biography of gerard manley hopkins

Biography of Gerard Manley Hopkins is a fascinating journey through the life
of one of the most innovative poets of the Victorian era. Known for his
unique use of language and rhythm, Hopkins' work is characterized by its deep
spirituality and appreciation for nature. His life, though short, was filled
with significant events that shaped his writing and beliefs. In this article,
we will explore his early life, education, religious influences, literary
contributions, and lasting legacy.

Early Life

Gerard Manley Hopkins was born on July 28, 1844, in Stratford, Essex,
England. He was the eldest of nine children in a well-to-do family. His
father, Gerard Hopkins Sr., was a prominent marine insurance surveyor, while
his mother, Catherine, was a skilled musician.

Childhood and Family

Growing up in a supportive family environment, Hopkins was introduced to
literature and nature early on. His love for poetry blossomed during his
childhood, influenced by:

- His mother's musical background, which instilled an appreciation for
rhythm.

- Exposure to the works of notable poets, including John Keats and Alfred
Lord Tennyson.

- The beautiful natural surroundings of the Essex countryside, which inspired
his later works.

Education

Hopkins attended several educational institutions throughout his formative
years.

Schooling Years

- King's School, Westminster: At the age of 12, he began his studies at this
prestigious school, where he excelled academically and developed a passion
for classical languages, poetry, and theology.

- Balliol College, Oxford: In 1863, he enrolled at Oxford, where he studied



classics and theology. His time at Oxford was pivotal, as he was exposed to
the Oxford Movement, which aimed to return to the Catholic roots of the
Church of England.

Religious Conversion

In 1866, Hopkins experienced a profound religious conversion, leading him to
abandon his earlier Anglican faith and convert to Catholicism. This decision
had a significant impact on his life and work, as he felt compelled to
dedicate himself to God. The influence of his faith is evident in many of his
poems, where themes of spirituality and divine grace intertwine with nature.

Career as a Jesuit Priest

In 1868, Hopkins joined the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits) and began his
theological training. This period of his life was marked by a deep commitment
to his faith and his desire to serve God through his writing.

Life as a Priest

- Novitiate: Hopkins spent two years in the novitiate, where he engaged in
rigorous spiritual training and reflection. He also continued to write poetry
during this time, although he often destroyed his work, believing it was
unworthy.

- Ordination: In 1877, he was ordained as a priest. His work as a priest took
him to various locations, including Wales, where he taught and served in
different capacities.

Literary Contributions

Despite the demands of his religious life, Hopkins continued to write poetry,
crafting some of the most original works of the 19th century. His poetry is
marked by several distinctive features.

Innovative Use of Language

Hopkins experimented with language and form, creating a unique style
characterized by:

- Sprung Rhythm: This metrical innovation allowed him to break free from
traditional poetic forms and create a more organic flow in his writing.



- Imagery and Symbolism: His poems often incorporate rich imagery and complex
symbolism, drawing from nature and his religious beliefs.

- Alliteration and Assonance: He employed sound devices to create musicality
and enhance the emotional impact of his work.

Notable Works

Some of Hopkins' most famous poems include:

1. "The Wreck of the Deutschland": A lengthy poem that reflects on themes of
suffering, faith, and redemption.

2. "God's Grandeur": A meditation on the beauty of nature and God's presence
in the world.

3. "Pied Beauty": Celebrated for its vivid imagery and exploration of the
beauty of diversity in creation.

4. "Carrion Comfort": A poignant reflection on despair and the struggle for
faith in the face of suffering.

Posthumous Recognition

Gerard Manley Hopkins' work did not gain significant recognition during his
lifetime. However, this changed dramatically after his death in 1889. His
poetry was published posthumously, and he quickly garnered acclaim for his
innovative style and profound themes.

Influence on Later Poets

Hopkins' influence can be seen in the works of various poets from the 20th
century onward, including:

- Ted Hughes: Known for his powerful imagery and themes of nature.

- Philip Larkin: A poet who often explored similar themes of existence and
spirituality.

- Seamus Heaney: Recognized for his rich depictions of rural life and human
experience.

Legacy

Today, Gerard Manley Hopkins is celebrated as a pioneer of modern poetry. His
unique voice and innovative techniques have left an indelible mark on the
literary world.



Commemorations and Honors

- Hopkins Society: Founded in the 20th century to promote the study and
appreciation of his work.

- Literary Festivals: Various festivals and events celebrate Hopkins'
contributions to literature, further solidifying his legacy.

Conclusion

The biography of Gerard Manley Hopkins reveals a complex individual whose
faith, passion for nature, and innovative writing style have made him a
lasting figure in the world of poetry. His unique contributions continue to
inspire readers and writers alike, ensuring that his voice will resonate for
generations to come. Through his exploration of spirituality and the beauty
of the natural world, Hopkins has carved out a place in literary history that
will not soon be forgotten.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Gerard Manley Hopkins?

Gerard Manley Hopkins was an English poet and Jesuit priest, known for his
innovative use of language and rhythm in poetry, and is regarded as one of
the most important poets of the Victorian era.

What are some notable works of Gerard Manley
Hopkins?
Some of his notable works include 'The Wreck of the Deutschland', 'God's

Grandeur', and 'Spring and Fall'. His poetry often explores themes of nature,
spirituality, and the divine.

What poetic techniques is Gerard Manley Hopkins
known for?

Hopkins is known for his use of 'sprung rhythm', a poetic meter that
emphasizes the natural speech patterns of English, as well as his innovative
use of imagery and religious themes.

How did Gerard Manley Hopkins's religious beliefs
influence his poetry?

Hopkins's Jesuit faith deeply influenced his poetry, often reflecting his
spiritual struggles, appreciation for nature, and desire to convey the



presence of God in the world.

When was Gerard Manley Hopkins born?

Gerard Manley Hopkins was born on July 28, 1844, in Stratford, Essex,
England.

What is 'The Wreck of the Deutschland' about?

‘The Wreck of the Deutschland' is a poem inspired by the tragic shipwreck of
a German vessel, serving as an exploration of suffering, faith, and the
presence of God amidst tragedy.

Did Gerard Manley Hopkins achieve fame during his
lifetime?

No, Hopkins did not achieve widespread fame during his lifetime; most of his
work was published posthumously, and he gained recognition only after his
death in 1889.

What impact did Gerard Manley Hopkins have on modern
poetry?

Hopkins had a profound impact on modern poetry, influencing poets such as
W.H. Auden, Ted Hughes, and Seamus Heaney with his innovative style and
exploration of religious and natural themes.

Where did Gerard Manley Hopkins study?

Hopkins studied at Balliol College, Oxford, where he excelled in classical
studies and poetry, later becoming a Jesuit priest and continuing his
education in theology.
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