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ABSTRACT

This dissertation traces the similarities between certain fea

tures in Old English poetry and in the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins 

to show the extent of the influence of Old English literature on Hop

kins’ work. The nineteenth century witnessed a renaissance of interest 

in Old English language and literature, spurred in part by the efforts- 

of John M. Kemble in the 1830s and 1840s. This patriotic revival of Old 

English studies was continued throughout the century in the works of , 

such people as Joseph Bosworth, compiler of the first English edition of 

an Old English dictionary; Charles Richardson, philologist and champion 

of Horne Tooke; Edwin Guest, pioneer scholar of Old English metrics;

R. C. Trench, one of the instigators of the New English Dictionary; 

William Barnes, parson, poet, and amateur philologist; Max Muller, 

Sanskrit scholar; George Perkins Marsh, American philologist; F. J. 

Furnivall, founder of the Early English Text Society; W, W. Skeat, inde

fatigable editor and etymologist; and Henry Sweet, perhaps the most 

important Old English scholar of the nineteenth century.

From 1863 or 1864 until the end of his life in 1889, Hopkins 

read widely in the works of such scholars, as well as in translations 

and originals of Old English literature, thereby attaining a sufficient 

knowledge of the techniques of Old English poetry to become the kind of 

Victorian scop his philological compatriots had called for. Although 

his early poetry shows little influence of Old English literature, it

vi



indicates his beginning experiments with metrics and alliteration.

And beginning with The Wreck of the Deutschland, written in 1875, the 

metrics of most of Hopkins’ poetry is stress-based, relying on a certain 

number of stresses per line rather than syllables, allowing for numer

ous instances of juxtaposed stresses in a line, and consisting mainly 
of r'falling"— i.e., trochaic or dactylic— rhythms: in these ways his 

poetry is metrically quite similar to Old English poetry. In addition, 

the amount of alliteration in his poetry, including vocalic allitera

tion, gradually increased until by the end of his life he wrote several 

poems that contained alliteration in every line —  a practice found 

in Old English poetry. His alliteration in the poetry written after 

1875 also often serves to reinforce rhythmical patterns in a line and 

to make semantic connections between words in a line: in other words,

it functions in much the same ways as it does in Old English poetry. 

Another stylistic device that Hopkins' mature poetry shares with Old 

English poetry is the use of variation, a multiple statement of the 

same idea in different words— especially variation used for the enumera

tion of epithets for God and Christ. In addition, Hopkins’ later poetry, 

which like Old English poetry was made to be recited, is syntactically 

intricate, employing numerous ellipses, unusual word order, and inter
changeable parts of speech: in such ways the syntax seems designed to

recapture the flexibility of an inflected language such as Old English. 

Finally, much of his diction, replete with substantive compounds, echoes 

the vocabulary and imagery of England’s earliest poetry. In several 

ways, then, Hopkins’ poetry, seemingly idiosyncratic and revolutionary, 

shows the strong influence of Old English poetry.



A NOTE ON TEXTS

All references to Hopkins' works are taken from the following 
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Poems

tv. H. Gardner and N. H. MacKenzie, eds., The Poems of Gerard 
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

When the first edition of Gerard Manley Hopkins8 Poems 

appeared in 1918, a reviewer wrote, "One marvels at his mastery not . 

merely of the Anglo-Saxon form, but of the spirit behind the form,"1 

Ever since, readers have been teased by the affinities between Hopkins’ 

poetry and that of the Old English scops. Scholars such as Harold 

Whitehall and W. J. Ong, for example, have explored the striking simi

larities between sprung rhythm and Old English metrics; they have also 

noted that Hopkins used alliteration, parallelisms, and syntax in much 

the same ways as did Old English poets.̂  Others have been struck with 

what seems to be Hopkins’ strong reliance on words of Old English deri

vation, some of them long out of use: W. A. M. Peters has called Hop

kins’ diction "Saxon to the marrow"; W. H. Gardner has suggested that 

Hopkins "deliberately and successfully" sought words of Old English 

origin where "most poets would have accepted a more obvious Latinate or 

Romance word"; and time after time critics have mentioned Hopkins’ use 

of compounds either borrowed directly from Old English or coined 

analogously to Old English substantive compounds.3

But the question that has most puzzled readers of Hopkins’ 

poetry is "Where did he learn those stylistic devices so marked in Old 

English poetry?" As Georges Ritz writes: "Hopkins n ’a pas etudie

particuli&rement les oeuvres qui . . ... expriment le lyrisme dramatique

1



des Anglo-Saxons. , . . On ne trouve, d ’autre part, aucune imitation 

directs de ces po&mes anciens. Et cependant, 11 faut bien convenir que 

son style et son vocabulaire font irrdsistiblenient songer A ceux-ci. 

Comment expliquer la chose?

My purpose in this dissertation is "e5q?liquer la chose" as much 

as possible. First I shall outline the breadth and depth of the knowl

edge about Old English language and literature in Hopkins' time, sur

veying the scholarship from 1834, ten years before Hopkins’ birth, 

until 1889, the year of his death: this summary will show that there

was a wide range of material about Old English language and literature, 

as well as editions of the earliest English literature, available to 

Hopkins. In chapter three, I shall cite pertinent passages from Hop
kins' journals and letters to indicate exactly which works about Old 

English language and literature Hopkins read —  enough to acquaint him 

with the basic features of both the language and literature; through 

other references to his letters and papers, as well as conjecture about 

his reading habits, I shall also suggest that Hopkins probably read • 

some of the most important nineteenth-century publications in the field, 

including editions of the literature. Then, in the ensuing chapters, I 

shall supply parallels between Hopkins * poetry and Old English litera

ture to demonstrate which of Hopkins' poetic techniques and word 

choices were borrowed at least partially from Old English literature, 

explaining why his own style is so reminiscent of that of the Old 

English scops. Although Hopkins learned his poetic techniques from a 
variety of sources— in particular, Greek poetry, Welsh poetry, the 

Bible, Shakespearei Milton, the Metaphysical poets, Keats, Tennyson,



Swinburne, and Christina Rossetti —  the number of parallels between his 

poetry and Old English poetry indicate that Hopkins was strongly influ

enced by his country’s earliest literature.

No study of this nature or scope has ever been published. The 

numerous references to Hopkins* acquaintance with Old English language 
and literature have been fleeting. No critic has conducted a critical 

analysis of Hopkins* Old English diction nor traced his most striking 

words and compounds to their native or dialectal sources. Moreover, no 

writer has shown adequately how Hopkins could have acquired the tools 

that made him a Victorian scop. Austin Warren hints at the primary 

source of Hopkins’ knowledge —  "an imprecisely defined group of his

torians and philologists who may be called Teutonizers and who challenged 

the dominance of the Latin and Romance . . . elements in our language.”

As Warren suggests., Hopkins, "an attentive reader of linguistic mono

graphs . . . belongs among the poets who can be incited to poetry by 

scholar’s prose.” Warren speculates that Hopkins learned to revive 

ancient English words still alive in dialects and to coin new words 

through compounds from such Victorian scholars as George Marsh, William 

Barnes, R. C. Trench, F. J. Furnivall, and E. A. Freeman.5 But Warren 
devotes only a few pages to a summary of the works of these teachers, 

and he is vague about the nature and extent of their influence on Hop

kins . In The Language of Gerard Manley Hopkins, James Milroy provides a 

more thorough discussion of the influence of "the historical and com

parative researches of nineteenth-icentury philology" on Hopkins’ poetry, 

writing that "the work, of nineteenth-century language scholars" was 

"the only contemporary work that could have helped [Hopkins] to achieve



the freedom to break through narrow bounds of prescribed language use.”6 

But Milroy’s nonchronological summary of nineteenth-century philological 

studies scattered throughout chapters two and three of the book never 

specifically deals with Old English scholarship in the nineteenth cen

tury nor discusses the influences of Old English scholarship on Hopkins1 

poetry.

Furthermore, no critic has tried to ascertain precisely how 

much Old English Hopkins knew and when, or whether Hopkins was directly 

influenced by Old English literature. Henry Wells assumes that Hopkins 

read Beowulf before 1875, the year he wrote The Wreck of the Deutschland 

"His published notebooks show him to have been thoroughly familiar with 

the original." Wells writes further that "Hopkins emphatically stated 

his own indebtedness to Old English poetry."7 Both assertions are 

false. Hopkins alludes to the similarities between his poetry and Old 

English poetry; he never says he was influenced by Old English litera

ture. He never mentions Beowulf in his journals or letters; he never 

names one specific Old English poem.

Finally, since no complete and detailed survey of the extent of 

Old English scholarship during the Victorian period-has existed until 

now, we have had no way to judge the range of material available to 

Hopkins. Several books and articles, including Eleanor Adams' synopsis, 

have discussed the work of the "Saxonists" during the 16th and 17th cen

turies; Francisque Michel, with the aid of J. M. Kemble, and John Father- 

ham have traced the amount of scholarship in the early 1800s; other 

writers have assessed the contributions of Kemble, whose last book on 

Old English was published in 1848.6 But information about antiquarian
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and philological pursuits after 1840 has never been gathered 
together.

This dissertation, then, provides the first survey of 
nineteenthr'century studies in Old English language and literature and 

constitutes the first detailed study of Hopkins’ affinities with the 

earliest English, literature. As I shall show, the mid-nineteenth cen

tury was a period of marked nationalism in Old English studies; writers 

on the subject viewed the study of Old English as a patriotic duty, a 

means of recovering a sense of nationality; and time and again they 

called for a poet who would return English literature to the greatness 

of its heroic past.

Hopkins was their man. Through a tutored reliance on the 

earliest English past, he revitalized a poetic tradition that had been" 

only sporadically alive since the Norman Conquest.

As I shall show in later chapters, in his poetry, especially 

that written after 1875, Hopkins used rhythm, alliteration, and syntax 

to place the greatest amount of stress on the words he wanted most to 

emphasize. He strove for a meter based on "natural" rhythms (Poems, 

p. 48)— i.e., measured according to a certain number of stresses per 
line rather than a set number of iambic , trochaic, dactylic, or anapestic 

feet. Increasingly using more alliteration, which he considered to be 

the initial occurrence of vowels as well as the same consonants 

(Journals, p. 283), he employed alliteration both for reinforcing 

rhythmic patterns and for etymologically and semantically linking two 

or more words in a line. At the same time, Hopkins aimed for an oral 

poetry, "made for performance and . . . its performance is not reading



with the eye but loud, leisurely, poetical (not rhetorical) recitation, 

with long rests, long dwells on the rhyme and other marked syllables" 
(Letters I, p. 246), To emphasize the oral qualities of his poetry, he 

relied heavily on a kind of parallelism— called variation by Old English 

scholars — the restatement of a concept in different terms* He. also 

used various devices to emphasize the "long rests" and "long dwells" in 

his poetry, especially the caesurae: "The more marked the rhythm," he

writes in 1873, "the more need of a marked caesura to break it"

(Journals, p. 280)* In addition, the syntax of Hopkins’ poetry became 

increasingly intricate, employing ellipses, unusual word order, and inter

changeable parts of speech.

Finally, as Hopkins matured in his poetic techniques, he became 

more attuned to the original meanings of words, especially native words, 

heightening the historical significance of his words by echoing some of 

the diction, imagery, and themes of the earliest English literature; he 

also employed more substantive compounds either borrowed directly from 

Old English literature or invented analogously.to Old English compounds.

Hopkins found precedence and validation for these poetic tech

niques and aims in Old English poetry, which is also an oral poetry of 

stress-based rhythms, patterned alliterations that serve in semantic as 

well as musical functions, much variation, the syntax of an inflected 

language, and a diction rich in substantive compounds. As a young 
adult, Hopkins read about the basic'features of Old English language and 

literature, and probably read the literature in translation; late in 

life, he learned the language and probably read the literature in the 

original; and throughout his life, he benefited from the teachings of



the most eminent Victorian philologists, who opened up the complexities 

of the English language« Incorporating all of this knowledge in his own 

work, Hopkins refined his poetic style into an adaptation of the earliest 

English literature; his poetry increasingly echoed the matter and mode 

of the Old English lyrics, elegies, and epics, until by the 1880s he was 

deliberately modeling his poetry on that of his earliest English poetic 

predecessors, thereby becoming the kind of Victorian scop his philologi

cal contemporaries had envisioned.
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CHAPTER TWO

OLD ENGLISH. SCHOLARSHIP IN VICTORIAN ENGLAND

Hopkins lived during a most exciting time for Old English 

scholarship. After a century of general neglect. Old English studies 

were again pursued with the zeal that had characterized the activities 

of the early "Saxonists" of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

This nineteenth-century renaissance was inaugurated with, first, the ' 

establishment of the Rawlinson professorship of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford in 

1795 and, then, the publication of Sharon Turner's History of the Anglo- 
Saxons (1799-1805). According to Adams, Turner's book, "by connecting 

the history and the literature of their ancestors, roused in the English 

a new sense of patriotic pride in all the records of that early period."1 

But the main spur for the renewed activity among the English was the 

work of European scholars, especially the Danes and Germans. As Adams 

writes, "At the opening of the nineteenth century, England had become a 

treasure-house for continental scholars," notably Grimr Jonsson Thorkelin 
and Erasmus Rask: in 1787, Thorkelin came to England and made the first 

transcription of Beowulf, which he published in 1815; and in 1817 Rask 

published the first scientifically sound Old English grammar,

Angelsaksisk Sproglaere Tilligemed en Kort Laesebog.2 These works changed 

the course of Old English studies. In danger of having their language 

and literature claimed by foreigners, the English entered the race in 

earnest, searching for their own manuscripts to publish and founding 

their own schools of philology based on the pioneering work of these

' :



11
continental scholars. By mid-century it had become a matter of honor 

for the English to be first in Old English studies. As a result, Eng

land witnessed a period of prodigious book making and proliferating aca-
i

demic societies.

J. M. Kemble and the Cambridge-Oxford Quarrel 

This great Victorian age of scholarship began in approximately 

1834 when J. M_. Kemble (1807-.1857) , a pioneer in Old English scholar-, 

ship, became embroiled in an ungentlemanly squabble with other scholars 

in the pages of Gentleman1s Magazine — an encounter that exposed the 

rift between those members of the "old" school of philology at Oxford 

and those among the new breed at Cambridge, where Kemble taught Old 

English. Reviewing Benjamin Thorpe’s Analecta Anglo-Saxonica (1834), 

Kemble chastized his colleagues in England for neglecting Old English 

studies: "Had it not been for the industry of Danes and Germans . . . 

we might still be where we were, with idle texts, idle grammars, idle 

dictionaries, and . .■ . idle and ignorant scholars." Kemble then went 

on to accuse Old English scholars of editing books they didn’t under

stand, making mistakes in grammar and etymology, and neglecting Old 

English, manuscripts.3

The book Kemble most particularly objected to was Illustrations 

of Anglo-Saxon Literature, what Kemble called "a slovenly and most 

inaccurate performance, published in 1826 by J. J. Conybeare, Rawlin-. 

son professor of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford.from 1808 to 1812. Replete with 

mistakes and faulty translations, Conybeare’s book, nevertheless, made 

several valid assertions about Old English poetry: for instance.
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Conybeare wrote that Old English poetry consists ^for the most part, of 

feet of two or three syllables each, having the emphasis on the first, 

and analogous therefore to the trochee or dactyl, sometimes perhaps to 

the spondee, of classic metre”; he also attested to "the addition of a 

syllable extraordinary, either at the commencement or termination of 

the verse"; he suggested that the Old English poets generally used 
alliteration on stressed syllables; he noted that in Old English poetry 

different vowels alliterate with each other; and he appears to have been 

the first scholar to use the term parallelism to describe "the constant 

accumulation of equivalent, or nearly equivalent, words and phrases, 

which .o . . constitutes the chief and earliest ornament of the poetry of 
rude and illiterate nations."5

Conybeare?s colleagues at Oxford, embittered by Kemble'S con

stant praise of his correspondents, the Grimm brothers, to the discredit 

of English scholars^. came to the defense of their "calumniated friends, 

who have done real service to Anglo-4Saxon literature by their published 

works." These Oxford scholars insisted on.the importance and validity 

of the works of such eminent Oxford academicians of the past as Edward 

Lye, William Somner, and Sharon Turner; they praised the efforts of con

temporary Oxford scholars such as Samuel Fox and Joseph Bosworth; and 

they attacked Kemble as a Whig and a Germanizer : "We have no longer

Anglo-Saxon, but Gefman-Saxon. Some of our half-educated countrymen, 

after spending a few months on the Continent, return surcharged not only 

with gloomy ideas on divinity, but even upon philology."6 Then, in 

1835, under the leadership of Bosworth (1788-1876), at that time Eng

lish chaplain in Holland, the anti-Kemble forces summarized their
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complaints in The Anglo-Saxon Meteor, or Letters in Defense of Oxford, 

Treating of the Wonderful Gothic Attainments of John M, Kemble of Trin
ity College, Cambridge, a pamphlet containing the letters published in 

Gentleman's Magazine, as well as additional taunts about Kemble's 

Popish ancestry and his "Poll" degree.7
Despite the scurrilous nature of this argument, it was a land

mark in Old English studies, frequently referred to throughout the cen

tury, because it brought the advantages of Jacob Grimm's methods,of 

philological research in Deutsche Grammatik (1812)) to the attention of 

British scholars. Before Kemble expounded this "iron-bound" method, 

based on the proposition that all Teutonic languages have roots in com
mon, English etymology had been more or less a guessing game, and 

English philologists, as Kemble complained, had been "crippled by a 

false system."8 By providing a scientific basis for determining the 

etymologies of English words and by candidly appraising the state of 

Old English scholarship in his native land, Kemble goaded his contempo

raries into more zealous and more careful activity. As Kemble noted in 

his survey of Old English scholarship in.1837:

From all the activity which all at once appears to prevail 
among the Saxonists of England, there is hope that we may make. 
some important advances, and escape the reproach, at present 
too well deserved, of suffering foreigners to outstrip us in 
acquaintance with our native tongue. Surely while we have all 
the MSS., it cannot be right that they should have all the 
knowledge.3

Because of such patriotic attitudes, publication of Old English 

editions flourished during the next two decades, or from 1834 until 

1863, the year that Hopkins matriculated at Balliol College, Oxford, 

Among Kemble's many publications were his editions and translations of



Beowulf in 1834 and 1837, the first critical editions and the first Eng

lish editions of that great poem; a seminal article on Old English runes 

for Archaeologia in 1840; an edition of the poetry of The Vercelli Book 

(1843 and 1846); the Dialogue of Solomon and Saturnus in 1848; and the 

work for which he was most widely known. The Saxons in England (1849).

In addition, after Kemble’s death, Charles Hardwick finished editing The 

Gospel According to St. Matthew in Anglo-Saxon and Northumfarian Versions 
(1858). Kemble’s friend Thorpe (1782-1870), a transplanted Dane who 
wrote in English, after having issued Csdmon’s Metrical Paraphrase of 

the Holy Scriptures in 1832, published Appolonius of Tyre (1834), the 

Paris Psalter (1835), an Old English version of the gospel (1842), the 

poetry of The Exeter Book (1842), ASlfrlc’s Homilies (1844-46), his own 

edition and translation of Beowulf (1855), and The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 

(1861). Other editions published during these years were Fox’s King 

Alfred’s Anglo-Saxon Version of the Metres of Boethius (1835), Thomas 

Phillips* Fragment of ASlfric’s Grammar, JElfric’s Glossary (1838), G, 

Stephens' translation of The Phoenix (1844), Joseph Stevenson's The 

Latin Hymns of the Anglo-Saxon Church, with interlinear Old English 

glosses (1851), and Bosworth’s A Literal Translation of King Alfred’s 

Anglo-Saxon Version of the Compendious History of the World by Ohthere 

and Wulfstan (1855). All of these works, or at least those published by 

Kemble and Thorpe, were issued with the hope, as Thorpe wrote, "that the 

spirit of liberal inquiry now in full activity on the continent of Europe, 

will, at no distant day, find in England a home not less welcome than 

that which it enjoys among our Teutonic brethren abroad. 0



Joseph Bosworth

It was also during this period that Bosworth made Old English 

language and literature available to the lay reader through the publi

cation of grammars, readers, and dictionaries in English, rather than 

Latin, the vehicle for explanation and translation in the previous 

centuries. Bawlinson professor of Anglo-Saxon from 1858 to 1876, 

endower of a chair of Old English studies at Cambridge, Bosworth was, 

in many ways, a reactionary philologist and an imperfect student of 
modern scientific philology. Nevertheless, as Henry Sweet wrote in an 

obituary in the Academy, Bosworth was the "most venerable representa

tive" of Old English scholarship: "The reputation Dr. Bosworth enjoyed

as an Anglo-Saxon scholar was due to two causes —  firstly, to his having 

had the courage to take up the study of the oldest stage of our language 

at a time when that study was perhaps at the lowest ebb it had ever 

reached since the days of Archbishop Parker; and, secondly, to his suc

cessful attempts to popularise it in convenient and cheap handbooks.” 1 

In .1823, Bosworth published the first grammar of Old English in English 

since the work of Elizabeth Elstob in the early eighteenth century.

Then, in 1838, he issued another handbook. The Essentials of Anglo-Saxon 

Grammar. His most important works, though, were his two dictionaries-i~

A Dictionary of the Anglo-Saxon Language and A^Compendious Anglo-Saxon 

and English Dictionary, issued in 1838 and 1848, respectively. Although 

faulted by later philologists for thdir"dumbersome method of alphabeti

zation and for their numerous inaccuracies in etymology and in accentual 

markings, these dictionaries were indispensable to the study of Old



16

English during the century and formed the basis of the Bosworth-Toller 

Dictionary —  still the most comprehensive dictionary of Old English 

available.
Besides doing much to popularize the study of Old English, 

Bosworth’s writings;also helped change attitudes about dialectal speech. 

He was one of the first nineteenth-century linguists to praise the 

beauties of dialects, especially those Old English words and compounds 

retained in dialects. In The Origin of the Germanic and Scandinavian 

Languages (1848), which also served as the preface to his dictionaries, 

Bosworth stated: "What is generally termed ’vulgar language’ deserves 

some notice, and claims our respect from its direct descent from our 

high-spirited Anglo-Saxon ancestors, and from its power of expression." 

Many Old English words, he explained, are retained in dialects: "These

then ought not to be neglected. The facility and simplicity of combin

ing several short indigenous words to express any complex idea, prac

tised by the Anglo-Saxons and other Gothic nations, is now too seldom 
used.1,12 This attitude, which became more and more prevalent during the 

century, soon led to the glorification of native colloquialisms, includ

ing compounds, and to the general acceptance of the tenet that writers 

should concentrate on the Old English portion of the language. Thus, in 

1839, a reviewer of Bosworth’s dictionary wrote: "The great object of

the orator and the poet is not merely to make their meaning understood, 

but felt;— to stimulate the imagination, and thence excite emotion. . . . 

And thus it is, that of two synonyms derived respectively from Latin and 

the Anglo-Saxon, both equally well understood, the one shall impart the 

most vivid, the other the most frigid conception of the meaning."*3



Resurgence of Old English Studies 

Much of this new emphasis on the importance and expressiveness 

of the Old English element in English, of course, was in reaction to the 

prevalent attitudes of the eighteenth century —  the predilection for 
Latinate diction, classical literature, and the "civilized" cultures of 

Greece and Rome. For example, it became very popular to rail against 

Samuel Johnson. In his introduction to Analecta Anglo-Saxoniea, a 

reader for beginners that Bosworth used as a textbook.at Oxford, during 

the 1860s, Thorpe accused Johnson of inflicting the "greatest harm" ever 

on the"English language by "giving English endings to long-drawn Latin . 

words" that were, supposed to impart "dignity" to writing: "Such silli
ness and childishness have happily died away; but still our young men 

have to be taught to follow our best and latest writers, and always to 

choose an Anglo-Saxon word before a Latin one. When this shall be done 

then may we look forward to a bright period in our country's litera

ture."1  ̂ And Larret Langley, in Prineipia Saxonica: Or, An Introduction 

to Anglo-Saxon Reading (1839), blamed the "contempt and neglect" of 

scholars in the eighteenth century toward Old English studies for the. 

dearth of manuscripts: "For whilst the productions of Greece and Rome

have been augmented and enriched from every available source and pre

sented in every alluring form, many precious relics of the labours of 

our venerable forefathers have been allowed to slumber, undisturbed, 

amidst the dust of libraries, or in the obscurity of almost inaccessible 

archives." Langley also tried to save the Anglo-Saxon period from the 
disgrace it had suffered during the previous century: "The Saxons were

not the rude and barbarous people that some have chosen to represent



• 18

them. . . . From the bosom of this people sprung Alfred,— the noble, the 

highminded, the patriotic Alfred,— a name dear to literature, and more 

honourably inscribed on the records of British history than many more 

boasted names perpetuated only by deeds of conquest and bloodshed." Nor 

was the language itself "the rude and meagre dialect that some have 

wantonly or ignorantly represented it." Instead, Old English was a rich 

language that deserved to be taught in schools $ "It is truly surprise 

ing . . v that, notwithstanding its manifest importance and the strongly- 

expressed convictions of some of our ablest philologists as to its 

utility and necessity, Anglo-Saxon has not long formed an established 

and regular study in our schools, and an essential part of a liberal 

education."15

This same desire to see Old English as part of school curricula 

was expressed in two other grammars of the time. In A Guide to the 

Anglo-Saxon Tongue: A Grammar After Bask (1846), the most scientifically

sound grammar to appear in English until the American Francis March pub

lished his in 1869, Edward Vernon wrote that without knowledge of Old 

English, natives of England had no knowledge of English itself, nor 

could they read "the many valuable and interesting works preserved in"

Old English, a language that "in copiousness of expression, and gramma

tical precision" could "vie with modern German."15 And William Barnes 

(1800-1886) in Ste Gefylsta, an introductory Old English grammar published 

in 1849, also expressed the hope that Old English might "yet take a 

place, though it should be but a small one, in the English school—room, 
if not on the desk of the grammar school.."1^
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Both Vernon’s and Barnes' grammars went into several editions 

during this period, attesting to the growing general interest in the 
earliest English past, Sir Francis Palgrave's History of the Anglo- 

Saxons, for instance, first published in 1831, was reprinted, in 1837, 

1842, and 1854, and went into a second equally popular edition in 1869. 

Turner’s pioneering work also went through several editions, the sixth 

appearing in 1840, And anthologies of English poetry included transla

tions of Old English poems: the most popular of such works was George

Ellis's Specimens of the Early English Poets, which ran through six edi- 

tione between 1800 and 1850. The most industrious papularizer of this 

time was Thomas Wright (1810-1877), who produced some 129 books on his

torical and philological subjects. Wright began his writings about Old 

English in 1836 when he helped Francisque Michel compile a bibliography 

of works on Old English published up until that year. Then, in 1839, he 

published An Essay on the State of Literature and Language Under the 

Anglo-Saxons, a work that later became.the introductory essay of his 

most important book, Biographia Britannica Literaria; Or, Biography of 

Literary Characters of Great Britain and Ireland Arranged in Chronologi

cal Order (1842), In addition, Wright published Language and Belles 

Lettres: Or, Philological Lectures on the English Language (1844);

Essays on Subjects Connected with the Literature, Popular Superstitions, 

and History of England in the Middle Ages. (1846) ; and The Celt,. the 

Roman and The Saxon (1852). In 1857 he issued the first volume of 

Vocabularies Illustrating the Conditions and Manners of Our Forefathers, 

followed by a second volume in 1873: this book was reprinted in 1882, 

and was edited by R. P. Wiilker for a new edition in 1884. In additionj
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Wright was a careless but prolific lexicographer, publishing The Unle

ver sal Pronouncing Dictionary between 1852 and 1856, and a Dictionary 

of Obsolete and Provincial English in 1857,

During the first half of the nineteenth, century, scholars also

began to take seriously the metrical systems of Old English poets.
' .

Metricists questioned the use of terms such as iambic and trochaic to 

describe the rhythms of English poetry, which had originally been stress- 

based rather than scanned according to the number of syllables in a line. 

And in reaction to the emphasis on "smooth" versification in the eigh

teenth century, students of poetry investigated the earliest English 

poetic rhythms and advocated a return to those metrical practices.

Edwin Guest’s History of English Rhythms 

The most important work in this field was Edwin Guest’s History 
of English Rhythms (1838), a book that would have had a much greater 

impact on Victorian poets if Quest had prepared further editions. But 

the book went out of print and was hard to come by during the middle of 

the century, until W. W. Skeat brought out a new edition in 1882. Still, 

it was regarded by most people as the chief authority on early English 

meters and borrowed from and referred to innumerable times by various 

scholars. Guest’s theory was that English poetry once was based on 

rhythmical units called "sections," determined by the number of stresses, 

or accented syllables, and bound together by alliteration,: an essential 

feature of Old English poetry. He was a forerunner in other ways as 

well. He recognized that it was not abnormal for an Old English line to 

contain more than four stresses. He stated that "two accented syllables
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may come togethers if they have a pause between them," what he called a 

"sectional pause." He understood the extreme importance of the fixed 

caesura, or "middle pause," in Old English poetry; and he indicated that 
the ends of sentences in that poetry usually coincide with the middle 

pauses rather than the ends of lines. He suggested that alliteration is 

not "mere ornament" in Old English poetry but pervades "all our earlier 

poetry, and long held control over our English rhythms." He also rea

lized that there were exceptions to the rule that Old English poetry 

never contains more than three alliterative words in a line and never 

more than one in the off-verse, or second half-line; instead, he wrote, 

three alliterative words in the on-verse, or first half-line, are "com

mon," and double alliteration in the off-verse is "far from unfrequent." 

He pointed out the "striking" examples of parallelism, his term for 
variation, in Genesis, which, like most nineteenth-century readers, he 

believed to have been written by Caedmon. He early sounded a recurrent 

Victorian theme —  that English had fallen "victim" to the inroads of 

French and Latin, thus injuring the symmetry and beauty of the language. 

Finally, like his contemporaries, Kemble and Thorpe, he urged further 
studies in Old English language and literature:

The little attention that is paid to the critical study of our 
language, and the slight regard which attempts to investigate 
its history have met with, reflect no less discredit on our 
patriotism than oh our scholarship. While Frenchmen are send
ing agents over Europe to scrutinize every manuscript, which : 
may shed light on their early literature, Englishmen'.are satis
fied with knowing, that Anglo-Saxon MSS. may be found in 
France, in Holland, and in Sweden. The German publishes the 
most insignificant fragment connected with the antiquities of 
his language, while our manuscripts lie mouldering in our 
libraries, and our critics — some of them of no mean reputation —  
content themselves with the vague and scant notices of a Hiekes 
and a Wanley. Yet the early literature, which is thus neglected.
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may be traced to the fifth century, and far surpasses the con
temporary literature of every other nation in works of interest 
and of genius. In this first rank of those gifted men who 
have shed glory on our country, by the side of Shakespeare, of 
Milton, of Spenser, we may place the two patriarchs of English 
song — Caedmon and Chaucer. ̂ °

The "Teutonizers"
General grammars published during these years also placed a new 

emphasis on the Old English part of the language and urged English peo

ple to take up and complete the philological work that had been initi

ated by the Danes and Germans. Robert Latham, for example, in The Eng

lish Language (1841) stated his indebtedness to Rask and Grimm, calling 

Deutsche Grammatik "the great magazine, not merely of details, but of 

principles and suggestions"; he then expressed his "anxious wish and 

firm hope that the very foundation of accurate. Etymology, the study, of 
existing processes., should be begun by Englishmen, continued by English

men, and exhausted by E n g l i s h m e n . T h i s  book, which went through five 

editions by 1862, also contained a good number of specimens of Old Eng

lish, as well as a section on Old English versification. Matthew Harri

son., in The Rise, Progress, and Present Structure of the English Lang

uage (1850) attempted to show how pervasive Old English diction was in 

English, especially in the language of the poets; and he explained the 

"monosyllabic principle" that was a peculiar "characteristic of the 

Anglo-Saxon language": "The language even of a semi-barbarous people

has more force and fire than the language of a mincing and fastidious 

refinement. The pompous march of blank verse admits the accompaniment 

of rolling and diffusive expressions; but energy, and condensation, and 

tenderness must be sought for in the pithy, monosyllabic Saxon of our
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forefathers.n2Q And Hyde Clarke, whose Grammar of the English Tongue, 

Spoken and Written, went through four editions between 1853 and 1879, 

tried to put into practice the contemporary dictum that one should 
choose an Old English word over a Latin one whenever possible and urged 

his readers to do the same; "Never take a Latin or French word when an 
English one can be found which will do as well, although the English 

word may be thought 'low,’ 'vulgar,' or 'unfashionable'. . . .  Some of 

the best and sweetest things in any tongue have been written not in ten, 

but in hundreds of low English words 'creeping' together." Clarke fur*- 

ther stated that his book would concentrate on the Old English component, 

viewing the other elements as "foreign" to the tongue, "foes" against 

which the language had had to struggle at various times, including dur

ing the preceding century:

The flood of Latinism nearly overwhelmed our mother tongue with 
long and uncouth words seeming to have some new meaning. In 
this flood English would have been swept away, had it not been 
for the 'vulgarity' of speech of common folks, and for the hold 
which the Bible and some other old books have had, thereby keep
ing the English tongue alive in the teeth of grammarians and 
scholars, who had doomed its words and warped its grammar into 
'classical' shapes.

Clarke indicated, however, that better days were at hand;

In this day, the leaning is less to Latin and more to English; 
and newspaper writing and public speaking, being freer and less 
stilted, have done much to bring back the English tongue to its 
old and common shape. Within the last hundred years it was 
thought grand and fine to work up long Latin and French, or 
even Greek words, and vulgar, as indeed it was, to use common 
English words. With a better knowledge of the laws of speech, 
with the growth indeed of this new kind of learning, healthier 
feeling has arisen; and although Germanism or High Dutch has had 
sway with some, and Scandinavianism with others, yet it is be
coming known that the English tongue has, like others, its own 
words, its own framework, and its own laws, and can stand by 
itself, as English learning and English glory can.21
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Nineteenth-Century Dictionaries 

Philologists, then, began to turn more and more attention to 

words of Teutonic origin in English. This tendency led to the populari

zation of the work of a hitherto obscure eighteenth-century philologist, 

John Horne Tooke —  the antithesis of his contemporary, Johnson. Tooke, 

called by Richard Morris "the father of English philology," was unappre

ciated in his own day, his work considered "barren and delusive"; but 

nineteenth-century philologists recognized that his Diversions of Purley, 

despite its blemishes, was a brilliant work that, unlike the work of 

Johnson, fully recognized "the value of Old English as a means of ex

plaining modern usages.1,22 The first to call for the study of Old Eng

lish in schools, Tooke thought that about a third of Johnson's Diction
ary was "as much the language of the Hottentots as of the English."2^

To do justice to the language, he thought, philologists needed to pay 

more attention to the Teutonic origin of words; "Our modern etymolo

gists become surrounded with difficulties, because they direct their 

attention to the East and not to the North. They seem to forget that 

Latin is a more modern language, compared with the Anglo-Saxon. . . . 

Great part (sic) of the Latin is the language of our Northern ances- . 

tors."2  ̂ These views became generally available to nineteenth-century 

philologists and word lovers with the publication in 1829 of Richard 

Taylor's edition of The Diversions of Purley, which went through suc

cessive editions in 1840, 1857, and 1860. But the most influential 

disciple of Tooke in the nineteenth century was Charles Richardson 

(1775-1865), who published On the Study of Language; An Exposition of
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1EHEA UTEPOEHTA; Or the Diversions of Purley, by John Horne Yooke' in
1854. A'strong detractor of Johnson, who he said was "totally ignorant 

or regardless of every just principle of philology," Richardson instead 

embraced Tooke-s theories that words similar in sound come from a com

mon noun root and that each word had one original meaning that deter

mined all subsequent usages: Richardson believed that Johnson and other

lexicographers had failed to give etymologies that presented the origi

nal meanings of words and showed the ways words changed in meaning over 

the years. These ideas served as the basis for A Hew Dictionary of the 

■ English Language, which Richardson began in 1818 as the headmaster at 

Clapham, where he employed his students, including Kemble, in looking 

for quotations to illustrate the historical meanings of words.25

This dictionary, finally published in 1836, was one of the most 

popular dictionaries until the latter part of the century, going into 

its seventh edition when Hopkins went to Oxford in 1863. It was cer

tainly more extensive in its coverage than H« J. Todd's revision of 

Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language, first published in 1818, 

and John Ogilvie's adaptation of Webster, The Imperial Dictionary, 
English, Technological, and Scientific (1850)— the two other general 

dictionaries of the time. Richardson’s new approach to lexicography 

also initiated a period of vigorous philological activity in England —  

a most exciting time for word-hunters. In 1842, Guest founded the 

Philological Society. In 184.7, one of the Society’s members, James ' 

Orchard Halliwell-Phillips, compiled a very influential work, A Dic

tionary of Archaic and Provincial Words. In the succeeding years,



severs! works specifically on etymologies were published, including 

Latham1s The History and Etymology of the English Language (1849). In 
1856, Clarke published A New and Comprehensive. Dictionary of the English 

Language, another work showing the new bias toward Teutonic derivations, 
into its eighth edition by 1881. Then, the following year, the Philolog

ical Society decided to begin work on what was almost always referred to 
as the "great national undertaking," the New English Dictionary (NED), 

later entitled the Oxford English Dictionary (OED). For the next 35 

years yor so, readers in England and America combed English literature for 

instances of words that had changed meanings through the years.

R. C. Trench

One of the initiators of a new, exhaustive dictionary that would 

present the various historical stages of words through literary quota

tions, was Richard Chenevix Trench (1807-1886), a fellow student of 

Kemble's at Cambridge, in 1857 Dean of Westminster, and later Archbishop 

of Dublin.26 Trench was probably the most influential and popular writer 

oh English language throughout the Victorian period: On the Study of

Words (1851), a book for school boys, was into its nineteenth edition by 
the time of Hopkins' death; On the English Language Past and Present (1855) , 

which seems geared more to university students, went into its thirteenth 

edition by 1886. And these two books are perhaps the best sources for 

information, on the mid-nineteenth-centuny.iviews of language. For Trench, 

the study of English was a moral and patriotic necessity. In On the 

Study of Words, he wrote that such study helped "to form an English 

heart in ourselves and others." The best way to study language.
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according to Trench, was to study its history, because language is a 

kind of "fossil poetry," a "collection of faded metaphors," with one 
word "often a concentrated poem."27 In On the English Language, Trench 

asserted that to know what words are now we must know what they have 
been: "We must know, if possible, the date and place of their birth,

the successive stages of their subsequent history, the company which 

they have kept, all the roads which they have travelled, and what has 

brought them to the point at which now we find them; we must know, in 

short, their antecedents." And the best way to study English is to look 

at the Old English part, which is so fundamental, so pervasive, that 

"with a little patience and ingenuity" we can write passages without any 

Latin words; in fact, Trench said, we should choose an Old English word 

over a Latin one whenever possible. He also encouraged students to make 
lists of provincialisms that contained Old English words then out of 

fashion in literature, and he urged writers to bring back again some of 

the good, native words then in "temporary oblivion," especially the 

beautiful compounds lost during the "pollution" of the language by the 

Danes and Normans.2*3 All in all. Trench?s works sounded a tone of opti

mism that Victorian writers, by looking at the earliest stages of the 

language, could develop a style to do justice to the greatness of Eng

lish culture past and present.

Friedrich Max Muller 

Another highly respected and popular philologist of the period , 

was Friedrich Max Muller (1823-1900), a Sanskrit scholar, student of 

Bopp at Leipzig University, then for fifty years a towering figure at



28

Oxford, where he first was the Taylorian professor of modem languages and 
then occupied a chair of comparative philology set up for him.29 In 1863 
and 1864 Muller published Lectures on the Science of Language, based on 

his courses at Oxford. These enormously influential volumes were 
largely responsible for the new impulse towards philological study in the 

latter part of the century. Muller's basic theory was that "phonetic 

expressions," or roots, monosyllabic, indivisible units of language 

originally "expressive of sensuous impressions" were the basis of all 

language: "There is a law which runs through nearly the whole of nature,

that everything which is struck rings. Each substance has its peculiar 

ring.. . . .  It was the same with man. "39 But Muller did not believe in a 

view of the onomatopoetic origin of language, what he dismissed as "the 

Bow-wow theory": "Sound etymology," he punned, "has nothing to do with

sound."31

The Proponents of Onomatopoeia 

Other philologists of the day, though, did believe in "the Bow

wow theory," especially Hensleigh Wedgwood (1803-1891) and Frederick W. 

Farrar (1831-1903). Wedgwood based his whole Dictionary of English 

Etymology (1859-1865) on the theory of onomatopoeia. Of the "old" 

school of philology (and thus constantly disputed by his younger col

leagues in the Philological Society, particularly Sweet, with whom Wedg

wood waged frequent etymological battles), Wedgwood used the preface of 

his dictionary to attack Muller: "The high reputation of Professor Max

Muller as a linguist, and the great popularity of his Lectures on Lan

guage, have given to the doctrine which he there expounds, an
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importance not deserved either by the clearness of the doctrine itself,

or by any light which it throws on the fundamental problems of Language.''

The real solution to the problem, Wedgwood stated, is onomatopoeia:

Our fundamental tenet is that the :same principle which enables 
Man to make known his wants or to convey intelligently by means 
of bodily gesture, would prompt him to the use of vocal signs 
for the same purpose, leading him to utterances, which either by 
direct resemblance of sound, or by analogies felt in the effort 
of utterance, might be associated with the notion to be convoyed.
The formation of words in this way in all languages has been uni
versally recognised, and it has been established in a wide range 
of examples, differing so greatly in the nature of the signifi
cation and in the degree of abstraction of the idea, or its 
remoteness from the direct perceptions of sense, as to satisfy 
us that the principles employed are adequate to the expression 
of every kind of thought. And this is sufficient for the 
rational theorist of l a n g u a g e .

Farrar, who first argued for the onomatopoetic theory in Essay on the

Origin of Language (1860), complained in Chapters on Language (1865)

that his views had met with "few converts and fewer supporters" because

of the eloquence of Miiller: "Nevertheless after constant study, and

the most candid consideration of the objections urged against them, I

believe that those views, in spite of the vehement assaults directed

against them, remain absolutely unshaken." Onomatopoeia, Farrar wrote,
is "the most natural and fruitful source" for language; and he used

Muller's own musical imagery to advance his theory:

As one string sounds in unison with another,— as a lute laid on 
the table echoes the tune played upon the lute in the performer's , 
hand,— so the human organism is a musical instrument strung into . 
such exquisite harmony with nature, that it vibrates in sympathy 
with all external influences. The imitative instinct is in fact 
a kind of intellectual assimilation.

And this "intellectual assimilation" could produce whole poems, like

Paradise Lost, and languages like Hebrew, which are "an onomatopoeia
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from beginning to end”: "An imitative harmony runs throughout them, and

their very sounds bear the impress of the thoughts they breathe."33
Another Victorian scholar who definitely believed that all words 

could be traced to imitative roots was William Barnes, poet, parson, and 

amateur philologist, whose TIW, or View of the Roots and Stems of Eng

lish as a Teutonic Tongue appeared in 1862. This book is in effect a 

kind of etymological dictionary with heavy reliance on spoken English:

My view of English as a Teutonic tongue, is, that the bulk of it 
was formed from about fifty primary roots, of such endings and 
beginnings as the sundry clippings that are still in use by the 
English organs of speech. I have reached these roots through 
the English provincial dialects and other Teutonic speech-forms, 
and 1 deem them the primary ones, inasmuch as, by the known 
course of Teutonic world-building and word-wear, our sundry 
forms of stem-words might have come from them, but could not have 
yielded them.

Barnes* purpose was to show both "the formation of the English tongue, 

and the purity of its dialects." From these Teutonic roots, he claimed, 

we could form "an almost endless supply" of compound words: "From this

insight into the upbuilding of English I perceive that the provincial 

dialects are not jargons but true and good forms of Teutonic speech, 

with words which, if the speech had grown into full strength in every 

stem, ought to be or to have been somewhere in the speech of Teutonic 

tribes."3^

George Perkins Marsh 

One of America’s most influential philologists of the period, 

George Perkins Marsh (1801-1882), also expounded the pnomatopoetic 

theory of language in a popular, highly esteemed work. Lectures on the 

English Language (1860). In these essays, based on Marsh’s classes ;
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delivered at Columbia University, Marsh also discussed many features of 

Old English language and literature. For- instance, he quoted Bede on

Old English poetic rhythm: "It is a modulated composition of words, not

according to the laws of metre, but adapted in the number of its sylla
bles to the judgment of the ear." Marsh explained further:

In a general way we may say that accent is to rhythm what the
foot is to metre, and we may illustrate the prosodical value of 
the accent by comparing a rhythmical verse to a musical measure, 
where the number of accents is constant, though that of the notes 
is variable, just as is that of the syllables in rhythmical poe
try. The only difference is that.the laws of music are more 
strictly observed than those of rhythm, in which there is great 
license, both as to the number and the position on the accents.

Marsh also suggested that in Old English poetry alliteration had "a real 

significance," by linking words that were "more or less nearly allied in 

sense." He called alliteration "the most prominent formal feature , . . 
an indispensable character" of Old English poetry.^5

As much a patriot about, the English language as his contempo
raries in England, Marsh also advocated at least partial return to the 

vocabulary and syntax of Old English literature. He stated:

So complete is the Anglo-Saxon in itself, and so much of its 
original independence is still inherited by the modern English, 
that if we could but recover its primitive flexibility and 
plastic power, we might discard the adventitious aids and orna
ments which we have borrowed from the heritage of Greece and 
Rome, supply the place of foreign by domestic compounds, and 
clothe again our thoughts and our feelings exclusively in a 
garb of living, organic, native growth.

He longed for the return to the Old English methods of compounding and 

advocated the recovery and restoration of old, native words: "Poetry

will yet animate obsolete forms specially adapted to metrical conven
ience." In addition, Marsh yearned for a return to the freedom of
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collocation found in the earliest, inflected stages of our language; "It 

is obvious that the power of arranging the period at will, of always 
placing at the most conspicuous point, the prominent word, the key-note 

of the emotion we seek to excite is a logical and rhetorical advantage 

of the greatest moment.11 He deplored the loss of inflectional endings 

in English and said that "the recovery and restoration" of such "melodi

ous endings" that give "variety and charm" to the poetry "is yet possi

ble, and it is here that I look for one of the greatest benefits to .our 

literature from the study of our ancient mother-tongue," Furthermore, 

Marsh suggested that English Could still regain its power to interchange 

parts of speech; "English no longer exercises, though we may hope it 

still possesses, the protean gift of transformation, which could at 

pleasure verbalize a noun, whether substantive or adjective, and the 

contrary."36

The Popularization of Old English Studies 

The mid-1860s marked the peak period for Old English studies 

during the nineteenth century. In 1864, under the energetic guidance of 

F. J. Furnivall (1825-1910), the Early English Text Society (EETS) was 

founded to provide texts of early manuscripts for :the word hunters work

ing on the NED. This society produced invaluable aids to both philolo

gists and Old English scholars; as a writer in the Daily News for 1873 

noted, the EETS "wiped away . . . tt^ewell-deserved reproach of' 

indifference to the sources of our own language";

It has stirred up the study of English historically; it makes 
possible a knowledge of the language; it makes accessible the 
most valuable documents of that history; and it shows how, in
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the teeth of ignorance, civil war, and obstacles of all kinds, 
literature, that is, the power of expression, went on growing, 
now slowly, now quickly, putting forth in this direction and 
that, tiny tendrils which were destined to grow in time into 
great branches, laden with the fruits of labour and genius. No 
single form of literature springs suddenly into existence, and 
the old familiar phrases, such as that which used to describe 
CHAUCER as the Father of English Poetry, have to be abandoned 
altogether, or used in a modified sense.^

During the latter part of the nineteenth century, the EETS, which con
tinues today, published many medieval manuscripts, usually edited by 

Fumivall or Richard Morris (1833-1894), an important philologist best 

known for his Historical Outlines of English Accidence (1872). The so

ciety also issued works designed to delineate the characteristics of 

early English dialects and to illustrate the pronunciation at various 

stages of the language. In addition, it brought out editions of many 

important Old English texts., specifically Sweet's King Alfred's West 

Saxon Version of Gregory's Pastoral Care (1871-72), the first edition of 

Alfred's works to be based on contemporary manuscripts and the first 

work to analyze the grammatical peculiarities of the West-Saxon dialect 

of the ninth century; Skeat's The Gospel According to St. Luke in' Anglo- 

Saxon and Northumbrian Versions (1871 and 1874); Morris's The Blickling 

Homilies (1874-1880); J. R. Lumby's Be Domes- Dasge, with translation 

(1876); Skeat's iElfric's Lives of the Saints (1881); Sweet's very im

portant Oldest English Texts (1885); and Sweet's King Alfred's Orosius 

(1885).

The middle of the century witnessed the publication of a number 

of other works about Old English- Oswald Cockayne issued a collection 

entitled Leechdoms, Wortcunning and Starcraft of Early England (1864-65), 

which throws light on Old English science. In 1864, Fox edited King
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Alfred*s Anglo-Saxon Version of Boethius1 De Consolation Philosophise,

with a verse translation by M. F. Tupper. In 1865 Bosworth published 

The Gothic and Anglo-Saxon Gospels in Parallel Columns; and John Earle, 

who succeeded Bosworth as Rawlinson professor of Anglo-Saxon, issued 

Two of the Saxon Chronicles Parallel. Furthermore, several Old English 
grammars went through new editions —  Thorpe * s translation of Rask's 

Anglo-Saxon Grammar (first published in 1830), and Vernon * s Guide (both . 

1865); Barnes * Se Gefylsta (1866); and Thorpe's Analecta (1868). And in 

1869, March, at one time president of the American Philological Society, 

American editor for the NED after 1878, and honorary member of the Eng

lish Philological Society, published a Comparative Grammar of the Anglo- 

Saxon Language, followed the next year by An Anglo-Saxon Reader.

Various writers also continued to express what had become com

monplace beliefs by the 1860s and 187Os —  that Old English was the true 

progenitor of modern English; that Old English constituted the purest, 

most expressive part of English; and that the conquerors of England dealt 

an evil blow to the language itself.. In 1867 the first volume of an 

important historical work appeared— E. A. Freeman*s History of the Norman 

Conquest. With this and the ensuing four volumes, Freeman (1823-1892) 

effected almost a revolution in historical method by insisting on view

ing both history and language as continuums. As a result. Freeman 

objected to the use of the term Anglo-Saxon, thus initiating a lively 

nineteenth-century discussion about the correct terminology— Old English 

or Anglo-Saxon. Ever since the coming of the Angles, Freeman wrote, 

England had "uninterruptedly retained its national being, its national 

language, its national name, „ , . If we allow ourselves" to use . . .
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the words ’Saxon* or *Anglo-Saxon * as chronological terms, we altogether 
wipe out the fact of the continuous existence of our n a t i o n . Then, 

in 1869, Barnes, in Early England and the Saxon English, deplored the 
senseless importation of foreign words into a language whose Old English 

stock was adequate to express all. ideas;

English has become a more mongrel speech by the needless in- 
bringing of words from Latin, Greek., and French, instead of 
words which might have been found in its older form, or in the 
speech of landfolk over all England, or might have been formed 
from its own roots and stems, as wanting words have been formed 
in German and other purer tongues.
Thence English has become so much harder to learn, that, in 

its foreign-worded fulness, it is a speech, only for the more 
learned, and foreign to unschooled men, so that the sermon and 
book are half lost to their minds. . . .

Some of the mongrel form of our English has arisen from the 
slighting of Saxon-English, and other Teutonic tongues at our 
universities and in our schools, where Latin and Green have 
been, to barely Latin and Greek scholars, the only sources of 
wanted, or at least new, words,39

And T. L. Kington-Oliphant in The Sources of Standard English (1873) com

plained that English is "but a wreck of what it once was," mainly because 

it had lost its inflectional endings and many expressive words. Although 

Kington-Oliphant blamed both the Norsemen, "breathing fire and slaughter," 

and the Normans (1066, he said, was a "grim year," the "weightiest . . 

that England has seen for the last twelve centuries") for contributing to 

the decay of English, most of his contempt was directed toward the 

churchmen of the thirteenth century, particularly the Franciscan friars,

. who, by preaching and writing in French and Latin, were responsible for 

many of the losses to the language: ihe thirteenth century, he wr.otel, whs 

"a baleful" time "when we look to English philology." But, he continued, 

the reaction against Latinisms in the nineteenth century was having a 

healthy effect on the language; poets such as Byron, Coleridge, de Vere
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and Barnes were recovering lost, native words; and scholars were purging 

the language of "needless foreign frippery . . . straining the foul mat

ter . . . and . . . leading us back to old springs too long unsought.1,40

W. W. Skeat and Henry Sweet

New editions of two eighteenth-century works also provided more 

information about the still-murky subject of Old English versification. 

In 1868, Furnivall and John W. Hales edited Bishop Percy's Folio Manu

script ; Ballads and Romances, with an additional essay on alliterative 

poetry by Skeat {1835-1912). In this essay, Skeat, who mentioned the 

pioneering work of Guest, was one of the first Victorian scholars to 

show the strong correlation between alliteration and metrical stress in 

Old English poetry. He also suggested that the meter of Old English 

poetry "might still be employed by us with effect if skillfully adapted 

to suitable subject-matter."11'1 Sweet (1845-1912) , who, while still a 

student at Balliol, added an extra chapter on Old English poetry to the 

1871 edition Of Thomas Warton * s History of English Poetry from the 

Twelfth to the Close of the Sixteenth Century, edited by Wi CarewHazlitt, 

also praised the earliest English poetry for its flexibility and showed 

how closely related that poetry was to modem verse: "It is not impos

sible that some of the higher qualities of modern English poetry are to 

be assigned to traditions of the old Anglo-Saxon literature, obscured 

for a time by those didactic, political, and allegorical tendencies 

which almost extinguished genuine poetry in the Early English period."42

Skeat and Sweet, proponents of the "new" school of philology, 

were the two most important scholars of language in the latter part of



37
the nineteenth century. Both at one time president of the Philological 
Society, as well as editors for the EETS, these colleagues laid down the 
principles for philological study in England and were instrumental in 

the great popularization of Old English studies. As a student at Cam

bridge, Skeat came under the influence of Cockayne, a reclusive but emi

nent scholar who urged him to study Old English and Gothic. A prodigious 

worker who sorted glossary slips as he chatted over tea, Skeat produced 

some sixty scholarly texts, as well as many editions of school texts.11'3 

Sweet, perhaps England’s greatest philologist, took up the study of Old 

English after reading Thorpe's translation of Rask's grammar at Oxford.

While still a freshman (at the advanced age of 24), he delivered a paper
• ^ . . .  on the "Th" in Anglo-Saxon to the Philological Society and changed the

whole course of work on Old English grammar and dialects: for Sweet,

phonetics was the key to all philological study. Candid and cantankerous,

the model for Henry Higgins in George Bernard Shaw's Pygmalion, Sweet

made many enemies and was constantly overlooked for positions at Oxford;

still, he wielded tremendous influence.^ He was also tireless in his

efforts to hold the mirror of German perfection up to English amateurs.

As president of the Philological Society, for example, he chastized his

colleagues for not catching up with German philologists:

It is humiliating to see how little share England has in all 
this progress. . . . Anglo-Saxon is abandoned to ladies and 
foreigners: our undergraduates and young dons are too much
exhausted with ornamental scholarship (and the resuscitation of 
decayed philosophies to have any time for the earnest study of 
their own language —  they have only just strength enough left 
to let Browning Societies be founded for them.,1+5 ,

Both these men were frequent contributors'.to the Academy, a jour

nal of literature, philology, science, and fine arts, which began
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publication in 1869. This journal published news of all the important 

advances in philological and early English studies— notices of forth

coming publications, reviews of scholarly and educational texts, obitu

aries of eminent scholars, letters discussing matters of etymology, arti

cles on various aspects of philology, and synopses of the meetings of 
learned societies— especially the Philological Society. In addition,, it 

published translations of Old English poems such as "The Wanderer," "The 

Battle of Maldon," and "The Ruin."
Skeat and Sweet were also active members of the English Dialect 

Society (EDS), founded in 1873 by Skeat as "the last appeal on behalf of 

the preservation of our provincial words that can ever be made,—  the 

last chance of saving the fast—fading relics of those forms of archaic 

English which have lingered on in country p l a c e s . A n o t h e r  offshoot 

of the Philological Society’s work on the NED, the EDS reflected the 

fondness for spoken English during the latter half of the century; and 

under Skeat’s leadership, it issued a flood of seventeen glossaries in 

the first two years, the most important of which was a reprint, in 1875 

of John Ray’s A Collection of English Words Not Generally Used (1674).

The EDS also published one of Sweet’s most important works. The History 

of English Sounds (1874), the first continuous history of English sounds 

from the time of Alfred, with a list of 1,700 words of Old English or 

Scandinavian origin that had undergone phonetic transformation through 

the years.

The period of the late 1870s marked the culmination of the 

efforts of nineteenth-century scholars to popularize the study of Eng^ 

land’s earliest language and literature. In 1876, for example. Sweet



issued one of the most popular books ever for the study of Old English-- 

An Anglo-Saxon Reader in Prose and Verse. Besides providing extracts, 

this book gave some account of Old English poetic syntax; it showed, 
for example, that nouns and the adjectives modifying them are often 

widely separated, that prepositions sometimes follow rather than proceed 

their objects, and that verbs often come after instead of before their 
objects,This.same year, Thomas Arnold published a new translation of 

Beowulf; and Hallam Tennyson, son of the poet laureate, contributed a 

prose translation of "The Song of Brunanburh" to the Contemporary 

Review —  an indication of the growing acceptance of Old English literature.

E. A. Freeman’s History of the Korman Conquest 

The most important publication of the year, however, was the 

fifth and last volume of Freeman’s History of the Norman Conquest. In 

this volume. Freeman, who since 1846 had been praising the Teutonic por

tions of English, was most vehement about the evils wrought upon the 

language by the consequences of the Norman Conquest:

This abiding corruption of our language I believe to have been 
the one result of the Norman Conquest which has been purely
evil. . . . The tongue of. England . . the tongue in which men
sang the deeds of Beowulf . . . the tongue of Caedmon and Alfred 
. . .  has become for ever the spoil of the enemy. The change 
is purely evil. We are always told of the greater variety, the 
greater flexibility, which our language has gained by its foreign
corruptions. I deny every count. . . . The moment when the
English tongue was pulled down from its high place was the moment 
when it had just shown the fulness of its powers. , . . Such then 
was the speech of England, a speech of such true and living 
power as no later age has seen, a speech which from its own 
stores could supply every need of the thoughts of man. It was 
only when we had to name the things of evil, when we had to 
speak of the castles and devtils, that we needed to borrow a 
word from any tongue beyond the sea.
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According to Freeman., the detrimental consequences of the French victory 

over the English and the subsequent infusion of borrowed words included: 

loss of useful, expressive native words; loss of the ability to frame new 

words through compounds; loss of "the grammatical delicacies" of an in

flected language; loss of the "jingle of beginnings, that practise of 

alliteration which plays so great and so effective a part in much of our 

older poetry"; loss of a sense of pride in the Old English component of 

the language so that English was weakened and deadened by foreign infu

sions; and loss of a sense of the continuity of history and of the his

tory of English. Freeman’s main purpose was to once again "make English

men understand that they are Englishmen, that their tongue is English, 

that they have a rightful share in a speech and a literature which have 

lived on for more than fourteen hundred years." He deplored the notion 

that the people living before the Conquest were somehow another "unde

fined, perhaps extinct, race of men," and he insisted that English lit

erature did not begin with Chaucer but with the poets "a thousand years 

before his day":

If there is anything truly national in the world, it is the old 
heroic songs of the English folk. . . .  We had, beyond all 
doubt, our own history, alike mythical and.real, sung by our 
own gleemen in our own tongue. . » . Our ancient poetry was so 
strictly national that it clave to every ancient form and 
every ancient word.

Furthermore, since English is still a Teutonic tongue. Freeman wrote,

Victorian writers could also still use ancient words and write without

any Romance vocabulary.̂
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This same belief in the self-sufficiency of Old English in the 

language was expressed by Barnes in his philological work An Outline of 

English Speechcraft, published in 1878. This book, containing a glossary 

of "Words of Speech-Craft, and Others, Englishd," or a list of retrieved 

and coined Old English words for Latinate terms, was intended to uphold 

"our own strong old Anglo-Saxon speech" —  in other words the spoken lan
guage rather than literary English corrupted by scholars and writers too 

often in search of long-sounding, meaningless Latin words. Like his con

temporaries, Barnes lamented the loss of Old English words and word end

ings, and he encouraged writers to choose native terms whenever possible:

The goodness of a speech should be sought in . . . its fulness of 
words for all things. . . . The making of its words may be fol
lowed from its own roots and stems , . . so that they would sel
dom feel a stronger want of a foreign word than was felt by those 
men who, having the words rail and way, made the word railway in
stead of calling it chemin de fer. . . . The fulness of English 
has not risen at the rate of the inbringing of"words from other 
tongues.49

The year 1878 was an especially important one for English philo

logists. After a lull of approximately ten years when the eminent Vic

torian scholars were engaged in researching and editing texts for the 

various societies that had sprung up, the Philological Society once 

again put its energies into the great national dictionary. With the 

help of William Gladstone, the society arranged for a stipend for a 

trained, full-time editor, James Augustus Henry Murray (1837-1915), who 

entered into a contract with the Clarendon Press and once more issued a 

plea for word hunters in England and America to send in examples of 

various usages of words in literature. For. the next six years, until
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the first volume finally appeared in 1884, there was a great deal of 
excitement about finding words for inclusion in the NED; the scholarly 

community waited eagerly to see the first proofs of this philological 
treasure-house; and the journals of the day —  the Academy, the Athenaeum, 

and the Saturday Review particularly —  reported progress of the diction

ary: within the next four years, more than 800 readers sent in almost

700,000 quotations representing 2,700 authors, while Murray collected 

about eighty-seven miles of glossary slips in his Iron Scriptorium.50

By 1878 the study of Old English language and literature had 

become so popular that Cambridge reactivated a chair of Anglo-Saxon 

studies that had been vacant since the seventeenth century, and Skeat 

became the first Bosworth professor of Anglo-Saxon at Cambridge. In his 

inaugural address that year, Skeat chastised the English scholarly com

munity for "disgracefully" neglecting the study of Old English and for 

allowing the Germans and Americans to outdo them, while English scholars 

were looking down upon "the main stock of our own noble language" as 

though that literature were "insignificant"; but he also declared that 

English people were "at last waking up, not without some shame, to a 

sense of our long neglect":

The value of Anglo-Saxon is perhaps better appreciated at the 
present moment than at any former period of our history. It is 
no longer safe to despise or to neglect or to ignore it. Men 
are beginning to perceive that as long as they are ignorant of 
it, they cannot presume to understand the etymology of many of 
the words which they daily use.51 = -

One of the barometers of that popularity was the brisk sales of 

Kington-Oliphant’s Sources of Standard English, used as a textbook at 

London University and borrowed from extensively by Freeman in preparing
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Oliphant’s book, praised by reviewers in the Saturday Review, the 

Athenaeum, John Bull, Educational Times, the Examiner, the Nation, the 

Dumbarton Herald, and the British Quarterly Review, sold nearly 2,000 

copies in about four years, and in 1878, Kington-Oliphant enlarged and 

revised the book, reissuing it under the title Old and Middle English.
That same year, as a preface to Amelia and Other Poems, Coventry 

Patmore (1823-1896) revised and reissued a work he had originally pub

lished in 1857 as a review of Guest's A History of English Rhythms —  

"Essay on Metrical Law." This essay, which also served as the preface 

to Patmore's Collected Poems in 1879, showed the distinction betweeu the 

quantitative verse of the classical poets and the accentual verse of the 

Old English scops, as well as the use of the middle pause in Old English 

poetry. He also indicated that most of our difficulties with Old English 

meter could be explained by the fact that the poetry was "meant to be 

sung to the harp, and . . . its rhythmical movement might very well be 

obscured, confused and apparently 'mixed,' until developed by highly 

emphatic delivery, and musical accompaniment." And Patmore explained 

how effective alliteration in Old English poetry is in determining stress
In a language consisting, as the Anglo-Saxon does, chiefly of 
monosyllables, the place of the accent in a series of several 
syllables must often be doubtful, unless it occurs pretty regu
larly on every second or every third syllable, as in iambic and 
anapaestic verse, or unless the immediate recognition of its 
place be assisted by some artifice. Now, this artifice is sup- . 
plied by the alliteration, which marks, as a rule, at least two 
out of the four emphatic syllables in each pair of versicles, 
and these two are precisely those which, in asymartete verse, 
like the Anglo-Saxon, it is most essential that there should be 
no doubt about, namely, the emphatic syllable which precedes, 
and that which follows the strongly marked caesura by which the
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versicles are separated. . . .In fact, the law of alliteration 
is the only conceivable intrinsic mode of immediately indicating 
the right metrical accentuation where the language consists 
mainly of monosyllables and the verse admits of a varying num~ 
her of unemphatic syllables, before, between, and after the 
accented ones

During the early 1880s, the "promiscuous book-makers," as a 
reviewer in the Academy called them,53 continued issuing a spate of 

philological and literary material about Old English. Several Old Eng

lish grammars, went through new editions, as did Sweet•* s Anglo-Saxon 

Reader. A nev# translation of Beowulf by H. ¥. Lumsden was published in 

1881; Alfred Tennyson's poetic translation of "The Battle of Brunanburh" 

was printed in Ballads and Other Poems (1880); and Emily Hickey's trans

lation of "The Wanderer" appeared in the Academy in 1881. The American 

poet Sidney Lanier brought out The Science of English Verse (1880), which 

railed against "English poetry during the last two hundred years" for; 

not daring "to venture out of the round of its strictly defined iambics, 

forgetting how freely our folk-songs and nursery-rhymes employ rhythms 

and rhythmic b r e a k s . A l s o  during these years Skeat issued the four 

parts of his most famous work. An Etymological Dictionary of the English 
Language (1879-1882). Then, in 1882, Sweet published his extremely pop

ular Anglo-Saxon Primer, and the first volume of Bosworth's and T. N. 

Toller's Anglo-Saxon Dictionary (1882-1898) appeared. Translations of.. 

Old English poetry also continued to appear in the Academy— such as 

Earle's translation of "The Ruin" (1884) and Hickey’s translation of 

"The Battle of Maldon" (1885).. Finally, in 1885 A. S. Cook published 

the first English translation of Eduard Siever's Old English Grammar.
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As this chapter discloses, a wealth of material was available 
about Old English language and literature during the nineteenth century, 

or specifically between 1844 and 1888. And most of the work held cer

tain assumptions about English in common:

1. English was formed from a small group of Teutonic roots.

2. Words similar in sound, especially in initial consonantal sounds, 

were from the same roots and thus were similar in meaning.

3. Old English grammar and vocabulary formed the basic substructure 

of modern English.

4. The most expressive words in English, those, that dealt with the 

"homely" qualities of English life, were Old English.

5. The Romans, Danes, and Normans polluted the language through an 

infusion of foreign terms.
6. The eighteenth-century predilection for Latinate vocabulary and 

grammatical constructions was pretentious and elitist.

7. The best writers concentrated on the Old English element of the 

language, choosing a native word over a Latinate derivative whenever 

possible. -
8. Many of the "lost" Old English words and compounds still lived 

in dialectal speech.
9. Victorian writers should revitalize some of those words, as well 

as some of the inflectional endings of Old English.

10. It was a patriotic duty to study Old English language and liter

ature, to publish the earliest manuscripts, and to incorporate the 

studies in the curricula of grammar schools and universities.
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Besides these general beliefs, Victorian writers explained the 

ways Old English poetry functioned and set forth general tenets about 

that poetry:
1. Old English poetry is stress^ased.
2. The basic Old English poetic line contains four stresses with a

strong pause between half-lines, but the scops used lines with more 

stresses when they wanted to emphasise a certain mood or change the pace 

of the narrative.

3. Alliteration in Old English poetry, which follows certain set 

patterns, is used to emphasize meaning as well as metrical stress.

4. Old English poets recited to harps.

5. Parallelism is a basic feature of the earliest English poetry.

6. Because Old English is an inflected language, the scops had

great freedom in word order.

7. Interchangeability of parts of speech is common in Old English

poetry.
Furthermore, these hard-working, prolific, insistent philologi

cal scholars urged readers to model their literary works on those of 

the Old English scops, calling for a new kind of English poet who 

through careful study could retrieve the syntactic flexibility and rich

diction of the heroic age of English literature.
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CHAPTER THREE

HOPKINS’ STUDIES IN OLD ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE

Hopkins read about Old English language and literature all of 

his adult life. At first, as a student, he acquired superficial knowl

edge about the earliest literature of his country. Then, preparing to 

teach, he studied the fundamentals of Old English literature more thor

oughly to help explain various poetic techniques to his students. At 
about the same time, he may have begun to study about Old English lan

guage and literature for his own enjoyment and edification. Later, after 
he had learned the language itself, he may even have read the literature 

in the original. And with his lifelong interest in the workings of 

language — any language but especially his native tongue— he continually 

kept up with current philological thought about the beginnings of 

English.

The Oxford Days 

Hopkins’ readings about Old English language and literature 

began when he was an undergraduate at Balliol College, Oxford, at the 

same time Bosworth, then the most eminent Old English scholar, was pre

senting classes in Old English language and literature at Oxford. The 

first book Hopkins probably read was Trench’s On the Study of Words. As 

Milroy writes, "Trench’s books were so widely read and so frequently 

reprinted that Hopkins might well have read them."1 Alan Ward, in his 

"Philological Notes" to Hopkins' Journals, seems to assume that at least

51
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one of Hopkins’ journal entries was informed by a section from Trench’s 

book. In philological exercises preparatory for his degree, Hopkins 

linked words similar in initial consonant sound or inner vowel sound to 

common roots. In 1863 he notes:

Shear, Shred, potsherd, shard.
The ploughshare that which divides the soil. Share probably 

= divide. Shrad also, which is same as shred.
Shire, a division of land? Shore, where the land is cut by the 

water ?
Shower, cf. shred, a fall of water in little shreds of divi

sions? Short, cut off, curtailed. (Journals, p. 12)
The comparable passage in Trench's book is as follows:

We might take whole groups of words, which seem to us at first 
sight to acknowledge hardly any'kinship, if indeed any, with 
one another, and yet with no great difficulty show that they 
had a common parentage and descent. For instance, here are 
’shire’, ’shore', 'share', 'shears'; 'shred, 'sherd'; they all 
are derived from one Anglo-Saxon word, which signifies to sep
arate or divide, and still exists with us in the shape of 'to 
sheer', which made once the three perfects, 'shore', 'share', 
'shared'. 'Shire' is a district in England, as it is separated 
from the rest; a 'share' is a portion of any thing thus divided 
off; 'shears' are instruments effecting this process of separa
tion; the 'shore' is the place where the continuity of the land 
is interrupted or separated by the sea; a 'shred' is that which 
is 'shered' or shorn from the main piece; a 'sherd', as a pot- 
'sherd', . . . that which is broken off and thus divided from 
the vessel. . . .

Ward writes: "Trench's book was of course well known at the time; and

it is interesting to note here not only similarities between some of 

these explanations and those Hopkins gives, but also a general similar

ity in style between this passage and similar passages in Hopkins" 

(Journals, p. 514). Some of Hopkins' word choices in his early poems, 

as I shall show, also appear to reflect his reading in On the Study of 

Words. Certainly, Trench’s view of language as "fossil poetry" and his 

insistence that writers must know the roots of words resembles Hopkins' 

later practices. And Hopkins' early readings in Trench appear to have
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inspired some of the diction of at least one of Hopkins’ later poems,
"The Windhover,” written in 1877. In On the Study of Words, Trench 
wrote: "Any one who has watched the kestrel hanging poised in the air,

before it swoops upon its prey, will acknowledge the felicity of the 

name ’windhover,’ or sometimes 'windfarmer,’ which it popularly bears."

In the same book. Trench also discussed the word minion, lamenting the 

degeneration of meaning of the word, which. Trench wrote, formerly 

meant merely 'a favourite (man in Sylvester is God's dearest minion).’"3 

Hopkins uses minion in the first line of "The Windhover" to mean "fav
orite": "I caught this morning, morning's minion" (Poems, p. 69).

Moreover, Hopkins' identification of the windhover with Christ in the 
^sestet of the poem implies that those who follow Christ's example of 

sacrifice are God's dearest minions.

Another book that Hopkins probably read as an undergraduate and 

one that influenced his later poetry was Miiller's Lectures on the Sci

ence of Language. In 1864, Hopkins made a note in his journal to read 

the works of Muller. At that time, Miller, A friend of Hopkins' father, 

was delivering exciting, well-attended classes on "The History of 

Modern Languages," "The Origin of the Romance Languages," "The History 
of German Literature," "The Origin and Formation of the French Lan

guage," "The Principles of Etymology" and similar subjects— classes that, 

comprised the material for Lectures on the Science of Language. Hum

phry House and Graham Storey, the editors of the Journals, assert that 

Hopkins "certainly read" Miiller*s book (Journals, p. 317). And Ward 

points out that one of Hopkins' notes on river names in the Journals 

"could certainly have been based on" a passage from the first series of
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Muller's Lectures (Journals, p. 518). Hopkins writes in 1864; "Ara 

like Gung-gung (Ganges) means literally flow-flow— ar-ar. Aire, Ar, 

etc., from rî  etc ,etcv.to run, flow, go” (Journals, p. 15). In a foot
note, Muller wrote that the root "AR might be traced back to the Sans

krit root, ri, to go"; later he wrote that the "Ganges is the Sanskrit 

GangA, literally the G o - g o . N o r m a n  MacKenzie also believes that 

Hopkins' expression "down-dugged ground-hugged grey" in The Wreck of 

the Deutschland (Poems, p. 60), written in 1875, was inspired by Muller, 

who in the second series of his Lectures compares rain clouds to "cows 

with heavy udders."5 Furthermore, I believe Muller’s most famous pro

nouncement on language influenced the imagery of Hopkins’ poem "As king

fishers catch fire." Muller wrote: "There is a law which runs through 

nearly the whole of nature, that everything which is struck rings. Each 

substance has its peculiar ring. . . . It was the same with man."6 

The octave of Hopkins' poem is as follows:

As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame;
As tumbled over rim in roundy wells
Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell’s 

Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name;
Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:

Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;
Selves —  goes itself; myself it speaks and spells.

Crying What I do is me: for that I came.
(Poems, p. 90)

Hopkins certainly must have been impressed by Muller’s symphonic approach 

to the science of language, and he probably absorbed Muller’s affection 

for the Old English component of English, as well as for dialects 

expressive of the history of languages.
But Hopkins could not have approved of Muller’s dismissal of the 

onomatopoetic theory of the origin of language as "the Bow-wow theory."



For Hopkins, onomatopoeia was the basis of any language: for him, the

relation of sounds usually established relationships in meaning. His 

interest in onomatopoeia is especially evident in his notebooks written 
at Oxford. Of the words grind, gride, gird, grit, groat, grate, Hop

kins writes: "I believe these words to be onomatopoetic. . . .  In fact

I think the onomatopoetic theory has not had a fair chance" (Journals, 

p. 5). '
This theory, of course, did get "a fair chance" in the works of 

Wedgewood and Farrar. Although Hopkins never referred to either of 

these men, some of the etymologies he comes up with in the Journals can 

best be explained by reference to their works. The two writers borrowed 

freely from each other, and it is very probable that Hopkins consulted 

one or both. Ward, for example, points out very "interesting parallels" 

between Hopkins' passage on flick, fillip, flip, fleck, and flake 

(Journals, p. 11) and remarks made by both Farrar and Wedgwood (Journals, 

p. 509). House and Storey also seem to believe that Hopkins borrowed 

from Farrar's Essay on the Origin of Language. On page 294 of the 

Journals, they write: "Chapter IV of Farrar's book argues for the

'onomatopoetic origin of many words and roots', some of which are also 

mentioned here by Hopkins, e.g., Aeiyw" (see Journals, p. 5.) And Mil- 

roy suggests that Hopkins might have consulted the work of Wedgwood.^ 

Other works based on etymological theories similar to Hopkins' 

ideas were the dictionaries of Ogilfle, Todd, and Richardson. Notlhg 

that Ogilvie's dictionary "has certain characteristics that could have 

influenced Hopkins," such as a preoccupation with nautical terms. Mil- 

roy states that Ogilvie's Imperial Dictionary was "the dictionary that
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Hopkins is most likely to have consulted.n8 Ward writes that there is 

"slight evidence" that Hopkins used Ogilvie as an undergraduate since 

one of Hopkins’ letters to Baillie many years later indicates that Hop

kins had been using Ogilvie over the years, only in the 1880s coming to 

recognize the invalidity of many of Ogilvie’s etymologies (see Journals, 

p. 500, and Letters.Ill, p. 284). Ward also relies quite heavily on 

definitions from Richardson’s book, one of "the main etymological dic

tionaries" of the time (Journals, p. 500), and he refers several times 

to Todd’s dictionary. For example, both Ogilvie and Richardson, as well 

as Wedgwood, connect corn and horn, a link Hopkins also makes in his 

undergraduate exercises (Journals, p. 4 and 503). Referring to the 

shear, shred, potsherd, shard passage quoted above, Ward indicates that 

Hopkins’ suggestions for "the words not mentioned by Trench . . . are 

similar to Horne Tooke’s quoted by Richardson and Todd" (Journals, p. 

515). And several such connections Hopkins makes can be explained by 

reference to one or all of these books. Furthermore, from the evidence 

of his poems, as I shall show, there is a strong probability that Hop

kins consulted all three dictionaries throughout his life; and Richard

son and Ogilvie, especially, helped to reinforce his growing prejudice 

for the Old English element of the language. Like these two men, Hop

kins began to view many words of Latin derivation as actually stemming 

from Old English roots. In his notebooks he writes, "I do not believe 

school is from schola . . . but the Teuton word meaning assemblage, col

lection, as shoal, a school of whales shell (in a school of a form)" 

(Journals, p. 12). Probably he got this erroneous idea from Ogilvie,
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who also believed school and shoal from the same root: "In Sax. sceol

is a crowd, a multitude, a school, shoal, as of fishes, and a school 

for instruction."9

During his undergraduate days Hopkins also admired Barnes’

Poems of Rural .Life in Dorset Dialect (Letters III, p. 370), highly 

alliterative verse written in dialect. It is possible that during this 

time he became acquainted with Barnes’ TIW, or A View of the Roots and 

Stems of English as a. Teutonic Tongue. Mackenzie at least "wonders" 

whether Hopkins came across this "strange philological work," and Milroy 

suggests that Hopkins "might have seen or heard of" the book.10 Certainly 

it is a work that would have fascinated Hopkins, grouping as it does 

like-sounding words into semantic clusters; and some of the etymological 

connections between words Hopkins makes in his early poetry can also be 

found in TIW (see Chapter Three).

The 1870s

In the 1870s, after the rigors of his novitiate, Hopkins entered 

a period of renewed learning in wide fields, including Old English 

history, language, and literature. While studying for his philosophate 

at Stonyhurst, Hopkins read John Lingard’s The History and Antiquities 

of the Anglo-Saxon Church.11 Then, in 1873, at Roehamptom, where he 

was professor of rhetoric, Hopkins studied a book that perhaps more 

than any other influenced the course of his poetry— Marsh’s Lectures on 

the English Language. In "Rhythm and Other Structural Parts," notes for 

the lectures Hopkins delivered at Manresa House, Roehamptom, from Sep

tember 1873 to July 1874, Hopkins mentions Marsh three times and uses
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several examples of alliteration and assonance from Marsh's book. It 

was probably from his readings in Marsh that Hopkins understood that 

"alliteration was an essential element in Anglo-Saxon or Old English 
verse" (Journals, p. 284).

About the same time, Hopkins may have read Guest’s History of 

English Rhythms. Although there is no direct evidence of his acquaint

ance with this highly influential nineteenth-century work, the many:, 

agreements between the metrics of sprung rhythm and Old English verse 

indicate that Hopkins knew Guest’s theories. R. G. Howarth calls 
Guest Hopkins' "unconscious" prophet because Guest announced "the gen
eral belief about the nature of English rhythms held later by Hopkins," 

recommended "free stress rhythms," praised stress^based rhythms to the 

disparagement of "foreign importations," and called for "a poet who 

would renew the native English tradition in verse and thus revitalize 

poetry.”12 And it was precisely during this period that Hopkins was 

"inventing" sprung rhythm, which, indeed, would "renew the native Eng

lish tradition in verse."

Hopkins also began to read the Academy in 1874, if not sooner.

The frequency with which he mentioned that magazine in his letters from 

1874 until the end of his life suggests that it was his favorite journal. 

And with the Academy, as well as the Athaeneum and the Saturday Review, 

other magazines he wrote of, he acquired a good grasp of what 

was going on in philological and antiquarian studies. For example, in 

the issue for January 1874, which contained the review of Robert Bridges’

Poems that prompted Hopkins to renew his correspondence with his Oxford
* .

friend (Letters I, p. 29), Hopkins could have read a review of German
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colleagues for letting the Germans outstrip them in philological science. 
And during 1874-75, he probably saw a review of Morris1 Elementary Lessons 
in Historical English Grammar, a work popular enough to be reprinted 

every year until 1895; a review of Muller*s Chips from a German Work

shop , a book that so fascinated Hopkins that he copied passages that 

MacKenzie says are still preserved in Campion Hall;13 and a laudatory 

review of one of Sweet’s most important works— History of English Sounds. 

In addition, he might have read notices of the forthcoming publication 
of the dictionaries of the English Dialect Society, such as Ray’s glos

saries of the north and south country words, a note on the new edition 

of Bosworth’s Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, and Bosworth’s obituary in the

issue for June 3, 1876. In the issue for July 8, 1876, he probably
1 .

read the note on the two candidates for the vacant professorship of 

Anglo-Saxon at Oxford— Henry Sweet and John Earle, who eventually 

received the position— an article that acknowledges Earle’s edition of 

the Chronicle to be "one of the best edited Anglo-Saxon texts that has 

ever been produced in England," disparages Earle’s Philology of the 

English Tongue, praises Sweet’s edition of Alfred’s version of Gregory’s 

Cura Pastoralis, mentions Sweet’s "sketch of Anglo-Saxon poetry in the 

new edition of Warton," and reports on Sweet’s work in progress, "an 

Anglo-Saxon Reader, with notes, glossary, and full grammar."1  ̂ In the 

issue for December 29, 1877, Hopkins might have read Thomas Wright’s 

obituary. In the issue for May 10, 1879, he could have read an article 

on the progress on the NED, And throughout these years, he read arti

cles, notes and reviews by such contributors as Sweet, Skeat, Furnivall,
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E. A. Axon. The Academy provided the kind of lively forum of opinion 

that might have prompted Hopkins to consult some of the many .works 

discussed.

Hopkins may have read some of the publications of the EETS be

ginning about the mid-187Os as well. Although Hopkins never specifi

cally mentioned the EETS or any of its publications, he did refer to 

the notorious Teutonizing efforts of Furnivall, founder and prime mover 
of the EETS for 50 years (Letters I, p. 162). FurnivallTs "Forewords'’ 

for his editions of the EETS are replete with coined compounds, and 

his eccentric style reflects current trends.

Hopkins very well could also have read Kington-Oliphant's sec

ond edition of The Sources of Standard English, retitled Old and Middle 

English. This new edition of Kington-Oliphantis book, with its attack 

on the thirteenth-century Franciscan friars, was reviewed by H. L. 

Thurston in a derogatory, two-part article in the Jesuit magazine the 

Month for March and July 1878. Hopkins probably read that review, 

which might have spurred him on to read Kington-Oliphant's book. And 

the fact that Oliphant was formerly of Balliol College could have pro

vided Hopkins with even more incentive to read the very popular work, 

which was also reviewed in the Academy for October 12, 1878.

In addition, I believe that sometime during the 1870s Hopkins 

read one or both of two of the most important articles on Old English 

literature written during the century—  Skeat’s essay on alliterative 

poetry for the new edition of Bishop Percy’s Folio Manuscript and 

Sweet’s chapter on Old English poetry for the new edition of Warton’s
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History of English Poetry from the Twelfth to the Close of the Sixteenth 

Century. In 1878, Hopkins writes that he has seen stress-based rhythm 

"talked about as a thing possible in critics" (Letters II, p. 14). The 

"critics" it seems most likely Hopkins was referring to are Skeat and 

Sweet, both of whom suggested that the metrical system of the Old Eng

lish scops could be adapted to nineteenth-century verse. It was prob- 

bably also from his readings in Skeat and/or Sweet that Hopkins realized 
in 1880 (or earlier) that the middle pause originated from "the older, 

native poetry" (Letters I, p. 108).

The Last Years

In 1882, Hopkins studied Old English language for the first 

time, and from that time on he probably read Old English literature in 

the original as well as in translation. In October 1882, Hopkins writes 

Bridges about sprung rhythm: "So far as I know —  I am enquiring and

presently I shall be able to speak more decidedly — it existed in full 

force in Anglo saxon verse and in great beauty" (Letters I, p. 156).

The next month he writes: "I'm learning Anglosaxon and it is a vastly 

superior thing to what we have now" (Letters I, p. 163). The books I 

believe Hopkins used to initiate his serious study of Old English are 

Sweet's Anglo-Saxon Primer, published that year, and the companion . 

piece. Sweet's Anglo-Saxon Reader, the fourth edition brought out in 

1882. Between these two works, which certainly would have given Hopkins 

a strong foundation in Old English grammar and syntax, Hopkins read a 

selection of Old English prose and poetry in the original, including 

some of the prose of AClfric and Wulfstan; selections from Beowulf and
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The Phoenix; the complete texts of "The Dream of the Rood" and "The 

Wanderer"; and the complete texts of some of the "Riddles." With his 

newly-honed interest in Old English, he also would have been eager to 

see the second edition of Guest1 s History of English Rhythms., finally 

put out by Skeat in 1882 and, like all other major works, reviewed in 

the Academy. That same year also saw the publication of the first part 

of Bosworth and T. N. Toller's Anglo-Saxon Dictionary. And it is likely 

that after learning the rudiments of the language, Hopkins, with his 

characteristic zeal, followed through with his inquiries and read more 

of the prose and poetry in the original— perhaps the homilies of ASlfric,

whom Hopkins mentions in a letter to Baillie (Letters III, p. 283). He

might also have read Wulfstan's "Sermo ad Anglos," all of Beowulf, and 

the elegiac poetry and riddles of The Exeter Book— in other words, the 

literature that is most akin to his latest poetry (see Chapter Five). 

Continuing to read the Academy, he also probably saw Hickey's transla

tions of "The Wanderer" and "The Dream of the Rood" in the issues for 

May 14, 1881, and April 8, 1882, respectively.

At the same time, Hopkins reacquainted himself with the works

of Barnes and Patmore. In November, 1882, he writes about Barnes' An

Outline of English Speechcraft, first published in 1878:

Talking of chronologically impossible and long words the Rev.
Wm. Barnes, good soul, of Dorset-dialect poems (in which there 
is more true poetry than in Burns . . .) has published a 
'Speech craft of English Speech'“English Grammar, written in
an unknown tongue, a sort of modern Anglosaxon, beyond all 
that Furnival in his wildest Forewords ever dreamed. He does 
not see the utter hopelessness of the thing. It makes one 
weep to think what English might have been; for in spite of 
all that Shakespere and Milton have done with the compound I 
cannot doubt that no beauty in a language can make up for want
of purity. . . . But the madness of an almost unknown man
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trying to do what the three estates of the realm together 
.could never accomplish! He calls degrees of comparison 
pitches of suchness: we ought to call them so, but alas!
(Letters I, p. 162f)

Then, in 1883, Hopkins began corresponding with Patmore, whom he had met 

in July of that year. In the letters to his new friend, Hopkins criti

cizes Patmore1s "Essay on Metrical Law," reprinted in 1878 as a preface 

to Amelia and Other Poems. The revisions that Hopkins urges (some of

which Patmore later incorporated in his second collective edition of the 

Poems in 1886) indicate that by this point Hopkins was quite knowledge

able about Old English language and literature and aware of some of the 

controversies among Old English scholars. For example, he asks Patmore 

"to reconsider the matter" of vocalic alliteration, since Patmore had 

written that in Old English poetry alliteration is "essentially conson

antal" and that there was "properly no such thing as alliteration of 
vowels."15 Hopkins writes, "To my ear no alliteration is more marked or 

more beautiful, and I used to take it for granted as an obvious fact 

that every initial vowel lettered to every other before ever I knew that 

anything of the sort was practised in Anglo Saxon verse" (Letters III, 

pi 331). Hopkins also objects to Patmorefs use of the term Anglo-Saxon ; 

in a sentence that reads, "This metre . . . outlived the Anglo-Saxon 

language several centuries":

You know the attack made of late on the name Anglo-Saxon. I 
think and I see that others think it is pedantic, but it seems 
to me that if ever an objection- could be made to the use of the 
term 'Anglo-Saxon language' without reserve or explanation it 
might be in this sentence. For 'several' centuries cannot mean 
less than three; which would carry us back from Piers Ploughman 
to the Conquest. Now anyone can see by glancing at a few lines 
that the language of England before and after the Conquest for 
some time differed only by almost imperceptible differences.
(Letters III, p. 332)



Even while "at a third Remove" in Dublin, from 1884 until the 

end of his life, Hopkins continued his interests in philology and early 
English literature. While there, he and his students collected words 

and expressions, Anglo-Irishisms, for Joseph Wright’s The English Dia
lect Dictionary, published in 1898.^  Hopkins also corresponded with 

his long-time friend, Alexander Baillie, about etymologies in Skeat’s 

dictionary; finally he even wrote the eminent philologist himself, ask

ing about the etymologies of scope, cap, cape, keeve, hallucinari, and

Irish-English (Letters III, pp. 280, 284, 285, 431f). And during the
/last year of his life, Hopkins was reading the first volume of Joseph 

Wright's translation of Karl Brugmann's Gundrlss der Vergleichenden 

Grammatik der Indo-Germanischen Sprachen, or Elements of the Compara

tive Grammar of the Indo-European Languages (Letters III, p. 193), the 
original published in 1886 and the translation in 1888.

During these years, Hopkins continued to look at the Academy.

He probably read translations of Old English poems there, such as 

Earle's translation of "The Ruin" in the issue for July 12, 1884; G. R. 

Merry’s "A Translation. The Death of Byrhtnoth" in the issue for Sep

tember 20, 1884; Merry's "A Translation; Byrhtnoth's Challenge" in the 

issue for December 20, 1884; Merry's "A Translation. (From the Anglo- 

Saxon of the So-Called Caedmon)" in the issue for February 7, 1885; and 

Hickey's translation of lines 2-184 of "The Battle of Maldon" in the 

issue for May 23, 1885. In reading that magazine, Hopkins would have 

continued to keep abreast of late nineteenth-century philological activ

ities. For instance, he might have read Sweet's letters in the January 

and February issues for 1886, outlining an idea for ."an English school



at Oxford that would include curriculum in all Teutonic languages and 

English literature and calling for the establishment of a professorship 

of modem languages: "Now is the time to found a school of modern

philology. In a few years it may be too late. The Germans will have 

annexed the subject, just as they have annexed, or are annexing. Old, 

English."17 In all likelihood Hopkins also read the laudatory reviews 

by Skeat and Henry Bradley of the first volumes of the New English Dic

tionary , as well as an article by Furnivall calling it "the duty of the 

English-speaking public all over the world" to buy and complete "this 

great national work": "Our twenty-five years' work has not been in vain.

The Dictionary is — I say it deliberately—  far and away better than any 

other of any living language."18

Summary

Thus, Hopkins learned a great deal about Old English language 

and literature, at the same time assimilating the current opinions about 

the superiority of native words, especially those found in dialects, and 

of Old English poetic devices in general. According to Hard, as an 

undergraduate, Hopkins displayed an excellent gift as a philologist 

(Journals, p. 506). His interest in philology did not abate; if any

thing, it increased, and through the years, as the Victorian scholars 

wrote up their etymological findings, Hopkins acquired better tools to 

advance his philological inquiries. Furthermore, during the 1870s, 

Hopkins learned the basic techniques of Old English poetry. Perhaps, 

sensing a strong affinity between his own poetic style and that of the

scops, Hopkins continued his studies until by the end of his life he 
was quite knowledgeable about Old English language and literature..
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CHAPTER FOUR

OLD ENGLISH INFLUENCES ON HOPKINS' EARLY POETRY (1860-74)

For the most part, Hopkins' earliest poetry, that written from 

1860 to 1874, and especially during the 1860s, shows little influence of 

the earliest English literature. Its alliteration, syntax and diction 

reflect practically none of the attributes of Hopkins' later work, so 

closely allied to Old English poetry. All of the poems, with the excep
tion of the final version of "Lines for a Picture of St. Dorothea," are 

in standard rhythm. Most of the verse is either iambic pentameter (48%) 

or iambic tetrameter (37%). The poetry is also low in alliteration: 

only about 42% of the lines contain one or more instance of alliteration, 

and of this amount only about 6% is vocalic alliteration and about 2% 

cross or transverse alliteration. There is also very little variation, 

a mainstay of Old English poetry. And his syntax is fairly standard, 

bearing none of the marks of the features of the Old English language. 

Although about 80% of the diction is Old English (84% Germanic), several 

of the words of Old English derivation Hopkins uses in his earliest 

poetry are archaic words not surviving in dialect and not evocative of 

Old English literature. The poetry is also sparse in compounds, with 

only 2% of his words compound: of these only 53% are composed solely of

terms derived from Old English. Furthermore, only about 54% of the .
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compounds are substantive; he relies much more heavily on adjectival 

compounds than do the Old English scops.*
Nevertheless, we can see the beginning stages of Hopkins * devel

opment toward a Victorian scop in this early work. Even poems written 

while Hopkins was a schoolboy at Highgate contain a few isolated lines 

that indicate the direction of his later poetry. The poetry written 

while Hopkins was at Oxford bears the marks of Hopkins’ readings in 

Trench, Muller, and perhaps Barnes: in these poems, Hopkins pays much

more attention to the original meanings of words; he also increases the 

alliteration, at times using alliteration to link words he thought came 

from the same root. And the poetry of the 1870s, written while Hopkins 

was at Stonyhurst for his philosophate, contains a marked increase in 

experimental stress-based rhythms, alliteration, and Old English diction.

The Highgate Poetry 

Hopkins’ schoolboy poetry, written during the early 1860s while 

he was at Highgate, shows virtually no influence of the techniques of 

Old English poetry nor of the tenets of the philologists of his day. It 

is interesting primarily to show, by contrast, how much he later relied 

on Old English language and literature. The three completed poems 

written before 1864— "The Escorial," "A Vision of the Mermaids," and

*A11 figures and percentages for Hopkins’ poetry are my calcula
tions. For my statistical methods and definitions of key terms see the 
Appendix. Whenever I use the word alliteration I am including allitera
tion of vowels because Old English scholars count vocalic alliteration 
in their discussions and computations of alliteration in Old English 
poetry and because Hopkins believed that alliteration included the 
alliteration of vowels.
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the first version of "Winter with the Gulf Stream"— are rhythmically 

ordinary. Moreover, the poems are extremely light in alliteration, the 

three together containing only 27% of the lines with any instances of 

alliteration. Of this amount, only about 3% is alliteration of vowels 
and less than 1% is cross or transverse alliteration. The percentage of 

native diction in these poems is also low compared to Hopkins* later 

practice, with only approximately 72% words of Old English derivation 

(78% Germanic). In these poems, Hopkins is fond of such Latinate and 

"high-sounding" words as casements, crownals, and diapers (Poems, p.4) 

in "The Escorial," written in 1860; and languett (Poems, p. 10), argent 

and antique chaunt (Poems, p. 11)/in "A Vision of Mermaids," written in 
1862. He also uses many archaic literary contractions typical of 

eighteenth-century poetic diction: for instance, cloister'd (Poems, p.

3), laver’d (Poems, p. 4), pourtray'd (Poems, p. 5), orb'd (Poems, p. 8), 

and diadem'd (Poems, p. 9). When Hopkins does use words found in Old 

English poetry, he tends to choose words that are obsolete and not still 

alive in dialects, such as shrive at the end of stanza five of "The 

Escorial" (Poems, p. 4) or cleped at line 68 of "A Vision of Mermaids" 

(Poems, p. 9). These poems are high in Latinate compounds,too, with 

76% of the compounds containing one or more element of Romance deriva

tion: e.g., zeal-rampant (Poems, p. 4), acanthus-crown'd (Poems, p. 5),

mountain-echo*d (Poems, p. 6), vermeil-rain, onyx-coronals, and bugle

eyed (Poems, p. 10). Furthermore, afdst ot the compounds (about 60%) 

are adjectival whereas, as Arthur Brodeur writes, in "Old English 
poetry the substantive [compound] is pre-eminent." (Accounting for
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1189 compounds in Beowulf, Brodeur states that 903, or about 76%, are 

substantival,)-1

But, as I’ve indicated, the metrical and alliterative techniques 
in a few lines of this early poetry foreshadow Hopkins’ later practice. 
For example, Hopkins occasionally varies the iambic meter of his lines 

with what years later he terms a "reversed foot," "putting the stress

where, to judge by the rest of the measure, the slack should be" ("Pre

face," Poems, p. 46). Thus, line nine of all of Hopkins’ versions of
/ x x

"Winter with the Gulf Stream" begins with a trochee; "Kneading the 
/ x / x / 

mounded mire that stops" (Poems, p. 12). So too does line eighty-five
/ x x  / x / x / x /

of "A Vision of the Mermaids"; "Crushes and tears the rare enj ewelling”

(Poems, p. 10). In fact, almost 6% of these generally iambic lines

begin with trochees. And in one line of "The Escorial" Hopkins repeats

such a rhymical reversal in successive feet, producing what in the

"Preface" he calls "counterpoint rhythm," "the superinducing or mount-
/ x / x X / x V 

ing of a new rhythm upon the old”; "Blades of Milan in circles rang’d, 
x /

grew rust" (Poems, p. 6). In addition, four times in these poems Hop

kins produces juxtaposed stresses, a regular feature of his later stress- 

based poetry. The following alliterative and ambiguously scanned
x

example from "The Escorial" especially presages sprung rhythm; "Down- 
/ x / x / x x I I

splinter’d rocks crush’d cottages.--Drear sight" (Poems, p. 7). in this

earliest poetry, Hopkins also occasionally uses functional alliteration;

that is, the alliteration emphasizes a metrical pattern or highlights a

semantical connection between words. For instance, twice in "The

Escorial" he reinforces a shift in meter by supplying alliteration on
/ x x / x / x / x /

stressed words; "Ranters scream'd rank rebellion, this should be"



/ X X  / X / X / X /
(Poems, p. 4); "Diimn’d in the long accumulated dust" (Poems, p. 6).

Once in "A Vision of the Mermaids" alliteration also accentuates the
x x  / / x / x / x /

irregular rhythm; "And a sweet sadness dwelt on everyone" (Poems, p.

11). In another line in the same poem alliteration links two words

that are etymologically related — floating and flowing— a connection that

Hopkins makes explicit the following year in one of his undergraduate

word lists (Journals, p . 11); "The floating blooms and with the tide

flowing quench'd" (Poems, p. 11).

These examples of metrical and alliterative experimentation,

though, are infrequent, and there is no strong evidence to suggest that

Hopkins consciously strove for such effects in his schoolboy poetry.

Certainly, he had not yet developed a style of poetry that encompassed

stress-based meters and abundant, functional alliteration.

The Oxford Poetry 

In many respects, Hopkins’ poetry written while he was at Ox

ford from 1863 to 1867 is in the same vein as his earlier poetry and 

gives little indication that he was aware of the revival of interest in 

Old English studies. These poems are metrically commonplace, written 

in standard meter with little experimentation. There is also an insub

stantial number of lines containing alliteration (40%) compared to his 

later poetry and little use of cross or transverse alliteration (still 

less than 1% of the alliteration). Except for some literary inversions, 

the syntax is also straightforward. Many of the key words are Latinate. 

In "Let me be to Thee as the circling bird," for example, Hopkins 

writes; "I have found the dominant of my range and state" (Poems, p.
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28). The emphasis on the Word dominant in this line contrasts sharply 

with Hopkins' later practice when he in all likelihood would choose the 

noun pitch, assumed to stem from an Old English verb piccean (unattested). 

Throughout this Oxford poetry Hopkins writes such Latinate phrases as 

Eclipsing parapet in "To Oxford" (Poems, p. 22), persistency/in its 

condition in "The Beginning of the.End" (Poems, p. 23), and abysses 

infinite in "Nondum" (Poems, p. 33). He continues to use rare, multi

syllabic Latinate words, such as prediluvian, belvedere, and levant, all 

from "The Alchemist in the City" (Poems, p. 24f). He still relies on 

archaic words of Old English origin, rather than words still alive in 

the countryside: e.g., swart in "A Soliloquy of One of the Spies left

in the Wilderness" (Poems, p. 16) and the phrase stinting weald in "See . 

how Spring opens with disabling cold" (Poems, p. 27). He also makes 

scanty use of compounds during this period. Furthermore, many of the 

compounds are Latinate and adjectival, such as ever-fretting and myrrhy- 

threaded in "Easter Communion" (Poems, p. 21) and special-general in 

"To Oxford" (Poems, p. 21).
The Balliol poetry, however, does begin to show some results of 

Hopkins’ readings in the works of contemporary philologists who advo

cated the worth and beauty of Old English language and literature.

First, there is a marked increase in Old English diction in these 

poems— from about 72% to almost 83%. There is also a strong increase 

in the number of compounds made up solely of Old English words —  from 

34% to 54%. And the number of substantive compounds rises from 40% to 

59%,



In addition, Hopkins pays more attention to the origin of words, 
bringing out the earliest meanings, as well as contemporary connotations. 

For instance, in his use of the Shakespearian compound "spring—tide" in 

"Spring and Death," Hopkins brings out the original meaning of the Old 

English word tide, "season, time"; "But the Spring-tide passed the 

same" (Poems, p. 14), In "A Soliloquy of One of the Spies left in the 

Wilderness," written in 1864, the Latinate word messes reflects its 

earliest meaning, "a portion of food, course of a meal";

Here are. sweet messes without price or. worth.
And never thirst or dearth. (Poems, p. 16)

And perhaps the poem that best illustrates Hopkins* burgeoning philolog

ical talents is "Barnfloor and Winepress," printed in the Union Review 

in 1865, which contains two words —  starvest and acre —  whose primary 

meanings are discussed in Trench's On the Study of Words.2 In the first 

line, Hopkins uses the word starvest in its modern sense of "hungers 

greatly," as well as in its original sense of "dies," thus recalling the

Biblical passage "The wages of sin is death"; "Thou that on sin's wages

starvest" (Poems, p. 16). He also employs the word acre to mean a 

"measure" and a "field," its original definition;

Terrible fruit was on the tree 
In the acre of Gethsemane. . . .

(Poems, p. 17)

In fact, Hopkins reinforces this usage of the word in line 27 of "Barn

floor and Winepress," where he uses, the word field synonymously with 

acre, comparing humankind's place.on earth with the plot of land that 

held Christ on the cross;

That field where He has planted us
Shall make her fruit as Libanus. . . .

(Poems, p. 17)



And, in the same poem, Hopkins uses wood to signify both "tree" and 

"cross," two meanings of the word found in Old English literature:

"We are so grafted on His wood" (Poems, p. 17). Thus in the last word 

of this poem, Hopkins intertwines the agricultural and religious 

imagery integral to the whole poem.
At the same time, Hopkins begins to use more alliteration, in

cluding alliteration of vowels, and occasionally employs alliteration 

to reinforce etymological connections between words, thus emphasizing 

a central meaning in a line. The number of lines containing allitera

tion rises from 27% to 40%. Among the alliterative lines in the Oxford 

poetry, almost 7% contain vocalic alliteration, an increase of about 

4%. In one poem, "The Beginning of the End," actually three sonnets 

written in 1865, there are five instances of vocalic alliteration; in 

"Where art thou friend," written the same year, there are two; in 

"Nondum" (1866), three. The frequency of such alliteration in these 

poems indicates that the alliteration of vowels is probably no longer 

accidental in Hopkins’ poetry. Under the influence of Barnes and other 

proponents of onomatopoeia, Hopkins also consciously links words simi

lar in sound that he believes similar in meaning, as witnessed in both 

his undergraduate philological exercises and poetry. In 1865, for ex

ample, Hopkins writes in "See how the Spring opens with disabling cold" 
"That seed which the good sower once did sow" (Poems, p. 27). In TIW, 

Barnes correctly identified the words seed and sow as stemming from the 

identical root, and Hopkins probably meant to imply this connection in 

his poem.3 Similarly, Barnes believed (erroneously) that bread and 

break were originally from a base word meaning "what has risen."1* This
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ideas as well as Biblical imagery, informs Hopkins’ usage in the last 

line of "The Half-way House" (1865): "He is with you in the breaking

of the bread" (Poems, p. 29).. In the same poem, Hopkins pses allitera

tion to connect the words rod and rood: "I took of vine a cross-barred

rod or rood" (Poems, p. 28). Hopkins1' use of the adjective cross-barred 
indicates that he wishes one the meanings of both words to be "cross." 

And, as his alliterative connection implies, both words do stem from the 

same Indo-European root ret-, although in the Old English language, 

there are two distinct words —  rod, "rood, cross, gallows, crucifix," 

and rodd, "rod."

The Poetry of the 1870s 

The strong influence of Victorian philologists on Hopkins’ poe

try, however, is not evident until the early 1870s. The learning Hop

kins acquired during these years tells in the two completed poems and 

the revisions he wrote. In these poems he refined his poetic craft, 

experimenting with metrics and working toward a stress-based rhythm. 

Furthermore, his alliteration increases to a little more than 62% of 

the lines: of this amount about 3% is vocalic alliteration and about

3% is cross or transverse alliteration. There is also an increase in 

Old English diction— to about 87%. And, compared to Hopkins’ earlier 

poetry, there are more compounds of Old English derivation, as well as 

more substantive compounds: 84% of the compounds in these poems are

made up solely of Old English words, an increase of 30% over the Ox

ford poems; and 72% of the compounds are substantives, an increase of 

13%.
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During these years Hopkins had a "new" rhythm "haunting" his 

ears (Letters II, p. 14). And scattered lines in several of the revised 

poems indicate his movement away from traditional metrics toward stress- 

based rhythms reminiscent of Old English verse. In revising "New Read

ings," for example, first written in 1864, Hopkins changes line five

from an iambic pentameter to a line that begins with two stresses side
x / x

by side, with alliteration reinforcing the meter; "Where fruit of 
/ x / x / x / / /

precious wine was shortly sped" (Journals, p. 32) becomes "Grapes grew 
x / x / x / 
and drops of wine were shed" (Poems, p. 18).

The poem that most clearly shows Hopkins' metrical experiments 

at this time is "Lines for a Picture of St. Dorothea," originally en

titled "For a Picture of St. Dorothea" in 1864 and revised probably 

Sometime during the early 1870s. As Gardner writes, the later version 

"embodies what appear to be the poet's first experimentations in Sprung 

Rhythm" (Poems, p. 252);
1864 1870s

1 I bear a basket lined with I bear a basket lined with
grass; , .grass.

2 I am so light, I am so fait, I am so light and fair'
3 That men must wonder as I pass Men are amazed to watch.me pass
4 And at the basket that I bear. With'the basket I bear,'
5 Where in a newly-drawn green Which in newly drawn green

litter litter
6 Sweet flowers I carry,— sweets Carries treats of sweets for

for bitter. bitter.

7 Lilies I shew you, lilies none. See my lilies; lilies none.
8 None in Caesar's gardens blow,—  None in Caesar's garden blow.
9 And a quince in hand,— not one ' Quinces, look, when not one
10 Is set upon your boughs below; Is set in any orchard; no,
11 Not set, because their buds not Not set because their buds not

spring; spring;
12 Spring not, 'cause world is Spring not for world is

wintering. wintering.
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13 But these were found in the East
and South

14 Where Winter is the clime forgot,—
15 The dewdrop on the larkspurfs

mouth
16 0 should it then be quenched not?
17 In starry water-meads they drew
18 These drops: which be they?

stars or dew?
19 Had she a quince in hand? Yet

gaze:
20 Rather it is the sizing moon,
21 Lo, linked heavens with milky

ways!
22 That was her larskpur row.—So

soon?
23 Sphered so fast, sweet soul?—

We see
24 Nor fruit, nor flowers, nor

Dorothy.
(Poems, pp. 19-20)

25
26
27
28
29

30

31
32
33

34
35 .

36

37
38

39
40
41
42

But^they came^from the south{

Where winter-while is all forgot.—  
The dewbell in the mallow's mouth

Is^it quenched:or n^t?
In starry, starry .shire .it grew: 
Which is it, star or dew?

That a quince I pore upon?

0 no it is the sizing moon.
Now her mallow-row is gone

In tufts of evening sky.—So soon?

Sphered so fast, sweet soul?-We 
see

Fruit nor flower nor Dorothy.

How to name it, blessed it!
Suiting its grace with him or her? 
Dorotheayor was your writ 
Served by messenger?
Your parley was not done and 

thereT
You went into the partless air.

It waned into the world of light. 
Yet made its market here as well: 
My eyes hold yet the rinds and 

bright 
Remainder of a miracle.
0 this is bringing! Tears may

swarm
Indeed while such a wonder's 

warm.

Ah dip in blood the palmtree pen 
And wordy warrants are flawed 

through.
More will wear this wand and then 
The warpfed world we shall undo. 
Proconsul!—  Is Sapricius near? —
1 find another Christian here.

(Poems,pp. 35f f)
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One of the most obvious results of Hopkins’ metrical revisions 

of this poem is that he breaks up the iambic lines that are the mainstay 

of his early version. Whereas the 1864 version contains nineteen basi

cally iambic lines, the comparable stanzas in the later poem contain 

only eight. Hopkins varies the basically iambic meter by eliminating 
words and placing stresses side by side at mid-line. Thus he changes 

the iambic line two into one containing two juxtaposed stresses at mid- 
line^ strengthening the caesura— a practice common in his later poetry. 

He begins line three with a reversed foot, another regular feature of 

his mature poetry. He changes line four from an iambic tetrameter to a 

three-stress line beginning with a stress, according to his own accent 

marks. His accent marks also indicate that there should be juxtaposed 

stresses at the caesurae in lines nine, thirteen, and eighteen of the 

revised version— all of which lines begin with trochees. He also begins 

the metrically light line sixteen and lines nineteen, twenty-one, and 

twenty-four of the revised'version with trochees, whereas in the origi

nal version these lines were all isimbic. In the added stanzas, one- 

third of the lines begin with stresses, and according to Hopkins’ mark

ings, line twenty-eight contains juxtaposed stresses at mid-line. More

over, in making these metrical experimentations, Hopkins varied the 

number of syllables per line more than he did in the original version. 

For instance, in the 1870 version of the poem, about 60% of the lines 

contain eight syllables, the standard number for an iambic tetrameter 

line, compared to 67% in the 1864 version: in the first four stanzas of

the revised poem, the stanzas comparable to the original, only 49% con

tain eight syllables. And in the later version, 17% of the lines (25%
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in the first four stanzas) contain only six stresses, whereas in the 

original none of the lines contain six stresses.
As Hopkins moved toward stress-based verse, he also increased 

his alliteration and his cultivation of native English. In revising 

"Lines for a Picture of St. Dorothea," Hopkins increased the allit

eration from 33-1/3% of the lines to about 55%, adding alliteration 

in lines three, ten, fourteen, seventeen, and nineteen (and eliminat

ing alliteration in line six). In-line ten, the alliteration is of 
vowels, a rare occurrence in his early poetry,but a fairly common 
feature of his later poetry. Moreover, the two poems Hopkins com

pleted between 1870 and 1873— the "presentation" pieces "Ad Mariam" 

and "Rosa Mystica"— are highly alliterative, containing 65% and 90% 

alliteration respectively. They are also high in Old English diction, 

with 93% and 87% respectively,

Hopkins' 1871 version of "Winter with the Gulf Stream" also

reflects his developing interest in Old English poetic techniques and

diction:
1863 1871

The boughs, the boughs are bare The boughs, the boughs are bare
enough, enough

But earth has not yet felt the But earth has never felt the
snow. snow.

3 Frost-fringed our ivies are. Frost-furred our ivies are and
and rough rough

With spiked rime the brambles With bills of rime the brambles
show, » . . shew.

The hoarse leaves crawl on The hoarse leaves crawl on
hissing ground, hissing ground

6 What time the sighing wind is Because the sighing wind is low.
low.
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But if the rain-'blasts be unbound
And from dank feathers wring the 

drops,
9 The clogg'd brook runs with 

choking sound,

Kneading the mounded mire that 
stops

His channel under clammy coats
12 Of foliage fallen in the copse.

A single passage of weak notes
Is all the winter bird dare try.

15 The moon, half-orb’d, ere sun
set floats

But if the rain-blasts be unbound
And from dank feathers wring the 

drops
The clogged brook runs with 

choking sound

Kneading the mounded mire that 
stops

His channel under clammy coats
Of foliage fallen in the copse.

A simple passage of weak notes
Is all the winter bird dare try.
The bugle moon by daylight floats

So glassy-white about the sky. 
So like a berg of hyaline,

18 Pencilled with blue so 
daintily—

I never saw her so divine.
But thro’ black branches —  

rarely drest 
21 In streaming scarfs that 

smoothly shine.

Shot o'er with lights — the 
emblazon'd west.

Where yonder crimson fire-ball 
sets,

24 Trails forth a purfled-silken 
vest.

So glassy white about the sky. 
So like a berg of hyaline.
And pencilled blue so daintily,

I never saw her so divine.
But through black branches, 

rarely drest
In scarves of silky shot and 

shine,
The webbed and the watery west

Where yonder crimson fireball 
sits

Looks laid for feasting and for 
rest.

27

Long beds I see of violets 
In beryl lakes which they 

reef o'er:
A Pactolean river frets

Against its tawny-golden shore:

All ways the molten colours run: 
30 Till, sinking ever more and more

Into the azure mist, the sun ' 
32 Drops down engulf'd, his 

journey done,
(Letters III, p. 437f)

I see long reefs of violets 
In beryl-covered fens so dim,

A gold-water Pactolus frets

Its brindled wharves and yellow 
brim

The waxen colours weep and run. 
And slendering to his burning rim

Into the flat blue mist the sun 
Drops out and all our day is 

done.
(Poems, p. 12f)
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In the final version of this poem, Hopkins refines both his alliteration 

and his diction toward the Old English poetic style, increasing his 

alliteration from 37.5% to a little more than 53%, and increasing his 

Old English vocabulary from about 75% to about 79%. In line four, for 

example, he exchanges the adjective spiked (ON) for the Old English 

noun bills, thus providing alliteration with brambles. In line twenty- 

one he introduces alliteration with shot and shine, instead of the hodge

podge of at, sc, sm, and sh sounds that clutter the line in the earlier 

version. In the next line, he does away with the literary and Latinate 

word emblazon’d , substituting Old English words and adding alliteration. 

In line twenty-four he also gets rid of the archaic and rare word 

purfled (F) and adds alliteration to reinforce the juxtaposed stresses . 

at the beginning of the line, in a way that foreshadows the development 

of sprung rhythm. In line twenty-eight of the final version he intro

duces alliteration, as well as adds the Old English word brim. In the 

next line, he also adds alliteration with the substitution of waxen for 

molten. Finally, in the last two lines, Hopkins eliminates the Latinate 

words azure, engulfTd, and joumey, instead using mostly native, short 

words, which attest to his growing fondness for home-spun monosyllabic 

words.
Hopkins’ sharpening attunement to the diction and imagery of 

Old English poetry is also apparent in his versions of "Heaven-Haven," 

first written in 1864 (Gardner does not provide a date for the final 

version, but it probably was written during the early 1870s when 

Hopkins returned to writing poetry after several years of poetic 

silence) ;
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1864

I have desired to go 
Where springs not fail;

To fields where flies not the unbridled hail,
And a few lilies blow
I have desired to be 
Where havens are dumb;

Where the green water-heads may never come,
As in the unloved sea.

Or

I have desired to be 
Where gales not come;

Where the green is in the havens dumb 
And sunder'd from the sea.

(Journals, p. 33)

1870s

I have desired to go 
Where springs not fail,

To fields where flies no sharp and sided hail 
And a few lilies blow.

And I have asked to be 
Where no storms come.

Where the green swell is in the havens dumb,
And out of the swing of the sea.

(Poems, p. 19)

In the second stanza of this poem, Hopkins changes the Latinate desired 

to its Old English counterpart asked, at the same time producing allit

eration of vowels; he changes gales, perhaps from Old Norse, to storms 

(OE); and he adds the Old English swell to accentuate the storm imagery. 

The concluding line especially shows Hopkins' movement toward the spirit 

of Old English poetry; he shifts the meter, substituting anapests for 

iambs and thereby adding more syllables to his three-stress line; he 

introduces alliteration with the use of the Old English word sunder'd; 

and he changes that participle to a noun, swing, emphasizing the original
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meaning of a "surge or fluctuation, a stroke or violent movement," as 
found in line 848 of Beowulf, describing the waters above Grendel’s 

lair as atol ycf a geswing, "the foul welter of waves."
Hopkins’ poetry of the early 1870s, then, indicates the general 

direction of his later poetry, that which links him with the Old Eng

lish scops. By the early 1870s he was writing poetry that was rhythmi

cally experimental, increasingly alliterative, and more reliant on dic

tion of Old English derivation than the poetry of his youth. And the 

techniques he was developing in his poetry indicate that he had heeded 

the advice of Marsh and other Victorian philologists to revitalize 

English poetry by returning to its wellsprings.



NOTES

1Arthur Gilchrist Brodeur, The Art of Beowulf (Berkeley: . Univ. 
of California Press, 1959), p. 7«,

^Trench, On the Study of Words, pp. 174f.

3Barnes, TIW, p , 258.

^Barnes, TIW, p. 27.
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CHAPTER FIVE

OLD ENGLISH INFLUENCES ON HOPKINS' MIDDLE POETRY (1875-1881)

When Hopkins once again took up poetry seriously, in 1875, he 

had acquired a fundamental grasp of the basic features of Old English 

language and literature. Accordingly, in his poetry from 1875 through 

1881 — that is, from the year he first wrote a poem in sprung rhythm 

until the year right before he studied Old English language— Hopkins' 

rhythms are stress-based; his lines are highly alliterative, with the 

alliteration consciously used to. underscore metrical patterns, as well 

as etymological connections; his poetry relies heavily on parallelism; 

his syntax contains some of the flexibility and intricacies of an in

flected language; his diction concentrates on the Old English element 

of the language; many of his words evoke the earliest native literature; 

and his compounds are patterned on Old English models.

first successfully uses sprung rhythm. From then on his poetry, even

that written in standard, or "running," rhythm is metrically closely

allied to Old English poetry. True, there are essential differences

between Hopkins' rhythms and Old English metrics. The Old English

poetic line almost always contains two half-lines of two stresses each,

with the division between the half lines marked by a strong middle
x x

pause. Thus, the normal line contains four accented syllables:

Metrics

With The Wreck of the Deutschland, written in 1875, Hopkins

85
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/ X X / / / X X

wealle geseah weard Scildinga (Beowulf,1. 229). Only rarely does a
/ x x / x x / x x

half-line contain more than two stresses: frofre to f^der on heofonum,
x x  x x / x / x  

hasr us eal seo fsstnung stondeS ("The Wanderer," 1. 115i,,The Exeter Book)
And even more rarely does a half-line contain fewer than two stresses,

x x  / _ x x
what Old English scholars term a ’Might11 verse: fra waes Hroagare (Beowulf,

1« 64a). On the other hand5 Hopkins* favorite poetic line is a pentameter; 
his preferred form, the sonnet• Of the complete poems written between 

1875 and 1881, most are sonnets, with about 44% in five-stress lines and 
only about 19% four-stress. Furthermore, Hopkins wrote two poems with

three-stress lines; five sonnets with six-stress lines; and three poems,
including The Wreck of the Deutschland, in a mixture of line lengths•

Nevertheless, sprung rhythm and Old English metrics are remark

ably similar: both are stress-based rhythms, scanned by accentual

stresses instead of syllables; both allow for a variable number of slack 

syllables within any given foot; both permit two or more accented sylla

bles in juxtaposition; and both are basically trochaic and dactylic 

meters, what Hopkins called "falling rhythms." Since Old English verse 

is stress-based, it can accommodate a variable number of syllables in a 

line. Most of the opening lines of "The Seafarer" in The Exeter Book, 

for instance, contain ten syllables, but line three contains eight syl

lables, lines five and six contain eleven.syllables each, and line eight 

contains thirteen syllables:
M^g ic be me sylf um soHgied wrecan,

sifras secgan, hu ic geswincdagum 
earfoShwile oft frrowade, 
bitre breostceare gebiden h^bbe,
gecunnad in ceole cearselda fela,
atol yfra gewealc, fr^rmec oft bigeat
nearo nihtwaco ^t nacan stefnan,
fronne he be clifum cnossa^. Calde gefrrungen. . . .
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Sprung rhythm is also based on "accents or stresses alone without any 

account of the syllables" (Letters II, p. 14). Thus, as Milroy points 

out, of the following six-stress lines from The Wreck of the Deutschland, 

one contains twenty-three syllables whereas the other contains only nine: 
"Startle the poor sheep back! is the shipwreck then a harvest, does tem

pest carry the grain for thee?" (Poems, p. 61); "The sour scythe cringe, 

and the blear share come" (Poems, p . 55).1 In addition, sprung rhythm 

can accommodate "any number of weak or slack syllables" within a given 

foot ("Preface," Poems, p. 47). To Dixon Hopkins explains: "Now in
common rhythm, in which less is made of stress, the slack must be always 

one or else two syllables, never less than one and never more than two, 
but in sprung rhythm, the stress being more of̂  a stress, being more 

important, allows of greater variation in the slack and this latter may 

range from three syllables to none at all— regularly" (Letters II, p.

39). Thus, in the last stanza of The Wreck of the Deutschland Hopkins 

produces what he calls "paeons (three short syllables and one long or

three slack and one stress)," a "regular" feature of sprung rhythm
x /. x x x x / x / x x x x  x 

(Letters II, p. 39): Remember us/in the roads,/the heaven-haven/of the
x /
reward" (Poems, p. 63). And in a line such as the fifth line of "Spring

and Fall," according to his own accent marks, he introduces a metrical
/ / x / x / x

foot without slacks: "Ah!/as the/heart grows/older" (Poems, p. 89).

This practice of basing metrical feet on the number of stresses rather

than syllables also allows for the juxtaposition of stresses, a common
x / / x

feature of Old English poetry: Oft Scyld Scefing (Beowulf,. 1. 4a).

And as Hopkins writes, in sprung rhythm "two or more stresses may come
x / x x  / x / / x

running" (Letters II, p. 39): "Are sisterly sealed in wild waters"



(Poems, p. 59). FinallyHopkins' lines follow basically the same 
rhythmical motion as do Old English lines. That is, his poems after 

1875 are usually written in falling rhythms, rather than the rising 

rhythms prevalent in his day. He considered falling rhythm "better in 

itself" than the more common rising rhythm (Letters II, p. 70), and he 

recognized that a foot beginning with a stress is the basic metrical 

foot in sprung rhythm: "Sprung rhythm . . . has one stress per foot,

which falls on the only syllable, if there is only one, or if there are 

more . . .  on the first, and so gives rise to four sorts of feet, a 
mono syllable and the so-called accentual Trochee, Dactyl and the First 

Paeon. And there will be four corresponding natural rhythms" (Poems, 

p. 47). In relying on falling rhythms, his poetry is more attuned to 

that of the scops than to the work of his contemporaries: Edwin Setzler

computes that the ratio of descending to ascending rhythms in Old Eng

lish poetry is 5 to 3, whereas in late nineteenth-century poetry it is 

1 to 1,000;2 in Hopkins' sprung rhythm poems written from 1875 to 

1881 the ratio is approximately even, with about 52% of the lines in 

falling rhythms.*

Hopkins’ metrical practices from 1875 to 1881, then, are closely 

allied to those of the Old English scops. As Gardner'writes, "Hopkins 
fused the Romance tradition of rhymed poetry with Teutonic stress-meter" 

thus Hopkins’ rhythms have "a unique, absolute and historical value": 

sprung rhythm’s "historical importance is that it proved, once and for

*For my method of calculations of Hopkins’ falling and rising 
rhythms, see the Appendix.



all, that the old native and popular stress-rhythms are as worthy to be 

considered the traditional rhythms of English poetry as the Romance 

syllabic metres which date from Chaucer."3

Alliteration

Hopkins also did much to revive the alliterative tradition in 

English.poetry. His poetry from 1875 to 1881 is much more highly allit
erative than before: about 85% of his lines contain alliteration, an in

crease of 43% over his early poetry. Hopkins at this time also seems 

much more conscious of the metrical possibilities of alliteration: that

is, in his mature poetry he often uses alliteration to reinforce the 

rhythmic patterns in the poetry, and he is more careful to place allit

eration on stressed syllables. In these ways, his methods are very 

much like those of the Old English scops. As C. L. Wrenn states in "On 

the Continuity of English Poetry," both Hopkins and the scops use 

alliteration "as an integral element in rhythm"; or, as Ong writes, for 

these poets, alliteration is "a natural help to heighten stress for sus

taining a rhythm not built on a regularly pulsing beat."**

Setzler calls alliteration the "key" to Old English poetry: 

first, it "divides the line into feet, just as the bar marks off the 

notes of music into measures," or as end-rhyme divides poetry into lines 

second, it binds "together the two half-lines into the normal line . . . 

cements them into a more comprehensive and artistic whole."5 The gen

eral rule of Old English poetry is that at least one word in the on- 

verse alliterates with one word in the off-verse: beodcyninga, brym

gefrunon (Beowulf, 1. 2), More specifically, the on-verse may (and
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more often than not does) contain two alliterative words, but the off- 
verse does not contain more than one alliterative word; therefore, an 
Old English poetic line hardly ever contains more than three allitera

tive words: Nap nihtscua, norban sniwde ("The Seafarer," 1. 31, The

Exeter Book). As John C. Pope writes, exceptions to these rules "are 

very rare in the stricter poems, and the few that turn up in the manu

scripts may be the fault of the scribes."6 The most exceptions to these 
rules seem to occur in the hypermetric lines, those containing more than 

four stresses, where occasionally three words in the on-verse will 

alliterate: hlobe of "%am hatan hrebre. Hyge we arc? mongum blissad
(Christ, 1. 1162, The Exeter Book). For instance, according to figures 

supplied by Pope, triple alliteration in the on-verses appears in about 
4% of the hypermetric lines in Beowulf.7

Hopkins’ poetry written from 1875 to 1881 does not always fol

low the strict rules of alliterative poetry. That is, a few of his 

lines do not even contain alliteration (about 15%, compared to only 1%

in Old English poetry).6 Sometimes (about 5% of the time) he alliter-.
/ x / x x  x ' / x x  / 

ates non-stressed syllables: "Times told lovelier, more dangerous, 0
x x x /my chevalierI" (Poems, p. 69). Very occasionally (about 2% of the 

time) he includes more than two alliterative words in the on-verse of 

his longer lines: "Flake-doves sent floating forth//at a farmyard

scare!" (Poems, p. 66). More often, he places more than one alliterat

ing word in the off-verse: "Over again I feel thy//finger and find

thee" (Poems, p. 51); "A prophetess towered in the tumult,//a virginal 
tongue told" (Poems, p. 57). And the biggest difference between Hop

kins’ practices and those of the scops is that he does not always use
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alliteration to bind half lines. Instead, he often uses alliteration to 
offset a half-line or a two-stress phrase: "GodI giver of//breath and

bread" (Poems, p. 51); "Fells or flanks//of the voel, a vein" (Poems, 

p. 52); "I steady as a water in a well,//to a poise, to a pane" (Poems, 

p. 52); "What none would have known of it,//only the heart, being hard at 

bay (Poems, p. 53); "In coop and in comb//the fleece of his foam"

(Poems, p. 89). In the poetry of this middle period, about 41% df Hop

kins’ alliterative lines contain alliteration in one half-line only or 

separate patterns of alliteration in the adjoining half-lines.

In this practice, however, Hopkins is emphasizing the two-beat 

phrase as the nucleus of poetry, just as the two-stress half-line is 

the basis of Old English poetry: in fact, this emphasis on the two-

stress phrase is what Ong calls an "uncanny" similarity between Hopkins’ 

practices and those of the scops.9 Moreover, in almost all other ways, 

Hopkins’ alliterative patterns are similar to those in Old English

poetry. First of all, alliteration is essential to sprung rhythm in

much the same ways it is basic to the metrics of Old English verse. 

Alliteration is often used to help determine stress in Old English

poetry: as Robert Greed writes, "alliteration is the best guide to the

first (and sometimes the second) primary stress in each verse."1® For

example, the alliteration in the following line indicates how the off-
/ x x / x x x  x / / x

verse should be read: hrador on holme; no ic_ fram him wolde (Beowulf,

1. 543). In the following line, the initial b sound indicates that the
/ / x x x / x

on-verse should begin with two stresses: beorht beacen godes; brimu
/ x xswapredon (Beowulf, 1. 570). And in the following line alliteration 

shows that the first noun in the off-verse should receive stress:



../ X X X /. X / X X X  /
glldon ofer garsecg; geofon weol (Beowulf, 1. 515). In Hopkins’

poetry, as well, alliteration is often helpful in indicating the rhy
thmical reading of a line. Ong writes that alliteration is an invalua

ble aid to Hopkins "in bringing out what dramatic interpretations he" 

wants . . . and in enabling him to build up the intensity of the stresses 

so that the pattern may be evident despite the variable and often large 

number of slashes between s t r e s s e s . F o r  instance, alliteration sug

gests that line five of the first stanza of The Wreck of the Deutsch-
x x  / / x / x

land contains juxtaposed stresses: "Thou hast bound bones and veins in
x / x x / 

me,//fastened me flesh" (Poems, p. 51). Furthermore, alliteration indi

cates a shift in meter in the on-verse. Gardner, who scans this line 

in the same manner, writes of stanza one: "Here, as throughout the

poem, . , . the stressing is indicated partly by normal word-accent and 

syllabic strength, partly by contextual suggestions and partly by 

alliteration and assonance" (Poems, p. 256). Hopkins’ alliteration in

the poetry of the middle period reinforces many other metrical patterns
x / / x x x /

that include juxtaposed stresses: "The wild woman-kind//below" (Poems,
/ / x / x / x x /

p. 56); "Blast bole and//bloom together" (Poems, p. 72); "Now Time's
x / x x x x / /

Andromeda//on this rock rude" (Poems, p. 84). Or it reinforces a
/ x x  / x / x

reverse foot or shift in meter: "Stroke and a stress//that stars and
/ x / x / x / x / x x / x

storms deliver" (Poems, p. 53); "Thrush’s eggs look//little low heavens,
x / / x / x / x  / x

and thrush" (Poems, p. 67): "fuelled or guenched//in leaves the leaping
/ ~ - ~ Vsun" (Poems, p. 78).

According to Ong, another "surprising" correlation between Hop

kins’ poetry and Old English poetry is vocalic alliteration: like the
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scops, Hopkins alliterated all vowels with each other.12 Usually such 
alliteration in Old English poetry involves different vowels or diph

thongs: eawect frurh egsan uncus?ne hilf (Beowulf, 1. 276). But on
occasion the same vowels or diphthongs alliterate: eorla ofer eorjaan

*%onne is eower sum (Beowulf, 1, 248). Such vocalic alliteration is 

increasingly prevalent in Hopkins’ poetry, constituting about 8% of 

the alliteration in the poems written from 1875 to 1881. Hopkins 

usually alliterates different vowels and diphthongs: "Time’s tasking,

it is fathers//that asking for ease" (Poems, p. 60); "Shine, and blue- 

bleak embers,//ah my dear" (Poems, p. 69); "Else, but in dear and dogged

man?— //Ah, the heir" (Poems, p. 91). But occasionally he alliterates

the same vowel sound in one line: "Let him easter in us, be a. dayspring

to the dimness of us,//be a crimson-cresseted east" (Poems, p. 63).

Like the scops, Hopkins also uses cross or transverse allitera

tion, where a word in the first foot of the on-verse alliterates with a 

word in the off-verse, while a word in the second foot of the on-verse 

alliterates with another word in the off-verse: Hwaet! We Gardena in

geardagum (Beowulf, 1. 1); fcast he dogora gehwam dream gehyrde (Beowulf, 
1. 88). This practice, usually involving an ab/ab alliterative pat

tern, occurs in about 4.5% of Old English poetic lines.13 In compari

son, Hopkins uses cross or tranverse alliteration in almost 6% of his 

lines during this middle period: "The swoon of a heart//that the sweep

and the hurl of thee trod" (Poems, p. 52); "Man’s spirit will be flesh-

bound//when found at best" (Poems, p. 71); "And the beadbonny ash//that

sits over the burn" (Poems, p. 89).



Finally, most of the time Hopkins uses alliteration in order to 

connect half-lines, as the cross alliteration in the preceding examples 

indicate, rather than to offset half—lines. As Milroy writes, this 

practice "similar to, though not identical with. Old English," is most 
obvious in Hopkins* "earlier mature p o e m s . S o m e  59% of Hopkins* 
alliterative lines during this middle period contain alliteration 

designed to bind half-lines, with Hopkins' favorite pattern being a/a, 

that is, one word in the first half-line alliterating with one word in 

the second half-line: "0 at lightning//and lashed rod" (Poems, p. 52);

"Or rearing billow of the//Biscay water" (Poems, p. 72); "Prayer shall 

fetch//pity eternal" (Poems, p. 76). To a much lesser extent, Hopkins 

uses an aa/a alliterative pattern, when two words in the on verse 

alliterate with one word in the off verse, the favored pattern among 

Old English scops:15 "(0 Deutschland, double//a desperate name" (Poems, 

p. 58)/; "Bounden bales or a//hoard of bullion?" (Poems, p. 72); "Of a 

fresh and following//folded rank" (Poems, p. 78).

Variation

Another sylistic device in Hopkins’ poetry that closely links it 

with Old English poetry is the abundant use of what Old English scholars 

refer to as "variation," defined by Arthur Brodeur as "a double or multi

ple statement of the same concept or idea in different words, with a more

or less perceptible shift in stress."16 The most widespread and impor
tant stylistic feature of Old English poetry, variation is "the very 

soul of the Old English poetic style," according to Franz Klaeber.1^

Most often it is used for enumeration, what Brodeur calls "the
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accumulation of various designations for a single referent," which

reflects "a deep interest, on the part of the poet and audience alike,

in the contemplation of all the functions, qualities, and values of a
person of thing: a desire to savor all its typical aspects."18 Thus the

Beowulf poet uses four different words or phrases to describe what the

Geats saw as they approached the country of the Danes:

wundenstefna gewaden hsefde, 
t>aat t?a liS ende land gesawon, 
brimclifu blican, beorgas steape, 
side s^nsssas. . . .

(Beowulf, 11. 220a-223a)

The boat with twisted prow had gone so far that the voyagers saw 
land, the sea-cliffs shining, the steep headlands, the broad sea- 
capes.

Such enumeration occurs especially to list epithets for people or for

God. For instance, when Wulfgar addresses Beowulf he uses a string of

polite epithets to describe his lord, Hrothgar:

1 Ic |taas wine Deniga, 
frean Scildinga, frinan wille, 
beaga bryttan, swa |>u bena eart, 
beoden maarne, ymb t>inne si<f . . . .'

(Beowulf ,' 11. 350b-353b)

e! will ask the friend of the Danes, the prince of the Scyldings, 
the giver of rings, the renowned ruler, about thy venture as thou 

desirest. . . . 1

Similarly, the Beowulf poet uses variation to glorify God:

metod hie ne eubon, 
d^da demend, ne wiston hie drihten god , 
ne hie huru heofena helm herian ne cubon, 
wuldres waldend. (Beowulf, 11. 180a-183a)

they knew not the Lord, the Judge of deeds, they wist not the 
Lord God; nor in truth could they praise the Protector of the 
heavens, the Ruler of glory.
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Probably the most famous use of such variation is found in "CaedmonTs

Hymn," in The Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems, where in nine lines the poet uses

eight epithets for God:
Nu sculon herigean heofonrices weard, ,
meotodes meahte and his modgejpanc, 
weorc wuldorfasder, swa he wundra gehwss, 
ece drihten, or onstealde.
He aerest sceop eor&an bearnum 
heofon to hrofe, halig scyppend;
|>a middarigeard moncynnes weard, 
ece drihten, azfter teode, 
firum foldan, frea aelmihtig.

Now must we render praise to the Ruler of heaven,
To the might of God and the thought of his mind,
The glorious Father of men, since He, the Lord everlasting,
Wrought the beginning of all wonders.
He, the holy Creator, first fashioned
The heavens as a roof for the children of earth.
Then this middle-earth the Master of mankind.
The Lord eternal, afterwards adorned.
The earth for men, the Prince all-powerful.

As Gardner indicates, in Hopkins' poetry there is also a propen

sity for "parallelism in syntax and imagery," which moves the "ideas 

and analogies . . . forward in groups of twos and threes"; and Milroy 

discusses the "semantic pairs" in Hopkins' poetry that in "extended 

series," such as in "Pied Beauty," "constitute examples of the device 

of Variation (a commonplace of Old English poetry), in that the items

in the series all refer to the same t h i n g . T h i s  variation becomes
'1 >

especially apparent in Hopkins’ poetry written after 1874. For instance,.

in the first three lines of "The Starlight Night," Hopkins uses four

different words or phrases to describe stars:

Look at the starsI look, look up at the skies!
0 look at all the fire-folk sitting in the air!
The bright boroughs, the circle-citadels there!

(Poems, p. 66)
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In the first two lines of "The Windhover" he uses three different phrases
to describe the kestrel;

I caught this morning morning's minion, king
dom of daylight's dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in 

his riding. . . .
(Poems, p. 69)

And in one line of "Andromeda," Hopkins uses three different words and

phrases to describe the Catholic Church’s past glory: "Her flower, her

piece of being, doomed dragon food" (Poems, p. 84).

Like his poetic ancestors, Hopkins often employs variation for

enumeration of epithets. For example, in the seventeenth stanza of The

Wreck of the Deutschland, he strings together three parallel clauses to

particularize the qualities of the tall nun:

Till a lioness arose breasting the babble,
A prophetess towered in the tumult, a virginal tongue told.

(Poems, p. 57)

But Hopkins normally saves heroic epithets for God and/or Christ; and it

is his use of these epithets that he most resembles the Old English

scops. Many of his epithets seem based on Old English terms and kennings

for the deity; moreover., like the scops, Hopkins is fond of stringing

such epithets together to produce cumulative hymns of praise, as in the

first stanza Of The Wreck of the Deutschland, similar to "Casdmon’s Hymn,"

but with Hopkins’ particular nineteenth-century desperation:

Thou mastering me 
God! giver of breath and bread;

World’s strand, sway of the sea;
Lord of living and dead;

Thou hast bound bones and veins in me, fastened me flesh.
And after it almost unmade, what with dread,

Thy doing: and dost thou touch me afresh?
Over again I feel thy finger and find thee.

(Poems, p. 51)
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In several other stanzas of this poem he uses cumulative epithets for

God or Christ: God the Father is, among other terms, "Orion of light,"

a "martyr-master" (Poems, p; 58) and
master of the tides.

Of the Yore-flood, of the year’s fall. . . .
(Poems, p. 62)

Christ is called "hero of Calvary" (Poems, p. 54), "King," and
Pride, rose, prince, hero of us, high-priest,

Our hearts' charity’s hearth's fire, our thoughts' chivalry's 
throng's Lord.

(Poems, p. 63)

And in the poems that follow, Hopkins continues to supply epithets to

the names of the deity;

But to Christ lord of thunder 
Crouch; lay knee by earth low under:

'Holiest, loveliest, bravest,
Save my hero, 0 Hero savest.'

(Poems, p. 76)*

Syntax

Hopkins' syntax is also influenced by Old English poetry. The 

convoluted, distorted syntax of his poetry at the middle years is much 

like the regular syntax of Old English language. Gardner writes; "To

*For other instances of variation in the poetry written from 
1875 to 1881 see The Wreck of the Deutschland, stanza 3, 1. 6f, stanza 
4, 1. 8, stanza 5, 1. 2f, stanza 7, 1. 3f, stanza 8, 1. 7, stanza 9, 11. 
3 and 4f, stanza 16, 1. 8, stanza 23, 1. 8, stanza 22, 1. 7, stanza 28, 
1. 5, stanza 30, 11. If and 7; "Penmaen Pool," 1. lOf; "God's Grandeur,"
I. 6; "The Starlight Night," 11. 4-8 and lOf; "Spring," 1. 12ff; "In the 
Valley of the Elwy," 1. 12; "Pied Beauty," 1. 7f; "The Caged Skylark,"
II, 2, 9, and 11; "The Lantern out of Doors," 1. 14; The Loss of the 
Eurydice, 11. 14, 28, 81, 84, 88, and 95; "Henry Purcell," 11. 7f and 10; 
"The Bugler's First Communion," 11. 15f and 17ff; "Peace," 1. 1; "Rib- 
blesdale," 1. 1; and "The Golden Echo," 1. 15.
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match his sprung or expressional rhythm, he adopted a kind of sprung or 
expressional syntax— an arbitrary system in which words (like stresses), 
instead of falling into their conventional positions, are placed where 
they are required to express the shape and movement of individual thought." 

Further, as Gardner indicates, this sprung syntax was "made possible" by 

the "highly inflected language" of Old English.^0

Since Old English is an inflected language, its syntax is quite 

different from modern English syntax, especially in the poetry: words

we would expect to see in modern English are often missing in Old Eng

lish; in addition, there is a great freedom of word order and inter- 

changeability of parts of speech.21 For example, Old English had noth

ing like the indefinite article as we know it: ^ast wms god cyning!

(Beowulf, 1. 11b), "That was (a) good king!" Furthermore, the inflec

tions at the ends of words often take the place of the unstressed words 

such as prepositions that we are accustomed to seeing in modern English. 

In translating the following lines, for instance, we must add several 

words, including a preposition, to make sense in modern English:

XVna sum 
sundwudu sohte; secg wisade, 
lagucraaftig mon, landgemyrcu.

(Beowulf, 11. 2Q7b-209b)

with fourteen others (he) sought the ship. (A) man cunning in 
knowledge of the sea led (them) (to) (the) shore.

The freedom of word order in Old English often results in the

separation of words that logically go together. Many times grammatically

parallel expressions, which in modern English would go side by side, are

separated. For instance, the adjective masran, "famous," is separated

from the noun it modifies in the following lines:
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'Kabbah we to Ipsem mgeran. micel ^rende,
Deniga frean. . . .' (Beowulf, 11. 270a-271a)

*We have a great errand to the famous prince of the Panes.'

The adjective is also separated from the noun it modifies in the follow

ing lines:
' hwaefjre him sio swi'B re swa^e weardade 
hand on Hiorte. . , . (Beowulf, 11. 2098a-2099a)

’yet his right hand remained in Heorot. . . .’

Perhaps no sentence better exemplifies this disjunction than the famous 

opening lines of Beowulf, which I translate literally to show the free

dom of word order:

Hwaat 1 We Gardena in geardagum, 
fceodcyninga, t>rym gefrunon, 
hu %a ge^elingas ellen fremedon.

(Beowulf, 11. la-3b)

Lo, we of Spear-Danes, in days of yore, of people-kings, glory 
heard, how the nobles deeds of courages performed.

In addition, Old English poetic syntax allows for the substanti

val use of adjectives more frequently than does modern English. For 

example, the adjective ellenrof, "brave, strong, famed for courage," is 

used several times in Beowulf to mean the "bold man": .Him ba ellenrof

andswarode (1. 340), "the bold man . ... answered him"; eode ellenrof, 

bast he for eaxlum gestod (1. 358), "the bold man went till he stood 

before the shoulders";

'pa w^s eft swa asr ellenrofum
fletsittendum faegere gereorded 
niowan stefne. ! (11.:1787a-1789a)

Then again as before the meal was fairly spread once more for 
men in hall famed for their courage.
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In the same poem, the adjective hlldedeor, "bold in battle," is also 

used substantivally various times: syj>San hildedeor hond alegde (1.
834), "When the bold warrior laid down the hand"; hwilum hildedeor
hearpan wynne (1. 2107), "at times one bold in battle drew sweetness

from the harp";
Him %)a hildedeor hof modigra 
torht getmhte. . . . (11. 312a-313a)

The man bold in battle pointed out to them the abode of brave 
men, as it gleamed. . . .

And in line 1060 of Beowulf, leof and lab, "dear" and "hateful," both

usually adjectives, are used as nouns:

Fela sceal gebidan 
leofes ond labes se be longe her 
on *Wyssum windagum worolde bruceS.

(Beowulf, 11. 1060b-1062b)

He who sojourns long in the world in these days of sorrow must 
needs suffer much of weal and woe.

Hopkins retains all these features of Old English syntax in the 

poetry of his middle period. Several scholars point out the numerous 

ellipses in his poetry. Peters, for example, discusses the frequent 

absence of articles, relative pronouns, (and prepositions:̂  "And (the) 

seal of his seraph-arrival!" (Poems, p. 59); "There lives the dearest 

freshness deep down (in) things" (Poems, p. 66); "Of own, of abrupt self 

(that) there so thrusts on, so throngs the ear" (Poems, p. 80). Hopkins 

also omits other parts of speech, some of them quite significant to 
grammar. In "The Windhover," he leaves out the verb to be: "AM) the 

fire that breaks from thee then, (is) a billion" (Poems, p. 69). In "Hur
rahing in Harvest" he omits possessive pronouns: "I walk, I lift up, I
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3.ift up (my) heart, (my) eyesu (Poems, p. 70). And in "The Candle In

doors" he leaves out an objective pronoun: "What hinders (you)? Are

you beam-blind^ yet to a fault" (Poems, p. 81).* Moreover, Hopkins' 

word order can be very unusual for modern English. For example, in 

stanza 24 of The Wreck of the Deutschland, a poem that contains several

instances of unusual word order, prepositional phrases acting as objects 

come before the verb, and the direct object, cross, precedes the 

subject:
She.to the black-about air, to the breaker, the thickly 
Falling flakes, to the throng that catches and quails 

Was calling '0 Christ, Christ, come quickly':
The cross to her she calls Christ to her, christens her wild-worst Best.

(Poems, p. 59)

In the following sentence from "The Bugler's First Communion," a highly 

convoluted poem written in 1879, an adjective is separated from its 

noun by a pronominal object that comes before the verb: "Those sweet

hopes quell whose least me quickenings lift" (Poems, p. 83). And in 

line three of "Peace," the phrase "To own my heart" (Poems, p. 85), as

*For other instances of ellipses in Hopkins' poetry written from 
1875 to 1881 see The Wreck of the Deutschland, stanza 1, 11. 2f and 7,
stanza 7, 1. 2, stanza 10, 1. 6, stanza 11, 1. 13, stanza 17, 1. 2,
stanza 23, 1. 4, stanza 24, 1. 4, stanza 26, 1. 8, stanza 30, 11. 3 and 
7, stanza 31, 11. 2 and 6, stanza 34, 1. 5, stanza 35, 1. 4; "God's 
Grandeur," 1. 2; "In the Valley ofrthe Elwy," 1. 9; "The Caged Skylark,"
11. 3 and 10; "The Lantern out of Doors," 11. 2 and 9; The Loss of the 
Eurydice, 11. 41, 103, 111, 113, and 116; "Binsey Poplars," 11. 13 and 
19; "Duns Scotus's Oxford," 11. 3 and 5; "Henry Purcell," 11. 1 and 4; 
"The Bugler's First Communion," 11. 10 and 19; "Andromeda," 11. 5, 9, 
and 14; VFelix Randal," 1.1; "Brothers," 11. 7 and 14; and "As king
fishers catch fire," 1. 4.
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Hopkins explains to Bridges, "is merely 'my own heart', transposed for

rhythm's sake" (Letters I, p. 196).* Finally, Hopkins' syntax allows
for interchangeability of parts of speech. Milroy mentions Hopkins *
"habit of nominalizing verbs/'23 as in "The Windhover": "Stirred for a

bird,— the achieve of, the mastery of the thing" (Poems, p. 69). And,

like the scops, Hopkins sometimes uses an adjective for a noun: "Thou

are lightning and love, I found it, a winter and warm (Poems, p. 54);

"The keener to come at the comfort for feeling the combating keen?"

(Poems, p. 59); "The descending blue; that blue is all in a rush"

(Poems, p. 67); "Being mighty a master, being a father and fond" (Poems,

p. 68). On the other hand, he sometimes treats nouns as verbs: "Heaven

and earth are word of, worded by" (Poems, p. 61); "I say more: the just

man justices" (Poems, p . 90) :

Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:
Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;
Selves —  goes itself. . . . (Poems, p. 90)

And in at least one instance, he uses an adjective as an adverb:

I muse at how its being puts blissful back
With yellowy moisture mild night's blear-all black. . . .

(Poems, p. 81)

*For other examples of unusual word order in Hopkins' poems 
written from 1875 to 188.1 see The Wreck of the Deutschland, stanza 12, 
1. 6f, stanza 14, 1. 7f, stanza 35, 1. 6ff; "The Starlight Night," 1. 
12; "Spring," 11. 8 and 14; "In the Valley of the E l w y 1. 13f; "The 
Sea and the Skylark," 1. 12f; "Hurrahing in Harvest," 1. 4; "The Lan
tern out of Doors," 11. If and 9; The Loss of the Eurydice," 11. 25f, 
69f, and 90ff; "The May Magnificat," 1. 21; "Binsey Poplars," 1. 4f; 
"The Candle Indoors," 1. 2; "The Bugler's First Communion," 1. lOf; 
"Andromeda," 11. 1 and 2f; "Peace," 11. 2 and 7f; "At the Wedding 
March," 1. 10; "Inversnaid," 1. 4; "Ribblesdale," 1. 4ff; and "The 
Golden Echo," 11. 22 and 28.



Diction

As well as helping to shape his metrics, alliteration, and syn

tax, the Victorian revival of interest in Old English language and lit

erature had an important effect on Hopkins* word choice. That is not 

to say that the proportion of words of Old English derivation increases 

appreciably in Hopkins * poetry : throughout his career it remains at
approximately 80% (84% Germanic). But, given the dictionaries available 

at the time, Hopkins probably thought (at least until late in his life 

when Skeat's dictionary and then the first volumes of the New English 

Dictionary appeared) that he was using more Old English words than he 

actually was, since the philologists of his day shared Tooke's view 

that almost all English words, including those borrowed from Latin, were 

of Old English origin: for instance, they traced such words as buckle,

gash, level, loin, oil, rinse, toil, and vast to Old English roots.

Thus, in many of his key passages, Hopkins thought he was using words 

of Old English derivation. For example, he probably imagined oil in 

"God's Grandeur" was a "genuine" English word: Ogilvie traced oil,

originally a Greek word, to Old English oel, "named from its inflamma

bility, for selan is to kindle," an etymology with which Richardson and 

Cockayne concurred.24 In his enigmatic use of this word, then, Hopkins 

may have intended to retain the imagery of fire from the second line of 

the poem so that he implies that God's fire is oozed, "dampened," by 

unthinking, uncaring humankind:

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

Crushed. (Poems, p. 66)



105
Hopkins probably also thought he was employing a native word with buckle 

in "The Windhover": )
Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here 

Buckle! (Poems, p. 69)

Both Richardson and Cockayne derived the word from Old English began,

"to bow, bow down, turn, bend, stoop, sink, submit"; thus in this impor

tant word, Hopkins recaptures the image of line six ("As a skate’s heel 

sweeps smooth on a bow-bend"), as well as implying the chivalric sense 

of "donning armor," and the dialectical usage, "to marry": just as the

windhover makes a bow in its flight, Hopkins bends before God’s beauty, 

and in doing so he marries earthly beauty with the e t e r n a l . ^5

As Hopkins matured in his poetic practices, he also followed the 

current advice to eschew Latinate "literary" words no longer alive in 

English speech, and, instead, choose words of Old English derivation 

still in dialectal use. In doing so, he became sharply attuned to the 

original meanings of words, elucidating those historical beginnings 

through his poetry. For example, the word shire, which occurs in the 

early poetry usually without evoking its beginnings, reappears in The 

Wreck of the Deutschland with the connotation "a division of land," one 

of its original meanings; furthermore, by alliteratively coupling this 

word with shower, Hopkins reflects Tooke’s and Richardson’s incorrect 

assumption that these words originally came from the same Old English 

word, sciran, "to divide":26 "A released shower, let flash to the shire, 

not a lightning of fire hard-hurled" (Poems, p. 62). In addition, the 

word rod in "God’s Grandeur," suggests both "cross" and "a kind of stick 

or staff" (God’s chastizing rod), the two original meanings of the
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words rod and rodd in Old English: "Why do men then now not reck his 

rod?" (Poems, p. 66). Most of the time that Hopkins uses kind, he im

plies the original sense of "nature," as well as "sympathetic": "heart :

wants, care haunts, foot follows kind" (Poems, p. 71). By using the 

word hallows as a noun instead of a verb at the end of "The Starlight 

Night," Hopkins reverts to an original meaning of the word, "saint, a 

holy one," from Old English halga:
This piece-bright paling shuts the spouse 

Christ home, Christ and his mother and all his hallows.
(Poems, p. 67)

And these lines recall the ending of "The Dream of the Rood," in The .

Vercelli Book, one of several places in Old English poetry where the

word halga or one of its variants occurs:

Se sunu wees sigorfasst on |>am Si'S fate, 
mihtig ond spedig, fc>a he mid manigeo com, 
gasta weorode, on godes rice, 
anwealda aelmihtig, englum to blisse 
ond eallum ifam halgum ^am |>e on heofonum asr 
wunedon on wuldre, j?a heora wealdend cwom, 
aelmihtig god, |>aer his dlel waas.

(11. 150a-156b)

The Son was triumphant on His journey,: mighty and successful, when 
He, the Master almighty, came with the throng, the company of 
spirits, into God's kingdom— to the gladness of the angels and 
all the saints who before dwelt in heaven in glory, when their 
Lord, almighty God, came where his home was.

As Raymond Schoder points out, housel, in "The Bugler's First Communion"

("Low-latched in leaf-light housel his too huge godhead," Poems, p. 82),

means "eucharist," the original sense of the word discussed by Marsh.
’ ■' • • . '

(It also reverberates with the dialectal meaning "df "Household, 

goods.")27 In line six of "Andromeda," with the word banes, Hopkins.
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as well as "fatal injuries," the more contemporary meaning:

Time past she has been attempted and pursued 
By many blows and banes; but now hears roar 
A wilder beast from West than all were, more 
Rife in her wrongs, more lawless, and more lewd.

(Poems, p. 85)

Satan and his henchmen have attacked the Church before, but this monster

(perhaps the growing agnostic sentiments of the nineteenth century) is

more frequent in its attacks, more misleading in its dogma, the greatest

of murderers and betrayers. In "Spring and Fall," a poem containing

almost 92% Old English diction (95% Germanic), Hopkins uses ghost in

line 13 in its historical sense of "soul, or breath of life":

Nor mouth had, no nor mind, expressed 
What heart heard of, ghost guessed. . . .

(Poems, p. 89)

For instance, in "Soul and Body," in The Vercelli Book, the soul is 

referred to as ghost; the body, dust: sprece’S? grimlice se gast to

foam duste (1. 16), "the soul will speak sternly to the dust." When 
Hopkins employs the word bid, he also brings out one of its primary 

meanings, "to pray," from bidden, a sense retained in dialectal usage; 

and he emphasizes the association by juxtaposing the words bid and 

prayer: "Buy then! bid then!— What? '-Prayer, patience, alms, vows"

(Poems, p. 67). In "Peace," the Old English word reaving, as Hopkins 

explains to Bridges, retains its original meaning of "robbing, plunder

ing, carrying off" (Letters I, p. 196)f ■

0 surely, reaving Peace, my Lord should leave in lieu 
Some good! (Poems, p. 85)
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For instance, in Beowulf a man reaves the dragon's hoard, hord reaflan 

(1. 2773b), stealing "cups and plates. In "Ribblesdale," a poem that 
contains 90% Old English diction (94% Germanic); Hopkins repeats a sig

nificant Old English word, deal, which appears in one form or another 

thirteen times in his poetry, emphasizing the original meaning of the 

word, "to divide, separate, distribute":

strong
Thy plea with him who dealt, nay does now deal,
Thy lovely dale down thus. . . . (Poems, p. 90)

By describing God as a dealer, parcelling out the land over and over 

again, sharing the dale, Hopkins revives a popular Old English repre
sentation of God. (Although deal and dale are from separate Indo- 

European roots, Hopkins, following Richardson, probably believed the 

two words came from the same origin,)28 For example, in "The Judgment 

Day I," in The Exeter Book, there is a reference to godes dasl, "God's 

deal" (1. 32a), obtainable by those who are clean at heart.

The Wreck of the Deutschland 

Hopkins also uses this word in much the same manner in The Wreck 

of the Deutschland: "Do, deal, lord it with living.and dead" (Poems, p,

60). In fact, much of Hopkins' religious vocabulary in this poem, as 

elsewhere, comes from Old English literature. For instance, in the 

various epithets for God in stanza one, Hopkins seems intent on bringing 

forth the original meaning of the Old English word lord, hlaford, "war- 

den of the loaf," from hlaf, "loaf," and weard, "guardian, warden"; or, 

as Hopkins puts it, "giver of . . . bread" (Poems, p. 51). Perhaps 

Hopkins' lines were inspired by a passage from the second volume of
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would be nothing but an empty title in English, unless we could discover 

its original form and meaning in the Anglo-Saxon hlaford, meaning a 

giver of bread, from hlaf, a.loaf, and ford, to give."29

Hopkins' attention to the origins of words helps clarify the 

religious message in several lines of The Wreck of the Deutschland. For 

example, in stanza seven, with the word sweat ("The dense.and the driven 

Passion, and frightful sweat,” Poems, p. 53), Hopkins may be referring to 

Christ's agony and sweating after the Last Supper at Gethsemane and to 

His suffering and bleeding upon the cross. Sweat, which originally 

meant "perspiration," is also quite common in Old English poetry for 

"blood" (e.g., Beowulf, 1. 2693b, swat ySum weoll, "the gore welled out 

in surges"). And in Old English literature, the word is most often 
associated with Christ's death on the cross, as in these lines from 

Christ:

'•Da ic waes ahongen on heanne beam, 
rode gefaastnad, '3a hi ricene mid spere
of minre sidan swat ut guton,
dreor to foldan, %>set %>u of deofles j)urh ij?aat 
nydegewalde genered wurde.'

(11. 1446a-1450b)

1Then I was hanged on the high cross, fastened to the rood. Then 
forthwith they made blood flow from my side with a spear, gore
to the ground, so that thou thereby shouldst be saved from the
devil's tyranny.'

In the next stanza of The Wreck of the Deutschland, the one describing 

the cleansing effects of the "lush-lcept plush-capped sloe" (Poems, p.

54), Hopkins' diction also implies baptismal imagery: "Brim, in a
flash, full" (Poems, p. 54). Brim is an Old English word for "surf, 

sea, ocean, water," a meaning still retained in various dialects; in
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Beowulf, for example, line 847, 'Ba&T waas on blode brim weallende,

translates as "Then the water was surging with blood." And if Hopkins 
knew the Old English verb fullian, "to baptize, to fulfill, to conse

crate ," found, for instance, in the Old English version of St. Matthew—  

lohannes se Fulluhtere cwaeb, witodlice ic eow fullige on waetere, "John 

the Baptist said, ’Verily, I baptize you in water’"31— Hopkins may have 

intended the word full to function both as an adjective and a verb, with 

the connotation of "baptism" as well as "abundance."

"Part the Second" of The Wreck of the Deutschland, also contains

several words and images that echo Old English poetry, especially the 

religious verse. Stanza eleven, for example, is quite similar to a pas

sage from Hrothgar’s speech to Beowulf, which reflects a familiar Old 

English gnomic sentiment:
’Some find me a sword; some 
The flange and the rail; flame.

Fang, or flood’ goes Death on drum,
And storms bugle his fame.

But we dream we are rooted in earth — Dust!
Flesh falls within sight of us, we^ •'though our flower the same, , 

Wave with the meadow, forget that there must 
The sour scythe cringe, and - the .blear share come.,

. - (Poems, p. 55)
'Nu is fcines maegnes blsed 

ane hwile. Eft sona bi® 
jpst %>ec adl cf%e ecg eafo^es getwaefdlF, 
o$$e fyres feng, o % e  flodes wylm, 
o$3e gripe meces, oiSTe gares fliht, 
d^Se atol yldo; o^Se eagema bearhtm 
forsiteS ond forswore^; semninga bi^ 
i>aet 'Sec, dryhtguma, dedS ofersw^^. ’

(11. 17 61a-17 68b)
'Now the repute of thy might endures for a space; straightway 
shall age, or edge of.the sword, part thee again from thy 
strength, or the embrace of fire, or the surge of the 
the grip of the blade, or the flight of the spear, or hateful 
old age, or the gleam of eyes shall pass away and be darkened; 
on a sudden it shall come to pass that death shall vanquish 
thee, noble warrior.'
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Wells, who first linked these sections, points out that "in writing of
death both poets use the word fang . . . both use the word flood, and

both write of the sword," and he mentions that both passages contain a

metaphor of flowers (blasd in Old English can mean "a flower, blossom,

fruit").32 Furthermore, as Gardner points out, Hopkins retrieves the

original meaning of "cringe," Old English cringan, “to fall, perish,

die": sume on wasle crungon (Beowulf, 1. 1113b), "Many had fallen in

the fight."33 Then in stanza 12, as well as in stanza 28, Hopkins uses

the word doom with the original meanings of "judgment," "might, power,

glory," and "will, choice," as well as a later sense of "death": "The

goal was a shoal, of a fourth the doom to be drowned" (Poems, p. 55);
"Let him ride, her pride, in his triumph, despatch and have done with

his doom there" (Poems, p. 60). The various original meanings of this

significant word in Old English poetry are apparent in these lines from

Beowulf: dryhtnes dome (1. 441a), "the judging of the Lord"; Jggh his

dom alasg (1. 1528b), "that its repute failed";

. . .  he beahhordes brucan moste 
selfes dome. . . . (11. 894a-895a)

he could use the ring-hoard as he chose.

In stanza twenty-two, Hopkins uses two Old English synonyms for "sign,"

in a series of elaborate variations:

Five! the finding and sake 
And cipher of suffering Christ.

Mark, the mark is of man’s make 
And the word of it Sacrificed.

But he scores it in scarlet himself on his own bespoken. 
Before-time-taken, dearest prized and priced—

Stigma, signal, cinquefoil token 
For lettering of the lamb’s fleece, ruddying of the rose-flake.

(Poems, p. 58)
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By using these words to indicate God’s favor. His sign —  the stamp of 

uniqueness God places on humanity, as well as Christ's scars that testi

fy to God's gift to people —  Hopkins brings to mind Old English poetry, 

where the words mark and token are associated with the Deity in Genesis 

in The Junius Manuscript:
|>a him to gingran self 

metod mancynnes mearcode selfa.
(11. 458b-459h)

which the Lord of mankind Himself had appointed for his followers,

Hine waldend on, 
tirfaest metod, tacen sette. . . .

(11. 1043b-44)

the Lord, glorious Maker, set a token on him.*

Similarly, Hopkins uses the word beacon in stanza 29— "a blown beacon of 

light" (Poems, p. 61)— with the sense of a supernatural token, as the 

word is almost invariably found in Old English poetry, often accompanied 

by the words bright and light, as in lines 569b-57Qa in Beowulf;

Leoht eastan com, 
beorht beacen godes. . . .

The light came from the east, God’s bright beacon.*

Several of the words discussed in the preceding paragraphs —  

specifically hallows, rod (for rood), sweat, doom, and beacon —  appear 

in one Old English poem, "The Dream of the Rood." The cross, for exam

ple, is described four times as a rod (11. 44, 56, 119, 143), as well 

as three times as a beacen (11. 6, 21, 38). The word beacen is used

*My translation.
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again, at line 118 to signify a "sign." In addition, the word swat is 

used twice (11. 20, 23) to describe the blood pouring from Christ's side. 

In lines 105 and 107 we find the words domdasge, "doomsday," and dom, 
for "judgment"— both, of course, also key words in The Wreck of the 

Deutschland. And in lines 148 and 154, the scop uses the noun halgum, 
"hallows," to refer to saints. Furthermore, in a manner. Hopkins later 

employs, the poem describes Jesus as a warrior, f>a’geong haale? (1. 39a), 

"the young Hero," wuldres cyning (1. 133b), "King of heaven." And the 

end of "The Dream of the Rood," with the narrator's desire for Christ to 

bring him to a heofonlicne ham (1. 148a), "heavenly home," is similar to 

the close of The Wreck of the Deutschland, where the narrator yearns for 

the "King" to come home to British hearths. In fact, the similarities 

in theme and diction indicate that "The Dream of the Rood" was an impor

tant prototype for The Wreck of the Deutschland,

Compounds

Hopkins’ compounds during this period also demonstrate the extent 

of his learning in Old English language and literature. Although his 

poetry contains many fewer compounds than found in Old English poetry 

(only about 4% of his poetic vocabulary of all his mature poetry is 

compounds, contrasted to about 33-1/3% in Beowulf),34 for the most part, 

the compound words he uses are like those in Old English. For instance, 

approximately 57% of his compounds are substantives, an increase of 3% 

over his early poetry; furthermore, Hopkins tends to use more compounds 

composed solely of Old English terms in this middle period— about 70%, 

an increase of 17% over his early poetry.
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Most of Hopkins' coined compounds are also modeled on Old English 

expressions. Hopkins was like the scops in that he formed what Gardner 
calls the "compound by substitution": that is, he took a familiar com

pound, such as heart-throb, changed one of the words and formed a new 

compound, heart-throe (Poems, p. 61); the Old English poets, as Brodeur 

writes, also "had wide latitude for substitution" in compounds:35 e.g., 

heortco^a, "heart disease"; heortece, heartache; heortgryre, "terror of 

heart"; heorthogu, "heart-care"; heortseoc, "heart-sick." Hopkins seems 

to have taken up where the scops left off, making the interchangeable 

elements in their compounds the bases for his own. Thus he too builds 

compounds with a prepositional first element — e.g., afterdraught (Poems, 

p. 74), forefalls (Poems, p. 72), and overwrought (Poems, p. 76), all 

from The Loss of the Eurydice. So did the Old English poets —  

aeftercwebendra ("The Seafarer," 1. 72), "after-speaking"; foretacna 

(Christ, The Exeter Book, 1. 892), "fore-token"; and oferhygda (Beowulf, 

1. 1740), "pride." In stanza 27 of The Wreck of the Deutschland, 

sodden-wfth-its sorrowing resembles line 1239a of Andreas in The Ver- 

celli Book (sarbennum soden, "afflicted with wounds"); and in stanza 32, 

Hopkins introduces the powerful compound Yore-flood, which, as Gardner 

points out, echoes the popular Old English geardaga, "days of yore":36

I admire thee, master of the tides.
Of the Yore-flood, of the year’s fall. . . .

(Poems, p. 62)

Indeed, these two lines show that Hopkins was well acquainted 

with Old English poetry as early as 1875. Written in four-stresses, 

with stresses set side by side three times, the lines turn on varia

tions for epithets for God. Moreover, the alliteration is in the Old
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English manner, and the cross alliteration in line two is the same ah/ah 

pattern found in the opening line of Beowulf: Hwaet! We Gardena in

geardagum. Hopkins must have read excerpts or translations; of at least 

the opening part of this epic Old English poem by 1875. Moreover, in 

the first line of Hopkins* stanza, the word tide, from Old English tid, 

means both "ebb and flow of the ocean," "sea," and its original meaning, 

"time, period, season, while, hour." Thus Hopkins ties the word to year, 

which according to both Marsh and Richardson originally meant "season of 

harvest"; and, of course, the alliteration in line two links the cognates 

yore and year: a linguistic intricacy perhaps suggested by Barnes’ com

pound yeartide, for "anniversary."37 Hopkins probably also meant flood 

to signify "sea," an original meaning, as well as "tide, flux, current, 

stream," and the flood, the deluge of the Bible. Perhaps tie.even incor

rectly believed that the word master in line one was of Old English 

derivation, en etymology Richardson gave.33 At any rate, it seems clear 

that he intended these lines to conjure up the spirit and substance of 

Old English poetry
Several of Hopkins * other compound epithets for God recall Old 

English literature. For instance, the adjective world-wielding in 

"Hurrahing in Harvest" (Poems, p. 70) evokes the appellation wealdend, 

"wielder, ruler, master, lord," used frequently in Old English poetry, 

as well as such compounds as alwalda, "all-wielder" (see Beowulf, 1.

316b), and the numerous epithets with the first element weorold, such 

as woroldcyninga, "earthly kings" (Beowulf, 1. 1684b). In "The Bugler’s 

First Communion," Hopkins describes God as a "forefending angel-warder" 

(Poems, p, 82); the scop of Genesis calls Satan engla weard (1. 22a),
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"angel guardian" (the word angel? originally Greek, came to Old English 

from Latin), and a number of Old English compounds end with the element 
weard, e.g., Keofonweard (see Genesis, 1. 120a), "heaven*s keeper."

Hopkins * seascapes also contain a number of compounds fashioned 

after Old English terms. For example, in The Loss of the Eurydice (rich 

in Old English compounds, with 32 out of 39 composed solely of Old Eng

lish terms) , as Wells points out, the compound sea—swill in line sixty- 

four bears the "flavor" of Old English compounds such as saefer^, "sea

going," saeholm, "sea-wave," and saswylm, "sea-surging."39 And in stanza 

seven of this poem, with four brilliant compounds, Hopkins lists most of 

the ingredients—  storm, hail, snow, wind, and exile — associated with 

physical and spiritual suffering in Old English poetry:

A beetling baldbright cloud thorough England 
Riding: there did storms not mingle? and

Hailropes hustle and grind their 
Heavengravel? wolfsnow, worlds of it, wind there?

(Poems, p. 73)

First, with the compound baldbright, a play on the dialectal expression 

"bald as a bright moon," Hopkins retrieves one of the original meanings 

of bright, from Old English beorht, "loud": the jutting cloud is. both

shining and thundering, a symbol for God harrowing throughout England 

(bald is of obscure origin, from the word basllede, which is perhaps 

Middle English or perhaps Old English, but following Ogilvie and Wright, 

Hopkins probably thought the word derived from Old English beald,

"bold," and that connotation is also present in the compound).49 Fur

thermore , the word suggests such Old English compounds as eallbeorhte, 

"all-bright," a popular epithet for Christ in Christ (see 1. 10a), and 

swegbeorht, "heaven-bright," an adjective for the sun in Guthlac (1.
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1214a) in The Exeter Book. Storms and waves are also often described as 

"mingling” in Old English poetry: Beowulf, swimming to the bottom

of Grendel’s mere, loses his helmet, which stirs up or mingles, mengan, 

the waters (1. 1449b). Hailropes seems modeled on the compound 
hmglscurum, "hail-^shower, ” in Andreas (1. 1257a) or hmglfare, "hail

storms," in a passage in "The Wanderer" (1. 105a) that describes the 

terror of storm at sea. And, finally, the variation wolfsnow brings 
together two of the most essential ingredients of the theme of exile in 

Old English poetry since exiles are often associated with wolves and 

cold, snowy weather; and it recalls such compounds as wulfheafedtreo, 

"wolf-head-tree," a gallows for outlaws, found in "Riddle 55" of The 
Exeter Book, and wulfhleobu, "wolf-cliffs," in the description of the 

way to Grendel1s lair in Beowulf:
’Hie dygel lond 

warige^,wulfhleobu, windige naessas, 
frecne, fengelad, % e r  fyrgenstream 
under naassa genipu niffer gewiteS, 
find under foldan.’ (11. 1357b-1361a)

1 They possess unknown land, wolf-cliffs, windy crags, a danger
ous fgnpath, where the mountain stream falls down under the 
darkness of the rocks, a flood under the earth.1

Hopkins formed many of his other compounds by taking Old English 

expressions and changing one of the words. Beam-blind in "The Candle 

Indoors" (Poems, p. 81), which, as Milroy suggests, evokes the Old Eng

lish word for "cross," as well as the Biblical expression "beam in thine 

own eye" and the sense "ray of light,"1*1 is constructed analogously to 

the popular Old English compounds hygeblind and modblind, "mind-blind," 

used in various poems to describe heathens. In "Andromeda" (1. 14, 

Poems, p. 85), barebill, according to Gardner, is formed on analogy



with Old English hildebil and wigbil, terms for swords.^ In line 

twenty-six of "The Golden Echo" (Poems, p. 93), the mixed compound care- 

coiled (coiled is of Latin derivation) and the compound care-killed, com

posed of terms of Old English origin, strongly evoke such expressions as 

cearselda ("The Seafarer," 1. 5b); cearsorge (Genesis, 1. 1114b), "care- 
sorrow"; and the frequent cearwylm, which we might even translate as 

"care-coilings," found, for example, in BhowuTf; ond ba cearwylmas 

coir an wu^ab (1. 282) , "and the surges of care grow cooler." In The 
Loss of the Eurydice, Hopkins coins deathgush (Poems, p. 74), strongly 

suggestive of the Old English deaSrass (Andreas, 1. 995b), "sudden death," 

even though gush is probably of Scandinavian origin; and, as Gardner 

indicates, with doomfire at the end of the poem, Hopkins achieves a 

"very effective welding of the commonplace ’Doomsday * and ’hell-fire, 

both originally Old English words.̂ 3

The highly alliterative "Spring and Fall," a poem very much in 

the Old English manner, turns on a line containing two of Hopkins’ most 

beautiful coinages: "Though worlds of wanwood leafmeal lie" (Poems, p.

89). In these two compounds Hopkins encapsulates both a fall scene and 

the decaying of human spirit and flesh. Leafmeal, based, as Gardner 

suggests, on the common piecemeal, "implies the mealy fragments of dry 

rotting l e a v e s " i t  also hints at Margaret’s encroaching death.

Wanwood is formed analogously to the archaic word wanhope, "despair," 

explained by Trench to mean "hope which has so waned that now there is 

an entire want of it"; or the compounds wanhonour, "dishonour," 

wanluck, "ill luck," wanrest, "anxiety," wanchance, "mischance," and 

wanweard, "wayward," all listed by Barnes; or on such words as wanhal,
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"lacking in health," wantrust, "without trust," wangrace, "wickedness," 

wanhap, "misfortune,," wanthrift, "prodigality," contained in dialectal 

dictionaries of the day,1+5 Although most of these compounds do not 

appear in Old English literature (honour, chance, and grace are of 

Romance derivation; hap, trust, and thrift come from Old Norse; and luck 

did not enter the language until the Middle English period), the word 

wan, either by itself or in derivation, is highly suggestive in Old Eng

lish poetry, signifying "darkness, decline, wasting." The adjective is 
used twice in Beowulf, for instance, to describe Grendelfs approach to 

Heorot:
scaduhelma gesceapu scrlSan cwoman, 
wan under wolcnum. (11. 650av651a)

the shadowy creatures came stalking, black beneath the clouds.

Com on wanre niht 
scrSan sceadugenga. (11. 702b-703a)

The shadowy visitant came stalking in the dark night.

The compound wanhal, "unsound, weak, ill, maimed," appears in Andreas_

' CU. 580a) to describe those needing Christ's miraculous healing powers; 

and the word occurs in a similar context in Elene (1. 1029a), in a pass

age praising the healing force of the cross. Another compound, wanhydig, 

"careless, rash, thoughtless," is found in "The Wanderer" (1. 67b) in a 

gnomic passage describing how the wise person should act in face of the 

world's decline. Just as these Old English compounds sum up the physi

cal and mental ills of the world, Hopkins' wanwood, signifying, as Gard

ner indicates, "bloodlessness," "darkness," "blackness," and "bitter

n e s s , s u g g e s t s  a bleak, waning world, where people, failing to heed 

the sanctity of the most symbolic wood, the cross, achieve a spiritual
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blight. Thus in this one alliterative compound, evoking so many dia

lectal expressions, Hopkins revives the essential spirit of much of Old 

English poetry.

"The Caged Skylark"

Besides coining terms in the Old English fashion, Hopkins also 

borrowed compounds directly from Old English literature. Perhaps no 

poem of this period so markedly indicates his debt to that literature 

than "The Caged Skylark," written in 1877, a poem containing a prepond

erance of falling rhythms (61%), alliteration in every line, 82% Old 

English diction (88% Germanic), and nearly 18% compounds. The whole 

poem hinges on a striking Old English compound in the second line:

As a dare-gale skylark scanted in a dull cage
Man's mounting spirit in his bone-house, mean house, dwells— 
That bird beyond the remembering his free fells;

This in drudgery, day-labouring-out life's age.

Though aloft on turf or perch or poor low stage.
Both sing sometimes the,sweetest, sweetest spells.
Yet both droop deadly sometimes in their cells

Or wring their barriers in bursts of fear or rage.

Not that the sweet-fowl, song-fowl, needs no rest—
Why, hear him, hear him babble and drop down to his nest.

But his own nest, wild nest, no prison.

Man's spirit will be flesh-bound when found at best.
But uncumbered: meadow-down is not distressed ,

For a rainbow footing it nor he for his bones risen.
(Poems, pi, 7Of)

The compound bone-house, from banhus, used seven times in extant Old 

English poetry, provides the basic metaphor for the poem, repeated in 

the cross-alliterative line twelve with the compound flesh-bound: the

body is a prison, stifling our spirituality; we may escape only through 

death and resurrection. This is also a central message in much of Old
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English literature —  in fact, the theme of the "Soul and Body" poems in 

The Exeter Book and The Vercelli Book. In the poem in The Exeter Book, 

for example, the soul addresses the body:
'Eardode ic pe in innan. No ic |>e of meahte, 

flssce bifongen, ond me firenlustas 
|>ine ge|>rungon. f (11, 30a-32a)

fI dwelt within thee; compassed by flesh I could not come out of 
thee, and thy sinful lusts lay heavy upon me. . .’

This typological concern in Old English poetry is expressed 

through numerous other kennings for the body, all of which are evoked 

by Hopkins * poem: bancofa, banfaet, eorSfaat, f las schama, f la. s chord,

fearhhord, feorhus, lichama, and lichord. Almost invariably these com

pounds are used in Old English poetry to evoke the evils of the flesh, 

the sense of imprisonment one feels on earth. For example, two such 

terms are found in the description of Guthlac lying on his death-bed:

Wees se bancofa 
adle onaeled, inbendum faest, 
lichord onlocen. (Guthlac, 11. 954b-57a)

The bodily frame was burning with sickness, fast in inner bonds, 
his body-hoard unlocked.*

The word flaeschama is often used in connection with the adjective faege,

"doomed, fated, dead, unhappy, accursed, feeble, cowardly," as in this

description of Beowulf’s fight with Grendel’s mother:

He gefeng %>a fetelhilt, freca Scyldinga 
hreoh ond heorogrim hringmsl gebrsegd, 
aldres oraena, yrringa sloh,
^aet hire wi<f halse heard grapode, 
banhringas braec. Bil eal S’urhwod
faegne -f Iseschoman; ̂ heo on flet gecrpng,
Sweord waes swatig, secg weorce gef eh.

(Beowulf, 11 1563a-1569a)

*My translation
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The hero of the Scyldings, angered and grim in battle, seized the 
belted hilt, wheeled the ring-marked sword, despairing of life; 
he struck furiously, so that it gripped her hard against the 
neck. It broke the bone-rings; the blade went straight through 
the doomed body. She fell on the floor. The brand was bloody; 
the man rejoiced in his work.

In "The Riming Poem" in The Exeter Book, a poem that appears in several

Victorian anthologies, the lichoma is described as food for worms:

Me ^aztwyrd gewa>f, ond gewyrht forgeaf,
J>£et ic grofe graef, ond &#t grimme graef 
f lean f Isesce ne maeg, jionne f lanhred daeg 
nydgrapum nimej>, fionne seo neaht becymee 
seo me allies ofonn ond mec her eardes oncdnn.
"bonne lichoma lige%, lima wyrm frite|>. . . .
7 ' (11. 70a-75b)

Fate wove that for me, and,as wrought gave it, that I should dig 
up that grave, and flesh might not flee that grave, when the 
arrow-swift day is seized with need-grip, when night comes that 
disowns me of my native-home, and deprives me of my earth. Then 
the body lies; worms feed upon the limbs.*

Furthermore, every time banhus is used in Old English poetry, it

is in a context, of hardship and misery. For instance, Beowulf uses the

word to describe his battle with Dasghrefne, "Day-raven" (Beowulf, 1.

2501b), the champion of the Hugas:

$ ne wass ecg bona, 
ac him hildegrap heortan wylmas,
banhus gebraac,' (11. 2506b-2508a)

'The sword was. not the slayer, but my battle-grip crushed the 
surges of his heart and his body.*

The compound also occurs in a highly symbolic passage in Andreas, when

Andrew, at his lowest point, is imprisoned and tortured by the Merme-
donians. Other key words in the passage-sarbennum soden, swate.

*My translation.
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halga, hgegelscurum — suggest that Hopkins at least knew this passage of

the poem by this point in his career:

Drogon deormodne aefter dunscraefum, 
ymb stanhleoHb, staercedfer£ne,
efne swa wide swa wegas to lagon, 
enta aargeweorc, innan bur gum, 
straete stanfage.. Storm upp aras 
aef ter ceasterhofum, cirm unlytel
hae^hes heriges. Wss fjaes halgan lie
sarbennum soden, swate bestemed,
banhus abrocen, Blod ySum weoll, 
hatan heolfre. . . .

"^a se halga w&s under heolstorscuwan, 
eorl ellenheard, ondlahge niht 
sear ob an cum beseted. Snaw eorS^an band 
wintergeworpum. Weder coledon
heardum hsegelscurum, swylce hrim ond forst, 
hare hildstapan, hseleSa eSel 
lucon, leoda gesetu. Land waeron freorig
cealdum cylegicelum, clang wsteres brym
ofer eastreamas, is bryegade
blasce brimade. (11. 1232a-1241a, .1253a-1262a)

They pulled the dauntless man through the hill-caves, the stout
hearted man round the rocky slopes, even as far as the ways stretch, 
old works of giants, within the city, streets paved with stones of 
varied colours. A tumult arose throughout the city houses, no 
slight uproar of the heathen host. The holy man’s body was 
afflicted with wounds, wet with blood, his limbs broken; blood 
gushed out in surges, in hot gore. . . .

Then the holy man, the fearless earl, was encompassed by 
thoughts of wisdom the whole night in the darkness. Snow bound 
the earth with winter storms; the breezes grew chill with griev
ous hail-showers; likewise rime and frost, grey warriors, laid 
fetters upon the land of men, the habitations of people.. Freez
ing was the ground with cold icicles, the strength of the water 
shrank on the streams, the ice bridged the black gearoad.

In a passage in Exodus in The Junius Manuscript, a poem Hopkins probably

also knew to some extent, the implication is that the dead body will go

to hell if it does not listen to its;‘gpgrdian, the mind, banhuses weard

(1. 524b), "keeper of the body"; and hell in this passage is signified

by the compound manhus, "place of punishment," a word Hopkins may have
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had in mind when he produced the variation ’’bone-house, mean house,” 

even though mean stems from msenê , "common," rather than man, "evil":

|jis is Imne dream, 
wommum awyrged, wreccum alyfed, 
earmra anbid. E^ellease 
|>ysne gystsele gihSum healda%, 
murna^ on mode, manhus witon 
faest under foldan, fcasr bi^ fyr and wyrm, 
open ece scrsf. (11. 532b-538a)

This is fleeting happiness, cursed with.sins, granted to exiles, 
the waiting of the unhappy. Homeless, they abide in this guest- 
hall in sorrow; they grieve in soul; they know the place of pun
ishment is fixed under the earth, where are fire and the worm., 
a pit ever open for all that is evil.

In Hopkins’ poem, though, the mean-house is this earth where we 

dwell, or live in deception (from the Old English dwellan, "to lead 

astray, hinder, prevent, deceive, wander, err"). We deceive ourselves, 

perhaps with fables, charms, or spells, that we can achieve freedom 

while encased in living flesh; but we will be freed, unburdened, only 

through death, when our spirits are risen: life precludes freedom.

This antithesis of flesh and soul, "bone-house" and "mounting spirit" 

is also a significant theme in Old English poetry. In Beowulf, for 

example, the hero’s dead body lies within a barrow while a strong wind 

draws the smoke of the funeral pyre higher and higher, a demonstration 

of Beowulf’s fame and glory, his immortality (see 11. 3143a-48a). And 

at the end of Guthlac, the saint breaks, bursts, from his bone-house 

and is carried by angels to heaven, to dwell in bliss:

Nu se eor#an dael, 
banhus abrocen burgum in innan 
wuna^ waelraeste, ond se wuldres dael 
of licfeete in leoht godes 
sigorlean sohte. . . . (11. 1366b-1370a)
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Now the earthly part, the ruined body, bides in its grave in the 
dwelling, and the heavenly part has gone from the body to seek 
its triumphant reward in God’s spendour. . . .

Thus the endings of "The Gaged Skylark" and Guthlac are quite 

similar; moreover, the similarities in diction between the two poems 

indicate that Hopkins knew Guthlac at least in part. Hopkins revived 

the compound bone-house, created his own compound flesh-bound, and framed , 

a poem around them that resonates with the theme, imagery, and diction of 

Old English literature.
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CHAPTER SIX

OLD ENGLISH INFLUENCES ON HOPKINS' LATE POETRY (1882-89)

Hopkins' poetry that most closely links him with the Old English 

scops is that written during the last years of his life. Having studied 

the Old English language in 1882 and, afterwards, perhaps read some of
I

Old English literature in the original, Hopkins became finely attuned to 

the techniques, diction, and imagery of England's earliest poetry. Hop

kins ' poems written after 1882, especially those composed while he was 

in Dublin, from 1884 until his death in 1889, appear to be highly 

indebted to Old English literature. In fact, some of Hopkins' words and 

metaphors cannot be adequately explained without reference to Old Eng

lish literature. At times he even seems to be deliberately patterning 

his work after the poetry of the scops. These last poems are highly 

stressed, with strong emphasis on middle pauses, producing an oratorical 

effect; they are almost totally alliterative, with the alliteration 

often emphasizing a basic two-stress measure similar to the half-lines 

of Old English poetry, and some of Old English prose— especially that of 

Wulfstan; his syntax is highly wrought and intricate as though he were 

writing an inflected language; and his diction, high in compounds, is 

reminiscent of Old English elegiac poetry. Hopkins' poetry of a "win

ter world" recaptures the bleak landscape and spiritual hardships por

trayed in some of the best of the earliest English literature.

129
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Metrics
Not all of the features of Hopkins’ late poetry link it with Old 

English literature. Half of the poems are in five-stress lines. During

this period Hopkins also developed a fondness for sonnets with hexameter

lines, and one-third of the poems are six-stress lines. One poem is in 

three-stress lines, and another is in eight-stress lines. Moreover, with 

fewer poems written exclusively in sprung rhythm between 1882 and 1889 

(only 23% compared to 53% during Hopkins’ middle period), the ratio of 

Hopkins’ falling to rising rhythms inverts to about 2 to 3 (with almost

41% of the lines in falling rhythms).
Nevertheless, Hopkins’ use of sprung rhythm had an important 

effect on all his poetry, and his lines are still highly "irregular,” 

scanned according to stresses rather than syllables. There continues 

to be a highly variable number of syllables in lines containing the 

same number of stresses. For instance, in the 1887 poem, "Tom's Gar

land," whose metrics Donald McChesney characterizes as "common sonnet 

rhythm (iambic pentameter)the number of syllables in the five-stress 

lines varies from nine to fourteen; and in the companion piece, "Harry 

Ploughman," a sprung rhythm poem written in the same year, the number of 

syllables in the five-stress lines varies from nine to seventeen. Such 

diversity of syllabic count per line, of course, usually results from a 

fluctuation in the number of slack syllables per foot, perhaps the most 

distinguishing feature of stress-based rhythms. Thus, in the following 

lines from "Harry Plougman," according to Hopkins' scansion, the first 

line contains three feet without any slacks, and the second line con

tains five feet, two with three slacks each:
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/ / /

* x x  / x / so^red/or/san]^ / x /
Though as a beech/bole firm,//finds his/as at a roll/call rank. * . .

(Poems, p. 104)*
Hopkins also continues to juxtapose stresses with some frequency. In 

the first stanza of "I wake and feel the fell of dark" (1885), for exam

ple, Hopkins varies the basic pentameter meter set up in the first line 

by juxtaposing stresses three times in lines two and four;

I wake and feel the fell of.dark, not day.
What hours, o/what bla^k hours we have spent
This night1 what sights you, heart, saw; ways you went!
And more must, in yet longer light's delay. (Poems, p. 101)

The Middle Pause and Recitation 

Another feature of Hopkins' late poetry that closely allies it to 

Old English poetry is the use of a strong caesura, which Hopkins realized 

came "to English versification . . . from Piers Ploughman and the older 

native poetry" (Letters I, p. 108). In Old English poetry, the caesura 

is very important. Because of the fairly set number of stresses to a 

line, the position of the medial pause is fixed, thus marking the 

rhythm; it usually coincides with a logical pause in the sense of the

*Hopkins marks these lines from "Harry Ploughman" thus :
v / /■ Soared or^sank— ,

Though as a beechbole firm, finds his" as at'a rollcall rank. . . .
(Letters I, p. 262)

The mark 'V is a "quiver or circumflexion,: making one syllable nearly 
two"; elsewhere Hopkins uses ' , a "strong stress" in place of rv. The 
mark '''""’'"'‘sis placed "over three or more syllables" to give "them the 
time of one half foot." And the mark ^  indicates a "pause or dwell 
on a syllable, which need not, however, have the metrical stress"; in 
this case, I believe it carries the metrical stress. For explanations 
of these marks see Letters I, p. 262, and Poems, p. 293.
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poem. In fact9 it often coincides with the end of a sentence or a para
graph, and the Old English scops preferred to introduce a new idea with 

the off-verse.2 Although in Hopkins* poetry, with its variable line 

lengths, the caesura is not always fixed as it is in Old English poetry, 

in the late poems, Hopkins emphasizes the medial pause in ways that seem 

designed to emulate the practices of the scops* In his alexandrian 

poems, ??Spelt from Sibyl*s Leaves,” "To What Serves Mortal Beauty?" and 

"That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and of the Comfort of the Resurrec

tion," he even employs a special mark to accentuate the caesura: "To

what serves mortal beauty 1 -dangerous; does set danc-/ing" (Poems, p. 

98). And Hopkins often uses a full stop, semi-colon, or colon at the 

middle pause: "No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch of grief"

(Poems, p . 100). In fact, in the poems written after 1882, nearly 34% 

of his sentences within stanzas end at the middle pause, an increase of 

12% over the poems written from 1875 to 1881. In "To What Serves Mortal 

Beauty?" "The Soldier," and "No worst, there is none," all written in 

1865, Hopkins ends sentences at mid-line four times in each poem.

With this increased emphasis on the middle pause, as well as the 

predominance of sectional pauses caused by the juxtaposition of stresses, 

Hopkins* late poetry takes on a highly declamatory quality. According 

to Ong, the resemblance between Hopkins* and Old English poetry is 

"deepest in the relation of each to dramatic d e l i v e r y , A s  many 

twentieth-century scholars believe, and)as all nineteenth-century 

scholars suggested. Old English poetry was oral, often composed extem

poraneously in the mead hall, to the accompaniment of a harp. Hopkins* 

poetry, too, is suited for oral delivery. Louise Guiney, reviewing the
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first edition of the Poems, points out that Hopkins' goal "is declama

tion to the harp, the original purpose of lyric, alive to-day in the 

primitive Judaic and Gaelic corners of the w o r l d . H e  composed his 

poetry orally, long before writing it down; furthermore, he insisted it 

be performed orally, read with "the ears" and recited: his verse, he
writes, is "made for performance and . . . its performance is not read

ing with the eye but loud, leisurely, poetical (not rhetorical) recita
tion, with long rests, long dwells on the rhyme and other marked sylla

bles" (Letters I, p. 246).
Although all of Hopkins’ poetry from The Wreck of the Deutsch

land on is meant for oral delivery, Hopkins stresses the importance of 

such recitation most with the late poems. He writes that the sonnet 

"Harry Ploughman" "is altogether for recital, not for perusal (as by 

nature verse should be)" (Poems, p. 292). And he writes that oral deliv

ery would help in an understanding of "Tom's Garland”: "Declaimed, the

strange constructions would be dramatic and effective" (Letters I, p. 

272). Several of Hopkins’ late poems even begin in a declamatory manner 

similar to that of the scops, who often used the extra-metrical exclama

tion hwast to call the hall to attention and to begin a poem: HwaatI We

Gardena in geardagum (Beowulf, 1. 1). Two of Hopkins' late poems —

"The Soldier" and "Carrion Comfort," both written in 1885 —  begin with 

extra-metrical words that function in much the same was as the Old Eng

lish hwaat: "Yes. wihy do we ail, seeing of a soldier, bless him?
bless"; "Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort. Despair, not feast on thee" 
(Poems, p. 99). And in %Tom’s Garland" ^1887), Hopkins uses a 
modern version of hwBt half-way through the poem to show a shift
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in focus, also a common practice in Old English poetry:5 "WhatJ Country 
is honour enough in all us— lordly head" (Poems, p. 103).

Alliteration

Hopkins' late poems are also very alliterative. About 91% of 

the lines contain alliteration, and 94% of the lines in the sprung rhy

thm poems are alliterative. And he continues to use alliteration to 

reinforce difficult metrical patterns or to indicate shifts in meter.

For example, the initial alliteration in the following line from the

basically iambic pentameter sonnet "St. Alphonsus Rodriguez" suggests
/ / x x x

that the line begins with double stresses: "Veins violets and tall
/ x / x ■ /

trees makes more and more" (Poems,.p . 106), In the following line from

"To what serves Mortal Beauty?" alliteration reinforces shifts in meter
that produce juxtaposed stresses at midline, thereby emphasizing the 

/ x / x x / / x x / x /
caesura: "Master more may than jgaze, | _g_aze out of countenance" (Poems,

p. 98). And the alliteration in the following lines from "No worst,

there is none," twice reinforces juxtaposed stresses, which in the first

instance also come at midline:
/ x x /  / x / x /

, .Let me be fell: force I must be brief,x x  / / x / —  x —
0 the mind, mind has mountains. . . .

(Poems, p. 100)

As his letter to Patmore in 1883 indicates (Letters III, p. 331), Hop

kins also became conscious of the alliteration of vowels in Old English 

poetry, and his use of vocalic alliteration increases correspondingly: 

approximately 12% of his alliteration is of vowels, with almost 18% 

vocalic alliteration in the poems written solely in sprung rhythm. He
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also uses cross alliteration in about 4% of the lines? compared to 4.5%

in Old English poetry. The first two lines of "Patience, hard thingI" a
poem that is 100% alliterative, illustrate Hopkins* sophisticated use of
vocalic and cross alliteration at this point:

Patience, hard thing! the Hard thing but to.pray.
But bid for,- Patience is! Patience who ahks. . . .

(Poems, p. 102)

In contrast to the scops, Hopkins in these late poems often uses 

alliteration to set off either half-lines or two-stress phrases rather 
than to bind half-lines. Nearly 49% of his alliterative lines contain 

such phrasal patterns of alliteration, an increase of about 8% over the 

poetry of the middle period. In a way, however, this kind of allitera

tion indicates Hopkins' stronger knowledge of Old English literature 

during his last years. As I indicated in Chapter Three, with such allit

eration, Hopkins emphasizes two-beat phrases comparable to the Old Eng-
x / x / / x

lish half-lines: "[Mark Christ our King.] He knows war,//[served this
/ x x  / x / x x: x

soldiering] through" (Poems, p. 99); " [Mary, mother of us,]//where is
/ x / /

your relief?" (Poems, p. 100); " [Stand at stress.] Each limb's//[bar- 
x x /
rowy brawn,] his thew" (Poems, p. 104). This alliterative technique 

also provides a link between Hopkins and the Old English orator, Wulf-

stan, whose prose is similar to Hopkins* poetry. As Angus McIntosh

shows, Wulfstan wrote his sermons in continous series of two-stress 

phrases, using alliteration to join elements within a phrase rather than 

to weld together half-lines; thus, according to McIntosh, Wulfstan*s 
phrases fit a rhythm more common and natural to speech than the rhythms 

of the earliest poetry:
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Ond us stalu and cwalu, 
stric and s^teorfa, 
orfcwealm and unco^u $ 
hoi and hete 
ond rypera reaflac 
derede swy^e .^earle.

And stealing and slaying, plague and pestilence, cattle-plague and 
disease, malice and hate and the robbery of thieves hurt us sorely.6

In "The shepherd’s brow," one of the last poems Hopkins wrote, and one

containing the same kind of doomsday imagery found in Wulfstan's work,
there are eleven instances of stressed alliteration within half-lines,

eight of which reinforce two^stress phrases.

The shepherd’s brow,//fronting forked lightning, owns x / x / x / x 
[The horror and the havoc]//and the glory
Of it. Angels fall,//they are towers, from heaven —  a story
Of just, majestical,// and giant groans. -/ x /But man — we, scaffo,ld//of score [brittle bones;]/ x / xWho breathe, from groundlong//baby[hood to hoary]
Age gasp; whose breath//is our [memento morx — ]x / =5 T ~  ~What bass is our viol//[for tragic tones?]
He I Hand to mouth he lives,//and voids with shame;
And, blazoned in however//bold the name,

/ X /  X  f[Man Jack the man is, just;]//his mate a hussy.
X / X / X / X /

And I [that die these deaths,]//[that feed this flame,]
That... in smooth [spoons spy]//life’s [masque mirrored:] tame

~,r x -7 x / x =/ x =My tempests there,//[my fire and fever fussy.]
(Poems, p. 107)

Syntax
The syntax of Hopkins’ poems written during the 1880s also seems 

to be an attempt to form a bridge with the inflected language of early 
England. These last poems are especially elliptical. In line twelve of 

"To what serves Mortal B e a u t y ? f o r  instance, Hopkins omits the subject
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and verb: "What (should we) do then? how meet beauty?*'Merely meet it;

own" (Poems, p. 98), In line four of "Carrion Comfort" he leaves out
the verb to do, as well as a preposition, an article, and the to_ of an

infinitive: "Can (do) something, hope, wish (for the) day (to) come,

not choose not to be" (Poems, p. 99). And in line seven of "Patience,
hard thing!" he omits a preposition:

There she basks 
(With) Purple eyes and seas of liquid leaves all day.

(Poems, p. 102)*

The word order of the late poems is also unusual for modern English. In 

line five of "Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves," for example, the object, being,
/ v - ; . .comes before the verb: "Fire-featuring heaven. For earth her being 

has unbound; her dapple is at an end" (Poems, p. 97). The object, dough, 

also precedes the verb in line twelve of "I wake and feel the fell of 

dark": "Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours." (Poems, p. 101). And

in the first line of "My own heart let me more have pity on," beginning 

with an inversion, the adjective more is separated from the noun it modi

fies by the verb (Poems, p. 102). At least twice in these poems the 

unusual word order serves to separate two terms of a variation, a prac

tice common in Old English poetry:

*For some other examples of ellipses in Hopkins' late poetry see 
"The Blessed Virgin compared to the Air we Breathe," 11. 3 and 80; "Spelt 
from Sibyl’s.Leaves," 1. 6 ; "To what serves Mortal Beauty?," 1. If; 
"Carrion Comfort," 1, 10; "To seem the stranger," 11. 4 and 10; '"Patience, 
hard thing," 1; "My own heart," 1. 7; "Tom’s Garland," 11. 1, 10, and 
12f ; "That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire aid of the comfort of the Resur
rection," 1. 10; and "Thou art indeed just. Lord," 1. 6 .
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Waste; her earliest stars, earlstars, 1 stars principal, overbend us. 
Fire-featuring heaven. ("Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves," Poems, p. 97)

Tom; then Tom’s fallowbootfellow piles pick
By him and rips out rockfire homeforth —  sturdy Dick. . . .

("Tom's Garland," Poems, p. 103)

And in "Harry Ploughman," written in 1887, Hopkins’ syntax is so intri

cate that he even separates two elements of a compound word: "See his 

wind- lilylocks■'-laced" (Poems, p. 104).* Furthermore, Hopkins continues 

to interchange parts of speech occasionally. In "The Soldier" he treats 
what is usually a noun or an adjective as a verb: "It fancies, feigns,

deems, dears the artist after his art" (Poems, p. 99). In "I wake and 

feel the fell of dark," the adjective bitter appears to function as a 

noun:
God's most deep decree 

Bitter would have me taste: my taste was me. . . .
(Poems, p. 101)

*For some other examples of unusual word order in Hopkins' late 
poems see "The Blessed Virgin compared to the Air we Breathe," 11. 11, 
90, and 92f; "Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves," 1. 9; "To what serves Mortal 
Beauty?," 11. 2, 3, 5, 7, and 8 ;. "No worst, there is none," 1. 11; "To
seem the stranger," 11. 3, 8 , and 12; "I wake and feel the fell of
dark," 1. 4; "Patience, hard thing!," 1. 11; "My own heart," 11. 3f and 
9f; "Tom’s Garland," 11. 5ff, 10, 12, 14, and 17; "Harry Ploughman," 11. 
5 and 17; "That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and of the comfort of 
Resurrection," 11. 5, 12f, and 14; "St. Alphonsus Rodriquez," 11. 2 and 
11; "Thou art indeed just. Lord," 1. 12; "The shepherd’s brow," 1. 11; 
and "To R. B.," 1. 7.

Although I have not discussed Hopkins’ use of. variation in this 
chapter, the device is one he continues to employ with some frequency in
the late poems. For examples of vafiatiph in these poems see "The
Blessed Virgin compared to the Air we Breathe," 11. 38 and 115f; "The 
Soldier," 1. If; "Carrion Comfort," 1. 1; "No worst, there is none," 1. 
13f; "That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and of the comfort of the Resur
rection," 11. If, 10f, 11 13f, 19, and 23; "The shepherd’s brow," 1. 5; 
and "To R. B.," 1. 12.
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In "My own heart" he also uses an adjective for a noun; "By groping 
round my comfortless" (Poems, p.. 102). And in "Carrion Comfort," he 

employs an adjective for an adverb;

But ah, but 0 thou terrible, why wouldst thou rude on me
Thy wring-world right foot rock? (Poems, p. 99)

Diction

Finally, Hopkins' fondness for native diction became even 

stronger during the last years of his life. As his November, 1882, let

ter to Bridges indicates (Letters I, p. 162f), he believed Old English 

better than modern English, and he lamented the present language’s lack 

of purity. In December of that year he also writes; "To me a pure 

language seems a finer thing than a mixed one" (Letters I, 166). In the 

1880s, Hopkins’ predilection for Old English was so strong that at times 

he tried to impose a Germanic heritage upon Latinate words. For exam

ple, he even dares dispute such an eminent etymologist as Skeat, writing 

in 1887; "I have doubts about Skeat’s treatment of a whole class of 

words like scope, cope, scoop, scape, cap. Though some of these words 

as they stand (not scope) may have come to English from French or low 

Latin, yet they must before that have got into those same languages from 

English or, some Teutonic one" (Letters III, p. 285). As this quotation 

reveals, Hopkins followed Tooke’s principles of philology up to the end 

of his life, continuing to believe that Latinate terms he used were 

actually native in origin. For example,iRichardson, following Tooke, 

incorrectly derived the word lace (L) from Old English l a e c c a n "to 

catch, hold"; and Cockayne erroneously declared that cross (L) was from 

Old English.7 Thus Hopkins probably thought he was coining two native
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compounds when he uses crossbridle and windlaced to describe the churls- 

grace of Harry Ploughman (Poems, p. 104). And, of course, Hopkins con
tinued to elucidate the earliest meanings of the Old English words he 
used. In the first line of "Patience," quoted above, he again brings 

out the original meaning of bid by linking it with prayer. In "Carrion 

Comfort," he once more uses the word rod to mean "cross", as well as 

"staff of authority": "Nay in all that toil, that coil, since (seems)

I kissed the rod" (Poems, p. 100). And in the last lines of "To seem 

the stranger," one of Hopkins’ pet words, spell, reverberates with its 

original meanings, "a story, an argument," as well as its later meanings, 

"a charm" and "speech, language";
Only what word

Wisest my heart breeds dark heaven’s baffling ban 
Bars or hell's spell thwarts. This to hoard unheard,
Heard unheeded, leaves me a lonely began.

(Poems, p. 101)

This syntactically intricate passage, which contains a verb where 

we would expect a noun,® demonstrates how closely allied the diction and 

spirit of Hopkins' late poetry is with Old English elegiac poetry.

Whereas the hopeful spirit of The Phoenix, with its theme of rebirth, 

informs the poems of Hopkins' middle period, the torment and stoicism of 

the Old English elegies, such as "The Wanderer," "The Seafarer," and 

parts of the longer poems, predominate in Hopkins' last poetry. The 

entire theme of "To seem the stranger," of course, is exile. And these 

last lines, especially, use several key Old English words to emphasize 

the same feelings of alienation and sadness that distinguish the Old 

English elegies. The narrator of Hopkins' poem grieves that his word.
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both as a Catholic priest and as a son, goes unuttered and/or unheard. 
Hopkins’ uses the word ban to mean both "a command, edict, interdict,H 

and "devil, killer, murderer," probably erroneously believing the word 
to be derived from Old English bana, used, for example, in Beowulf 

(1. 2613b) to describe Weohstan, who had killed Ohthere1s son Eanmund: 

in Hopkins1 poem, the ambiguous command kills the priest1s message.

Thus the speaker wonders if the ban, his banishment, is a lesson from 

heaven or a charm from hell. Certainly, the decree has turned the 

speaker into a friendless exile, who feels as though he were in hell. 

These lines evoke the images of two exiled monsters in Beowulf — Grendel, 

helle haefton (1 . 788a), "hell-bound creature," and the dragon, referred 

to several times as the hordweard, "treasure-keeperand also often 

described as a worm, wyrm, thus by connotation the devil. The lines 

also recall "The Wanderer." The narrator of this Old English poem, like 

the speaker of Hopkins1 poem, recognizes the painful need and lonely 

consequences of guarding feelings within his hordcofan, a kenning for 

"breast":
EOft ic sceolde ana uhtna gehwylce 
mine ceare cwi|>an. Nis nu cwicra nan 
he ic him modsefan minne durre
sweotule asecgan. Ic to soi>e wat 
haet bi]p in eorle indryhten %>eaw, 
hset he his ferc^locan f^ste binde,
healde his hordcofan, hycge swa he wille.
Ne maeg werig mod wyrde wi^stondan, 
ne se hreo hyge helpe gefremman.
For^on domgeorne dreorigne oft 
in hyra breostcofan bindaS fmste; 
swa ic modsef an minhe sceolde,
oft earmcearig, e^le bidsled,
freomsegum feor feterum s^lan. . . .

("The Wanderer," 11. 8a-2ib)
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'Often I must bewail my sorrows in my loneliness at the dawn of 
each day; there is none of living men now to whom I dare speak 
my heart openly. I know for a truth that it is a noble custom 
for a man to bind fast the thoughts of his heart, to treasure 
his broodings, let him think as he will. Nor can the weary in 
mood resist fate, nor does the fierce thought avail anything. 
Wherefore those eager for glory often bind fast in their secret 
hearts a sad thought. So I, sundered from my native land, far 
from noble kinsmen, often sad at heart, had to fetter my 
mind. . . . 1

"Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves"

Most of the dark sonnets of this period contain key diction and 

imagery that reflect Hopkins' interest in Old English language and poetry 

at this time. The first of these poems is "Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves"—  

100% alliterative and divided into four-stress half-lines similar to 

Old, English poetic lines. This poem turns on the Old English word west, 

which, following current philology, Hopkins probably erroneously 

believed cognate with the Latinate vast and waste, with all three 

derived from Old English westen, "waste, wilderness, desert"thus in 

the first four lines, Hopkins intertwines three words he believes from 

the same root to describe a grey expanse at twilight, a desolate, desert

like tract:
Earnest, earthless, equal, attuneable, * vanity, voluminous,...

stupendous / /
Evening strains to be time's vast, * xromb-of-all, home-of-all, 

hearse-of-all night.
Her fond yellow hornlight wound to the west, I tier wild hollow 

hoarlight hung to the height /
Waste; her earliest stars, earlstars, * stars principal, overbend 

us... .
(Poems, p. 97)

Hopkins continues his description of a landscape whose distinctive fea

tures are blurred in the dying light. Then, in line eight, darkness
/ / I f

has finally descended: "Our evening is over us; our night 1 whelms,
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whelms, and will end usn (Poems, p. 97). By the octave, all that is 

discernible from what was once a presumably lush, lively scene are tree 
branches, silhouetted like monster’s arms against the slate-sky; "Only 

the beakleaved boughs dragonish 1 damask the toolsmooth bleak light" 

(Poems, p. 98). The suggestion that this physical scene is a manifes

tation of an inner state is solidified in the last lines, where Hopkins 
recounts the torture involved in discerning right from wrong; the per

son making the moral choice feels as though on a rack. (Although this 

word is of Dutch origin, following Ogilvie and Richardson, Hopkins 
probably erroneously thought it was of Old English.derivation and cog

nate with reck and reckon in line 12. According to Ogilvie, the primary 

sense of all these words, as well as the word right, 1 . 1 2 , is "to 

strain";thus, in his choice of words throughout this poem, Hopkins 

emphasizes the central image of stretching.) The pain and nakedness 

that accompany such a spiritual choice are especially reinforced in the

last line, composed totally of native words; "selfwrung, selfstrung,
/ / / / sheathe- and shelterless, 1 thoughts against thoughts an groans grind

(Poems, p . 98). The penitent is wrung, strung out, vulnerable like a

knife without its covering or an army of men without the protection of

shields (shelter may be from Old English sceldtruma, "shield troop":

the origin of shelter is unsure), like a homeless wanderer in the midst

of storm; thus as hail pounds the earth and its travelers (the Journals,

p. 7, indicate that Hopkins incorrectly thought grind related to Latin

grando, "hail"), thought, reflection, brings pain and grief.

In much of Old English poetry, the landscape also mirrors an 

exile’s physical discomfort and state of mind. For example, Guthlac,
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a self-imposed exile, goes to live in a mountain, area, on westenne

(Guthlac, 1. 208b), "in a wasteland," once inhabited by devils:

Stod seo dygle stow dryhtne in gemyndum 
id el ond semen, efcelriehte feor, 
bad bissece betran hyrdes.

(Guthlac, 11. 215ff)

The secret spot, empty and desert, uninhabited, stood in 
God’s mind; it awaited the coming of a better guardian.

The phoenix, se anhaga (The Phoenix, 1. 87a), "the solitary being,"

every 1,000 years flies to a western desert frazr no men buga^ (The

Phoenix, 1. 157b), "where no men live," and builds his nest on a high

tree in a "wasteland," westenne (The Phoenix, 1. 201b). And for the

wanderer, a skeptic in his old age, the human condition is one of 

futility; at least he prophesies that the years will lay waste to the 

earth:

Ongietan sceal gleaw hasle hu gaestlic biS,
J>onne ealre %>isse worulde wela weste stondeo,
swa nu missenlice geond £>isne middangeard
winde biwaune weallas stondafc, 
hrime bihrorene, hrySge f>a ederas.
WoriaS |>a winsalo, waldend licgdtl
dreame bidrorene, dugu%) eal gecrong,
wlonc bi wealle. ("The Wanderer," 11. 73a-80a)

A wise man must see how dreary it will be when all the riches of 
this world stand waste, as in different places throughout this 
world walls stand, blown upon by winds, hung with frost, the 
dwellings in ruins. The wine-halls crumble; the rulers lie low, 
bereft of joy; the mighty warriors have all fallen in their 
pride by the wall, . . .

Many of these barren landscapes are peopled with monsters— meta

phors for the conditions of spiritual or social exile in Old English

poetry. The most famous monsters, of course, are the friendless crea

tures guarding the stretches of fen or desert in Beowulf: Grendel

moves in darkness, suffering the torture of being deprived of the joys
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and "evil spirit," Wih.t unhaalo (.1. 120b)- Guthlac’s barrow is at first

inhabited by screaming fiends, banished from the heavenly kingdom:

'Wid is jpes westen, wraecsetla fela, 
eardas onhaale earmra gassta.
Sindon waerlogan j>e t>a wic bugaS. *

(Guthlac, 11. 296a-298b) .
'Wide is this wilderness, many the places of exile, hidden abodes of 
hapless spirits; faithless are they who abide in these dwellings.'

In Christ and Satan in The Junius Manuscript, Satan, the archetypal

exile, has led his band of devils, earme heap (1 . 87b), "unhappy band,"

to their atola ham (1 . 95b), "dread dwelling," swarming with monsters:

'AEceaet helle duru dracan eardigd§, 
hate on reSre; heo us helpan ne magon.
Is ifaes walica ham wites afylled ;
nagan we Hass heolstres jasetwe us gehydan masgon
in iSissum neowlan genipe. Haer is-nedran sw^g,
wyrmas gewunade. Is ©is wites clom
feste gebunden. Feond seondon reSe,
dimme and deorce. Ne her daeg lyhte?
for scedes sciman, sceppendes leoht.1

(11. 97a-105b)
'For ever at the gates of hell dragons stand on guard with glowing 
breasts; they cannot help us. This abode of sorrow is filled 
with anguish; we have not darkness to hide ourselves in this deep 
gloom. Here is the hiss of adders, and serpents have here their
dwelling. This tormenting bond is fast fettered; fierce are the
fiends, gloomy and dark; day shines not here, the light of the
Creator, because of the shadow's gloom.

As this passage indicates, the exiles of Old English poetry are 

usually "shelterless." The speakers of "The Seafarer" and "The Wanderer" 

are alone at sea— the wintry seascapes outward manifestations of their 

inner bondage. In fact, Hopkins' poem "Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves" seems 

most indebted to "The Wanderer," in juxtaposing the words night and 

whelms in line eight, for example, Hopkins phonetically recalls the Old
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English compound nihthelm, "night.-helmut, night-covering, night-shade." 

(Although whelm and helm are from different Indo-European roots, Hop

kins, following Richardson, probably thought they both came from the 

same Old English word, helan, "to cover";**, actually, helm stems from 

Old English helm, "protection, defence, covering, helmet," and the Indo- 

European root kel-; whelm appears to derive from the unattested Old 

English hwelman, "to turn over," and the Indo-European root kwelp-.)

The compound nihthelm is found, for instance, in the famous ubi sunt 

passage from "The Wanderer":
’Hwasr cwom mearg? Hwasr cwom mago? Hwaar cwom ma^umgyfa?
Hwsr cwom symbla gesetu? Hwaer sindon seledreamas?
Eala beorht bune! Eala byrnwiga!
Eala |>eodnes ]?rym! Hu seo ]?rag gewat, 
genap under nihthelm, swa heo no waere. '

(1 1. 92a-96b)

’Whither has gone the horse? Whither has gone the man? Whither 
has gone the giver of treasure? Whither has gone the place of 
feasting? Where are the joys of hall? Alas, the bright cup2 
Alas, the warrior in his corslet! Alas, the glory of the prince!
How that time has passed away, has grown dark under the shadow of 
night, as if it had never been!'

And the wanderer’s further reflections on the old ways and the devasta

tion of the earth contain much of the same imagery found in Hopkins’ 

poem;
’Stonde^ nu on laste leofre dugujse 
weal wundrum heah, wyrmlicum fah.
Eorlas fornoman asca t>ryl?e, 
wsepen waalgifru, wyrd seo maere, 
ond |>as stanhleo|m stormas cnyssaif1, 
hritT hreosende hrusan bindetL 
wintres woma, £>onne. won cymeW, 
nipeS nihtscua, nor^an onsendeW 
hreo hasglfare hslejaum on andan.
Ball is earfdSlic eor^an rice,
onwendeS" wyrda gesceaft weoruld under heofonum.
Her bi5 feoh l$ne, her biS* freond laane, 
her bier mon l$ne, her biS m^g laane.
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eal ]ais eor^an gesteal idel weorpe^’ '
("The Wanderer," 11. 97a-110b)

‘Now in the place of the dear warriors stands a wall, wondrous high, 
covered with serpent shapes; the might of the ash-wood spears has 
carried off the earls, the weapon greedy for slaughter —  a glorious 
fate; and storms beat upon these rocky slopes; the falling storm 
binds the earth, the terror of winter. Then comes darkness, the 
night-^shadow casts gloom, sends from the north fierce hailstorms 
to the terror of men. Everything is full of hardship in the 
kingdom of earth; the decree of fate changes the world under the 
heavens. Here possessions are transient, here friends are tran
sient, here man is transient, here woman is transient; all this 
firm-set earth becomes empty.1

The Dark Sonnets 

Hopkins’ sonnets that come after "Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves'? 

continue to rely on the diction and imagery of Old English elegiac poe

try. In "I wake and feel the fell of dark," for instance, Hopkins uses 

the word fell as a noun, primarily from Old English fellan, meaning 

"fall." The word also evokes a term for animal skin, fell, from Old 

English fell. In Beowulf, for instance, the dragon hides used to 

fashion Grendel's huge glove hung at his side, intended to carry his 

victims, are called dracan felium (1. 2088b). Thus Hopkins' use of the 

word evokes the darkness and sense of suffocation one suffers under 

animal skins, as well as the suddenness and fear that accompanies a 

fall. The bestiality the narrator feels, implied in the word fell, is 

emphasized later in the poem in a passage whose violent imagery of can

nibalism is reminiscent of the lines in Beowulf that describe Grendel's 

murder of a Danish soldier;

God's most deep decree 
Bitter would have me taste: my taste was me;
Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse.

(Poems, p, 101)
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, . . slat unwearnum, 

bat banlocan, blod edrum dranc, 
synsnaedum swealh.; sona haef de 
unlyfigend.es eal cgefeorlnod, 
fet and folma, (_H < 741h-745a)

(Grendel) suddenly tore him asunder, devoured his body, drank the
blood from his veins, swallowed him with large bites. Straight
way he had consumed all the body, even the feet and hands.

Hopkins’ use of the word comfort and its variants in the sonnets 

of desolation also evoke Old English poetry. Although comfort, of 

course, is of Latin derivation (and I have found no evidence that Hop

kins would have thought otherwise), it was considered a very English 

word during his time, representative of much that was good in Victorian

culture: Marsh called the words gentlemen, home, and comfort a "sacred

trio" in the English language, "three talismanic words" stirring hallowed 

memories and "venerable associations."^2 Furthermore, Hopkins’ use of 

comfort as an epithet for God and/or Christ in "My own heart let me more

have pity on" and "No worst, there is none" is very similar to charac

terizations of the Deity in Old English poetry. The Old English word 
frefrend, for example, is found several times in the Blickling Homilies 

to refer to Christ: Morris, in his 1874 edition of these homilies for

the EETS, translates the word as "comforter."13 God is similarly called 

a frofor, "comfort," in such poems as Genesis, Andreas, Elene, Christ, 

Guthlac, Juliana, and Beowulf. Variations on this word are also found 

in "The Wanderer" to refer to both worldly and spiritual friends. Lines 

23a-28b, for instance, read:

ond ic hean |>onan 
wod wintercearig ofer waf>ema gebind, 
sohte sele dreorig sinces bryttan, 
hwaar ic feor o|>i>e neah findan meahte
f>one f)e in meoduhealle min mine wisse,
o|)£>e mec freondleasne f ref ran wolde. . . .

(1 1. 23b-28b)
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Emily Hickey in the Academy for May 14, 1881, renders these lines as 

follows;

And I, more striken and humbled, and winter-^saddened, went 
Far over the frost-bound waves to seek for the dear content 
Of the hall of the giver of rings; but far nor near could I find 
Who felt the love of the mead-hall, or who with comforts kind 
Would comfort me, the friendless.***

This rendering of these lines is very similar to the following passage

from Hopkins * "My own heart," suggesting that he knew Hickey's transla

tion when he wrote his sonnet in 1885;

I cast for comfort I can no more get 
By groping round my comfortless, than blind 
Eyes in their dark can day. . . .

(Poems, p. 102)

In Hopkins' poem, though, comfort refers to God and/or Christ and comfort

less is the word he uses to signify a state of spiritual desolation. 

Because of this interpretation, Hopkins': lines are, in a way, more akin 

to the final lines of "The Wanderer," which indicate that the only real 

comfort to found is in God:
Wei bit? t>am |>e him are secetS, 

frofre to faeder on heofonum, |>aar us eal seo fsestnung stonded.
(1 . 114b-115b)

Well it is for him who seeks mercy, comfort from the Father in 
heaven, where for us all security stands.

That sentiment also underlies Hopkins' poem "No worst there is none";

"Comforter, where, where is your comforting?" (Poems, p. 100). The

sonnet indicates that there is no comfort to be found in this world,

except in the spiritual storm that accompanies commitment to God;

Here! creep,
Wretch, under a comfort serves in a whirlwind; all 
Life death does end and each day dies with sleep.

(Poems, p. 100)
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The further implication of these last lines is that through suffering, 

the whirlwind, we find comfort in the knowledge that our deaths will 

bring heavenly security,
In "Carrion Comfort," though, the word comfort recalls a differ*- 

ent concept in Old English poetry* The phrase "carrion comfort" (carrion 

is also Latinate in origin) is strongly reminiscent of an important image

in Old English poetry— that of a battlefield strewn with dead corpses.

Hopkins1 syntactically ambiguous expression seems to be describing 

"Despair" as a carcass that is a solace to those who feed on it, beasts 

of prey: "Not, I'll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee"

(Poems, p. 99). The concept recalls the popular Old English theme of 

the wolf, eagle, and raven following in the army's tracks to clean up 

the carnage, as in lines 3024b to 3027b in Beowulf:
'ac se wonna hrefn 

fus ofer faegum fela reordian, 
earne secgah hu him set sete speow, 
i>enden he will wulf wasl reafode. '

'but the dark raven, ready above the fallen, shall speak many 
things, shall tell the eagle how he sped at the feasting, when
with the wolf he spoiled the slain.'

Elsewhere in Beowulf, the body of a hanged man is called "a delight for

the raven," hrefne to hroSre (1 . 2448a).

Another key word in Hopkins' dark sonnets is wretch, which

recalls a much used and highly charged word in Old English poetry—

wrascca, "exile, wretch, outcast." I have already quoted the occurrence

of the word in "No worst, there is none"; in the last line of "Carrion

Comfort" Hopkins writes:



That night, that year 
Of now done darkness I wretch lay wrestling with (my God!) my God.

(Poems, p. 100)

With the use of the word wretch, in both poems, I believe Hopkins means

"outcast," as well as "miserable person," Exile is a major theme in

Hopkins1 poetry written from 1882 to 1889. In fact, "To seem the

stranger" is entirely about exile, describing the speaker of the poem’s

separation from the Church of England, his family and his country:

I am in Ireland now; now I am at a third 
Remove. . . . (Poems, p. 101)

And "Carrion Comfort" and "No worst, there is none," as well as other dark 

sonnets, are about exile from God. Thus with the word wretch Hopkins 

evokes Old English wr^cca, used, among other things, to describe the 

speakers of the elegiac poems "The Wanderer" and "The Seafarer," friend

less, solitary men, who travel "paths of exile," wr^clastas ("The 

W a n d e r e r 1. 5a; "The Seafarer," 1. 15b, 57a), as they undergo testing 

through banishment and spiritual ordeal through storm— that is, trials 

similar to those the speakers of Hopkins' sonnets of desolation must 

endure.

Compounds
In the poems written from 1882 to 1889, Hopkins also borrows at 

least two compounds directly from Old English literature. Mainstrength 

at line thirteen of "Tom's Garland" (Poems, p. 103) appears to be taken 

from Old English masgenstrengo, found, among other places, in Beowulf, 

when Beowulf is fighting the dragon. And world-sorrow, from "No worst 

there is none," is taken from King Alfred's version of The Consolation 

of Boethius. In fact, the contexts of the occurrences of world-sorrow



are even quite similar. The speaker of Hopkins’ poem, in both literal 

and figurative darkness (.’’Pitched past pitch of grief") , frightened at 

the bottom of a steep mountain, calls out in spiritual despair:
My cries heave, herds-long5 huddle in a main, a chief-
woe, world-sorrowj on an age-old anvil wince and sing—

(Poems, p., 100)

(Hopkins probably erroneously thought that heave derived from Old English 

heofian, "to lament, mourn, wail, bewail.") In the Old English passage, 

Boethius, described as a wrecca, "outcast," is imprisoned in a dark dun

geon, dimme hoi, bereaved of pleasure, and "singing his lamentations," 

heofinende singan. Then an angel appears to Boethius and asks, "Hwonon 

wurde *̂ u mid bissum woruldsorgum %us swipe geswenced?" " ’Why have you 

become so very oppressed with this world-sorrow?"15

Furthermore, in his last years, Hopkins continued to compose 

compounds in ways that recall the methods of the scops. In fact, the 

number of substantival compounds in the late poetry rises to 67%, an 

increase of almost 10% over the middle poetry. In "Spelt from Sibyl’s 

Leaves," containing nearly 14% compounds, hornlight (1. 3), which I 

believe Hopkins meant to refer to the rays of the setting sun, recalls 

such Old English compounds as horngeap, "wide-gabled,” used to describe 

Heorot (Beowulf, 1. 82a); in hoarlight (1.3), moonlight, Hopkins re

trieves the Old English har, "hoary," found several times in Beowulf to 

desribe an old, silver-haired warrior, and in "The Wanderer" (1. 82b) 

to describe the ravaging wolf; Hopkins also resuscitates the original 

meanings of the Old English eorl, "warrior, leader, chief," in earlstars 

(1 . 4), his compound for the first evening stars; with overbend (1 . 4)
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he revives, the common Anglo-Saxon custom; of forming compounds with the 

initial element over; and the compounds with the first term self in the 

last line seem analogous to sylfcwale "suicide" in "The Fortunes of Men" 

(1. 56a) in The Exeter Book, or selfsceaftey "self^created," in Genesis 

(.1. 523), In "Carrion Comfort" (Poems, p, 99f) heaven—handling (1. 12) 

suggests numerous Old English epithets, such as heofonhalig in Andreas 

(1. 728a), "holy and heavenly," but with an added connotation of stern
ness that characterizes Hopkins’ depiction of God, "Tom’s Garland" , 

(Poems, p. 103), with 15% compounds, contains several such combinations: 

fallowbootfellow (1 . 2) is an elaborate coinage based on the word fallow, 

from Old English fealwe, often used in Old English poetry to describe 

waves (see "The Wanderer," 1. 46b), and present in the compound appel- 

fealuwe, "reddish yellow," describing horses in Beowulf (I. 2165a) (boot 

is from Old French and fellow from Old Norse, but Hopkins probably 

thought both were Old English and fellow cognate with fallow); heartsore 

is very similar to the phrase heortan sorge (Beowulf, 1. 2463b), "sorrow 

in his heart" (in fact, H. W. Lumsden used the compound heart-sore quite 

often in his 1881 translation of Beowulf) and Hopkins’ epithet Manwolf 

(1 . 20) to describe humankind is modeled on such compounds as brimwulf, 

"sea-wolf," found several times in Beowulf, and wulfheafedtreo, the. 

term in "Riddle 55" (1. 12a) connoting the gallows for an outlaw. More

over, this last compound, Manwolf, evokes much of the exile imagery in 

Old English poetry, since wolf is a key word for describing exiles'and 

outlaws: for example, in Christ, the devil is described as se awyrgda

wulf (1. 256), "the accursed wolf"; in the "Maxims" of The Exeter Book, 

a "unfriended, unblest man," Wineleas, wonsasligmon (1. 146a) is
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described as taking "wolves for companions," wulfas to geferan (1, 146b); 

and in another poem in The Exeter Book, "Wulf and Eadawacer," "Wulf" 

appears to he the name of a man who has been banished to an island 
surrounded by fens * while his wife, the speaker of the poem, awaits him 

on another island.

"That Nature is a_Heraclitean Fire"

One of Hopkins* last poems rich in compounds (nearly 18%, with 

two-thirds composed of native terms) is "That Nature is a Heraclitean 

Fire and of the comfort of the Resurrection," written in 1888. Although 

a departure from the other poems of this period because of its affirma

tion of joy and life, this long sonnet is a fitting piece with which to 
conclude this discussion of Hopkins * incorporation of various elements 

of his nation's earliest literature. Highly alliterative and composed 

in lines divided so that they almost read like Old English verse, the 

poem contains several echoes of Old English poetry:

1 Cloud-puffball, torn tufts, tossed pillows I flaunt forth, then chevy
on an air-

2 built thoroughfare': heaven-roysterers, in gay-gangs I they throng;
they glitter in marches.

3 Down roughcast, down dazzling whitewash, I wherever an elm arches,
4 Shivelights and shadowtackle in long 1 lashes lace, lance, and pair.
5 Delightfully the bright wind boisterous I ropes, wrestles, beats

earth bare
6 Of yestertempest's creases; I in pool and rutpeel parches
7 Squandering ooze to squeezed 1 dough, crust, dust; stanches, starches
8 Squadroned masks and manmarks I treadmire toil there
9 Footfretted in it. Million-fueled, * nature's bonfire burns on.

10 But quench her bonniest, dearest I to her, her clearest-selved spark
11 Man, how fast his firedint, I his mark on mind, is gone!:
12 Both are in an unfathomable, all is in an enormous dark
13 Drowned, 0 pity and indig I nation! Manshape, that shone
14 Sheer off, disseveral, a star, I death blots black out; nor mark
15 Is any of him at all so stark
16 But vastness blurs and time I beats level. Enough! the Resurrection.
17 A heart's-clarionI Away grief's gasping, 1 joyless days, dejection.
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18 Across my foundering deck shone
19 A beacon? an eternal beam. ' Flesh fade, and mortal trash
20 Fall to the residuary worm; I world’s wildfire, leave but ash:
21 In a flash, at a trumpet crash,
22 I am all at once what Christ is, ' since he was what I am, and
23 This: Jack, joke, poor potsherd, t patch, matchwood, immortal diamond,
24 Is immortal diamond.

(Poems, p. 105f)

Many of the metrical features of "That Nature is a Heraclitean 
Fire" link it closely with Old English poetry. The long lines of this 

last poem in sprung rhythm vary in syllables from ten to twenty; the 

slack syllables range from one to four per foot. In addition, Hopkins 

juxtaposes stresses nine times. The poem contains about an equal ratio 

of falling to rising rhythms, with slightly more rising rhythms (54%) 

Since twenty of the lines are hexameters, the caesura is usually fixed 

at midline, accentuated by the special middle pause mark Hopkins uses 

during this period. Twice in succession, at lines nineteen and twenty, 

Hopkins ends sentences at the caesura.

The poem is also very alliterative, with about 83% of its lines 

containing alliteration, including alliteration of vowels. In 58% of 

the alliterative lines, the alliteration serves to bind half-lines. 

Several times, though, Hopkins uses alliteration to set off two-stress 

phrases (11. 4, 7, 8 , 11, 23). Moreover, the alliteration in this poem 
is functional on numerous occasions, often helping to reinforce shifts in 

meter: for example, the alliteration of sh in line four coincides with

a stress that begins that line, whereas the three lines up to that point 

begin with slack syllables; the alliteration of in line seven is car-r 

ried over into line eight, with both, lines beginning with stresses on
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Squandering and Squadroned; line nine begins with a stress5 reinforced 

by the alliteration on f_; line eleven begins with a stress, accompanied 

by alliteration of m sounds; the alliteration of f_ sounds in line nine

teen, suggesting that the off-verse begins with a double stress, is 

carried over into line twenty, which begins with a stress on Fall; and 
the repetition of w sounds in line twenty indicates that the off-verse 

of that line should begin with a double stress. Although cross allit

eration occurs only once (1. 2), Hopkins employs cross alliteration 

within a half-line in the on-verse of line one; moreover, in several 

lines (_4, 8 , 9, 11, 14, 19, 23) he alliterates two different consonant 
sounds, and twice (11. 1, 7) he alliterates three different consonants, 

thus producing much the same effect as cross-alliteration. Vocalic 

alliteration is also very high in this poem, found in four of the allit

erative lines: in one of Hopkins’ most successful attempts at the allit

eration of vowels, the alliteration in the off-verse of line three 

frames juxtaposed stresses; a strong accent on the un- of unfathomable 

in line twelve (a stress marked in the manuscript. Poems, p. 294) is a 

reversion to the scop’s method of stressing this prefix, and the vocalic 

alliteration on the stressed word all in the on-verse helps mark a shift 

in meter; the little word all, so significant in meaning throughout this 

poem, is also alliterated and stressed in lines fifteen and twenty-two.

Hopkins’ continuing use of parallelism and convoluted syntax 

also bind the poem with the earliest English literature. The poem has 

numerous instances of variation. In fact, the first half-line is com

pletely a variation on the word cloud; and throughout the first part of
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the poem Hopkins uses variations of nouns, verbs, and prepositional 
phrases to describe the storm. The poem ends with a highly effective 
list of pejorative variations on the concept of human-kind, a Hopkinesque 

twist on the Old English practice of stringing together heroic epithets 

for kings and warriors. Twice, at the caesurae of lines eight and four

teen, Hopkins omits the relative pronoun that. And in line five, the 

adjective boisterous either functions as an adverb or is separated from 

its adjectival pair, bright. Syntactical intricacy is also apparent in 

lines six and seven where the subject of parches, stanches and starches 

is unclear. (I believe wind is the subject.)

The diction of the poem, however, most closely allies it to Old 

English literature. Although the percentage of Old English vocabulary 

is low compared to several of Hopkins’ other poems (68% Old English, 78% 

Germanic), the poem appears to be based at least in part on Old English 

literature. One Old English poem it recalls is "Riddle 3" describing a 

storm on land, which I reproduce in part:

Hwilum ic fcurhrsse, paet me on bmce ride^ 
won waegfatu, wide tojpringe 
lagustreama full, hwilum Iste eft 
slupan tosomne. Se biS" swega maest, 
breahtma ofer burgum, ond gebreca hludast, 
jponne scearp cymeS sceo wi|> 6%)rum, 
ecg wi& ecge; earpan gesceafte 
fus ofer folcum fyre swaetalf, 
blacan lige, ond gebrecu feratT 
deorc ofer dryhtum gedyne micle, 
faracT feohtende, feallan lastall 
sweart sumsendu seaw,of bqsme, 
wstan of wombe. . . .

Ic psas orleges or anstelle, 
honne gewite wo.lcengehnaste 
jburh geprazc |>ringan primme micle 
ofer byman bosm. BierstecT hlude 
heah hlo'Sgecrod; |>onne hnige eft
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under lyfte helm londe near,
ond me on hrycg hlade f>££t ic habban sceal,
meahtum gemagnad mines frean.

(11. 36a-48a, 59a-66b)
At times I rush through what rides on my back, dark clouds, 

scatter far and wide the water-streams, at times let them once 
more glide together. It is the greatest of uproars, of noises 
over cities, and loudest of crashes, when one cloud comes sharp 
against another, edge against edge; dark creatures, hastening 
over men, sweat fire, and crashes move, dark with mighty din, 
above the multitudes; they march in battle, they pour dark pat
tering wet from their bosom, moisture from their womb. . . .  'I 
contrive the beginning of that strife, when I go forth in the 
battle of the clouds to force a way through the press in .my vast 
might over the bosom of the torrent; the towering battalions 
burst with uproar; then once more I stoop under the cover of the 
air near earth, and load my back with what I have been admonished 
by the power of my Prince.

The two poems are similar in their uses of imagery of the clouds riding

through the air in boisterous and bright crowds, hitting against each

other. In fact, both poems use the word bright to describe storm. In

the Old English riddle, breahtma (1. 40a) signifies "loud." And although

in "That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire," bright at line five indicates

"shining" and, perhaps, "shooting, darting and glancing," erroneously

listed by Ogilvie as "primary senses," I believe Hopkins meant the word

to connote "loud" as well; Wedgwood, quoting Beowulf, wrote that the

word "was formerly applied to sounds. 7 The military imagery of the

Old English poem is also reflected in Hopkins’ poem in the Latinate

word marches to describe the groups of clouds (1. 2) (a word Gordon also

uses in his translation), as well as the imagery of the shafts of light

that lance (L) in the air (1. 4). Moreover, Hopkins’ use of the word

throng as a verb (1. 2) recalls the Old English riddle, where in line

61a the verb pringan. "to throng," is employed to describe the storm

forcing a path through the press of clouds.
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"That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire" shows an indebtedness to 

other Old English poems as well. In line nineteen, as Milroy points out, 

the yoking of the words beacon and beam suggests a reference to the 

cross.*® The line thus recalls "The Dream of the Rood," where the words 

are also found in conjunction as synonyms for "cross":

Jjuhte me 'fc&t 1c gesawe syllicre treow 
on lyf t Isedan, leohte bewunden, 
beama beorhtost. Ball beacen waas 
begoten mid golde. (1 1. 4a-7a)

It seemed to me that I saw a wondrous tree rising aloft, encompassed 
with light, the brightest of crosses. All that sign was overlaid 
with gold. . . .

Hopkins1 use of the word worm in the next line also evokes "Soul and 

Body" in The Exeter Book, where the body is graphically described as

food for worms:
Firenah fms hast flsschord, sceal hootA feran on weg, 

secan helle grund, nales heofondreamas, 
dsdum gedref ed. LigeS\ dust hsr bit waas,
ne maeg him ondsware snige secgan, 
ne pmr edringe aenge gehatan
gmste geomrum, geoce ohhe frofre.
Bif) bmt heafod tohliden , honda tohleo^ode, 
geaflas toginene, goman toslitene, 
seonwe beoY asogene, sweora bicowen; 
rib reafiafiT .fet>e wyrmas, 
drincaS hlo^um hra, heolfres huBStge.

(1. 97a-108b)
Thus it reviles the body; then it must needs depart, afflicted 

by deeds, seek the abyss of hell, by no means the joys of heaven.
The dust lies where it was; it can. return no answer, nor offer 
then any refuge, aid, or solace to the sorrowful soul.

The head is cleft, hands disjointed, jaws gaping, mouth rent 
open; sinews are slackened, the neck gnawed through, fingers 
decayed, feet broken; zealous worms strip the ribs; thirsty for 
blood, they drink the corpse in swarms. . . .

The compounds in "That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire" are also 

very much in the Old English manner. Hopkins coins several compounds 

of substitution by changing one member of a popular, dialectal compound:
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for instance, the mixed compound heaven-roysterers (1 . 2) is formed 

analogously to royster-doyster, a word discussed by Trench; the beauti

ful mixed yestertempests (1 . 6) is, of course, a play on the common com

pound yesterday; and treadmire (1. 8), as Gardner suggests, is an 

inspired creation based on treadmill (mire is of Old Norse derivation) .19 

Other compounds are modeled more closely on obsolete terms found in Old 

English poetry. Manmarks (1. 8), especially as used in connection with 

treadmire to describe the imprints humans make in muddied ground, echoes 

Beowulf, where Grendel and his mother are mearcstapan moras healdan 

(1. 1348), "march-steppers [who] hold the moors" and Grendel wraaclastas
t

tread (1. 1352b), "trod the paths of exiles." In addition, fcotfretted 

(I. 9) resembles fotfeter, "foot-fetter". (Fetters is a significant word 

in Old English poetry to describe the symbolic bondage of the exile, as 

in line 21b of "The Wanderer," where the wanderer is pictured as bound'- 

by fetters, feterum saalan.) In using these words, then, Hopkins under

scores his concept of humankind as basically lonely and alienated while 

on this earth, imprisoned in bodies: this idea is further emphasized

with the use of bonfire (1.9), here connoting its original meaning, 

"bone-fire," thus suggesting such Old English compounds as banhus and 

balfyr, "bale-fire, sacrificial fire": in fact, Richardson erroneously

derived bonfire from baelfire. F i n a l l y ,  the word firedint (1. 11)

evokes the expression fyrbacT, "fiery bath, baptism," found among other

places in The Phoenix:

Bi<T him neod micel 
f>^t he feorhgeong eft onfon mote 
i>urh liges blsst lif aafter deajpe, 
edgeong wesan, ond his ealdcy^u, 
sunbeorht gesetu, secan mote
aafter fyrbatle (11. 432b-437a)
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Great eagerness has it, that, young once again, it may lay hold . 
on life after death after the fire’s blast, be renewed in youth, 
and seek its old home, its sunny haunts, after its fiery bath.

Hopkins’ variation on this compound accentuates an essential point of 

his poems humankind's firedint, or essence, is not really lost at death 

but lives on through resurrection, as it does for the phoenix, reborn 

through fire. Thus, the Old English poem seems another important proto

type for Hopkins’ last great work.
As "That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire" indicates, Hopkins never 

lost his passion for Old English language and literature. From his 

undergraduate days onwards he was well versed in Anglo-Saxon culture, 

at first reading about it in Marsh, Trench, and Barnes, and seeing ex

tracts and translations in various anthologies, and later studying the 

language in-depth and probably reading the literature in the original. 

Without this knowledge, Hopkins’ particular brand of poetry could not 

have existed. Those "tricks" in Hopkins' poetry that puzzled his con

temporary readers and later brought him the labels of innovator and 
rebel were actually techniques garnered from the earliest English poets. 

By retrieving the bold metrics and syntax of Old English poetry, Hopkins 

produced a poetry that was called odd and revolutionary: his innova

tions were actually rediscoveries of an ancient poetic rhythm; his 

abundant alliterations, like those of the scops, were used to reinforce 

his sense-stress meter and provide continuity within the poetic line, as 

well as to emphasize the two—beat phrase; and his startling syntax, like 

that of the Old English language, allowed him to place words for strong

est emphasis and to use them for maximum grammatical effect. His word 

choice, too— especially, those coined words, compounds, and seemingly
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archaic expressions that disturbed some of his earliest readers — was 
mainly a product of his readings about Old English literature. His 
teachers— the grammarians, linguists3 and dictionary makers— wrote that 

the best words, the most expressive ones, were the homespun words of Old 

English derivation still used in the countryside; they urged writers to 

study and retrieve the diction of the earliest English literature. 

Hopkins did. And in using the artistry of the scops, he produced a 

poetry that is a monument to his national literary heritage, a word- 

hoard of English history.
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APPENDIX

STATISTICAL METHODS AND CALCULATIONS 

Metrics

To determine the percentages and kinds of metrical patterns in 

Hopkinsr completed poems, I scanned every line, using the methods em

ployed for measuring Old English rhythms first established by Eduard 

Sievers in the late nineteenth century and used subsequently by most Old 

English scholars. Although Hopkins was not familiar with Sievers’ great 

work, Zur Rhythmik des Germanlschen Allitersationsverses, which was not 

published until 1885 and not translated into English until after Hopkins' 

death, it seems to me that the best way to compare Hopkins’ metrical 

patterns with those of the Old English scops is to use Sievers’ 

classifications.

I divided each line into half lines and, accounting for anacru

sis, ascertained whether the half lines were A, B, C, D, or E types.

The A half-line type is a falling rhythmical pattern beginning with a 

stressed syllable, followed by one one or more unstressed syllables, 

another stressed syllable, and a variable number of slack syllables, 

comparable to a trochee or dactyl (/x/x, /xx/xx, etc.). The B half-line 

type is a rhythmically rising pattern beginning with one or more 

unstressed syllables, followed by ah”accented syllable, a variable num

ber of slack syllables', and ending on a stress, comparable to an iamb 

or anapest (x/x/, xx/xx/, etc;). The C half-line type is a rising- : 

falling rhythmical pattern beginning with one or more unstressed
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syllables, followed by two stressed syllables, and ending on a variable 

number of slack syllables, comparable to an iamb or anapest plus a 
trochee (x//x, xx//x, etc.). The D half-line type is a falling rhythmi

cal pattern beginning with two stressed syllables and followed by a 

variable number of unstressed syllables, comparable to an antibacchius 

with an extra syllable (//xx, //\x, etc.). And the E half-line type is 
a falling-rising rhythmical pattern beginning with a stressed syllable, 

followed by one or more unstressed syllables, and ending on an accented 

syllable, comparable to a choriamb (/xx/. Ax/, etc.). Together the A, 
C, andD half-line types account for what I call falling rhythm in Hop

kins’ poetry.

I then calculated the percentages of each half-line type for 

each poem. In addition, I computed the percentages of each half-line 

type in various groups and subgroups of poems. First I divided the 

poems chronologically, determining the percentages for the metrical 

patterns in poems written from 1860 to 1874, 1875 to 1881, and 1882 to 

1889. Within these chronological divisions, I calculated the percent

ages of metrical types for the poems written in sprung rhythm, those 

written in standard rhythm, and those written in a mixture of standard 

and sprung rhythm: to decide which poems fell under these three classi

fications, I consulted the notes at the end of the fourth edition of 
Hopkins’ Poems, considered Donald McChesney’s notations in his Hopkins 

Commentary, and used my own judgment. Within these subdivisions, I 

further computed the percentages of half-line types for poems written 

with four stresses to a line, with those written with fewer than four 

stresses to a line (short lines), and with those written with more than
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four stresses to a line (hypermetric lines). Because Hopkins’ fragments 

and incomplete poems are not in their final metrical form, 1 did not 

include them in my computations.

In scanning Hopkins' lines, I followed no authority, such as 

Gardner, who in Gerard Manley Hopkins scans selected passages; nor did I 

always follow Hopkins' advice on how to read certain lines. Instead, I 
read the poems aloud, marked the caesura at the point where the line 

seemed to break naturally, and placed stresses on those syllables I ... 

naturally emphasized in the reading. Since .1 realize that the scansion 

of Hopkins' poetry written after 1875 is a matter of some controversy,

I make no claims that the percentages of metrical types I present are 

definitive. In fact, they are quite arbitrary and open to debate, but 

I believe they do represent general metrical trends in Hopkins' poetry.

Following are tables comparing Hopkins' use of metrical patterns 

in his completed poems with the practices of the Old English scops.

The percentages for the Old English poetry are derived from figures pro

vided by Edwin B. Setzler in On Anglo-Saxon Versification from the 

Standpoint of Modern English Versification, p. 20. The poems he includes 

in his calculations are Beowulf, Elene, Juliana, Christ, Andreas,

Guthlac, The Phoenix, Exodus, "The Battle of Maldon," "The Wanderer," 

and "The Seafarer."



Old English 
Poetry

Hopkins * Poetry 
(1860-74)

Hopkins’ Poetry 
(1875-81)

Hopkins' Poetry 
(1882-89)

First Half Lines 

A B C

48.8%

10.8%

56%

44.3%

13.3%

83.9%

24%

32.7%

17,3%

1.5%

7.5%

11.9%

15.7%

0.2%

3.5%

4.9%

Old English 
Poetry

Hopkins' Poetry 
(1860-74)

Hopkins' Poetry 
(1875-81)

Hopkins' Poetry 
(1882-89)

Second Half Lines 

A B C

40.4%

1.1%

26%

10.4%

25.5%

97.4%

41.2%

60%

18.7%

0.2%

9%

8.2%

D

8.6%

0.1%

.1%

1.5%

Old English 
Poetry

Hopkins' Poetry 
(1860-74)

Hopkins’ Poetry 
(1875-81)

Hopkins' Poetry 
(1882-89)

Totals for Each Half Line Type 

A B C

44.6%

5.9%

41%

27.4%

19.4%

90.1%

32.6%

46.3%

18%

1.6%

8.3%

10%

D

12.1%

2.2%

3.1%
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E

4.9%

3.6%

9%

6.2%

E

6.8%

1.1%

22.8%

20.2%

E

5.9%

2.-4%

15.9%

13.2%



Alliteration

To determine the percentages and kinds of alliteration in Hop

kins’ completed poetry, I counted the number of occurrences of allitera

tion in each of the poems, defining an alliterative line as one in which 

at least two words have the same initial sound. Unless the words were 

meant to be stressed in the poetry, I did not count articles, conjunc

tions, prepositions, and auxiliary verbs in the alliteration. Since I 

was to be comparing Hopkins’ alliterative practices with those of the 

Old English scops, I followed the rules for alliteration in Old English 

poetry as outlined by Eduard Sievers in "Old Germanic Metrics and Old 

English Metrics" (page 276 of Essential Articles for the Study of Old 

English Poetry, edited by Jess B. Bessinger, Jr.):

”1) All Vowels alliterate with each other. . . .

”2) All consonants alliterate, whether they stand alone before
a vowel or before another consonant. . . . The clusters sk, st, sp may 

be alliterated only with themselves. . . . ”

I then calculated the percentages of alliteration in each poem, as well

as in groups of poems determined by the following chronological divi

sions: those written from 1860 to 1875, those written from 1875 to 1881,

and those written from 1882 to 1889. At the same time, I recorded the 

various patterns of alliteration that occur in Hopkins' poems to deter

mine the frequency of occurrence of alliterative patterns generally 

found in Old English poetry. I also made note of the percentages of 

instances of cross or transverse and vocalic alliteration, as well as 

establishing the number of occurrences of alliteration used to bind half 

lines in contrast to alliteration found only within half'-lines. Because
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the alliterative patterns in Hopkins’ fragments and incomplete poems had 

not been finalized, I did not use these poems in my calculations.
Following is a table comparing Hopkins’ alliterative practices 

with those of the Old English scops. The percentages of binding alliter
ative patterns in Old English poetry are derived from figures provided by

A. J. Bliss in The Metres of Beowulf (p. 122f) and Setzler (p. 3Qf): 

Bliss’s figures refer to the alliterative patterns in Beowulf; Setzler 
notes the frequency of occurrences of various alliterative patterns in 

"The Wanderers" "The Seafarer," "The Battle of Maldon" and Exodus; I have 

totaled Bliss's and Setzler*s figures, thereby basing my percentages on 

Old English poetry from five poems. The figures are thus generally 

representative of Old English alliterative practices. The percentage 

for cross and transverse alliteration is based on figures provided by 

Setzler (p. 32f), who makes no distinction in his figures between cross 

and transverse alliteration; accordingly, I made no distinction between 

the two types of alliteration in figuring the percentages for Hopkins’ 

poetry. The percentage of triple alliteration in Old English poetry is 

for the hypermetric lines in Beowulf only, with the figures supplied by 

John Collins Pope in The Rhythm of Beowulf (p. 154); the percentages for 

triple alliteration in Hopkins also refer only to hypermetric lines, I 

have been unable to find statistics on exclusively vocalic alliteration 

in Old English poetry.



Old English 
Poetry

Total
Alliteration Almost 100%

Binding
Alliteration Almost 100%

a/a 
aa/a 
a/aa 
other

47.6%
51.7%
0.7%

Alliteration 
Within 
Half Lines Minimal

Cross and 
Transverse
Alliterations 4.5%

Vocalic
Alliteration Unknown

Triple
Alliteration
Within
Half Lines 3.8%

Alliteration 
on Unstressed
Syllables Minimal

Hopkins' Hopkins1 Hopkinsf
Poetry Poetry Poetry

(1860-74) (1875-81) (1882-89)

41.7% 84.7% 90.5%

56.5% 58.8% 51.1%

44.9% 34% 31.9%
4.5% 6.1% 4.1%
3.8% 4.9% 4.6%
3.3% 13.8% 10.5%

43.4% 41.2% 48.9%

1.7% 5.7% 4%

5.7% 7.5% 12.4%

.05% 2.4% 4.3%

6.6% : 5.1% 7.4%
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Diction.

To find out the percentages of words of Old English derivation 

in Hopkins1 poems, I examined each word in all of Hopkins’ completed 

poems, determining the etymology of each word by consulting Ernest Klein’s 

Comprehensive Dictionary of the English Language; and .1 tabulated the 

number of occurrences of a word of Old English, Old Norse, Middle Eng

lish, Dutch, other Germanic, Romance, unknown, imitative, and other 

origin. I then calculated the percentages of words of these various 

origins for each poem, as well as for different groups and subgroups of 

poems— i.e., the poems written from 1860 to 1874, those written from 

1875 to 1881, and those written from 1882 to 1889. I included every 

word that occurs in Hopkins' completed poetry in the calculations, in

cluding articles, prepositions, pronouns, and auxiliary verbs. If a 

word or its variant appears more than once in a poem, I counted its 

every occurrence. Any word that came to Old English from a Germanic 

source I placed in the Old English category; if a word appearing in the 

Old English language was originally Latin, I placed it in the Romance 

category. When I refer to native or Germanic diction in the disserta

tion, I mean words of Old English, Old Norse, Middle English, Dutch, 
other Germanic, and imitative origin. Because Hopkins' word choice was 

not finalized in the fragments and incomplete poems, I did not count the 

words from those poems in the calculations.

To determine the percentages and kinds of compounds in Hopkins' 

completed poems, I looked up the etymologies of the two or more words 

comprising each compound and classified the compounds under the cate

gories of Germanic, Romance, and mixed, with a mixed compound being one
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in which one term is of Germanic and another is of Romance derivation.

I also classified the compounds as substantival, adjectival9 or verbal5 
depending on their grammatical function within a line. Within these 

subdivisions, I further catalogued the compounds according to the parts 

of speech that make up the compound — i.e., noun, plus noun, noun plus 

adjective, etc.

Following are tables showing the percentages of words of vari

ous origins in Hopkins1 poetry, as well as the percentages and kinds of

compounds.
Hopkins * 
Poetry 

(1860-74)

Hopkins' 
Poetry 

(1875-81)

Hopkins’ 
Poetry 

(1882-89)

Old English Words 80.2% 81.1% 79.3%
Other Germanic Words 4% 4.9% 5.4%
Romance Words 15.7% 13.6% 14.1%
Other ^ 0.1% 0.4% 1.2%

Hopkins’ 
Poetry 

(1860-74)

Hopkins' 
Poetry 

(1875-81)

Hopkins’ 
Poetry 

(1882-89)

Compounds as % of Vocabulary* 2.1% 3,6% 3,9%
Old English Compounds 52.9% 69.8% 67.7%
Romance Compounds 13.1% 6,8% 2.9%
Mixed Compounds 34% 23.4% 29.4%
Substantival Compounds** 53.7% 56.8% 67.3%
Adjectival Compounds 42.9% . 40% 29.7%
Verbal Compounds .4% 3.2% 3%

.*In contrast, Franz Kl^ber, in his introduction to Beowulf, 
estimates that about 1/3 of the vocabulary of Beowulf is made up of 
compounds (p. Ixiv).

^According to Arthur Gilchrist Brodeur in The Art of Beowulf 
(p. 7), the compounds in Beowulf are about 76% substantival.
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