whereas, for which I heartily thank you, you have 

answered three times.  (29 January 1879, Letters I, pp.63-64) 

 

Given Hopkins’s clear expressions of affection for ‘my dearest’ Bridges and the 

risk of Bridges not replying (perhaps for years), it seems rather unreasonable to 

expect Hopkins to exclaim bluntly, ‘I always knew in my loins Walt Whitman’s 

lust to be more like my own than any other man’s living’, even if such was the 

case.  Besides, all that would have remained of such a scandalous intimation 

would have been a simple note from Bridges:  ‘The letter preceding this one was 

destroyed RB’.   

There is always a limit to ‘telling secrets’ directly, especially secrets like 

those contained in a poem like Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ — and burning has 

often been the preferred method for dealing with such ‘secrets’, as Earl’s 

                                                 
1
 Sobolev, p.117; see also the accompanying comment, p.135, note 5.  A similar claim is 

made in Eldrid Herrington, ‘Hopkins and Whitman’, Essays in Criticism, 55.1 (2005), 

pp.39-57 (p.46). 
2
 This confession note would — even if it referred to Hopkins’s cousin — do the same. 

3
 About Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s use of the word ‘dearest’ to describe Arthur Henry 

Hallam in In Memoriam, Jack Kolb notes:  ‘Tennyson himself was quoted as saying “if 

anybody thinks I ever called him ‘dearest’ in his life they are much mistaken, for I never 

even called him ‘dear’”’ — ‘Hallam, Tennyson, Homosexuality and the Critics’, 

Philological Quarterly, 79.3 (2000), pp.365-96 (p.367).  In this article, Kolb also analyses 

an anonymous review of In Memoriam in The London Times in November 1851, a review 

that complains about the ‘amatory tenderness’ that phrasing such as ‘dearest’ suggests; 

Kolb notes that this anonymous review was ‘almost certainly written by Manley Hopkins, 

Gerard’s father’ (p.367). 
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inflammatory comment attests.  Most scholars and biographers are leery of seeing 

Hopkins in the position of Ronald Firbank’s protagonist in Concerning the 

Eccentricities of Cardinal Pirelli (1926) — especially since, at the end of that 

novella, Firbank’s cardinal dies while chasing his favourite chorister around the 

altar of an empty church, in the nude.
1
  A noteworthy vignette along this line was 

left behind by J. A. Symonds, a vignette concerning the eccentricities of 

Hopkins’s university friend Edward William Urquhart (1839-1916), whom 

Symonds describes as ‘a Scotchman of perfervid type’ who ‘had High Church 

proclivities and ran after choristers’.
2
  In his confession notes about Magdalen 

Chapel and its innocent choristers, as well as in his later poetry and letters, 

Hopkins left behind similar vignettes concerning his own paederastic and 

homoerotic eccentricities — a striking example being his ‘Epithalamion’, which 

will be considered after a contemporary aside. 

 

 

 

 
 

May Morning on Magdalen Tower (detail) 
William Holman Hunt (1827-1910) 

Oil on canvas, 1888-90 

Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight, near Liverpool, UK 

 

                                                 
1
 Ronald Firbank, Concerning the Eccentricities of Cardinal Pirelli (London: G. 

Richards, 1926).  In ‘“Aggressive, Witty, & Unrelenting”: Brigid Brophy and Ronald 

Firbank’, Review of Contemporary Fiction, 15.3 (1995), pp.68-78, Peter Parker comments 

that ‘Firbank has suffered similarly in that even his admirers regretted (and, perhaps more 

to the point, were embarrassed by) what Evelyn Waugh described as a “coy naughtiness 

about birches and pretty boys”’ (p.72). 
2
 Phyllis Grosskurth, ed., The Memoirs of John Addington Symonds (New York: 

Hutchinson, 1984), p.109. 
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‘Depriving Future Generations of an Understanding’: 

A Contemporary Aside 
 

 
dort, wo man Bücher  

Verbrennt, verbrennt man auch am Ende Menschen.  
 

where books are burned, there 

In the end, people will also be burned.   

          (Heinrich Heine, Almansor)
1
 

 

 

This wilful purging of paederastic, homoerotic, and other ‘subversive’ materials 

was not merely a feature of the nineteenth century (on a personal, familial, or 

editorial level).  It was also not merely a feature of a moment like the Nazi 

destruction, on 10 May 1933, of the library and archives of the Institut für 

Sexualwissenschaft (Institute of Sex Research) — a private research institute 

founded in 1919 by Magnus Hirschfeld (1868-1935) and Arthur Kronfeld (1886-

1941) — an event that saw bonfires in the Opernplatz, a public square in Berlin, 

consume roughly 10,000 of its books and journals, and 5,000 of its images.
2
  

Contemporary Western society also occasionally sanctions such bonfires. 

 

 

 
 

Execution for Sodomitical Godlessness in the City of Bruges, 26 July 1578 
Franz Hogenberg (ca. 1540 – ca. 1590) 

 [From Engravings of Scenes from the History of The Netherlands, France and Germany] 

New York Public Library, New York City, New York, USA 

                                                 
1
 Heinrich Heine, Almansor: A Tragedy (1821), I, 284-85, as quoted in Thomas Pfau, 

Romantic Moods: Paranoia, Trauma, and Melancholy, 1790-1840 (Baltimore, MD: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), p.439.  These words are inscribed on a plaque in 

the Bebelplatz (formerly the Opernplatz), the site of the Nazi book-burnings in 1933. 
2
 See Angus McLaren, Twentieth-Century Sexuality: A History (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1999), pp.124-25; Heinz Heger, Men with the Pink Triangle: The True Life-And-Death 

Story of Homosexuals in the Nazi Death Camps, trans. by David Fernbach (Los Angeles, 

CA: Alyson, 1994), p.10. 
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As recently as 2001, the Dutch legal system oversaw the seizure and 

destruction of an important portion of the archives of the Brongersma 

Foundation, a research institute in Haarlem, near Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 

founded in 1979 by Edward Brongersma (1911-88), a doctor of law, a member of 

the Dutch Eerste Kamer (Senate), the chairman of the Eerste Kamer’s Judiciary 

Committee, the principal scientific officer at the Criminological Institute of the 

University of Utrecht, and the author of Das Verfehmte Geschlecht (On Boy-

Love, 1970), Sex en Straf (Sex and Punishment, 1972), Over pedofielen en 

kinderlokkers (On Pedophiles and Child Molesters, 1975), and Loving Boys (2 

vols, 1988-90).  The Gay periodical The Guide chronicled the circumstances: 

 
Dutch police invoked two new laws in the raid — one bans possession of any 

images of minors intended to arouse; the other requires doctors, teachers, clergy, 

and other professionals who know of sex involving youngsters to report it to the 

police.  The new laws threaten two aspects of the Brongersma Foundation’s 

collection.  In addition to some 20,000 books, the archive holds hundreds of 

thousands of homoerotic images — ranging from private photographs and 

commercial pornography to the collected work of artists such as German 

photographer Hajo Ortil.  Many of the images depict youths.  The archive also 

contains some 500 personal sexual histories, often detailing relationships with 

boys.
1
 

 

In late October, police made their second raid on the Brongersma Foundation 

[…] The raid came shortly after a Dutch court sanctioned a police seizure made 

at the archive a few months earlier, in which authorities carted away dozens of 

boxes of personal histories and photographs. […] A letter to the editor in Trouw, 

a Dutch daily, noted that when sodomites were burned at the stake in the middle 

ages, their court docket was burned with them — depriving future generations of 

an understanding of the deed.  The Brongersma raids raise the question whether 

sexuality that is judged criminal can be documented for posterity.  But the letter-

writer was among the few voices raised against the archive’s destruction, which 

has been met by a general silence among Dutch historians and preservationists.
2
 

 

In 2003, the remainder of this collection was transferred, on permanent loan, to 

the Nederlands Instituut voor Sociaal Sexuologisch Onderzoek (The Netherlands 

Institute for Social Sexological Research), in Utrecht, which now manages the 

personal histories and accompanying visual materials, and the Internationaal 

Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis (International Institute of Social History), in 

Amsterdam, which manages the library and archives of the Foundation, with both 

institutions continuing to follow Brongersma’s strict rules for gaining access to 

the materials.  In 2004, the Foundation renamed itself the Fonds voor 

                                                 
1
 Anonymous, ‘Never Again?: Dutch Police Seize Gay Archive’, The Guide (October 

1999), archived at <http://www.ipce.info/ipceweb/Library/guide_brong_99oct_eng.htm>. 
2
 Anonymous, ‘Burning the Library: Dutch Government Destroys Gay Archive, Vows 

Mass Arrests’, The Guide (February 2001), archived at <http://www.ipce.info/ipceweb/ 

Library/guide_brong_01feb_eng.htm>. 
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Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek Seksualiteit (Fund for Scientific Research on 

Sexuality) — which had always been the Foundation’s official subtitle — in an 

attempt to diminish, as much as possible, its connection to its late, controversial 

founder.
1
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

A Venetian Bather 
Paul Peel (1860-92) 

Oil on canvas, 1889 

National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, Canada 

 

 

                                                 
1
 These details were derived from the official website of the Fonds voor 

Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek Seksualiteit, at <http://www.fondsseksualiteit.nl/eng> [last 

accessed 25 June 2006]. 
 

In an attempt to be as objective as possible, I supplied the pages of this ‘Contemporary 

Aside’ to the Fonds voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek Seksualiteit, along with a formal 

request for correction or further comment; however, no reply was made to my request. 
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— Chapter Three — 

 

 ‘Beautiful Dripping Fragments’: 

A Whitmanesque Reading of Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ 
 

 
 

A celibate whose Ruskinian interest in natural beauty 

focussed upon the landscape and the innocent child or 

youth, Hopkins has not often been written of in 

sexual language or been critically analyzed for sexual 

themes and attitudes.  Perhaps we should be glad.   

     (Wendell Stacy Johnson, ‘Sexuality and Inscape’)
1
 

 

 

In considerations prior to, but left unchanged in his literary biography of Gerard 

Manley Hopkins, Norman White dismisses the poet’s elusive ‘Epithalamion’ as 

‘second-hand impressions pasted together’, as ‘landscape descriptions [that] have 

no force of plot behind them’.
2
  In opposition to Hopkins’s foremost biographer, 

this chapter will argue that such an assessment overlooks the ‘Epithalamion’ as a 

display of Hopkins’s mastery of the painterly, the priestly, and the prurient — 

overlooks a masterpiece that John Ferns has argued not only reveals Hopkins in 

‘his freest and happiest poetic vein’, but also ‘shows his genius’.
3
  (This poem is 

included as ‘Appendix Four’.)  Even as recently as 1990, James W. Earl 

suggested indelicately that the proper lesson learned from Hopkins’s 

‘Epithalamion’ is that ‘we would do well to destroy the poems we write while 

administering exams’, Earl merely labelling the poem ‘a beautifully embarrassing 

sexual fantasy’.
4
 

 Traditionally, most scholars have dismissed this poem as a spurious 

improvisation, ignoring the existence of earlier drafts, drafts indicative of a 

thoughtful process of revision.
5
  Most scholars seem to request a fair copy to 

                                                 
1
 Wendell Stacy Johnson, ‘Sexuality and Inscape’, Hopkins Quarterly, 3 (1976), pp.59-66 

(p.59). 
2
 Norman White, ‘Hopkins’ Epithalamion’, Hopkins Quarterly, 4 (1977-78), pp.141-59 

(pp.159; 157).  Other quotes from Norman White are from Hopkins: A Literary 

Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), abbreviated as Hopkins; and Gerard Manley 

Hopkins in Wales (Bridgend, Wales: Seren [Poetry Wales Press], 1998), abbreviated as 

Wales. 
3
 John Ferns, ‘“Bright Lines”:  A Re-reading of Hopkins’s “Epithalamion”’, Hopkins 

Quarterly, 15 (1988-89), pp.165-77 (p.175). 
4
 James W. Earl, ‘“The One Rapture of an Inspiration”’, Thought, 65.259 (1990), pp.550-

62 (p.560). 
5
 In ‘Hopkins’s “Bellbright Bodies”: The Dialectics of Desire in His Writings’, TSSL, 

45.1 (2003), pp.114-40, Dennis Sobolev suggests (particularly on p.132) that the 
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legitimise the ‘Epithalamion’, even though its author admitted, only a year after 

its composition, in that fatal year that saw both his death and the purging of his 

uncollected manuscripts:  ‘We greatly differ in feeling about copying one’s 

verses out:  I find it repulsive, and let them lie months and years in rough copy 

untransferred to my [manuscript] book’ (Last letter to Robert Bridges, 29 April 

1889, Letters I, p.304).
1
 

 

 

 
 

 

 It must be admitted that Hopkins contributed to the dismissal of the poem 

as a fragment, and certainly for good reasons.  As if to thwart societal 

disapproval, whether Victorian or Jesuit, Hopkins attached a nuptial title and 

several extraneous fragments to the poem (totalling eleven manuscript lines), 

                                                                                                                          
‘Epithalamion’ represents a momentary ‘moral’ lapse for Hopkins and his poetry, and that 

‘his religious faith and intellectual honesty make him return to what he represents in his 

other poems’, primarily ‘his experience of the fragmented body and the tormented mind’.  

Sobolev’s argument would be easier to maintain if it were not for the still-extant 

manuscript drafts of the poem, drafts that indicate that the poem was not a momentary 

effusion, but involved a process of careful thought and poetic crafting.  This poem is not 

just a ‘slip’, like the Freudian slip of writing ‘freshmen’ instead of ‘freshness’. 
1
 All quotations from Hopkins’s poetry are from The Poetical Works of Gerard Manley 

Hopkins, ed. by Norman H. MacKenzie (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990); abbreviated as 

OET.  Since this chapter is a close reading of the ‘Epithalamion’, I have expected that my 

readers will keep the poem open and at hand (hence, I have provided the poem as 

‘Appendix Four’).  For this reason, I have not provided line numbers for the 

‘Epithalamion’ (which would have been a continual distraction while reading), though I 

have provided line numbers for all of the other poems considered.  Besides the OET, the 

other primary sources I have used are those most authoritative and typical, and all 

references to these texts are given parenthetically. 
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fragments that Norman H. MacKenzie describes as ‘perhaps the weakest lines 

GMH ever wrote’ (Facsimiles II, p.383, note; also OET, p.492, note).  Always 

keen to exploit a poetic opportunity, Hopkins seems to have converted the 

occasion of his brother Everard’s wedding — an occasion Hopkins had earlier 

treated facetiously, labelling the poetic wedding announcement ‘buffoonery’ in a 

passage C. C. Abbott excised from the published Letters
1
 — into ‘an audible fig 

leaf intended to cover the sentiments expressed earlier [in the poem]’,
2
 sentiments 

both suggestive and erotic.  If one brushes aside that fig-leaf — the nuptial title 

and the appended fragments — one discovers a poet inflamed with paederastic 

desire, a poet who guides his reader into a woodland abounding with bathing 

boys, then directs that reader’s gaze towards an advancing stranger who, inspired 

by the sight of these naked striplings, undresses and bathes alone, caressed by a 

vacillating stream.  This is not a typical, Roman Catholic wedding-scene, to be 

certain — or, in the words of Simon Humphries, ‘This looks not like a nuptial’.
3
 

 Traditionally, most critics have opted to ignore the poem, which may 

account for its banishment — before the Oxford English Texts edition (1990) — 

to a section titled ‘Unfinished Poems, Fragments, Light Verse, &c.’  This was an 

editorial decision more politic than aesthetic, and hinged on which types of 

nakedness were prized and which were considered suspect.  Beyond editorial 

placement, little else has changed.  Of the ‘Dark Sonnets’, most critics would 

agree with Robert Bernard Martin that ‘in this great series of poems Hopkins 

seems stripped before us, so that no conventions of nationality, period or religion 

come between poet and reader to obscure the sense of profound emotion they 

share’.
4
  Of the later ‘Epithalamion’, on the other hand, most critics would agree 

with White that it is a pitiable fragment or with Earl that it should have seen the 

flames.  Given the brilliance of this late poem, such a stance merely reveals a 

deliberate avoidance, in the critical sphere, of the sexual and psychological 

nakedness that it, in turn, presents and represents, an avoidance of the homoerotic 

and paederastic qualities that infuse it, an avoidance of what Michael Lynch 

labels ‘the gayness of [Hopkins’s] whole aesthetic’.
5
  ‘Take away the “title”’, 

                                                 
1
 C. C. Abbott notes:  ‘Here a passage, which in print fills 17 lines, is omitted.  It deals 

with a family matter in a heavily facetious tone, and concludes, A TRUCE TO THIS 

BUFFOONERY.  Though relatively unimportant, it should be restored later’ (Letters I, 

p.268).  See MacKenzie’s explanation about what was excised (OET, pp.489-90). 
2
 Richard Dellamora, Masculine Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), p.43.  See chapter two, ‘“Spousal 

Love” in the Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins’.  See also Tom Paulin, ‘The Phallic 

Thumb of Love’, in Writing to the Moment: Selected Critical Essays, 1980-1996 

(London: Faber, 1996), p.192. 
3
 Simon Humphries, ‘“All By Turn and Turn About”: The Indeterminacy of Hopkins’ 

“Epithalamion”’, Victorian Poetry, 38.3 (2000), pp.343-63 (p.343). 
4
 Robert Bernard Martin, Gerard Manley Hopkins: A Very Private Life (New York: 

Putnam, 1991), p.387. 
5
 Michael Lynch, ‘Recovering Hopkins, Recovering Ourselves’, Hopkins Quarterly, 6 

(1979), pp.107-17 (p.112).  The most telling avoidance of the implications of Hopkins’s 
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suggests Humphries, ‘and those forty-two lines might begin to look like the kind 

of poem that is uncongenial to some critics’.
1
  Because of this, as Dennis Sobolev 

notes, ‘the history of the reading of this poem is not especially rich; most critics 

[have] tried to avoid it’.
2
 

This scholarly preference for the congenial, for avoidance of a poem like 

the ‘Epithalamion’, is partly a decorous and cautious attempt not to marginalize 

Hopkins’s deeply felt religious convictions, his devotion to celibacy, and his 

authentic sense of vocation:  hence, countenancing Hopkins’s ‘suspect’ desires 

has been equated, by many scholars, with defacing Hopkins’s memory.  When 

John Robinson dared to describe Hopkins as ‘a man drawn to boys by their 

beauty’, as a man who might eventually have found religious sanction for such a 

love,
3
 he garnered the following rebuke from MacKenzie, a rebuke that is hardly 

a disclaimer:  ‘Robinson seems to mock the strenuous idealism with which every 

true priest, doctor, teacher, etc., must try to meet the temptations from one sex or 

the other in his profession’ (OET, p.453, note).  What follows will suggest that 

scholars indeed be decorous and cautious — not so much with their established 

views of Hopkins the man and of his roles, priestly or otherwise, but with the 

complexity of the texts and other evidence he has left behind, however 

fragmentary, uncongenial, and full of temptations what remains may be.  It is 

particularly down the path of sexual desire, not spiritual devotion that the 

following will approach this rather-naked poet, hoping not to mock but to mark. 

 Despite being fraught with danger, Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ is too 

resplendent and finely wrought to be dismissed as spurious.  Despite being 

impish, it is neither improvised nor poetically impoverished.  Although correct 

that ‘the lines suggest that when [Hopkins] let himself go, his verse turned 

spontaneously to naturalized images of the youthful male body’, and although apt 

in his comparison of the ‘Epithalamion’ to Walt Whitman’s ‘[Twenty-eight 

Young Men Bathe by the Shore]’ — even Richard Dellamora fails to recognise 

the complexity of the poem, describing it as merely ‘a free improvisation’.
4
  

                                                                                                                          
poem can be found in the two uninsightful pages of text devoted to it by Julia F. Saville in 

her A Queer Chivalry: The Homoerotic Asceticism of Gerard Manley Hopkins 

(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000), pp.189-91.  This avoidance is 

particularly questionable for a critic who also wrote ‘The Romance of Boys Bathing: 

Poetic Precedents and Respondents to the Paintings of Henry Scott Tuke’, in Victorian 

Sexual Dissidence, ed. by Richard Dellamora (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1999), pp.253-77.  This avoidance seems slightly alluded to by Sobolev, pp.128-29. 
1
 Humphries, p.344.   

2
 Sobolev, p.127. 

3
 John G. Robinson, In Extremity: A Study of Gerard Manley Hopkins (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1978), p.95.  In ‘Motives for Guilt-Free Pederasty: Some 

Literary Considerations’, Sociological Review, 24.1 (1976), pp.97-114, Brian Taylor 

considers this ‘religious sanction’ claimed by the Uranians:  ‘A number of techniques can 

be delineated in this respect.  Initially, pederastic love could be adjudged as a God-given 

emotion which therefore transcended human considerations of morality’ (p.104). 
4
 Dellamora, Masculine Desire, p.42.   
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However, a close reading of the poem serves to invalidate this claim of 

improvisation, a claim that cannot account for the poem’s highly wrought 

qualities, deeply sensual Keatsian tactility, and emotional connection to the ‘Dark 

Sonnets’.  In essence, unlike Dellamora’s broad critique, which uses the poem as 

part of an endeavour to secure Hopkins within a wider Victorian atmosphere 

replete with Walter Pater, J. A. Symonds, and Oscar Wilde, the following will 

instead attempt a closer, more textual reading, hoping to offer a defence for this 

solitary poem mislabelled by most critics as a fragment, a folly, or a free 

improvisation (with the principal exceptions to this stance being John Ferns and 

Jude Nixon).
1
  In essence, the following will argue that the ‘Epithalamion’ is a 

                                                 
1
 In Gerard Manley Hopkins and His Contemporaries: Liddon, Newman, Darwin, and 

Pater (New York: Garland Press, 1994), Nixon writes:  ‘Hardly an unfinished fragment 

as was for years alleged, the poem ends by returning to the sylvan scene of the opening, 

forming a ring-like shape’ (p.193).  Although my Victorian Poetry article on the 

‘Epithalamion’ appeared before his article, I find that I did fulfil one of Sobolev’s 

expectations: 

Yet in order to prove that the homoerotic subtext of Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ 

does exist, it must be foregrounded and analyzed by means of a direct close 

reading of the poem.  Only such an analysis can become an alternative to both 

the unsuccessful allegorizations of the poem and the arbitrary unsystematic 

search for its homosexual elements.  (P.129) 
 

Besides attempting to chart the changes in Hopkins Studies that relate to Hopkins’s 

sexuality, Sobolev’s article provides an intriguing interpretation of Hopkins’s 

‘Epithalamion’, though I disagree with it on a number of points.  Firstly, Sobolev 

maintains, surprisingly, that ‘the poem remained a fragment’ (p.132).  Secondly, although 

it could indeed be argued that ‘the poem dramatizes a metonymical fulfillment of 

homoerotic desire’ (p.131), I thoroughly disagree with his claims that ‘to put it briefly, 

Hopkins’s “Epithalamion” achieves precarious poetic equilibrium between the 

articulation and concealment of his homoeroticism.  And, though a poetic success, this 

equilibrium can hardly be called a moral victory’ (p.132).  By arguing that the poem ‘is 

structured around different strategies of self-censorship and its avoidance’ (p.132), 

Sobolev seems not to have grasped the contradictory nature of Hopkins that I explored in 

‘Chapter Two’, or the fact that the ‘victory’ here might, in fact, be Hopkins’s full 

embracement and perhaps acceptance of the homoerotic and paederastic ‘inscape’ within 

himself.  Thirdly, if the poem is, as I will subsequently argue, an epithalamion written 

with Hopkins’s beloved Digby Dolben in mind, then the disregard for any permanence 

that Sobolev displays by claiming that ‘the relationship it celebrates is not the sacred link 

of marriage but rather the intoxication of homoerotic desire:  ecstatic, transient, and 

deeply sinful’ (p.132) must be reconsidered.  Why a homoerotic relationship must be 

inherently ‘transient’ and ‘deeply sinful’ (even if these are considered by Sobolev to be 

Hopkins’s own perspectives or those of the Roman Catholic Church) needs to be 

elucidated, which Sobolev fails to do.  Since Dolben had been dead for decades by the 

time Hopkins composed his ‘Epithalamion’, one must consider Sobolev’s claim of 

‘deeply sinful’ against his earlier claim about the body of Christ in Hopkins’s Bedford 

Leigh sermon and the dead sailor in Hopkins’s ‘Loss of the Eurydice’:  ‘The beauty of a 
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masterpiece that deserves inclusion among the seriously studied poems of 

Hopkins’s canon, extending Martin’s assertion that ‘it is like a paradigm of his 

whole poetic career’.
1
  Or, as Pater’s Marius the Epicurean would have phrased it, 

the following hopes to reveal an ‘ampler vision, which should take up into itself 

and explain this world’s delightful shows, as the scattered fragments of a poetry, 

till then but half-understood, might be taken up into the text of a lost epic, 

recovered at last’ (Marius, II, pp.219-20).
2
 Yet, this ‘ampler vision’ has 

biographical implications to recover as well, for the poem is more than an 

aesthetic object.  It is necessary to remember Thomas Carlyle’s comment that 

‘disjecta membra [scattered parts] are all we find of any Poet, or of any man’.
3
   

 Put simply, the following will suggest that scholars rethink their 

traditions, their assumptions, their often overly abstract methods of engaging 

Hopkins’s texts and life, by taking into consideration Pater’s recommendation — 

made in praise of the archaeologist and art critic Johann Joachim Winckelmann 

— that they ‘escape from abstract theory to intuition, to the exercise of sight and 

touch’ (Renaissance 1893, p.147).  Responding to the ‘Epithalamion’ as ‘an 

exercise of sight and touch’ — in this particular case, in a more Whitmanesque 

way — might allow for the poem to be appreciated as something quite different 

than previously supposed.  However, before beginning ‘an exercise of sight and 

touch’, it is obligatory to justify a Whitmanesque reading for Hopkins’s poem. 

 Although Hopkins claims he ‘cannot have read more than half a dozen 

pieces [by Whitman] at most’, besides one review, and all of these from 

periodicals such as the Athenæum and the Academy, he admits nonetheless:  

‘This, though very little, is quite enough to give a strong impression’ (Letters I, 

p.154).
4
  Although this comment mostly regards the poet’s rhythms, its 

                                                                                                                          
dead [body] is placed beyond the horizon of desire, and hence it can become a 

“legitimate” vehicle for the expression of homoerotic sentiment’ (p.124). 
1
 Martin, p.391.   

2
 In the ‘Epithalamion’, Hopkins may indeed be responding to Pater — as he did in the 

fragmentary ‘[Who Shaped These Walls]’ (OET, no. 135), drafted on the only extant 

letter between these two friends, Pater’s acceptance of an invitation to dinner.  Notice 

particularly the first portion of the then-scandalous ‘Conclusion’ to Pater’s Renaissance:  

‘Let us begin with that which is without — our physical life.  Fix upon it in one of its 

more exquisite intervals, the moment, for instance, of delicious recoil from the flood of 

water in summer heat.  What is the whole physical life in that moment but a combination 

of natural elements to which science gives their names?’ (1893, p.186). 
3
 The Works of Thomas Carlyle in Thirty Volumes (London: Chapman and Hall, 1897), V: 

Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History, p.11. 
4
 A number of the reviews Hopkins encountered (or is likely to have encountered) allude 

to the American poet’s eroticism:  [John Westland Marston], ‘Poems; by Walt Whitman’, 

Athenæum, 2113 (25 April 1868), pp.585-86 — ‘We are not now called upon to weigh the 

accusations which have been brought against the writer in America for his license of 

expression in morals, […] but simply to examine his credentials as a poet’ — as quoted in 

Kenneth M. Price, ed., Walt Whitman: The Contemporary Reviews (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.160.  Edward Dowden, ‘The Poetry of Democracy: 
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implications go far deeper than the merely metrical.  Just a few statements later in 

this 18 October 1882 letter to Robert Bridges, Hopkins confesses:  ‘I may as well 

say what I should not otherwise have said, that I always knew in my heart Walt 

Whitman’s mind to be more like my own than any other man’s living.  As he is a 

very great scoundrel this is not a pleasant confession’ (p.155, emphasis added).  

In light of the insistence by Henry David Thoreau (1817-62) that ‘Walt Whitman 

can communicate to us no experience, and if we are shocked, whose experience is 

it that we are reminded of?’
1
 — Hopkins’s admission is indeed confessional.  

Even if only in thought, never in act, Hopkins realised that he was ‘like’ 

Whitman, that homoerotic ‘scoundrel’ who asserts poignantly, ‘wherever are men 

like me, are our lusty lurking masculine poems’ (‘Spontaneous Me’, line 11, 

emphasis added).
2
  Given Hopkins’s admission of similarity to Whitman, the 

                                                                                                                          
Walt Whitman’, Westminster Review, 96 (July 1871), pp.33-68 — ‘If the strong, full-

grown working man wants a lover and comrade, he will think Walt Whitman especially 

made for him.  If the young man wants one, he will think him especially the poet of 

young men.  Yet a rarer and finer spell than that of the lusty vitality of youth, or the 

trained activity of manhood, is exercised over the poet by the beautiful repose or 

unsubdued energy of old age.  He is “the caresser of life, wherever moving”’ — as quoted 

in Price (ed.), Whitman, p.191.  George Saintsbury, ‘Leaves of Grass’, Academy, 6 (10 

October 1874), pp.398-400 — ‘He is never tired of repeating “I am the poet of comrades” 

— Socrates himself seems renascent in this apostle of friendship.  In the ears of a world 

(at least on this side the Atlantic) incredulous of such things, he reiterates the expressions 

of Plato to Aster, of Socrates respecting Charmides, and in this respect fully justifies 

(making allowance for altered manners) Mr. Symonds’ assertion of his essentially Greek 

character, an assertion which most students of Whitman will heartily endorse’.  Edmund 

W. Gosse, ‘Walt Whitman’s New Book’, Academy, 9 (24 June 1876), pp.602-03 — 

‘Between the class that calls Whitman an immoral charlatan bent on the corruption of 

youth, and the class that accounts him an inspired prophet, sent, among other iconoclastic 

missions, to abolish the practice of verse, there lies a great gulf’ — ‘The ethical purpose 

of the book […] [involves the] sane and self-sacrificing love of comrades […] It is the old 

story of Achilles and Patroclus transferred from windy Troy to the banks of the Potomac’ 

— as quoted in Price (ed.), Whitman, pp.211-13.  It is also noteworthy that Hopkins 

would have had access to Whitman’s poetry while visiting Robert Bridges, for ‘Bridges 

owned and annotated a copy of the 1872 edition of Leaves of Grass’ — Eldrid 

Herrington, ‘Hopkins and Whitman’, Essays in Criticism, 55.1 (2005), pp.39-57 (p.40). 
1
 Letter from Henry David Thoreau to Harrison Blake (7 December 1856), reprinted in 

Walt Whitman, ed. by Milton Hindus (London: Routledge, 1997), pp.67-68 (p.68). 
2
 For the more typical response of English homoerotic and paederastic readers, see 

Timothy d’Arch Smith, Love in Earnest: Some Notes on the Lives and Writings of 

English ‘Uranian’ Poets from 1889 to 1930 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), 

pp.3-4, where he asserts that ‘there can be no doubt that this book [Leaves of Grass] […] 

contributed very largely to the Uranian spirit’; Gregory Woods, ‘“Still on My Lips”: Walt 

Whitman in Britain’, in The Continuing Presence of Walt Whitman: The Life after the 

Life, ed. by Robert K. Martin (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1992), pp.129-40; 

Gregory Woods, A History of Gay Literature: The Male Tradition (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1998), pp.176-80, where he labels Whitman ‘the most influential 

modern homosexual writer in late nineteenth-century Britain’, sending ‘shock-waves 
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following will posit that something lusty and masculine does indeed lurk behind 

the nuptial title and extraneous fragments of Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’, a 

‘scoundrel-ous’ something that he dared not name (at least to Bridges), something 

that was erotically responsive to what Whitman christens ‘youth, large, lusty, 

loving — youth full of grace, force, fascination’ (‘Youth, Day, Old Age and 

Night’, line 1),
1
 something that can be unexpurgated through a Whitmanesque 

reading of the poem.  

 Since Whitman, as well as his contemporaries Thoreau and Ralph Waldo 

Emerson (1803-82), successfully employed ‘indirect but powerful sexual imagery 

often couched in matrimonial terms’ and ‘the invocation of classical locations’ to 

establish spaces conducive for displaying homoeroticism,
2
 it should come as little 

surprise that Hopkins also concealed his most delicate erotic expression within an 

epithalamion, the Classical ‘hymn of the wedding chamber’, an occasional genre 

popularised by Gaius Valerius Catullus (ca. 84-54 BCE).  Further, by concealing 

his most poignantly erotic fantasy behind several extraneous fragments and a 

nuptial title, Hopkins’s response mirrors that of Whitman in ‘When I Read the 

Book’, though the latter chose to hide between parenthetical fig-leaves, then 

ultimately to exclude the poem from Leaves of Grass:  ‘(As if any man really 

knew aught of my life; / As if you, O cunning Soul, did not keep your secret 

well!)’ ([1867], lines 4-5).  There is indeed such a cunning behind Hopkins’s fig-

leaves, as his reader shall soon hear. 

 With his voice resonating a Whitmanesque ‘what I assume you shall 

assume’ (SM, line 2), Hopkins’s narrator summons his reader into the text:  

‘Hark, hearer, hear what I do’.  As a direct address, ‘hearer’ has miscreant 

connotations that would have been clearly evident to a Classical scholar like 

Hopkins, Professor of Greek at University College, Dublin.  Such an imperative 

(translatable into a Whitmanesque ‘what I hear you shall hear’) has served 

throughout paederastic tradition — especially among the ancient Dorians — as a 

direct address emphasising the belovèd’s role within a paederastic, pedagogical 

relationship, a relationship between a young erômenos (or aitês, the ‘hearer’) and 

an older erastês (or eispnêlas, the ‘inspirer’), a relationship that is elucidated in 

Plato and Platonism, a collection of lectures by Hopkins’s former academic 

                                                                                                                          
through the furtive gentility of Britain’s Uranian community’.  For Whitman’s influence 

on J. A. Symonds, see Phyllis Grosskurth, ed., The Memoirs of John Addington Symonds 

(New York: Hutchinson, 1984), pp.246-47; Linda Dowling, Hellenism and 

Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1994), pp.87, 

90, and 130. 
1
 Song of Myself, in Leaves of Grass: Comprehensive Reader’s Edition, ed. by Harold W. 

Blodgett and Sculley Bradley (New York: New York University Press, 1965), pp.28-89.  

All other Whitman passages, unless specified, come from this volume.  Song of Myself is 

abbreviated as SM.  All references to these texts are given parenthetically. 
2
 Byrne R. S. Fone, Masculine Landscapes: Walt Whitman and the Homoerotic Text 

(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1992), p.216.  See also Byrne R. S. Fone, 

‘This Other Eden: Arcadia and the Homosexual Imagination’, Journal of Homosexuality, 

8.3-4 (1982-83), pp.13-34. 
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coach and later friend, Walter Pater.
1
  Pater, who also claims that an artist ‘says to 

the reader, — I want you to see precisely what I see’ (Appreciations, p.28), 

defines the roles of ‘hearer’ and ‘inspirer’ among the ancient Dorians as 

 
the clean, youthful friendship, ‘passing even the love of woman’, which […] 

elaborated into a kind of art, became an elementary part of [ancient Greek] 

education. […] The beloved and the lover, side by side through their long days 

of eager labour, and above all on the battlefield, became respectively, aitês, the 

hearer, and eispnêlas, the inspirer; the elder inspiring the younger with his own 

strength and noble taste in things.  (Platonism, pp.231-32)
2
 

 

After addressing his reader as ‘hearer’, Hopkins’s narrator invites him to 

participate aesthetically in the creation of a mutual fantasy, hoping to inspire him 

with his own strength and taste in things poetical, hoping to demonstrate that 

‘instinctive imaginative power’ that Pater considers ‘a sort of visual power […] 

causing others also to see what is matter of original intuition for him’ (p.142).  

This Hopkinsian ‘exercise of sight and touch’ has begun. 

 Although increasingly aware that prurient arousal might be inherent in 

sharing the mounting voyeurism of Hopkins’s narrator, the ‘observer-participant 

framing the action’,
3
 we, Hopkins’s hypothetical ‘hearer’, are drawn into a 

sympathetic confidence with this ‘inspirer’, despite or encouraged by the 

realisation that any passions we display here together must ever remain private, 

as Whitman stresses emphatically in ‘To You’: 

 
Let us twain walk aside from the rest; 

Now we are together privately, do you discard ceremony; 

Come! vouchsafe to me what has yet been vouchsafed to none — Tell me  

the whole story,  
 

[…] 
 

Tell me what you would not tell your brother, wife, husband, or physician.  

 

We ‘vouchsafe’ to Hopkins’s narrator when we ‘lend’ him ‘a thought’, when we 

allow him control over our imagination and share in his point of view:  we are 

consequently implicated in the impending voyeurism.  Like Whitman’s reader, 

who is free to ‘fully participate in [the text’s] homoerotic and homosexual 

context’,
4
 we are drawn into the ‘Epithalamion’ and its context by a narratorial 

                                                 
1
 Pater delivered this material as a series of lectures at Brasenose College, Oxford, in the 

Hilary Term of 1891 (see Donoghue, chapter 25). 
2
 A clear elucidation of the relationship between the erômenos and erastês (‘hearer’ and 

‘inspirer’) can be found in K. J. Dover, Greek Homosexuality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1989), p.91.  For an analysis of how this relationship dynamic was used 

by Oxonians such as Pater, see Dowling, Hellenism, particularly pp.83 and 102. 
3
 Dellamora, Masculine Desire, p.45. 

4
 Fone, Masculine, p.149. 
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stratagem similar to that which Michael Moon terms ‘enfoldment’.  Moon asserts 

that Whitman’s texts are primarily poetic enfoldments that claim ‘to deliver both 

the full physical presence of the author, which it of course cannot actually 

provide, and the imaginary space it does extend, in which the sympathetic reader 

may enter into partial or liminal contact with the author/speaker of these texts’.
1
  

Similarly, after Hopkins’s narrator invites us to participate in the imaginative 

creation of a ‘branchy bunchy bushybowered wood’, we, by joining him, become 

‘leaf-whelmed somewhere’, overwhelmed by foliage, enfolded seductively into a 

masculine landscape by a technique that Whitman describes as ‘putting myself 

here and now to the ambush’d womb of the shadows’ (SM, line 1053).
2
  

However, as with Whitman’s woodlands, Hopkins’s are not feminine wombs, for 

even the topographical descriptions abound with phallic imagery
3
 and swell with 

the same seminal inspiration that inflames the landscape of his sonnet ‘Spring’: 

                                                 
1
 Michael Moon, Disseminating Whitman: Revision and Corporeality in ‘Leaves of 

Grass’ (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991), p.65. 
2
 Lynch suggests that ‘most of the natural phenomena Hopkins admires […] are 

masculinized’ (p.111).  Sobolev presents a counter-argument that ‘the belief that Hopkins 

masculinizes nature is mistaken; consequently, no homoerotic subtext can be found in 

Hopkins’s love for nature and its expression in his “nature sonnets” [1877-78]’ (p.126; 

accompanying comment, p.136, note 17). 
3
 While discussing Saville’s Queer Chivalry, Sobolev remarks:  ‘One of the major goals 

of [Jacques] Lacan was to avoid sexual “reductionism”, which characterized both the 

popular psychoanalysis of his time and it application in literary criticism of the fifties and 

sixties, with its notorious search for “phallic imagery”’ (p.124).  I fail to see how the 

search for or recognition of ‘phallic imagery’ is necessarily ‘notorious’, particularly in 

regard to a poet whose imagery is as homoerotically and paederastically suggestive as 

Hopkins’s.  The phallus, with all of its implications, cultural resonances, and personal 

connections, has ever been a focal point for those sharing Hopkins’s desires, as is 

displayed by innumerable pornographic images — from cave drawings to Grecian Herms, 

from silver Roman cups to the glass-fruit dildos of Pietro Aretino’s bawdy tales, from 

Wilhelm von Gloeden’s albumen prints to glossy Gay magazines, not to mention the 

legion of pornographic sites on the Internet.  Such ‘phallic imagery’ has ever been a 

component of human experience, as J. A. Symonds explains: 

Greek art, like Greek mythology, embodied a finely graduated half-unconscious 

analysis of human nature.  The mystery of procreation was indicated by phalli on 

the Hermæ.  Unbridled appetite found incarnation in Priapus, who, moreover, 

was never a Greek god, but a Lampsacene adopted from the Asian coast by the 

Romans — A Problem in Greek Ethics: Being an Inquiry into the Phenomenon 

of Sexual Inversion (London: Privately printed, [1901], p.66. 
 

The importance of these phallic Herms to the ancient Greeks is emphasised by Victoria 

Wohl in her ‘The Eros of Alcibiades’, Classical Antiquity, 18.2 (1999), pp.349-85:  ‘One 

morning in the spring of 415 BC, Athens awoke to find all the Herms in the city 

mutilated.  These statues that stood at crossroads and in front of houses had been cut 

about the face and also, Aristophanes hints, castrated.  This act of impiety caused much 

consternation:  it was taken as a grave omen […] Thucydides describes in some detail the 

panic that ensued and how suspicion came to rest on the general Alcibiades’ (p.349). 
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What is all this juice and all this joy? 

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

In Eden garden. — Have, get, before it cloy, 
 

    Before it cloud, Christ, lord, and sour with sinning.  (Lines 9-12) 

 

 

 Affirming Whitman’s notion that ‘the cleanest [or most unsoured] 

expression is that which finds no sphere worthy of itself and makes one’ (Preface 

1855, p.717), Hopkins imaginatively constructs a liminal space conducive to the 

flow of his own desires, a Xanadu with a vaulted pleasure-dome formed by a 

bushybowered wood ‘that leans along the loins of hills’, an image of pubic 

foliage sprouting from fleshy riverbanks.  As the narrator explains, these hilly 

loins are animated by a ‘candycoloured […] gluegold-brown / Marbled river’ — 

an adhesive, Calamus river aflow with a palatable, shiny, streaked liquid — a 

sepia semen of sorts.  This description, which ‘fancy painted […] very faintly, in 

watered sepia’ (Letters I, p.225), seems the residue of one of Hopkins’s own 

sacred Alphs, the river Hodder — ‘swollen and golden […] like ropes and hills of 

melting candy’ — or elsewhere, ‘a sallow glassy gold at Hodder Roughs’ 

(Journals, pp.212; 200).  Erotically transformed in the ‘Epithalamion’, this 

seminal river gushes ‘boisterously beautiful, between / Roots and rocks’, as if 

forced through phallic passageways; is ‘danced and dandled’ in ejaculatory spurts 

that fall as ‘froth and waterblowballs’.  The word-choices here are playfully 

decadent.  Since the jerking, fondling motion of ‘dandled’ is coupled with a word 

like ‘waterblowballs’, the river acquires even greater masturbatory connotations:  

the water is ‘dandled’ forward by a ‘blow’ (a rather aggressively fisted word), till 

it is ejaculated, cast as ‘balls’ and ‘froth’.  This is indeed a Whitmanesque ‘pent-

up aching river’, squeezed forward, from between the rocks, by the lusty urgency 

of gravity.  As a symbolic treatment, this landscape displays the ‘strain of the 

earth’s sweet being’, the ‘limpid liquid within the young man, / The vex’d 

corrosion’ that Whitman describes as ‘so pensive and so painful, / The torment, 

the irritable tide that will not be at rest’ (‘Spontaneous Me’, lines 27-29). 

In this passage and others, Hopkins’s hills and imagination seem 

animated by what Whitman describes as ‘the procreant urge of the world’ (SM, 

line 44), undoubtedly prompting the observation by Ferns that ‘the world in 

which Hopkins asks us to join him is a procreant, natural world’.
1
  With its 

‘landscapes projected masculine, full-sized and golden’ (SM, line 647), 

Whitman’s procreant world is bountiful with the ‘tussled hay of head […] 

trickling sap of maple, fibre of manly wheat [….] sweaty brooks and dews […] 

winds whose soft-tickling genitals rub against me’ (SM, lines 536-41).  These 

landscapes, sprouting ‘a forest of phallic suggestion’,
2
 are indistinguishable from 

the one into which Hopkins has led us, noticeable in such details as Hopkins’s 

                                                 
1
 Ferns, p.166.   

2
 Fone, Masculine, p.147. 
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choice of ‘honeysuck’ rather than ‘honeysuckle’ (hence, allowing for possible 

connotations of fellatio, rather than maternal feeding).  In fact, this phrasing 

recalls one of the most erotically suggestive verses in the Bible, from the lips of 

one of the most paederastic of biblical figures:  ‘And Jonathan told him, and said, 

I did but taste a little honey with the end of the rod that was in mine hand, and, lo, 

I must die’ (1 Samuel 14.43, KJV).  In Adam’s hand, the forbidden was the 

proverbial apple; in Jonathan’s, the honey-dripping rod — yet both bespeak the 

dangers of carnal experience, the violation of rules, and the sensual potential so 

close at hand in a pastoral setting. 

 Nevertheless, although paradises such as ‘this carnal pastoral world’
1
 are 

sensually suggestive in their flow and foliage, they lack the reciprocity necessary 

to satisfy fully.  ‘What you look hard at seems to look hard at you’, wrote 

Hopkins regarding Nature in his journal (p.204), and the crucial word here might 

well be ‘seems’.  Like their progenitor Adam, both Hopkins and Whitman realise 

that even an authentic interaction with ‘the earth’s sweet being in the beginning / 

In Eden garden’ is vacant without companionship.  As Whitman admits, ‘Now I 

care not to walk the earth unless a lover, a dear friend, walk by my side’.
2
  

Although Whitman can contemplate aesthetically that ‘I hear and behold God in 

every object’ (SM, line 1281), and Hopkins that ‘the world is charged with the 

grandeur of God’ (‘God’s Grandeur’, line 1), both poets recognise, as did Adam 

before them, that without human intimacy even the presence of God amidst his 

creation implies an infelicitous loneliness. 

 In his meditative ‘Hurrahing in Harvest’, Hopkins wanders a 

Whitmanesque landscape in autumn, conscious that ‘the azurous hung hills are 

[the Saviour’s] world-wielding shoulder / Majestic’ (lines 9-10), conscious that 

he — as priest, as poet, as man — is lifting up ‘heart, eyes, / Down all that glory 

in the heavens to glean our Saviour’ (lines 5-6).  Nevertheless, contact with both 

Nature and its God leaves him, ‘the beholder / Wanting’ (lines 11-12), wanting 

another form of contact besides the spiritually and poetically contemplative.
3
  

Similarly, Hopkins rhetorically questions in ‘Ribblesdale’:  ‘What is Earth’s eye, 

tongue, or heart else, where / Else, but in dear and dogged man?’ (lines 9-10).  

‘Earth, sweet Earth, sweet landscape’, recognises Hopkins, ‘[has] no tongue to 

plead, no heart to feel’ (lines 1-3).  Hopkins seems to be searching for something 

that Nature cannot alone provide, something perhaps analogous to Whitman’s 

lover-in-repose:  ‘[He] gently turn’d over upon me, / And parted the shirt from 

my bosom-bone, and plunged [his] tongue to my bare-stript heart’ (SM, lines 88-

89). 

 

                                                 
1
 Sobolev, p.130. 

2
 Whitman’s Manuscripts: ‘Leaves of Grass’ (1860): A Parallel Text, ed. by Fredson 

Bowers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955), p.68. 
3
 My reading of this phrase from ‘Hurrahing in Harvest’ is idiosyncratic, based partly on 

my subsequent reading of the limitations of an intimacy with Nature that Hopkins 

expresses in ‘Ribblesdale’. 
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‘And now I think I am going out by woods and waters alone’, wrote 

Hopkins to Bridges in 1883 (Letters I, p.181).  That Hopkins might have explored 

the pathways and waterways of his own Arcadian woodlands — places like the 

Vale of Clwyd — looking for an affectionate lounger with a tongue and a heart 

and a hand for earnest grasping, should come as little surprise given that Hopkins 

was a man in the flesh, though perhaps given that Hopkins was a man of the 

cloth.  Nevertheless, this lounging figure is  

 
the central and primary archetype of the homosexual imagination and the 

dominating icon of homoerotic fantasy — the anonymous image of passionate 

sexual desire as well as the ideal friend, the archetypal comrade.  He stands for 

the unexpected sexual encounter that is unfettered by the artificial demands of 

name, custom, or social status.
1
   

 

Because this affectionate lounger is stripped of name, of custom, of social status 

— some ‘child of Amansstrength’ without the brawny name of ‘Harry 

Ploughman’ (line 16) — he represents the ultimate stranger, perhaps the very 

stranger whom we, his ‘hearer’, are taken into the epithalamic forest to observe.  

But first, ‘O the lads!’ 

 ‘We are there’ in that bushybowered wood only a moment before the 

phallic forest — the ‘hanging honeysuck’ and ‘dogeared hazels’ — begins to 

resound with cries of merriment.  We, the unified pair, the reader and narrator, 

‘hear a shout’ (in draft H.i.50
r
, ‘the maddest merry shout’), a sound eventually 

recognised by our guiding narrator as ‘boys from the town / Bathing’, young 

figures engaged in the shameless madness of merriment and play.
2
  In this 

landscape, even the trees seem to appreciate these boys as ‘summer’s sovereign 

good’, for they ‘hover’ over the ‘bevy of them’ like a brooding bird covering her 

young with a canopy of feathers, an image that appears throughout Hopkins’s 

canon, most notably in his sonnets ‘In the Valley of the Elwy’ (‘a hood / All over, 

as a bevy of eggs the mothering wing / Will’, lines 5-7) and ‘God’s Grandeur’ 

(‘the Holy Ghost over the bent / World broods with warm breast and with ah! 

bright wings’, lines 13-14). 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Fone, Masculine, p.173. 

2
 For an explanation of the bathing atmosphere at Victorian schools, see Martin, p.14.  

Under similar voyeuristic conditions, Thoreau contemplates the shame common to the 

Victorian period on both sides of the Atlantic:  ‘Boys are bathing at Hubbards Bend 

playing with a boat  (I at the willows).  The color of their bodies in the sun at a distance is 

pleasing — the not often seen flesh color — I hear the sound of their sport borne over the 

water.  As yet we have not man in nature.  What a singular fact for an angel visitant to 

this earth to carry back in his note book that men were forbidden to expose their bodies 

under the severest penalties’ — Patrick F. O’Connell, ed., The Writings of Henry David 

Thoreau: Journal, Volume 5: 1852-1853 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

1997), p.90. 
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A Study of His Students, for The Swimming Hole, 1885 
Thomas Cowperthwait Eakins (1844-1916) 

Photograph, 1883 

Hirshhorn Museum, Smithsonian Institute 

Washington, D.C., USA 

 

 

 Overdraped by the dualistic wings of summer sunshine and shading 

foliage, these naked striplings, mastered by the heat, hurl themselves defiantly 

into the moorland river ‘with dare and with downdolfinry and bellbright bodies’ 

— their ‘bellbright’ (a commonplace for ‘bronzed’)
1
 bodies penetrating the 

water’s ‘kindcold element’ with the ease of dolphins, then ‘huddling out’ of the 

seminal souse only to dive in again.
2
  Disorderly, these boys cluster together on 

the riverbank like Whitman’s young ‘Paumanok’ swimmers — ‘the clutch’d 

together! the passionate ones! / The side by side! the elder and younger brothers! 

the bony-limb’d’ (lines 205-06).  Ravished by a Whitmanesque zeal, Hopkins and 

his narrator — exclaiming in an earlier draft, ‘O the lads!’ (H.i.50
r
) — anticipate 

that we, his ‘hearer’, will also enjoy a frolicsome display of ‘bony-limb’d’ boys 

labelled as ‘summer’s sovereign good’, boys whom Sobolev describes as ‘the 

objects of desire in all its unredeemed physicality’.
3
 

 Such is the fantasy local, reverberating with the sound of boys flaunting 

about en plein air.  However, the local of the fantasizing itself was elsewhere.  

Appreciating with Whitman that ‘no shutter’d room or school can commune with 

me, / But roughs and little children better than they’ (SM, lines 1255-56), 

                                                 
1
 OET, p.491, note. 

2
 Peter Swaab tintinnabulates that ‘the metaphors — dolphins, bells — are sensuous 

without being sensual, and the tumble of the elements describes a planetary blessing, not 

a sexual allure’.  This quotation is from his article ‘Hopkins and the Pushed Peach’, 

Critical Quarterly, 37.3 (1995), pp.43-60 (p.56). 
3
 Sobolev, p.130. 
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Hopkins seems to have composed some portion of his ‘Epithalamion’ while 

invigilating a university examination, allowing his thoughts to drift from that 

shuttered schoolroom towards communion with little roughs sanctified as 

‘summer’s sovereign good’, perhaps remembering the bathers in Frederick 

Walker’s painting by that name,
1
 or in Stonyhurst College’s ‘deep salmon pool 

with a funnel of white water at its head which generations of boys had used as a 

chute’,
2
 a place in the river Hodder that was locally nicknamed ‘Paradise’, 

described by Hopkins as ‘all between waterfalls. […] If you stop swimming to 

look round you see fairyland pictures up and down the stream’ — and a decade 

later, ‘the river Hodder with lovely fairyland views, especially at the 

bathingplace’ (Letters III, p.117; I, p.151).  Beyond these speculations about an 

inspiring landscape — particularly vague since Hopkins has allowed for the 

options of ‘Southern dean or Lancashire clough or Devon cleave’ — the 

manuscripts of the ‘Epithalamion’ reveal yet another location from which to 

draw:  that shuttered classroom.  While describing the spilling of the water from 

the moorland, Hopkins had written not ‘heavenfallen freshness’ but ‘heavenfallen 

freshmen’ (H.ii.9
r
), a Freudian slip that, though discreetly struck out, reveals that 

his poetic mind, in process, was aflow with a homoerotic and paederastic 

waterworld in which his students — and, given his tastes, certainly the freshmen 

— bathed rather than finished their exam.
3
  Imaginatively, Hopkins seems to have 

been communing with his students in another, more pastoral place. 

 

 

                                                 
1
 During Hopkins’s lifetime, Walker’s painting was acquired by William Graham in 1869, 

then by Cuthbert Quilter in 1886.  For the possible influence of Walker’s Bathers on 

Hopkins’s poem, see Joseph Bristow, ‘“Churlsgrace”: Gerard Manley Hopkins and the 

Working-Class Male Body’, ELH, 59.3 (1992), pp.693-711 (p.706); Joseph A. Kestner, 

Masculinities in Victorian Painting (Aldershot, Hants, UK: Scholar Press, 1995), pp.257-

58.  For Justus George Lawler’s counter-argument that ‘what is relevant is that there is no 

evidence Hopkins knew Walker’s Bathers’, see Hopkins Re-Constructed (New York: 

Continuum, 1998), pp.68-73.  In ‘Near and Far: Homoeroticism, Labour, and Hamo 

Thornycroft’s Mower’, Art History, 26.1 (2003), pp.26-55, Michael Hatt notes that 

Gosse’s beloved Thornycroft ‘saw [Frederick Walker’s] The Bathers on more than one 

occasion when dining with Cuthbert Quilter, who bought the painting in 1886, and 

recorded in his diary that it was “my favourite picture by an Englishman”’ (p.41). 
2
 MacDonald Hastings, Jesuit Child (New York: St Martin’s, 1972), p.57. 

3
 See Facsimiles II for MacKenzie’s attempt at diversion: ‘distracted professor!’ (p.327, 

note).  Regarding MacKenzie’s comment, Sobolev writes:  ‘These “freshmen”, however, 

cease to be a simple howler when one takes into account Hopkins’s notes […] where he 

writes about physical attraction to his fellow students’ (p.130).  OED defines ‘freshman’ 

as ‘a newcomer, a novice; a student during his or her first year’. 
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The Bathers 
Frederick Walker (1840-75) 

Oil on canvas, 1865-67 

Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight, near Liverpool, UK 

 

 

 Selected from lads in paintings or Stonyhurst or Dublin or elsewhere (or 

merely a composite of them all), Hopkins’s clustering ‘freshmen’, imagined by 

the poet as ‘wet-fresh’, populate the erotically ornamented landscape of his 

‘Epithalamion’, a space where the moorland water merges with ‘young beings, 

strangers, who seem to touch the fountains of our love, and draw forth their 

swelling waters’ (Whitman, ‘The Child and the Profligate’, p.74).
1
  This mixture 

of flesh and fancy can be seen more clearly elsewhere, in Hopkins’s description 

of one well-favoured boy: 

 
Mannerly-hearted! more than handsome face —  

Beauty’s bearing or muse of mounting vein,  

All, in this case, bathed in high hallowing grace … 

(‘Handsome Heart’, lines 9-11, emphasis added)
2
   

 

Considered amid the coupled concepts of water and eroticism (a common 

aesthetic theme for the Victorians, especially for painters such as Henry Scott 

Tuke
3
), this boy becomes more than an embodiment of ‘beauty’s bearing’,

1
 more 

                                                 
1
 In Walt Whitman: The Early Poems and the Fiction, ed. by Thomas L. Brasher (New 

York: New York University Press, 1963), pp.68-79 (p.74, note 23). 
2
 In The Great War and Modern Memory: Twenty-Fifth Anniversary Edition (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2000), after discussing ‘the tradition of Symonds, Wilde, Rolfe, 

Charles Edward Sayle, John Francis Bloxam, and other writers of warm religio-erotic 

celebrations of boy-saints, choirboys, acolytes, and “server-lads”’, Paul Fussell notes that 

‘Hopkins’s “The Handsome Heart: At a Gracious Answer” is in the tradition’ (p.288). 
3
 What was unique about Tuke’s position in Victorian culture was that his paintings — 

unlike the texts of the Uranian poets who handled much the same theme — were neither 

marginal nor marginalized:  ‘The fact that the canvas [August Blue] was purchased by the 



 177

than a poetic ‘muse’.  As the ‘muse of mounting vein’, he seems to have inspired 

both Hopkins’s poetic and phallic veins to mount, quivering Hopkins, like 

Whitman, 

 
                                        to a new identity,  

Flames and ether making a rush for my veins,  

Treacherous tip of me reaching and crowding.  (SM, lines 619-21) 

 

 

 
 

August Blue             
Henry Scott Tuke (1858-1929) 

Oil on canvas, 1893      

Tate Collection, London, UK 

 

 

 Such ‘mortal beauty’, Hopkins admitted in a sonnet by that name, 

typically inflamed his senses:  ‘mortal beauty [is] dangerous; [for it] does set 

danc- / Ing blood’ (lines 1-2).
2
  The lines that follow these insinuate even more 

                                                                                                                          
Chantrey Bequest for the national collections made Tuke famous as well as made 

legitimate the male nude as a subject for painting.  The homoerotic significance of August 

Blue was not lost on contemporaries’ (Kestner, p.262).  ‘While these [Uranian] poets 

were clearly a marginal group of writers, publishing in fringe journals, Tuke was well 

known and highly acclaimed in mainstream art circles’ (Saville, ‘Romance’, p.254).  ‘The 

motif of boys bathing en plein air flirts with effeminacy with peculiar suggestiveness, for 

while its secluded spaces can evoke the tradition of romance, they simultaneously eschew 

both dandyism and brooding or languid sensuality’ (Ibid., p.256). 
1
 The phallic quality is heightened exponentially if ‘bearing’ is interpreted in terms of a 

compass, with this boy the ‘bearing’ towards which Hopkins’s ‘needle’ points. 
2
 In ‘Winckelmann, Historical Difference, and the Problem of the Boy’, Eighteenth-

Century Studies, 25.4 (1992), pp.523-44, Kevin Parker makes a similar claim about 

Winckelmann: ‘When evaluating particular works of Greek figurative sculpture, 
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about Hopkins’s voyeuristic tendency, for they disclose the object of his desire.  

While contemplating the mortal objects that his own gaze usually seeks, Hopkins 

alludes to ‘Pope Gregory the Great, whose appreciation of the beauty of Anglo-

Saxon slave boys (Non Angli sed angeli) led him to send Augustine to convert the 

pagan invaders of Britain.  The extensive allusion to this well-known story 

occupies lines seven and eight of the sonnet and is therefore spatially at its 

center’.
1
  This allusion is indeed central — not only to the poem, but also to 

Hopkins’s desires.  Its centrality is not to be avoided, for Hopkins directs us to 

‘see’, to contemplate ‘mortal beauty’, specifically the beauty of these young angli 

/ angeli: 

 
              See, it does this:  keeps warm  

Men’s wits to the things that are; what good means — where a glance  

Master more may than gaze, gaze out of countenance.  (Lines 3-5)   

 

An earlier draft stresses the visual clarity essential for such voyeurism:  ‘One 

clear glance / May gather, more than staring out of countenance’ (H.ii.23
v
, 

emphasis added).  Another stresses Hopkins’s own role as that voyeur:  ‘Where a 

glance / Gather more may than gaze me out of countenance’ (H.ii.29
v
, emphasis 

added).  Then, lest we misunderstand this rare expression of ‘perfect personal 

candor’ (Whitman, Preface 1855, p.722), lest we fail to comprehend what keeps 

his wits warm to ‘what good means’, especially ‘summer’s sovereign good’, lest 

we miss that ‘meaning motion’ that Hopkins says in ‘Henry Purcell’ ‘fans fresh 

our wits with wonder’ (line 14) — Hopkins clarifies, in the next poetic line, 

exactly which motion dances his blood, warms and fans his wits:  ‘those lovely 

lads once, wet-fresh’ (‘To What Serves Mortal Beauty?’, line 6).
2
 

 Enfolded into a vantage point amid the foliage, the narrator of the 

‘Epithalamion’ — fully endowed with the poet’s voyeuristic tendency towards 

‘those lovely lads’ envisioned as ‘wet-fresh’ — now directs our gaze towards an 

advancing stranger ‘beckoned by [their] noise’, a curious and lusty intruder of 

whom Whitman would have inquired, ‘Who goes there? hankering, gross, 

mystical, nude’ (SM, line 389).
3
  Although, for the moment, Hopkins’s 

epithalamic stranger remains clothed, he is nonetheless a lusty intruder who 

                                                                                                                          
Winckelmann assumes the sensibilities of the Greeks.  The youthful male figure for him, 

as for the Greeks, was a thing of extraordinary, even dangerous beauty’ (p.540). 
1
 Thomas Dilworth, ‘Hopkins’s “To What Serves Mortal Beauty”’, Explicator, 48.4 

(1990), pp.264-66 (p.265). 
2
 Swaab does not seem to appreciate what ‘keeps warm / Men’s wits’ — at least men like 

Hopkins:  ‘Poet and reader, then, are watching the stranger watching the boys, a cooling 

intellectual symmetry’ (p.56). 
3
 Sobolev comments:  ‘It is clear enough that having entered this carnal pastoral world, 

the stranger is doomed to participation, however vicarious, in its life’ (p.130).  If the 

stranger is ‘doomed’ to revel in the best of ‘earthworld, airworld, waterworld’ while 

watching a bevy of boys, then the Uranians would have rejoiced at the prospect of being 

so ‘doomed’.  To twist the popular adage:  ‘One man’s Hell is another man’s Heaven’. 
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‘drops towards the river […] unseen’, the liquidity of his motion reminiscent of 

the seminal drops of the ‘waterblowballs’ and the dew of the ‘hanging 

honeysuck’.  As the embodiment of Hopkins’s paederastic desires, this stranger 

makes his appearance in the poem for the first time, limned with a Paterian 

solidity: 

 
To speak, to think, to feel, about abstract ideas as if they were living persons; 

that, is the second stage of Plato’s speculative ascent.  With the lover, who had 

graduated, was become a master, in the school of love, […] it was as if the 

faculty of physical vision, of the bodily eye, were still at work at the very centre 

of intellectual abstraction.  Abstract ideas themselves became animated, living 

persons, almost corporeal, as if with hands and eyes.  (Platonism, p.170) 

 

While Hopkins’s abstracted sensuality takes on human corporeality and moves 

unseen towards the boys, their ‘bellbright bodies [are] huddling out’ of the river, 

repeatedly running across the rocks, leaping into the air, plunging into the water, 

becoming ‘earthworld, airworld, waterworld thorough hurled’, hurled with the 

same masturbatory force as the ‘waterblowballs’ from the river’s phallic 

passageways. 

 Initially, we, Hopkins’s ‘hearer’, know nothing about this stranger except 

that he is ‘listless’ — lacking in youthful appetite, desire, and joy.  ‘Beckoned by 

the noise’, he ‘came’ and ‘eyed’ the boys amidst the motion of their diving, 

watching their excited faces and plunging bodies contort with the same 

expectation that Hopkins describes in his poem ‘Brothers’: 

 
[Young] Henry by the wall  

Beckoned me beside him. 

I came where called and eyed him 

By meanwhiles; making my play  

Turn most on tender byplay. 

For, wrung all on love’s rack, 

My lad, […] 

Smiled, blushed, and bit his lip, 

Or drove, with a diver’s dip, 

Clutched hands through claspèd knees.  (Lines 12-21) 

 

For the stranger of the ‘Epithalamion’, the nudity of such boys leaping about in a 

watery dance — ‘this garland of their gambol’ — is so sensually arousing that it 

‘flashes in his breast’, the sight of their shameless bodies in ‘a diver’s dip’ setting 

his blood dancing with ‘a sudden zest / Of summertime joys’.  There is certainly 

more to this ‘garland’ of youthful male bodies than Joseph Bristow’s discreet 

aside that, in ‘Tom’s Garland’, Hopkins’s representation of the working-class 

navvy ‘as primarily “garlanded”, donned in flowers and, by extension, somehow 

prettified in this manner, not only was unorthodox in English letters, [but] also 
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came close to sexually immoral sentiments’.
1
  This ‘Garland of Ladslove’ (to 

lend it a Uranian title)
2
 would have been interpreted less hesitantly by Pater, his 

Decadents, and their Uranian descendants, all of whom would have clearly 

understood the implication of Hopkins’s ‘self flashes off frame and face’ (‘Mortal 

Beauty’, line 11, emphasis added), a description derived from two of Hopkins’s 

favourite words, ‘dappled’ and ‘pied’, words that, Bristow emphasises, ‘find their 

ancient Greek analogue in the word poikilos.  Plato’s Socratic dialogues deploy 

this term, which also connotes energies that “flash” and “flame” with pederastic 

desire’.
3
  Whatever the argument for a Classical derivation — an argument that 

Robert Crawford suggested,
4
 Linda Dowling developed,

5
 and Bristow 

encapsulates above — it is relatively certain that this sudden overflow of ‘limber 

liquid youth’ will, at least momentarily, provide relief for the stranger’s inflamed 

paederastic desires, a relief described by Whitman in his excluded ditty ‘After the 

Argument’:  ‘A group of little children with their ways and chatter flow in, / Like 

welcome, rippling water o’er my heated nerves and flesh’. 

 Whitman suggests that this is the way ‘boys stir us’ while we lie in the 

shadows.  Aroused by the sight and sound of boys stirring a river ‘boi-ster-ous-ly 

beautiful’ (giving that word a bit of paederastic distance
6
), Hopkins’s listless 

stranger, warmly dressed in ‘woolwoven wear’, is motivated to undrape and 

bathe alone in ‘a pool neighbouring’, a pool hidden from the boys’ view by a 

canopy of wychelms, beeches, ashes, sycamores, hornbeams, and hazels.  

                                                 
1
 Bristow, ‘Churlsgrace’, p.704.  

2
 One of the cardinal collections of Uranian verse is John Gambril Francis Nicholson’s A 

Garland of Ladslove (London: [Murray], 1911). 
3
 Bristow, ‘Churlsgrace’, p.704. 

4
 See Robert Crawford, ‘Pater’s Renaissance, Andrew Lang, and Anthropological 

Romanticism’, ELH, 53.4 (1986), pp.849-79 (p.854). 
5
 See Linda Dowling, ‘Ruskin’s Pied Beauty and the Construction of a “Homosexual” 

Code’, Victorian Newsletter, 75 (1989), pp.1-8 (pp.5-6).  See also Saville, Queer, pp.122-

23.  J. A. Symonds comments on this word as well:  ‘In that passage of the Symposium 

where Plato notices the Spartan law of love as Poikilos, he speaks with disapprobation of 

the Bœotians, who were not restrained by custom and opinion within the same strict 

limits’ — Greek Ethics [1901], p.20. 
6
 An example of this playful use of diction with internal suggestiveness can be found in 

Matthew Campbell, Rhythm and Will in Victorian Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1999), pp.204-05, dealing with Hopkins’s repeated use of ‘I am’ at the 

end of ‘That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and of the Comfort of the Resurrection’ and the 

resultant internal ‘I am’ in the phrase ‘immortal diamond’ (‘d—I am—ond’).  The 

standard for evaluating Hopkins’s word-choices is chapter five, ‘Inscaping the Word’, of 

W. A. M. Peters, Gerard Manley Hopkins: A Critical Essay Towards the Understanding 

of His Poetry, 2
nd

 edn (Oxford: Blackwell, 1970), pp.140-71.  Subsequent to the analysis 

of ‘boisterous’ in my Victorian Poetry article, Sobolev made the following comment:  

‘The choice of diction reflects (and in this case prefigures) the homoerotic dimension of 

the meaning.  The word “boisterous” and a few more or less explicitly sexual images at 

the very beginning of “Epithalamion” […] foreshadow the explicit eroticism of the 

middle section of the poem’ (p.129). 
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Although ‘ashamed to go naked about the world’ (Whitman, ‘[O Hot-Cheek’d 

and Blushing]’, line 6), this stranger, in typical Whitmanesque fashion, 

nonetheless feels compelled to ‘go to the bank by the wood and become 

undisguised and naked’ (SM, line 19).  Hidden from all eyes but our own, he 

participates voyeuristically in the ‘riot of [their] rout’, yet remains hidden behind 

a curtain of foliage, a curtain not unlike that which discreetly distances 

Whitman’s female voyeur in ‘[Twenty-Eight Young Men Bathe by the Shore]’: 

 
Where are you off to, lady? for I see you, 

You splash in the water there, yet stay stock still in your room. 

 

Dancing and laughing along the beach came the twenty-ninth bather, 

The rest did not see her, but she saw them and loved them. 
 

[….]  
 

they do not ask who seizes fast to them, 

They do not know who puffs and declines with pendant and bending arch, 

They do not think whom they souse with spray.  (SM, lines 206-16) 

 

Rather than conceal himself behind the feminine, Hopkins chooses more daringly 

to introduce an unimpassioned male stranger described as ‘listless’, a twenty-

ninth bather ‘whose perceptions [he] fully shares’.
1
  Such a decision is indeed 

risky, for Hopkins does not even distance his poem into a more excusable 

antiquity (which, for example, J. A. Symonds does in ‘The Lotos Garland of 

Antinous’).  This is clear evidence of the ‘boy-stirred’ Hopkins whom 

MacKenzie derides Robinson for drawing attention to, lest readers ‘mock the 

strenuous idealism with which every true priest […] must try to meet […] 

temptations’ (OET, p.453, note).  This is the ‘boy-stirred’ Hopkins whose Oxford 

confession notes recount:  ‘Parker’s boy at Merton: evil thoughts’ (Facsimiles I, 

p.157); ‘looking at a cart-boy fr. Standen’s shopdoor’ (p.157); ‘imprudent 

looking at organ-boy and other boys’ (p.174).  This is the ‘boy-stirred’ Hopkins 

who wrote to his mother from Tiverton that his distant cousins, the two Miss 

Patches, are ‘such pretty lively girls’ (29 July 1865, Letters III, p.90) — though 

what had really stirred him during this visit was something quite different:  

‘looking at a boy at Tiverton’ (Confession note, 28 July 1865, Facsimiles I, 

p.177). 

 Afraid of meeting such a Tiverton-temptation directly, especially within a 

waterworldly frolic, the voyeuristic stranger of Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ 

responds like Whitman’s narrator in ‘[O Hot-Cheek’d and Blushing]’:  although 

‘ashamed to go naked about the world’ (line 6), he is nevertheless overcome by a 

curiosity ‘to know where [his] feet stand and what this is flooding [him], 

childhood or manhood — and the hunger that crosses the bridge between’ (line 

7).  To appease such a potentially shameful, sensual hunger, Hopkins’s stranger 

                                                 
1
 Ferns, p.168.   
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‘hies to a pool neighbouring’, moving eagerly and pantingly towards a place 

where he can bathe alone, apart from the childhood pulling and hauling. 

 In ‘The Bugler’s First Communion’, a more ceremonious Hopkins 

applauds a boy who similarly ‘hies headstrong to [his] wellbeing’, a boy who 

spontaneously gratifies his own spiritual hunger without concern for the reproach 

of others (line 24, emphasis added).  In parallel, Hopkins’s epithalamic stranger 

hies headstrong towards his own wellbeing, a secluded pool where he can satisfy 

his sensual hunger with a watery communion, for  

 
                          it is the best  

There; sweetest, freshest, shadowiest;  

Fairyland.   

 

Famished by ‘the hunger that crosses the bridge between’ boyhood and manhood, 

this stranger seeks the ‘sweet’ epithalamic pool and ‘here he feasts’ — imbibing 

the sound of the bathing gambol, the shade of the leaves ‘painted on the air’, the 

smell of the riverbank, and the thought of ‘O the lads!’  In other words, he is 

sensually satiated by that caressing, masculine atmosphere of which Whitman 

says, ‘I am mad for it to be in contact with me’ (SM, line 20).  However, although 

the stranger begins to feast upon this voyeuristic spectacle, James R. Kincaid 

suggests that such a hunger can never be appeased:  ‘We imagine that we are 

searching for optical consummation, a satiating feast for the eyes; but we have no 

intention of devouring anything or even of locating something that could be 

devoured.  All we want, first and last, is appetite’.
1
  This appetite, this maddening 

hunger, this opposite of ‘listlessness’ compels Hopkins’s stranger, in 

Whitmanesque fashion, to ‘go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised 

and naked’ (SM, line 19), compels him into a voyeuristic playfulness about which 

Kincaid concludes:  ‘Play, feasting on its own inventiveness, does not lead to 

anything but its own perpetuation. […] Play eroticizes the whole world — and 

keeps it that way’.
2
  The state that Kincaid describes is illustrated by an entry in 

Symonds’s Memoirs, an entry whose train tracks run alongside Hopkins’s 

epithalamic pool and Whitman’s shore: 

 
Four young men are bathing in the pond by the embankment.  I pass; the engine 

screams and hurries me away.  But the engine has no power to take my soul.  

That stays, and is the pond in which the bathers swim, the air in which they 

shout, the grass on which they run and dress themselves, the hand that touches 

them unfelt, the lips that kiss them and they know it not.
3
 

 

                                                 
1
 James R. Kincaid, Child-Loving: The Erotic Child and Victorian Culture (New York: 

Routledge, 1992), p.310. 
2
 Ibid., p.197. 

3
 Grosskurth, ed., Memoirs, p.167.  See Joseph Cady, ‘“What Cannot Be”: John 

Addington Symonds’ Memoirs and Official Mapping of Victorian Homosexuality’, 

Victorian Newsletter, 81 (1992), pp.47-51. 
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Alchemical Illustration
1
 

MS. Ashburnham 1166, fol. 16 

14
th

 century 

Biblioteca Medicea-Laurenziana, Florence, Italy 

 

 

This ‘eroticisation of the whole world’ is particularly noticeable in Hopkins’s 

description of the ‘branchy bunchy bushybowered wood’ that canopies the 

secluded pool.  Especially when the topiary adjectives are taken as a progressive 

cluster do the connotations become clearly phallic and ejaculatory.  The delicate-

yet-abrasive softness of the ‘silk-beech’ — like the surface of the penis — is 

immediately followed by an engorged bundle composed of the ‘scrolled ash’ and 

the ‘packed sycamore’, creating an erection of bark that displays those primal 

passions that refuse to be restrained (the ‘wild wychelm’) under a state of 

agitation (‘hornbeam fretty overstood / By’).  The horn-beam provides a 

portmanteau of phallic suggestion, especially if ‘fret’ is interpreted in the sense of 

‘to rub, chafe, cause to move against something with friction’ (OED) — which is 

understandable, since the stranger’s erection is presently cramped within his 

clothes.  To add climax to the phallic suggestion, this cluster of trees — 

                                                 
1
 I wish to thank Stanton J. Linden, Professor of English at Washington State University, 

for providing me with details about this illustration that Carl Jung describes as ‘Adam as 

prima materia, pierced by the arrow of Mercurius.  The arbor philosophica is growing out 

of him’ (Psychology and Alchemy, p.256, fig. 131).  Prof. Linden notes that ‘the 

illustration […] comes to be quite popular in later times’  (E-mail to me, 23 January 

2006).  I would also like to thank Barbara Obrist of the Centre National de la Recherche 

Scientifique, Université de Paris, for corresponding with me about this illustration.  She 

notes that ‘usually this type of image represents Adam as the father of humanity’ (E-mail 

to me, 30 January 2006). 
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adjectivally depicted as a packed scroll that is silky, wild, and fretted — 

ejaculates ‘rafts and rafts of flake-leaves light’, sousing the sky with a repeated 

expression of what Hopkins calls ‘all this juice and all this joy’ in his poem 

‘Spring’.
1
 

 It is beneath these leaves that the stranger responds as he would not dare 

elsewhere, declaring, as if to establish a poetic volta:  ‘Nó more’.  From this 

moment onwards, the stranger becomes an active participant in the landscape, 

with Hopkins’s stress mark on ‘No’ suggesting, from the narrator’s perspective, 

‘No, he does more than play voyeur’; from the stranger’s, ‘No, I want more than 

to play voyeur’.  Even without this stress, it would suggest ‘No more of this only 

playing voyeur’, for this verbal response is coupled with an action, a mad attempt 

for contact with this atmosphere without clothing intervening.  Further, when 

coupled with its visual illustration — ‘down he dings / His bleachèd both and 

woolwoven wear’ — this ‘Nó more’ anticipates far more than a discarding of 

clothing.  Since, according to Whitman, ‘costumes […] rise out of the sub-strata 

of education, equality, ignorance, caste, and the like’,
2
 Hopkins and his stranger 

are also discarding Jesuitical moralising, Victorian prudery, celibate asexuality, 

and personal shame.  They are fulfilling Whitman’s command, ‘Undrape! you are 

not guilty to me’ (SM, line 145).  This is a command ‘to reject to some degree the 

system of controls over their own bodies that their culture enforces’,
3
 a command 

to sound their barbaric yawps of ‘Nó more!’ over the riverbanks of the world, a 

command to engage in the most ‘unmanly’ of activities — childish play.  As a 

rejection of ‘the system of controls’ over the body, this ‘Nó more’ is strikingly 

daring for Hopkins, because, although  

 
a genius at individuality, Hopkins had made himself subservient to [the Society 

of Jesus,] a regimented organisation which controlled its members’ bodies and 

minds for every minute of the day, where individual behaviour was frowned on, 

and where imagination and the senses had to be harnessed within a specific 

dogmatic syllabus.
4
   

 

A salient example of this ‘Nó more’ is found in White’s already mentioned 

account of Hopkins’s frolics with the children of Dr McCabe:  ‘Hopkins used to 

join the young people in the boat:  “Once on a very hot day he took off his 

[priestly] dog collar and threw it down in the bottom of the boat exclaiming ‘I’ll 

say goodbye to Rome’”’.
5
  Clearly, warmth, water, and play have certain 

expectations in the mixing, one of which is exposure, as with the limbs:  in ‘[As 

                                                 
1
 My interpretation of Hopkins’s phrase ‘flake-leaves light’, an interpretation that 

suggests that it is ejaculatory in nature, parallels my subsequent interpretation of the ‘leaf-

light’ wafer in ‘The Bugler’s First Communion’.  
2
 From ‘An American Primer’, in Francis Murphy, ed., Walt Whitman: A Critical 

Anthology (Baltimore, MD: Penguin, 1969), pp.64-79 (p.76). 
3
 Moon, p.72. 

4
 White, Wales, pp.19-20. 

5
 White, Hopkins, p.411.  
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Kingfishers Catch Fire]’, Hopkins goes so far as to suggest that even ‘Christ 

plays in ten thousand places, / Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his’ (lines 

12-13). 

 Hitherto in the ‘Epithalamion’, the stranger has been separated from the 

playful ‘garland of their gambol’, from the ‘more’, by his own garland of 

‘woolwoven wear’, a particularly interesting referent in light of the following 

passage from Pater’s Plato and Platonism:  ‘[Unable to find a place for the 

inspired poet in our land,] we should tell him that there neither is, nor may be, 

any one like [a poet] among us, and so send him on his way to some other city, 

having anointed his head with myrrh and crowned him with a garland of wool, as 

something in himself half-divine’ (p.276, emphasis added).  Rather whimsically, 

Pater’s Plato suggests that the mature poet be sent away as a stranger, though 

anointed with praises and invested with a garland of wool:  hence, in all ways, ‘to 

seem the stranger lies [his] lot’ (line 1), for he does not conform to the rigidity of 

a proper society — whether Platonic or Victorian or Jesuit.  Therefore, given the 

constraint, the heat, and the implications of his ‘garland of wool’, Hopkins’s 

stranger opts instead for the naked ‘garland of their gambol’, though seeking a bit 

more privacy than the boys, for reasons. 

 With his ‘treacherous tip […] reaching and crowding’ inside of his 

clothes (like a ‘hornbeam fretty overstood / By’), the stranger furiously unbuttons 

‘his bleachèd both and woolwoven wear’ (an earlier draft reading, ‘his bleachèd 

shirt and all his woven wear’, H.ii.14
v
).  He allows his clothing — the most 

universal symbol and actualiser of societal conformity and modesty — to fall 

about his ankles like Madeline’s dress in John Keats’s ‘Eve of St Agnes’, a 

discarded cluster that entangles him … because he is still wearing his shoes.  Due 

to his own impatience, the stranger finds himself held captive by the very thing 

he hopes to cast aside, frustratingly suspended in all of his aroused nakedness by 

the very act of undressing hurriedly and impulsively: 

 
[His] forehead frowning, [his] lips crisp  

Over fingerteasing task, his twiny boots  

Fast he opens, last he off wrings 

Till walk the world he can with [his] bare feet.  (Emphasis added) 

 

This particular detail seems to have been drawn from Walker’s painting: 
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After his conventions, his bothersome clothing, and especially his shoes 

have been duly discarded — ‘careless these in coloured wisp / All lie tumbled-to’ 

— Hopkins’s stranger discovers how surprisingly tactile the world about him has 

always been, discovers the Whitmanesque ‘press of [his] foot to the earth [that] 

springs a hundred affections’ (SM, line 253), a touch hitherto overlooked because, 

as Hopkins observes in ‘God’s Grandeur’, ‘nor can foot feel, being shod’ (line 8).  

Standing naked at the rim of the hidden pool, now only garlanded by the ‘loop-

locks’ of his hair — ‘forward falling’ locks finding their nearest equivalent in 

‘loose locks, long locks, lovelocks’ (‘Leaden Echo’, line 31) — the stranger 

undoubtedly experiences the same liquid caress described by Whitman:  ‘It sails 

me, I dab with bare feet, they are lick’d by the indolent waves’ (SM, line 606).  

Recognising the seductiveness of this inviting touch, Whitman embraces the 

water as a lover, hurling himself into its sousing arms with the same expectation 

that motivates Hopkins’s young epithalamic bathers: 

 
You sea!  I resign myself to you also — I guess what you mean, 

I behold from the beach your crooked inviting fingers, 

I believe you refuse to go back without feeling of me, 

We must have a turn together, I undress, hurry me out of sight of the land, 

Cushion me soft, rock me in billowy drowse, 

Dash me with amorous wet.   (SM, lines 448-53) 

 

While, for Whitman, this encounter with the sea, ‘rich in physical and sensual 

detail […] results in an absolute spiritual as well as sexual union’
1
 — for 

Hopkins, who undoubtedly recognises that these inviting fingers belong to the 

hand of God, the ‘fondler of [his] heart’ (‘Deutschland’, line 71), this water also 

bespeaks a chilly sense of unfamiliarity, forbiddance, and danger, for Hopkins 

often contemplates a not-so-amorous ‘sway of the sea’, as in ‘The Wreck of the 

Deutschland’ where he questions God:  ‘Dost thou touch me afresh? / Over again 

I feel thy finger and find thee’ (lines 3; 7-8).   

Although recognising in the epithalamic ‘waterworld’ the omnipresent 

finger of God the ‘fondler’, both Hopkins and his stranger are apprehensive about 

the caressing ‘limpid liquid’ at their feet, intuitively aware that even a touch to 

their feet could be erogenous, springing forth a hundred potentially ‘dangerous’ 

and unfamiliar affections.  By the poetic repetition of ‘here he will then, here he 

will the fleet / Flinty kindcold element let break across his limbs’ (emphasis 

added), Hopkins dramatises his and the stranger’s hesitation, their apprehension 

about any contact with the ‘pent-up aching river’ into which the boys hurl 

themselves so expectantly.  This apprehension is one of the reasons why the 

stranger opts for the tranquil pool rather than the ‘boisterous’ river.  Realising 

that an erotic hunger crosses the river between boyhood and manhood, ‘on all 

sides prurient provokers stiffening [his] limbs’ (SM, line 623), Hopkins’s 

hesitant-yet-hungry stranger seeks satisfaction, though on the adult side of this 

                                                 
1
 Fone, Masculine, p.166. 
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seminal deluge, in a pool more conducive to his ‘manhood, balanced, florid and 

full’ (SM, line 1170), a pool where the ‘procreant urge’ he shares with the boys 

and with Whitman can be mastered. 

 Mastery and masturbation — these two words cut to the quick of 

Hopkins’s frustrated sexuality and pit his Jesuitical impulses against his human.  

While Whitman, ‘in his own love grip of autoerotic arousal’,
1
 can confidently 

assert, as he bathes and admires himself, that ‘welcome is every organ and 

attribute of me, and of any man hearty and clean, / Not an inch nor a particle of 

an inch is vile, and none shall be less familiar than the rest’ (SM, lines 57-58) — 

Hopkins cannot make such a sensual or masturbatory assertion.  In contrast to 

Whitman, Hopkins, especially as an undergraduate, conceived of his own 

masturbation (the ‘Old Habits’ sometimes discreetly signified as ‘O.H.’ or cast in 

Latin in his diaries) as a stumbling block, a division between himself and the 

Divine, a tactile example of fleshy impulses mastering him in ways reminiscent 

of that ‘great scoundrel’, the irreverent Whitman, and of his ‘O Christ! This is 

mastering me!’ (SM 1860, line 243): 

 
The young man that flushes and flushes, […] 

The young man that wakes deep at night, the hot hand seeking to repress what  

        would master him, 

The mystic amorous night, the strange half-welcome pangs, visions, sweats, 

The pulse pounding through palms and trembling encircling fingers, the young  

        man all color’d, red, ashamed, angry.  (‘Spontaneous Me’, lines 31-34) 

 

Much later, as a Jesuit priest, Hopkins must have feared that these impulses, if 

indulged, would lead to the overt sexuality found in Whitman’s ‘Not My Enemies 

Ever Invade Me’:  ‘But the lovers I recklessly love — lo! how they master me!’ 

(line 2).  For Hopkins, on the other hand, to be ‘no master of myself is the worst 

failure of all’ (Retreat notes of 1888, Sermons, p.262).  Hopkins’s undergraduate 

attempts to become ‘master of myself’ concerning masturbation are clearly 

evident in his confession notes, where, regarding ‘the flow of bodily fluid’ during 

acts such as masturbation, Dellamora believes Hopkins’s requirement of mastery 

only reserved a distinctly neutral place ‘for involuntary emission on the side of 

religious and organic ecstasy’.
2
  If such was the case, then — even though his 

poetry ‘reveals how intimately his love of men and boys was connected with his 

love of Christ’
3
 — Hopkins must have recognised that religious ecstasy (not to 

mention organic) was a rare experience, and hard to come by. 

 In ‘The Bugler’s First Communion’, Hopkins depicts just such a moment 

of religious, and perhaps organic ecstasy, with the ‘overtones of strong sexual 

awareness in the poem’
4
 cast in a ceremonial frame, as a priestly Hopkins ‘forth 

                                                 
1
 Fone, Masculine, p.147. 

2
 Dellamora, Masculine Desire, p.54.  

3
 Woods, ‘Still’, p.132. 

4
 Martin, p.297. 
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Christ from cupboard fetched’ and administered the Eucharist to a bugler boy of 

the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry from the nearby Cowley 

Barracks, a bugler boy dressed in ‘regimental red’ (lines 9-10).
1
  During this 

ceremony, Hopkins becomes aware of how erotically provocative his own stance 

is, relative to the kneeling boy penitently ready to receive the Host.  Hopkins 

avouches:  ‘How fain I of feet / To his youngster take his treat!’ (lines 10-11).  

Given the ‘underthought’ that ‘if Christ is [seen as] a phallus, [then] the logical 

conclusion must be that the Eucharist is an act of fellatio’,
2
 Hopkins withdraws 

the consecrated Host, the ‘too huge godhead’ (line 12), from the altar cupboard, a 

cupboard depicted like the sheath of a phallus, complete with retractable wooden 

foreskin, allowing Hopkins to ‘unhouse and house the Lord [as godhead]’ (‘Habit 

of Perfection’, line 24).  While he places the ‘leaf-light’ wafer upon the bugler 

boy’s tongue, Hopkins’s glance lingers on the boy’s face (‘Christ’s darling’) and 

mouth (‘tongue true’) and throat (‘breathing bloom’) (lines 14-16) — his glance 

seeming to follow the wafer along.  In essence, Hopkins’s glance lingers on the 

thing he labels in ‘The Habit of Perfection’ the ‘palate, the hutch of tasty lust’ 

(line 13).  Given the above, it should come as little surprise that the bugler’s 

parted lips — armatured by many a rousing blast of a phallic trumpet — seem to 

have inspired Hopkins with the same ‘flashing’ passion that envelops his 

epithalamic stranger, a passion that is elucidated by Whitman in ‘The Mystic 

Trumpeter’: 

 
I hear thee trumpeter, listening alert I catch thy notes, 

Now pouring, whirling like a tempest round me,  
 

 [….] 
 

Blow trumpeter free and clear, I follow thee, 

While at thy liquid prelude, glad, serene, 

The fretting world, the streets, the noisy hours of day withdraw, 
 

[….] 
 

O trumpeter, methinks I am myself the instrument thou playest.   

      (Lines 3-4; 13-15; 50) 

 

For Hopkins, the bugler boy’s ‘freshyouth fretted’ has a phallic, as well as 

instrumental connection to the ‘Epithalamion’ and its ‘hornbeam fretty’.  With 

his ‘fretted’ trumpet pressed to his lips, the ‘bugler boy’ provided the Uranians, 

as well as Whitman, with a potent symbol, with a literal herald of sexual arousal. 

Such is also the case in Hopkins’s ‘Brothers’, a poem occasioned by the 

performance of a one-act burlesque, ‘A Model Kingdom’, adapted, perhaps by 

Hopkins, from Chrononhotonthologos, a 1734 musical burlesque by Henry Carey 

                                                 
1
 See White, Hopkins, pp.313-14. 

2
 Gregory Woods, Articulate Flesh: Male Homo-eroticism and Modern Poetry (New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987), p.45. 
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(1687-1743).
1
  In March 1878, the boys of Mount St Mary’s College, near 

Chesterfield (where Hopkins was then officially Sub-Minister), performed this 

burlesque, with the character of Salpingophalos (the ‘brass-bold’ herald with 

trumpet) played by James Broadbent,
2
 a boy who ‘did give tongue’, a reference to 

his opening lines in the burlesque, lines that must have proven rather ‘fretty’ for 

Hopkins: 

 
Now [James] was brass-bold: 

He had no work to hold 

His heart up at the strain; 

Nay, roguish ran the vein.  
  

[….] 
 

There! the hall rung; 

Dog, he did give tongue!  (‘Brothers’, lines 25-28; 33-34) 

 

 

Salpingophalos:  Your faithful Gen’ral Bombardinion 

              Sends you his Tongue, transplanted in my Mouth, 

              To pour his Soul out in your Royal Ears.   

             (As quoted in OET, p.422, note) 

 

‘To pour his Soul out in your […] Ears’ is a phrase that encapsulates the essence 

of the Classical paederastic relationship constructed within Hopkins’s 

‘Epithalamion’, the ‘inspirer’ (eispnêlas) pouring his soul into the ear of his 

‘hearer’ (aitês).  This phrasing is also found in the complex Uranian pun from 

which Timothy d’Arch Smith derives the title for his book, a pun used by the 

Uranian poet John Gambril Francis Nicholson (1866-1931) as the title for his 

Love in Earnest: Sonnets, Ballades, and Lyrics (1892).  Brilliantly, Nicholson 

employs this quadruple pun to suggest that his love is for a boy named Earnest, 

that his love is ‘in earnest’, that his love is placed in Earnest (hinting at oral and 

                                                 
1
 In ‘Gerard Manley Hopkins at Mount St. Mary’s College, Spinkhill, 1877-1878’, 

Hopkins Quarterly, 6.1 (1979), pp.11-34, Francis Keegan questions:  ‘Was “The Model 

Kingdom” written by Hopkins?  Unfortunately we cannot determine, for the text has not 

survived either at the Mount or at Stonyhurst’ (p.23).  Keegan’s article, the fullest 

exploration of Hopkins’s Mount St Mary’s College experiences, provides information 

about his students — particularly his favourite, Herbert Berkeley — as well as a plethora 

of photos of the campus, the boys, and various playbills.  The playbill for ‘A Model 

Kingdom’ is provided in facsimile, revealing that Norman White’s spelling — 

‘Salingophalos’ — is a misprint (Hopkins, p.295). 
2
 This poem is based on two actual brothers:  the ‘my lad’ was Henry Broadbent (born on 

29 May 1866; not quite twelve when he figured in Hopkins’s poem) and James (the 

younger of the two) — see Keegan, p.26.  About the connection, pedagogical and 

personal, between Hopkins and Herbert Berkeley, Martin writes:  ‘Hopkins deeply 

needed affection, however rigid his exterior, and he may have been on the verge of 

wanting too much in this case’ (pp.272-73). 
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anal penetration), and that his love is placed verbally in Earnest’s ‘ear-nest’.  It is 

the last portion of this complex pun that finds resonance in the paederastic phrase 

‘to pour his Soul out in your […] Ears’, a phrase that would have had particular 

resonance for Hopkins when he heard young James Broadbent ‘give tongue’ as 

Salpingophalos.   

If Hopkins was indeed the person who adapted this one-act burlesque — 

as some critics suggest — then the choice of the name ‘Salpingophalos’ for this 

‘brass-bold’ boy resonates with a paederastic playfulness that is particularly 

risky, since that name, which at first appears to be merely a portmanteau of the 

Greek word salpinx, salpingos (meaning ‘trumpet’) and phalos (‘shining, 

bright’), has far more Uranian potential than that.
1
  If ophalos is taken in terms of 

omphalos (meaning ‘navel’), it recalls Hopkins’s poetic ditty ‘Denis’, with its 

anal-esque phrasing of ‘rooting in the bare butt’s wincing navel’ (OET, p.155).  

Something even more daring and decadent appears by simply adding another ‘L’:  

phalos (meaning ‘shining, bright’) becomes phallos (‘erect penis’), converting 

the name of the character in the burlesque into a portmanteau truly ‘brass’ and 

‘bold’, the boy becoming ‘salpingo—phallos’, or ‘trumpet—phallus’. 

 

 

 
 

The Broadbent brothers: 

Henry George and James 

 

 

As for his communion with that other ‘brass-bold’ boy, the one from 

‘The Bugler’s First Communion’, Hopkins seems to have fantasised about a 

moment of passionate reciprocity with the boy.  Not only does Hopkins exhibit a 

desire to be fellated — to be mouthed like the boy’s instrument, as Whitman 

suggests; or to have his ‘love placed in Earnest’, as Nicholson hints — but also to 

fellate, to consume the bugler boy as though he were a piece of fruit, to feel him 

‘yield tender as a pushed peach’, gushing ‘limber liquid youth’: 

                                                 
1
 In Carey’s original, the character labelled ‘Salpingophalos’ in the Mount St Mary’s 

College production is merely labelled ‘Herald’.  The Herald’s lines in the original 

include:  ‘Your faithful general, Bombardinian, / Sends you his tongue, transplanted in 

my mouth, / To pour his soul out in your royal ears’. 
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How it does my heart good […] 

When limber liquid youth, that to all I teach 

 Yields tender as a pushed peach, 

Hies headstrong to its wellbeing of a self-wise self-will!  (Lines 21-24)
1
 

 

Given the ‘underthought’ of the poem as a whole and its emphasis on ‘mansex 

fine’ (line 16), Hopkins seems to have constructed here a variable scenario of 

fellatio, though its paederastic nuances are held and tempered within a religious 

frame,
2
 a displacement that decadently blends the sacred with the profane. 

 At the very least — even barring the fellatio imagery that many readers 

will consider to have been pushed beyond the point of decency, converting 

Hopkins’s Eucharistic spectacle into ‘The Bugger’s First Communion’
3
 — this 

bugler boy nonetheless encapsulates the paederastic ideal of a youth poised 

between those ripening desires that threaten innocence (‘freshyouth fretted in a 

bloomfall all portending / That sweet’s sweeter ending’ — altered from the 

earlier ‘boyhood fretted’, MS. 3, A.p.131)
4
 and the inexperience that will surely 

be lost to age (‘bloom of a chastity in mansex fine’) (lines 30-31; 16).  Symonds 

explains this particular paederastic ideal as follows:  

 
The very evanescence of this ‘bloom of youth’ made it in Greek eyes desirable, 

since nothing more clearly characterises the poetic myths which adumbrate their 

special sensibility than the pathos of a blossom that must fade.  When distinction 

                                                 
1
 In The Breaking of Style: Hopkins, Heaney, Graham (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1995), Helen Vendler suggests that this peach metaphor ‘takes on such 

unconscious sexual analogy that a psychoanalytic reading finds it almost risible’ (p.23). 
2
 Fone makes a similar comment regarding Whitman’s textual acts of fellatio:  ‘The 

sacramental union has taken place, and the eucharistic semen has been shared’ 

(Masculine, p.183).  ‘The Manicheans and the Albigenses are said to have sprinkled 

semen on their Eucharistic bread’ (Woods, Articulate, p.45). 
3
 Such may be the case, though mine is not the first time an ‘L’ has been altered either to 

enhance or diminish Hopkins’s Eucharistic suggestiveness.  Notice MacKenzie at work, 

as he explains in his ‘Introduction’ to the OET: 

Occasionally I have made an editorial decision because of the markedly better 

sense which flows from a change.  In No. 71 [‘The Half-way House’], l. 10, the 

Eucharist may with theological propriety be described as ‘love’s proper food’ (as 

my text now runs), but as Christ in this poem is called ‘Love’ (the 

personification of love), abstruse scruples might be roused by the traditional 

reading:  ‘Love when here [i.e., Christ while he was a man], they say, / Or once 

or never took Love’s proper food’.  (P.xlix; all parentheses and brackets are 

MacKenzie’s, except for my identification of the title for No. 71) 
 

Had it read ‘love’ and not ‘Love’, how different would Shakespeare’s line have been:  ‘So 

the boy Love is perjur’d ev’ry where’ (A Midsummer-Night’s Dream, I, i, line 248).  For a 

consideration of the homoerotic potential of the doctrine of the Real Presence and the 

sacrament of the Eucharist, see Saville, Queer, pp.25-26; 39-41. 
4
 Facsimiles II, p.180.  Curiously, one of the meanings of ‘fret’ is ‘to eat, devour, 

consume’ (OED). 



 192

of feature and symmetry of form were added to this charm of youthfulness, the 

Greeks admitted, as true artists are obliged to do, that the male body displays 

harmonies of proportion and melodies of outline more comprehensive, more 

indicative of strength expressed in terms of grace, than that of women.
1
 

 

Fearful that this desirable ‘bloom of youth’ (represented by the bugler boy’s face) 

will wither, Hopkins is apprehensive about looking away, racked with a 

paederastic fear that Kincaid explains: 

 
[In such literature,] the adult turns his back for an instant and wheels around to 

find the room empty:  ‘suddenly, […] overnight like an overblown flower, it is 

dead’.  The child does not grow or even grow up; it becomes extinct.  In part, 

these metaphors express the fact that the child becomes unattractive to the adult, 

becomes just another ordinary adult and no longer anything magical — 

disfigured by body hair and erupting skin and ungainly height.
2
 

 

Although, in ‘The Leaden Echo’, Hopkins ponders how ‘to keep / Back beauty, 

keep it, beauty, beauty, beauty, … from vanishing away’ (lines 1-2), he 

ultimately concludes that 
 

    no, nothing can be done  

To keep at bay  

Age and age’s evils.  (Lines 9-11)   

 

So, like a member of that ‘morbid strain’ of paederasty ‘that longs for the 

expiring child’ as a means of preserving its innocence, purity, and beauty,
3
 

Hopkins writes to Bridges regarding this particular bugler boy:  ‘I am half 

inclined to hope the Hero of [the poem] may be killed in Afghanistan’ (8 October 

                                                 
1
 Symonds, Greek Ethics [1901], p.68. 

2
 Kincaid, p.226.  See Letters I, p.29:  Claiming that he is being prompted by his sister, 

Hopkins requests the music Bridges had written for ‘O earlier shall the rose[bud]s blow’ 

— a poem on just this theme of withering boyhood by the early Uranian, William 

Johnson (later Cory), whose Ionica (1858) was certainly familiar to Hopkins, especially 

since Johnson was an assistant master at Eton while Bridges, Dolben, and others from 

Hopkins’s circle were students, and was much loved by the student body.  Bridges 

mentions Johnson’s enthusiasm for Dolben’s poetry, as well as his poor transcribing skills 

(see Dolben 1915, pp.lvi, note; lviii, note; and 136-38), and it is possible that Bridges 

shared these details with Hopkins, who would certainly have been interested in anything 

Dolbenian.  Surprisingly, there is no scholarship to date exploring Johnson’s probable 

influence on Dolben, Bridges, or Hopkins.  In my ‘Conclusion’, I deal with Johnson’s 

reciprocal influence over Dolben (as well as Hopkins and Bridges, by connection). 
3
 Kincaid, p.235.  In Love Between Men in English Literature (New York: St Martin’s, 

1996), Paul Hammond acknowledges this ‘trope’, however authentic:  ‘Much of the 

pederastic writing of the nineteenth century delights in imagining boys wounded or dead’ 

(p.142). 
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1879, Letters I, p.92) — where the British troops were then fighting the Second 

Anglo-Afghan War (1878-80).  

 Although ‘The Bugler’s First Communion’ displays how thoroughly 

Hopkins could sublimate his sexual desires into ritual and poetry, it also 

demonstrates how sexually unfulfilled he must have been amid his own denials, 

scrupulosities, and beliefs; amid Jesuitical and other religious restrictions; amid 

the concern of Western society (in general) and Victorian society (in particular) 

to limit physical intimation and expression of homoerotic and paederastic desires.  

As Hopkins admits, even his Saviour often unsympathetically ‘locks love [like a 

treasure] ever in a lad’ (‘Bugler’s’, line 35), locked by something far less 

malleable than humanity’s ‘bow or brooch or braid or brace, lace, latch or catch 

or key’ (‘Leaden Echo’, line 1).  However, the principal cause of Hopkins’s 

inability to acquire this locked treasure might have been something unrelated to 

restrictions from within or without, something instead inherent to his own 

voyeuristic tendency, his own ‘inscape’.  A substantial distance is required for 

voyeurism, a distance illustrated in the ‘Epithalamion’ by the stranger’s shift 

from the boisterous river and its stirring boys to a hidden pool neighbouring, a 

distance that might have posed Hopkins’s problem.  Lest it be thought that such a 

perspective could only be reached by modern literary criticism (and this volume 

in particular), perhaps it is best to let Hopkins explain the problem himself, as he 

does in a letter to R. W. Dixon:  ‘I cannot get my Elegy [“On the Portrait of Two 

Beautiful Young People”] finished, but I hope in a few days to see the hero and 

heroine of it, which may enable me (or quite the reverse; perhaps that:  it is not 

well to come too near things)’ (22 December 1887, Letters II, p.154).  Jude Nixon 

notes much the same dynamic in Pater’s approach to beauty:  ‘Pater’s aesthetic, 

then, is jointly one of subjectivity and one of distancing, creating a dialectic in 

which beauty, to be found, must be located in the space between subject and the 

object of perception’.
1
 

 So desirous is Hopkins to acquire this blurred and remote treasure that, 

even while contemplating the drowning nuns in ‘The Wreck of the Deutschland’, 

he is questioning:  ‘What by your measure is the heaven of desire, / The treasure 

never eyesight got?’ (lines 207-08, emphasis added).  This question echoes 

Kincaid’s insistence that paederasty ‘seems almost always to be on intimate terms 

with such possessive looking’.
2
  Elsewhere, surrounded by more tranquil waters, 

Hopkins suggests where this treasure might be got:  

  
Then come who care for peace or pleasure 

Away from counter, court, or school  

And spend some measure of your treasure  

To taste the treats of Penmaen Pool.  (Lines 37-40)   

                                                 
1
 Nixon, p.176. 

2
 Kincaid, p.227.  Although Kincaid’s statement covers ‘paedophilia’ in general, I have 

limited it to its connection to boys, to its ‘paederastic’ sense. 
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The bugler boy’s Eucharistic ‘treat’ (line 11), with all of its erotic connotations, 

could have been acquired just as easily at a Penmaen or epithalamic pool, where 

even listless strangers can partake in a watery communion with the ‘Thou 

mastering me / God’, a God who is not only the ‘giver of breath and bread’, but is 

also the giver of the ‘world’s strand [and] sway of the sea’ (‘Deutschland’, lines 

1-3).  Nevertheless, even when entirely visual, these ‘treats’ and the getting of 

them disturbed Hopkins, whose impulses and apparent earnestness were 

particularly Jesuitical, whether personal, prescribed, or feigned: 

 
I cast for comfort I can no more get 

By groping round my comfortless than blind 

Eyes in their dark can day or thirst can find 

Thirst’s all-in-all in all a world of wet.  ([‘My Own Heart’], lines 5-8) 

 

While considering Hopkins’s grandest ‘world of wet’ — ‘The Wreck of the 

Deutschland’ — Bristow accentuates how thoroughly these concepts of 

Eucharistic and watery communion were merged for the poet: 

 
In stanza thirty […] the poet prayerfully appeals to ‘Jesu, heart’s light, / Jesu, 

maid’s son’, and asks what ‘feast followed the night’ that the Lord ‘hadst glory 

of this nun’.  Here his inquiry shades into envy — for the nun has surely been 

‘feasted’ upon in a way that has given her, and not the speaker, the Lord’s 

‘crown’.  This glorious ‘feast’ certainly sounds ravenous. […] This ‘feast’ may 

— even when all doctrinal considerations have been made — appear to verge on 

impropriety.  This is an eminently sexual, rapacious, and wholly virile God.
1
 

 

In the ‘Epithalamion’, although hesitant, although fearful of the 

Whitmanesque ‘souse upon me of my lover the sea’ — the liquid embodiment of 

‘an eminently sexual, rapacious, and wholly virile God’ — Hopkins’s stranger 

nonetheless accepts the sensual treats offered by this epithalamic waterworld, and 

immediately ‘feasts: [for] lovely all is!’  Compelled (or more aptly, guided) by an 

unseen poetic hand, Hopkins’s stranger is moved into a gushing cleft in the 

landscape’s side.  He is moved tenderly, reminiscent of Christ’s easing of the 

hesitant finger of Thomas the Doubter into that place of liquid epiphany that 

Digby Dolben describes in ‘Homo Factus Est’:  

 
Look upon me sweetly 

     With Thy Human Eyes 

With Thy Human Finger 

     Point me to the skies. 

 

                                                 
1
 Bristow, ‘Churlsgrace’, p.700. 



 195

Safe from earthly scandal 

     My poor spirit hide 

In the utter stillness 

     Of Thy wounded Side.  
 

 […] 
 

By the quiet waters, 

     Sweetest Jesu, lead; 

’Mid the virgin lilies, 

     Purest Jesu, feed.   (Lines 13-20; 49-52)
1
 

 

Resembling Dolben’s ‘quiet waters’, Hopkins’s ‘heavenfallen freshness’ spills 

from the moorland into ‘a coffer, burly all of blocks / Built of chancequarrièd, 

selfquainèd hoar-huskèd rocks’.  Filled continually — ‘dark or daylight, on and 

on’ — by water that ‘warbles over into’ it, this stone chalice brims with a liquid 

grace like that which was promised to the Woman at the Well:  water from ‘a 

vein / Of the gospel proffer, a pressure, a principle, Christ’s gift’ (‘Deutschland’, 

lines 31-32).  Quite physically, this coffer converts the ‘boisterous’ water into the 

‘quiet waters’ the stranger is seeking, into the ‘finger of a tender of, O of a 

feathery delicacy’ (‘Deutschland’, line 246).   

‘Feathery delicacy’ — for Hopkins, the poet of ‘The Windhover’, the 

falconry connotations associated with the word ‘warbles’ are particularly 

significant for his ‘Epithalamion’, describing how a falcon crosses its wings over 

its back after ‘rousing’ and ‘mantling’.
2
  Like a ‘dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in 

his riding / Of the rolling level underneath him’ (‘Windhover’, lines 2-3), 

Hopkins’s moorland water alights upon the coffer’s ‘burly’ arm, where it rouses, 

raising and shaking its fluid feathers.  It then mantles, spreading its wings and tail 

over its outstretched talons as it begins to perch.  Finally, the water warbles, 

wrapping its wings about itself, a finishing flourish to its downward flight.
3
  In 

liquid terms, the coffer’s ‘burly […] blocks’ serve to convert the ‘brute beauty’ 

(‘Windhover’, line 9) of the moorland water — rushing ‘boisterously beautiful, 

                                                 
1
 The Poems of Digby Mackworth Dolben, ed. by Robert Bridges, 2

nd
 edn (London: 

Oxford University Press, 1915), p.1-4; abbreviated as Dolben 1915.  Quotations from 

Bridges’s ‘Memoir’ are also from this volume. 
2
 OED defines ‘warble’ as ‘falconry. Of a hawk: cross (the wings) together over the back 

after rousing and mantling’.  It defines ‘rouse’ as ‘falconry. Of a hawk: raise and shake 

(the feathers)’; and ‘mantle’ as ‘of a perched bird of prey: spread the wings over the 

outstretched legs, spread the wings and tail so as to cover food’. 
3
 In Ovingdean Grange: A Tale of the South Downs (1860), ‘the Lancashire novelist’ 

William Harrison Ainsworth (1805-82) has a snippet of conversation that explains this:  

‘The falcon is a hawk for a prince — when after mantling, as we falconers term it, she 

crosseth her wings over her back, and disposeth herself to warble’.  ‘To warble!’ the 

handmaiden exclaimed.  ‘Lawk a mercy! I never yet heard that a hawk doth sing’.  

‘Neither doth she, Patty; but she warbleth, nevertheless — that is to say, she sitteth erect 

as yon tartaret doth on my father’s fist’ — in [Works of William Harrison Ainsworth], 17 

vols (London: G. Routledge, [n.d.]), XI, p.76. 
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between / Roots and rocks’ for the delight of boys — into something calmer, 

something that ‘warbles’ into the epithalamic coffer with a ‘feathery delicacy’, 

with the rhythmic trills, thrills, and quavers expectant of a satisfied bird.  Through 

a solitary term like ‘warble’, Hopkins, a poetic genius who admired falconry, is 

able to convey a completed-yet-controlled masturbatory flow, ‘the achieve of, the 

mastery of the thing!’ (‘Windhover’, line 8). 

Beyond chalice and falcon iconography, this coffer also represents a 

natural cathedral whitened in places by the river’s sway, its very stones deposited 

by a less-than-delicate ‘finger’ of God, a finger that now descends into the coffer 

as feathery ribbons of water — ‘filleted with glassy grassy quicksilvery shivès 

and shoots’ — giving the effect of a window of stained glass, an effect that a 

much younger Hopkins describes as ‘glazed water vaulted o’er a drowsy stone’ 

(Journals, p.67).  With its diamonded panes of ‘glassy’ water separated by 

leadwork of ‘grassy’ tracery (appropriately termed calms), this ‘quicksilvery’ and 

prismed window falls into the coffer, a window variegated by vegetative ‘shivès 

and shoots’ that grow upwards from between the ‘hoar-huskèd rocks’ 

(reminiscent of the earlier, more brutish ‘between / Roots and rocks’ — though 

‘hoar’ denotes the mature, rather than the puerile).  Of all of Hopkins’s spaces, 

this partially submerged coffer, described with the intricacy of a Leonardo sketch, 

is indeed the most masterfully charged with the grandeur of God, abounding with 

spiritual relevance, creative incubation, and physical enjoyment, expressing the 

best of ‘earthworld, airworld, waterworld’ — though not ‘thorough hurled’ like 

the marbled river into which the boys dive.  Mastery, not masturbatory hurling, is 

aflow in this seclusion, a thorough mastery of what Ferns calls ‘the restorative 

waters of life’.
1
 

 Beckoned by the healing spirit of God moving upon the face of this 

water, Hopkins’s stranger accepts the watery embrace he has hitherto so feared:  

he allows ‘the fleet / Flinty kindcold element […] [to] break across his limbs / 

Long’; he allows ‘the souse upon [him] of [his] lover the sea, as [he lies] willing 

and naked’ (Whitman, ‘Spontaneous Me’, line 35); he allows himself to be 

covered by this window of variegated, liquid glass.  Hopkins is again invoking 

the ultimate voyeuristic moment of English literature — Keats’s Madeline 

enveloped in ‘warm gules’ cast by ‘a casement high and triple-arch’d’.
2
  Of 

particular interest here is Hopkins’s earlier use of the word ‘flashes’ to describe 

                                                 
1
 Ferns, p.174.  The watery window of this epithalamic ‘cathedral’ is reminiscent of the 

stained glass of St Margaret’s Church near Binsey, Oxfordshire, Hopkins’s encounter 

with which is described in Martin, pp.64-65.  In addition, though serendipity secured its 

placement immediately following MacKenzie’s facsimile of Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’, 

Hopkins’s pencil sketch ‘Cleaning Dr. Molloy’s Windows’ (H.i.49
v
, Facsimiles II, p.329) 

reveals a man who is framed by a water-washed window that undoubtedly envelops him 

with refracted light.  If composed near the time Hopkins was drafting his ‘Epithalamion’, 

this sketch might provide a visual source for the poem’s coupling of water and window, 

revealing a man illumined by both. 
2
 John Keats, ‘The Eve of St. Agnes’, lines 218; 208. 
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the passions stirring within the stranger’s breast:  beyond expressing the influence 

of the boys’ voluptuous accents, ‘flashing’ is a glass-maker’s term for the act of 

covering transparent glass with a film of colour, implying that the listless stranger 

is overspread by a brilliant ‘froliclavish’, is given the ability to behold the world 

in a surprisingly fresh and dappled way.  The overall effect is ‘lavish’ — the very 

word Hopkins uses to describe the healing waters of St Winefred’s well (Letters 

I, p.40) — but lavish in a way that is frolicsome in both a glassmaking and a 

glad-making way.  Such a lavish use of glassmaking terminology, terminology 

with expansive nuances, should come as little surprise from this grandson of 

Martin Edward Hopkins, admitted as a Freeman of the City of London on 13 

September 1809, as ‘Citizen and Glass-seller’.
1
 

 Enfolded voyeuristically into this bushybowered pool along with the 

stranger, we — Hopkins’s reader and narrator — seem also to experience this 

healing delight, this new ‘exercise of sight and touch’, this ‘froliclavish’ so 

syntactically ambiguous:  ‘we leave him, froliclavish, while he looks about him, 

laughs, swims’ (emphasis added).  Syntactically, perhaps this state of being 

‘froliclavish’ belongs to the stranger, or to us, or to both.  Whichever the case, we 

have experienced what we came for, and should discreetly follow Hopkins’s 

advice for properly engaging ‘Mortal Beauty’:  ‘Merely meet it […] then leave, 

let that alone’ (lines 12-13).  However, our presence has not gone unnoticed.  

While we — the reader and narrator, the ‘hearer’ and ‘inspirer’ — attempt to 

leave our own poetic, voyeuristic seclusion, we seem to be discovered by the 

gaze of the stranger, that voyeur whom we thought we were watching unseen.  

After looking about him, the stranger, laughing perhaps at our own newly 

acquired embarrassment, begins to swim uncaringly, as if beckoning us to strip 

and join him in the sensual pleasures of his pool.
2
 

This is indeed what Ferns suggests, Hopkins in ‘his freest and happiest 

poetic vein’
3
 — or is it?  Readers will perhaps be a little surprised that, after the 

preceding pages, what follows will muddy the waters of this argument, as well as 

part company with all other critics, including Ferns.  To claim that Hopkins’s 

‘Epithalamion’ is a Uranian celebration of paederastic and homoerotic 

voyeurism, to lift the fig-leaf of its nuptial title and extraneous attachments to 

reveal an aroused Hopkins many have refused to see — that is not necessarily to 

                                                 
1
 Before becoming a Jesuit and Hopkins’s friend, Clement William Barraud (1843-1926) 

was a member of his family’s firm, Barraud & Lavers, stained-glass artists (Journals, 

p.441, note).  Hopkins could easily have acquired such a technical term from him.  Also 

noteworthy is the detail that, in 1874, Hopkins and Barraud ‘walked over to Holywell and 

bathed at the well and returned joyously.  The sight of the water in the well as clear as 

glass, greenish like beryl or aquamarine’ (Journals, p.261). 
2
 While considering the voyeuristic interaction between readers and the young protagonist 

of David Copperfield, Kincaid uses exactly the same phrasing as Hopkins:  ‘He looks 

about him, he observes.  He looks back at us, exactly what readers hiding in the bushes do 

not want’ (p.306, emphasis added). 
3
 Ferns, p.175. 
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agree with ‘freest and happiest’.  Humphries claims that ‘whatever kind of poem 

critics have discovered in the text, there’s one certainty to hold on to:  that this is 

a curiously untroubled poem.  The Dublin poems are not carefree, not “careless”; 

this one is’.
1
  The following will attempt to remove that certainty, suggesting 

instead that, if Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ has a fitting place, it is probably nearest 

the ‘Dark Sonnets’ and the emotions surrounding them, providing a clear 

elucidation of the sadness to which Hopkins alludes in May 1885:  ‘My fits of 

sadness […] resemble madness’ (Letters I, p.216).  ‘Could we draw the 

[“Epithalamion”] closer to the work of the Dublin period, those dark poems of 

despairing self-examination from which critics (I think without exception) 

dissociate it?’ is a question that Humphries raises in his recent article in Victorian 

Poetry,
2
 a question that the remainder of this chapter will attempt to answer. 

 

Strangely, the sensual pleasures of Hopkins’s epithalamic pool are far 

more ambiguous than the syntactical options of the word ‘froliclavish’.  Given 

the frolicsome and celebratory quality of the poem as a whole, it may seem 

remarkable that Hopkins’s most sensual expression should end in a ‘coffer’ — a 

medieval cognate of ‘coffin’
3
 — a coffer overflowed by water and occupied by a 

stranger who beckons us seductively like one of John William Waterhouse’s 

painted nymphs.  Hypnotically, pools and their bathers may invite us to 

participate in frolicsome abandon — but, for Hopkins, pools are not always 

places of lasting ecstasy and expectation, erotic or otherwise.  Waterworlds such 

as his ‘Inversnaid’ often surge with an unspecified sense of loss and despair: 

 
A windpuff-bonnet of fawn-froth 

Turns and twindles over the broth 

Of a pool so pitchblack, fell-frowning, 

It rounds and rounds Despair to drowning.  (Lines 5-8) 

 

Fear of the dangers intrinsic to pools has a biographical source for Hopkins.  

While the death of ‘him I love’ was only a nightmare for Whitman in his cluster 

Whispers of Heavenly Death — 

 
Of him I love day and night I dream’d I heard he was dead, 

And I dream’d I went where they had buried him I love, but he was not in  

that place, 

And I dream’d I wander’d searching among burial-places to find him, 

And I found that every place was a burial-place.  (‘Of Him I Love’, lines 1-4) 

 

— for Hopkins, on the other hand, the death of his belovèd, by drowning, was not 

a dream. 

                                                 
1
 Humphries, p.345.  

2
 Ibid., p.353. 

3
 OED notes that ‘coffer’ is derived from and retains as one of its meanings ‘a coffin’. 
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 Digby Mackworth Dolben, who was more than three years younger than 

Hopkins, was just turning seventeen when they met briefly at Oxford in February 

1865.
1
  ‘Hopkins found Dolben attractive’, White explains, ‘and like many others 

succumbed to his charm’.
2
  This ‘infatuation’, suggests White, ‘probably caused 

him to understate the flirtatiousness and provocativeness in Dolben’s religious 

attitudes’,
3
 attitudes unconventional in their poetic figurement of Christ as a 

glorified paederastic lover, with death as their consummation embrace.  ‘The 

traditional aspects of religious poetry as love poetry seem somehow extended 

beyond their legitimate bounds by Dolben’, suggests Martin, later stressing that 

Hopkins was equally attuned to this undercurrent of eroticism:  ‘There is a long 

Christian tradition of the association between eroticism and religion, and it was 

never far beneath the surface in Hopkins’s poetry’.
4
  However, not long after their 

meeting, Dolben went far too far beneath the surface, this time literally, not 

figuratively — a familiar tale from Bridges’s ‘Memoir’ of Dolben that I have 

provided because of the passage given emphasis: 

 
He went, late in the afternoon to bathe with Mr. [Constantine] Prichard’s [ten-

year-old] son Walter at a spot where the stream widens into a small pool.  The 

boy could not swim, but had learned to float on his back.  Digby was a good 

swimmer.  They had bathed there together before:  the conditions were not 

dangerous, and no apprehension was felt when they did not return. [….] What 

happened was that when they were bathing Digby took the boy on his back and 

swam across the pool with him.  Returning in the same fashion he suddenly sank 

within a few yards of the bank to which he was swimming.  The boy, who was 

the only witness, had the presence of mind to turn on his back and keep himself 

afloat, and shout to some reapers in the riverside meadows.   

        (Dolben 1915, pp.cx-cxi)
5
 

                                                 
1
 Dolben probably came to Oxford to celebrate his birthday — February 8

th
 — with his 

friend and distant cousin Bridges, who was then in residence at Corpus Christi College. 
2
 White, Hopkins, p.110.  Bridges writes:  ‘It was at this visit [to Oxford in February 

1865], and only then, that [Dolben] met Gerard Hopkins:  but he must have been a good 

deal with him’ (Dolben 1915, pp.lxxii-iii). 
3
 White, Hopkins, p.110.   

4
 Martin, pp.86; 251.  ‘Dolben early developed his twin interests in extreme high-church 

religion and poetry, both of which were marked with strong eroticism […] [In this 

poetry,] he demonstrated enormous fluency and ease, often in high-church devotional 

poems in which the physical urgency of a boy in his teens spills over into sexual imagery 

in describing his love of Christ’ (Robert Bernard Martin, ‘Digby Augustus Stewart 

Dolben’, DNB).  Poems such as ‘The Lily’ and ‘A Letter’ (Dolben 1915, pp.59; 60-63) — 

particularly the latter — are bountiful with suggestive links between Dolben’s poetry and 

Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’. 
5
 Bridges qualifies this location in the ‘Memoir’ for the 2

nd
 edn; in the 1

st
 edn, it simply 

reads:  ‘He went, late in the afternoon to bathe with Mr. Prichard’s son Walter’ — Robert 

Bridges, ed., The Poems of Digby Mackworth Dolben, 1
st
 edn (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1911), pp.cvi-cvii.  For Dolben’s love of swimming, see Dolben 1915, 

p.xcix; for a description of this pool in the River Welland, see p.cxvii. 
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Although, as noted in the last chapter, Hopkins wrote to Bridges soon afterwards 

that ‘there can very seldom have happened the loss of so much beauty (in body 

and mind and life) and of the promise of still more as there has been in his case 

— seldom I mean, in the whole world’ (30 August 1867, Letters I, pp.16-17), the 

impact of Dolben’s death on Hopkins is sketchy at best.  Hopkins reveals little, 

Bridges even less — allowing some conservative critics, such as Justus George 

Lawler, to posit ‘an interpretation totally at odds with that of Martin and all the 

domesticated [Humphry] House apes’ (unfortunately not a Lawlerian truncation 

of ‘apostles’).
1
  Lawler’s insistence on ‘verifiable data’

2
 — an insistence that is 

connected rhetorically to Philip Henry Gosse’s Omphalos — is a scholarly 

truncheon that does little to flesh out Hopkins’s feelings for Dolben, or to 

discredit the eroticised interpretations made by Hopkins’s principal biographers, 

Martin and White.  A case in point, and one intimately related to the present 

consideration, is Lawler’s dismissal of the widely held assumption that The 

Bathers (1865, adjusted till 1868), a painting by Frederick Walker (1840-75), one 

of Hopkins’s favourite artists, probably influenced his ‘Epithalamion’.  While 

rebutting that Hopkins makes no reference to this painting — hence, provides no 

‘verifiable data’ — Lawler conveniently ignores the fact that much of the 

biographical material relating to Hopkins has seen bonfires aplenty.
3
  

Nevertheless, the lacuna that arises from Hopkins not mentioning The Bathers is 

intriguing in itself, and may shed more light on Hopkins’s feelings for Dolben 

than Lawler would anticipate or sanction. 

While in journal entries for 2 July 1866 and 17 June 1868, Hopkins notes 

having just seen the Royal Academy Exhibition (see Journals, pp.142-43; 167), 

the relevant unknown is whether or not he saw the intervening Exhibition of 

1867, where Walker’s Bathers was then on display amidst critical furore, 

including comments by John Ruskin, who considered the painting a pleasant 

aberration within Walker’s oeuvre.
4
  What Lawler fails to acknowledge is that 

                                                 
1
 Lawler, Re-Constructed, p.86.   I will refrain from commenting much on this piece of 

Bloomianism.  I am sure the Hopkinsian ‘Master of All Things’ (Lawler, not God) will 

accuse me of employing the same ‘deception’ as Martin:  trying to re-con the reader with 

a sexual interpretation of Hopkins that ‘any honest reader’ would never consider 

convincing (p.88).  Much of Lawler’s acidity is flung at critics like Michael Lynch, critics 

who posit a homoerotic reading of Hopkins’s works.  Lawler’s vehement attack on 

Lynch’s integrity should be weighed against Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s ‘Memorial for 

Michael Lynch’:  ‘I think Michael loved truth more than anything else in the world.  He 

loved it aesthetically as well as morally and politically.  We all know that the people he 

loved were those he could tell the truth to and those he felt sure would tell it to him’ (as 

read at his memorial service, August 1991) <http://www.duke.edu/~sedgwic/WRITING/ 

LYNCH.htm> (Sedgwick’s personal homepage) [last accessed 25 June 2004].  
2
 Lawler, Re-Constructed, p.83. 

3
 For Lawler’s counter-argument that ‘what is relevant is that there is no evidence 

Hopkins knew Walker’s Bathers’, see ibid., pp.68-73.   
4
 Kestner asserts that ‘a key painting in the tradition of representing the male nude, replete 

with many of these [homoerotic and ephebic] associations, is Frederick Walker’s The 
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there is a substantial break — an entire year — in Hopkins’s journals between 24 

July 1866 (while Hopkins was on a reading holiday in Horsham with friends) and 

10 July 1867 (after Hopkins had arrived in France with his friend Basil 

Poutiatine).
1
  This means that, if Hopkins had seen and immediately commented 

on the painting, as was his practice, then those comments, perhaps written into a 

journal that is no longer extant, are now lost.  Nonetheless, it is highly probable 

that Hopkins did see Walker’s painting, especially given that he tended, as would 

seem obvious, to visit the Royal Academy Exhibition, when he did visit it, in 

June or July (see also his letter to A. W. M. Baillie, 10 July 1863, Letters III, 

p.201), and given that he had just taken First Class Honours in Literae 

Humaniores (or Greats) in June 1867, about which, half-a-year later, he would 

write to Bridges:  ‘Is not the thought of Greats like a mill-stone round your neck 

now?  It was to me’ (1 November 1867, Letters I, p.18).  Having had that ‘mill-

stone’ removed, indulging in a visit to London and its Royal Academy seems the 

sort of thing he would have done to relax, especially since he still lived with his 

family in Hampstead, outside of London.  Further, there is a biographical detail 

that would have made this particular painting a difficult one for Hopkins to 

comment on later, since it would have brought to the surface far too much pain.  

The Bathers would likely have been seen and admired by Hopkins, granted that 

he did see it, in June 1867.  Since Digby Dolben drowned while bathing on 28 

June 1867, the obvious association of that event with Walker’s bathing scene 

probably explains the lacuna, especially given Hopkins’s feelings for Dolben, 

feelings that White, Martin, and most other contemporary critics acknowledge. 

Elaborating on a comment by Lawler’s despised Humphry House, Martin 

asserts that Hopkins’s meeting with Dolben ‘was, quite simply, the most 

momentous emotional event of [his] undergraduate years, probably of his entire 

life’.
2
  More reservedly, White merely notes that, after Dolben’s visit in 1865, 

‘almost every day that summer term [Hopkins] spent some time with [Stuckey] 

Coles, who knew Dolben well — better than Bridges had known him — from 

Eton’, often committing the sin of ‘dangerous talking about Dolben’ (from 

Facsimiles I, p.158), such that, in the end, Hopkins seems to have been forbidden 

by his High Anglican confessor, probably H. P. Liddon, from having any contact 

with Dolben except by letter.
3
  This confessor seems to have feared what Hopkins 

                                                                                                                          
Bathers, exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1867’ (p.255).  Kestner also notes that ‘the 

canvas was re-exhibited in 1876’ (p.257). 
1
 See Journals, pp.147; 366, note. 

2
 Martin, p.80.  ‘Hopkins was completely taken with Dolben, who was nearly four years 

his junior, and his private journal for confessions the following year proves how absorbed 

he was in imperfectly suppressed erotic thoughts of him’ (Robert Bernard Martin, ‘Digby 

Augustus Stewart Dolben’, DNB).  A portrait of Dolben appears in my ‘Conclusion’. 
3
 White, Hopkins, pp.114-15.  Sobolev suggests that ‘in the aftermath of their publication 

[Martin’s and White’s biographies, 1991 and 1992], Hopkins critics divided into two 

groups:  to the first group belong those critics who think that Martin plays Hopkins’s 

alleged homosexuality up; to the second, those who think that White plays it down’ 
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would later admit to Bridges:  ‘No one can admire beauty of the body more than I 

do. […] But this kind of beauty is dangerous’ (22 October 1879, Letters I, p.95). 

Accompanying its Walkeresque revelry in naked bathers and the ‘beauty 

of the body’, Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ does indeed harbour a sense of danger, a 

danger that permeates the poem and is all the more ominous because of its 

subtlety.  Like an unnoticed memento mori, the leaves above the epithalamic pool 

‘hang as still as hawk or hawkmoth’, the first recognisable as Hopkins’s elegant-

yet-deadly ‘Windhover’ suspended above its prey, the second, a more common 

harbinger of death
1
 — both motionless, both waiting.  They are ‘dealt so’, like the 

fated tarot of Hopkins’s ‘Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves’; or ‘painted on the air’, like 

the doom disclosed by the finger of God that only Daniel could read.  

Threateningly, these symbols of menace overhang a pool in which a coffer 

(‘coffin’) is partially submerged, a coffer filled continually by a window of 

variegated water, a window described as a ‘heavenfallen freshness’, recalling: 

 
        Angels fall, they are towers, from heaven — a story 

Of just, majestical, and giant groans. 

But man — we, scaffold of score brittle bones; 
 

[…] 
 

        whose breath is our memento mori —  

(‘[The Shepherd’s Brow]’, lines 3-7) 

 

These menacing details bespeak the fatality of the grave rather than the pleasures 

of the flesh — hence, they constitute an embedded memento mori that seems to 

taint the celebratory joy resounding throughout the poem.  It is this hidden fatality 

that aligns the ‘Epithalamion’ with the ‘Dark Sonnets’, as well as situates the 

absence of Dolben in relation to Hopkins’s perpetual ‘sadness’.   

                                                                                                                          
(p.116).  See also Alison G. Sulloway, Gerard Manley Hopkins and the Victorian Temper 

(London: Routledge, Kegan Paul, 1972); Paddy Kitchen, Gerard Manley Hopkins 

(London: H. Hamilton, 1978), pp.62-76.  For Dolben’s closeness to Coles, who often 

served as his confidant/confessor, see Dolben 1915, p.xxv. 
1
 Chambers’s Encyclopædia: A Dictionary of Universal Knowledge for the People, 10 

vols (London: W. and R. Chambers, 1860-68), V, p.270:  ‘The name Hawk-moth appears 

to be derived from the hovering motions of these insects, resembling those of hawks 

looking for prey’.  Given the context, Hopkins is probably invoking the ‘death’s head 

hawkmoth’ (acherontia atropos), a common English variety:  ‘The death’s head hawk-

moth is distinguished by a remarkable spot on its thorax, bearing a slight resemblance to a 

skull.  From this circumstance, and that of its uttering a sharp sound when handled, it has 

been considered, by the vulgar, as an animal of ill omen, and as a messenger of fate’ — 

The Edinburgh Encyclopaedia, conducted by David Brewster, 18 vols (Edinburgh: 

William Blackwood, 1830), IX, p.131.  Nearly the same description appears in:  The 

London Encyclopaedia, or, Universal Dictionary of Science, Art, Literature, and 

Practical Mechanics, ed. by Thomas Curtis, 22 vols (London: Thomas Tegg, 1839), VIII, 

p.473; Robert Patterson, The Natural History of the Insects Mentioned in Shakespeare’s 

Plays (London: A. K. Newman, 1841), pp.162-63; Chambers’s Encyclopædia, III, p.449. 
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Given this reading, the pool with its coffer, taken as a whole, becomes a 

skilfully executed, symbolic representation of Dolben’s drowning place in the 

River Welland, near Luffenham, coupled with the altar of Finedon Chapel, below 

which is the family vault where, at that time, Dolben was interred.
1
  ‘Some day I 

hope to see Finedon and the place where he was drowned too’, wrote Hopkins to 

Bridges amidst their grief.  ‘Can you tell me where he was buried? — at Finedon, 

was it not?’ (30 August 1867, Letters I, p.17).  If this epithalamic coffer does 

indeed represent the combined drowning and burial places of Dolben, the places 

Hopkins so hoped to see, even if only in his imagination, then White’s dismissal 

of such imagery as ‘landscape descriptions [that] have no force of plot behind 

them’ seems more than a grand misreading or an avoidance of the eroticism that 

infuses the poem:  it throws into doubt more than just his and others’ 

commentaries on this single ‘pitiable fragment’ (to borrow a phrase from Stephen 

Jay Gould).  To maintain such a perspective is to miss that, for Hopkins, the 

world is charged with a sadness, with ‘cries countless, cries like dead letters sent / 

To dearest him that lives alas! away’ (‘[I Wake and Feel]’, lines 7-8). 

To make a claim such as White’s is to admit that one has never been led 

through this wooded cathedral, or perhaps any of Hopkins’s other poetic 

structures, by the hand of a Gerard Manley Hopkins who was inscaped so 

curiously as a priest by calling, poet by inspiration, paederast by desire.  

Humphries claims that ‘we can’t make the purely carefree poem and the 

repressive poem cohere.  We can find one, then the other, in turn; but each 

reading blocks out the other’.
2
  Such may not be the case:  the carefree and the 

repressive, the loving and the dangerous, the landscape descriptions and the 

forceful plot — these all find their coherent meeting place ‘at a spot where the 

stream widens into a small pool’, that place where God and Dolben met for their 

watery communion, their consummation embrace, their merging through 

submerging, their marriage through Death.   

‘I began an Epithalamion on my brother’s wedding’, Hopkins wrote to 

Bridges on 25 May 1888.  ‘It had some bright lines, but I could not get it done’ 

(Letters I, p.277).  This statement disguises the fact that Hopkins had begun an 

epithalamion to mark the joyous (perhaps ‘buffoonery’) occasion, on 12 April 

1888, of his brother Everard’s marriage to Amy Caroline Sichel
3
 — but that the 

resulting poem, by whatever poetic path, had led instead to ‘a spot where the 

stream widens into a small pool’, to a voyeuristic celebration of his own favoured 

love, complete with a narrator and his hearer, naked boys bathing, and a reluctant 

stranger who joins in, but at a distance.  As Sobolev stresses: 

                                                 
1
 His body was later removed and reburied nearby, to make room for another Dolben.  

2
 Humphries, p.352.  

3
 Curiously, Hopkins began writing the ‘Epithalamion’ for his brother Everard’s wedding, 

a wedding held in April 1888, the same month that d’Arch Smith considers as the birth-

month of the Uranian movement proper:  ‘The date of the commencement of the Uranian 

movement […] may accurately be placed at 1 April 1888 when the poem “Hyacinthus”, 

appeared in the Artist’ (p.24). 



 204

It indeed celebrates sexual relationship, as an epithalamion should do; yet the 

relationship it celebrates is not the sacred link of marriage but rather the 

intoxication of homoerotic desire:  ecstatic, transient, and deeply sinful. […]  In 

other words, Hopkins wrote a poem for himself, rather than for his brother.
1
 

 

However joyful this scene of paederastic and homoerotic ‘froliclavish’ may 

appear, Hopkins’s poem is nonetheless tinged with a sadness and a danger, the 

import and importance of which becomes clear only when it is considered as, 

partially, a loving remembrance of Digby Dolben, that young poet who had 

imagined death as a nuptial embrace, that young poet who was later buried in his 

family’s vault beneath the high altar of St Mary the Virgin’s Church, Finedon, an 

altar certainly the destination of many a bride and bridegroom.
2
 

Here in the ‘Epithalamion’ is indeed imagery like that which Hopkins 

uses to describe his own expectation of the physical appearance of Bridges’s 

bride Monica:  ‘as fancy painted […] very faintly, in watered sepia’ (1 June 1886, 

Letters I, p.225).  More than a rustic spot where boys from Stonyhurst College 

bathe, more than a pool aflow with masturbatory connotations, more than a space 

suitable for paederastic expression and phallic imagery — the bushybower of 

Hopkins’s ‘Epithalamion’ is the symbolic and nostalgic spot ‘where the stream 

widens into a small pool’, the place where his beloved Dolben drowned, ending 

the one chance Hopkins seems to have had for meeting, and perhaps in some way 

actualising romantic love in his lifetime.  But, after that? 

 
        I to him turn with tears 

Who to wedlock, his wonder wedlock, 

Deals triumph and immortal years.   (‘At the Wedding March’, lines 10-12) 

 

The ‘Epithalamion’ is Hopkins’s ‘fairyland’ watered by ‘cries countless’; his 

‘watered sepia’ become ‘fancy painted’; his sadness become beauty; his St 

Winefred’s blood become a well.  It is Hopkins’s ‘song of the wedding chamber’, 

but for ‘dearest him that lives alas! away’.  But ultimately, it is one of those 

‘beautiful dripping fragments’ (to use Whitman’s wording)
3
, a fragment not so 

much in itself as in the current understanding of it.  Waiting ‘beautiful’ and 

‘dripping’, like one of those ‘boys from the town / Bathing’, this finished 

                                                 
1
 Sobolev, p.132. 

2
 I am grateful to Fr John Humphries, Vicar of St Mary the Virgin’s Church, Finedon, 

Northamptonshire, for supplying me with information and photographs of the Dolben 

vault, which is on the east end of the church.  He writes:  ‘The Dolben vault is not 

accessible from inside the church, but it is directly beneath the high altar.  I believe that 

two bodies were removed from the vault at some time and reburied in the churchyard to 

make room for another Dolben.  I also believe that the church was altered at some time, a 

widow on the south side and a window on the north side being walled up in order to take 

the weight of the sanctuary when the vault was carved out’ (From my correspondence 

with Fr Humphries, 1-2 February 2004). 
3
 Whitman, ‘Spontaneous Me’, line 7, from the cluster Children of Adam.  
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masterpiece impatiently awaits its next dive into the pool of literary criticism, its 

next ‘diver’s dip, / Clutched hands through claspèd knees’.  This close reading 

has, at the very least, given Hopkins’s poem one more ‘turn and turn about’ — 

and, as a lively swimmer, it will certainly demand many more. 

 

 
 

    
 

Dolben Family Vault 
St Mary the Virgin’s Church 

Finedon, Northamptonshire, UK 
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