
gerard manley hopkins the windhover
gerard manley hopkins the windhover is a significant poem that encapsulates both the beauty of
nature and the depth of spiritual experience. Written by the renowned Victorian poet Gerard Manley
Hopkins, this poem captures the awe-inspiring flight of a kestrel, symbolizing the relationship between
the divine and the earthly. In this comprehensive article, we will explore the themes, structure, and
imagery of "The Windhover," along with insights into Hopkins' unique style and the historical context
of his work. Additionally, we will analyze the poem's significance in modern literature and its lasting
impact on poetry.

In the following sections, we will provide a detailed examination of "The Windhover," including its
themes, structure, and the poet's innovative use of language. We will also discuss the influence of
Hopkins' faith on his writing and how this poem stands as a testament to his artistic genius.
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Introduction to 'The Windhover'
Gerard Manley Hopkins composed "The Windhover" in 1877, although it was not published until after
his death in 1918. The poem celebrates the beauty and grace of a kestrel in flight, emphasizing the
intricacies of nature and its connection to the divine. Hopkins uses vivid imagery and innovative
rhythm to convey his appreciation for the natural world, while also reflecting on themes of spirituality
and existence. This poem is often regarded as one of Hopkins' masterpieces, showcasing his
distinctive style and ability to capture fleeting moments of beauty.

Themes in 'The Windhover'
The themes in "The Windhover" are multifaceted, intertwining nature, spirituality, and the transient
nature of beauty. The poem serves as a meditation on both the physical and spiritual realms, inviting
the reader to explore the deeper significance behind the imagery of the kestrel's flight.



Nature and Creation
At its core, "The Windhover" celebrates the splendor of nature. Hopkins portrays the kestrel as a
symbol of grace and power, illustrating the beauty of creation. The bird's flight becomes a metaphor
for the divine, showcasing the intricate relationship between the natural world and the spiritual
dimension.

Spirituality and Divinity
Another prominent theme is the connection between the earthly and the divine. Hopkins, a Jesuit
priest, often infused his poetry with religious significance. In "The Windhover," the kestrel’s ascent
represents a spiritual journey, suggesting that through nature, one can glimpse the glory of God. This
theme resonates throughout Hopkins’ body of work, as he frequently explored the intersection of faith
and nature.

Structure and Form of 'The Windhover'
The structure of "The Windhover" is notable for its use of sprung rhythm, a technique developed by
Hopkins that allows for a varied metrical pattern. This innovative approach enhances the poem's
musicality and reflects the dynamic movement of the kestrel.

Rhyme Scheme
The poem consists of a Petrarchan sonnet form, which includes an octave and a sestet. The rhyme
scheme of the poem is ABABAB, demonstrating Hopkins' mastery of traditional forms while allowing
for a unique expression of ideas. The rhythmic variations create a sense of motion, mirroring the flight
of the bird.

Sprung Rhythm
Hopkins’ use of sprung rhythm involves a combination of stressed and unstressed syllables, creating a
lively and energetic flow. This technique allows the poem to mimic the natural rhythms of the kestrel
in flight, heightening the reader's sensory experience. The innovative structure is a hallmark of
Hopkins' style, distinguishing him from his contemporaries.

Imagery and Language
The imagery and language used in "The Windhover" are rich and evocative, immersing the reader in
the experience of watching the bird soar. Hopkins employs vivid descriptions and sensory details that
bring the scene to life.



Visual Imagery
Hopkins' descriptions of the kestrel's movements are dynamic and precise. Phrases like "the shake of
the shalow" and "the rising of the wind" create a visual tableau that captures the grace of the bird.
This vivid imagery evokes a sense of awe and admiration for the beauty of the natural world.

Metaphorical Language
In addition to visual imagery, Hopkins utilizes metaphorical language to convey deeper meanings. The
kestrel is not merely a bird; it symbolizes the divine presence in nature. The phrase "my heart in
hiding" suggests a personal connection to the spiritual experience, inviting readers to reflect on their
own encounters with the divine.

Historical Context of Gerard Manley Hopkins
Understanding the historical context in which Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote "The Windhover" is
essential to appreciating its significance. Hopkins lived during the Victorian era, a time of great
change and upheaval in England. The industrial revolution was transforming the landscape, leading to
a growing disconnect between humanity and nature.

Victorian Literature
Hopkins was part of a literary movement that sought to break away from the rigid conventions of
Victorian poetry. His innovative use of language and form set him apart from his contemporaries. At
the same time, his deep religious faith informed his work, providing a counterpoint to the materialism
of the age.

Religious Influence
As a Jesuit priest, Hopkins' faith permeated his writing. He viewed nature as a manifestation of God's
presence, and this belief is evident in "The Windhover." The poem reflects his spiritual struggles and
his quest for meaning in a rapidly changing world.

Influence and Legacy
The legacy of "The Windhover" extends beyond its immediate literary context. Hopkins' poetry has
influenced countless writers and poets, shaping modern literature in profound ways. His unique style
and thematic explorations have left an indelible mark on the literary landscape.

Impact on Modern Poetry
Many 20th-century poets have cited Hopkins as a significant influence on their work. His innovative
use of rhythm and imagery has inspired poets to explore new possibilities in form and content. The



modernist movement, in particular, reflects the break with tradition that Hopkins embodied, paving
the way for future experimentation in poetry.

Continued Relevance
The themes of "The Windhover" remain relevant today, resonating with readers who seek a deeper
connection to nature and spirituality. As environmental concerns grow, the poem's celebration of the
natural world serves as a reminder of the beauty that exists in our surroundings.

Conclusion
"The Windhover" stands as a testament to Gerard Manley Hopkins' artistic genius and spiritual depth.
Through its vivid imagery, innovative structure, and profound themes, the poem invites readers to
reflect on the beauty of nature and the divine presence within it. Hopkins' unique voice and
perspective continue to inspire and resonate with audiences, ensuring that his work remains a vital
part of the literary canon. As we explore the intricacies of "The Windhover," we gain insights not only
into Hopkins' mind but also into the enduring relationship between humanity, nature, and spirituality.

Q: What is the main theme of Gerard Manley Hopkins' poem
'The Windhover'?
A: The main theme of 'The Windhover' revolves around the relationship between nature and
spirituality, showcasing the beauty of the natural world while reflecting on the divine presence within
it.

Q: How does Hopkins use imagery in 'The Windhover'?
A: Hopkins employs vivid and dynamic imagery in 'The Windhover,' using detailed descriptions of the
kestrel's flight to evoke a sense of awe and admiration for nature, while also employing metaphorical
language to convey deeper spiritual meanings.

Q: What is sprung rhythm, and how is it used in 'The
Windhover'?
A: Sprung rhythm is a metrical technique developed by Hopkins that features a combination of
stressed and unstressed syllables, allowing for a varied and energetic flow. In 'The Windhover,' this
rhythm mimics the movement of the kestrel and enhances the poem's musicality.

Q: In what historical context was 'The Windhover' written?
A: 'The Windhover' was written during the Victorian era, a time marked by rapid industrialization and
social change. Hopkins' work reflects his response to the materialism of the age and his deep religious
faith.



Q: How has 'The Windhover' influenced modern poetry?
A: 'The Windhover' has significantly influenced modern poetry, inspiring many 20th-century poets to
experiment with form and content. Hopkins' innovative style has paved the way for new poetic
expressions and a break from traditional conventions.

Q: What personal experiences influenced Hopkins while
writing 'The Windhover'?
A: Hopkins' personal experiences, including his deep religious faith and his appreciation for nature,
greatly influenced his writing of 'The Windhover.' His background as a Jesuit priest also informed the
spiritual themes present in the poem.

Q: Why is 'The Windhover' considered one of Hopkins'
masterpieces?
A: 'The Windhover' is considered one of Hopkins' masterpieces due to its innovative structure, rich
imagery, and profound exploration of themes such as nature and spirituality. The poem showcases
Hopkins' unique voice and artistic genius.

Q: What literary devices are prominent in 'The Windhover'?
A: Prominent literary devices in 'The Windhover' include metaphor, vivid imagery, and sprung rhythm.
These devices work together to create a powerful emotional impact and convey the poem's themes
effectively.

Q: How does 'The Windhover' reflect Hopkins' spiritual
beliefs?
A: 'The Windhover' reflects Hopkins' spiritual beliefs by illustrating the connection between the beauty
of nature and the divine. The kestrel's flight serves as a metaphor for spiritual ascension and the
presence of God in the natural world.
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