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INTRODUCTION





In a BBC broadcast in 1957, Lance Sieveking, a relative of Gerard Manley Hopkins, told of an old man in Dublin who remembered passing the half-open door of Hopkins’s rooms in St Stephen’s Green on the day after his death in 1889. Although it was June, a huge fire was burning in the grate, and when he turned to investigate, he saw ‘an old fellow, all in black’, pulling out the contents of a chest of drawers and ‘heaping papers on the fire’.


We shall never know what was destroyed that day, although it seems a safe supposition that most of the poet’s remaining private papers went up the chimney. It is not certain what happened to many of those that survived the clean-up, nor even who the black-clad figure was, since two different priests in the community claimed to have done the stoking.


Fr Wheeler, who had cared for Hopkins in his final illness, told Robert Bridges some four months later that his patient had had a presentiment that he would not recover, ‘but I am sure he took no measure to arrange his papers, gave no instructions about preserving or destroying them. Any suggestion to that effect would be made to me, and he never broached the subject at all.’ Fr Wheeler said that after Hopkins’s death he looked through the papers hurriedly without reading them. When he saw letters that were obviously from Bridges, he put them aside to return to him, he destroyed many others immediately, and he sent to Hopkins’s family what seemed relevant. Later he heard that Bridges wanted anything remaining, and he dispatched to him whatever had survived.


In apparent indignation, Fr Joseph Darlington wrote to Bridges when he heard Fr Wheeler’s account, ‘After GH’s death, it was I  who went thro’ all G.H.’s letters & papers: he seemed to have kept all he ever received. It was I who found “Rosa Mystica”.’ Bridges noted on the back of an undated copy of Fr Darlington’s letter that ‘Father D’s memory went altogether wrong about Gerard Hopkins. It was not he but Father Wheeler … who sent me Gerard’s MSS at his death.’ He dismissed Fr Darlington as a ‘pervert’, a fierce old-fashioned term of opprobrium for converts.


Who destroyed Hopkins’s papers is unimportant today, and if he had realized how much he had inadvertently given away about his lack of knowledge of Hopkins, neither priest might have been eager to claim the distinction. ‘From the bent of Fr Gerard’s mind and work’, wrote Fr Wheeler, ‘I should think he would have been glad to leave something permanent in literature or art’, but he obviously had no idea he was dealing with the personal effects (insofar as Jesuits have such things) of the most original English poet of the century.


Fr Darlington said that ‘There was no sign in any of his diaries or letters etc of any depression or unhappiness, quite the contrary; they were the letters of a man living in another world altogether than this – quite apart from all sordid surroundings; he never noticed them.’ It is hard to see how the merest scanning, let alone going ‘thro’ all G.H.’s letters & papers’, could have left such an impression in Fr Darlington’s mind, since they are a record of deep depression and heart-breaking misery.


The lack of understanding of Hopkins displayed by fellow priests who had lived in the same house with him for half a dozen years was certainly excusable, since they had no reason to regard him curiously and no idea that his papers might be of interest to the world. Nor was their ignorance of his importance unusual. None of his obituaries so much as mentioned that he was a poet, and even the notice of his death in the private Jesuit journal, Letters and Notices, repeated the judgment of an ‘old college friend’, who thought his conversation too critical in tone: ‘If he had not been the victim of a lengthened and overwrought critical education, which makes men subjects of an operation, rather than trained instruments for work, Hopkins had all the elements of an eminent artist or literary man.’ The writer is not identified, but it is worth noticing that Darlington liked to be thought of as an old college friend, since he and Hopkins had had the same tutor at Oxford. But his opinion of Hopkins was like that of nearly everyone who met him after his undergraduate years. Getting to know Hopkins has always been difficult.


Hopkins perhaps felt he had no need to give instructions about the disposal of his papers, since in the last years of his life he had begun destroying the records of his life, and before becoming a member of the Society of Jesus, he had burnt the poetry he had composed up to that time. He kept many papers by him, but we know that over the years he had got rid of many others. Even so, the sum of papers Fr Wheeler burned must have been considerable, and one of the ways that posterity gets to know about its great predecessors was diminished.


In 1884 Hopkins himself wrote that only eleven friends had been given his poetry to read, although he recognized that some of them might have let others read it while it was in their possession. It is fairly certain that quite a few more had read it than he remembered at the time, but it was of course unpublished, and the fact is that very few indeed had ever seen one of his works, and he had nothing like a regular group of readers. He even lacked the circle of constant readers among his intimates that most poets have; there were only three other men, fortunately all poets, who saw most of what he wrote. R. W. Dixon admired nearly everything he saw, but he was fairly uncritical, and probably Hopkins did not put too much stock in his generous and unfailing praise. Coventry Patmore said that he admired Hopkins’s poems, but he certainly did not like any of them unreservedly, and some of them he actively disliked. Robert Bridges was the best of friends and as good a reader as Hopkins could have expected for his constantly startling poems, but he was far from enthusiastic about many of them, and he said after Hopkins’s death that the loss would have been even greater had his friend been a better poet; literally true, of course, but not indicative of unqualified admiration.


Bridges was to be the editor of the first edition of Hopkins’s poetry in 1918, nearly three decades after his death. In the intervening time he had probably become more enthusiastic about the poems, but it was surely as much love of Hopkins the man as of his poetry that kept him faithful to the task all those years. Hopkins wrote countless letters to Bridges about poetry and about his own works, but remarkably little about the emotions that prompted them; he was too reserved to lay bare his feelings, and Bridges was too well bred (the term is the right one here) to ask about them. Many previously unknown facts about his life keep surfacing, but they are not what we want to know about Hopkins. Recently there has even been a rumour that the location of his grave was falsified; possibly, but that really tells us little about the emotional, intellectual and psychological makeup of a great poet, which is what most of us want to know.


Perhaps the answers to some of our questions about him were in those letters burning in the fireplace in St Stephen’s Green, but the probability is that much of his life would never have been committed to paper. It was noticed by friends how little his face betrayed of his emotions, and he preferred it that way. As he grew older, his reticence increased so that the period we know least about is the end of his life. In his last posting, to Dublin, Hopkins lamented that he was cut off from family, country, and friends, but in part that isolation was of his own choosing, and for all his need of affection, he gave away little of his own private life to his acquaintances.


But perhaps the loss has been less than we might initially think. Most people who fall in love with his poetry continue to read his published letters and journals and the reminiscences of friends, so that Hopkins himself becomes in time a special kind of friend. And we know about Hopkins in the way that we know our other friends, less by the direct content of what they tell us than by the way they speak or write, by their tone of voice. Of that Hopkins gives us plenty, and it becomes our best evidence about the man.


There was one of his friends to whom he might have been completely frank about himself, but he saw that young man only once in his life, and when he was twenty-four his friend died. After that he was never easy about revealing himself to others, even to such an affectionate intimate as Robert Bridges.


My own experience of Hopkins’s poetry began many years ago, when I was an undergraduate. Like other new readers of his poetry, even today, I found him extremely baffling, an impression first formed through the difficulty of following the literal sense of his poems, although it always proved to be there when I had been sufficiently diligent. Behind the poems, however, I thought I knew that there was a devout convert priest, an open and spontaneous lover of both the physical and the spiritual world, a man whose moral problems were resolved by the faith he had adopted, whose obscurity for thirty years after his death was finally compensated by commemoration in Westminster Abbey. In the near half-century since I first read ‘Thou art indeed just, Lord’, I have slowly come to feel that understanding the poems is far less difficult than getting to know the mysterious man who wrote them. He hid his tracks so well that, like Fr Darlington and Fr Wheeler, we may misunderstand him, but, unlike them, we at least begin with the knowledge that he is both adept at evasion and well worth investigating.


Few poets have inspired in others more passionate involvement with their works and lives, and since his poetry, his personality and his intellect were all of great complexity, his admirers are often devoted to discrete facets of them, convinced that their own interests are the important ones. Creating Hopkins in their own image is perhaps a necessity for cultivated readers, scholars or critics in order to come to initial grips with Hopkins. I cannot pretend that my own biographical interest in him exhausts all possible ways of considering a very great poet, or that it will satisfy all those lovers of Hopkins with a specialized interest in his art, but it does set out to discover what manner of man he was.


One last word: we are used to thinking of Hopkins as a Roman Catholic convert and Jesuit priest, but we need to remember too that for almost exactly half his short life he was a member of the Church of England. If we can believe what most psychologists tell us, the psyche is formed early in our existence. When Hopkins was converted at twenty-two, the personality, intellect and spiritual cast of mind that characterized him at his death were well established, and the outlines of the great poet he was to become were already implicit. For that reason, I have chosen to spend a great deal more time than earlier biographers on his undergraduate days, when it had all begun. 



















CHAPTER I


THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING MANLEY 1844–63





Even his name is usually wrong. Gerard Hopkins disliked ‘Manley’, and seldom used it except on official papers, yet today anyone neglecting to put in his middle name is probably met with a look of momentary mystification and an almost automatic correction of ‘Oh, Gerard Manley Hopkins’, so that one soon learns to include it, to save time and avoid confusion. ‘Gerard’, given in honour of the saint, is appropriate enough, but his second name came from his father and his father’s forebears, and his uneasiness with it is equally fitting, since in some ways his life was to be an adjustment to his family and to his father in particular. ‘Manley’ had a good bit to do with his once lying in bed contemplating the ugliness of his name until he was so mortified that it was a cure to vainglory simply to recall the thought.


The play on ‘manly’ can hardly have escaped Gerard Hopkins. It is a word ringing with Victorian values, one that sprang unbidden to the lips of headmasters familiar with Tom Brown’s Schooldays and the works of G.A. Henty and which must equally have set the teeth of a generation of schoolboys on edge. Honesty, chastity, virility, bravery, frankness, clean fingernails and a host of other major virtues are all comprised in its syllables. Above all, for a Victorian, it indicated decent English values. A recent study of Ritualism and sexual deviation is called ‘UnEnglish and Unmanly’, and the title tells it all. Manliness is precisely what Hopkins’s father wanted in his eldest son, and the name was to be his guide: the importance of being Manley.


Manley Hopkins (1818–1897) and his wife Kate (1821–1920) had nine children, of whom the first and best known was born on 28 July 1844 in Stratford, Essex, where the Hopkins family had been settled for a quarter of a century. Stratford was still some way from being the busy part of London that it is today, but it was beginning to lose its rural character. Nonetheless, it was a good place for a young couple, married only a year, to begin a family, for it was inexpensive enough for them to live comfortably on what was still a somewhat overextended income.


Like his father and grandfather, Manley Hopkins was an average adjuster, or marine insurance broker. His grandfather, Martin Hopkins, had prospered and risen to the bourgeois respectability of Master of the Glass-Sellers Company and freeman of the City. Martin’s son, Martin Edward (father of Manley), had made a good marriage to Ann Manley, daughter of a well-to-do Devon family of yeomen farmers who had owned their land for six centuries. But Martin Edward was not so good a man at business as his father, and he seems to have had trouble settling to a particular form of insurance and trade. For a time he apparently prospered, since in 1830 he gave a subscription of £30 to the building of two new chapels,1 but at his death in 1836 he left the family finances in some disarray, with an estate of only £200. His widow, a jolly woman who lived to be ninety years old, with a strong Devon accent to the end, was left with five children, of whom Manley was the eldest son. At eighteen he had already been out of school for three years at the death of his father, and he took over responsibility in providing a home for his mother and brothers and sisters. During the next few years he learned average adjusting, then in the month his first son was born, he set up his own firm, which is still in business.


Chestnut House, 87 The Grove, Stratford, was a pleasant three-storied semi-detached house with big rooms and high ceilings, sufficiently large to accommodate Manley Hopkins, his wife, mother, sister and, for a time, two brothers. They lived comfortably, if not luxuriously, with a cook, housemaid, nurse and nursemaid for the rapidly growing family, and presumably daily women to help with the cleaning. Large though the household sounds today, it was not far off the standard of a rising young businessman and his family. By 1852, when they left Stratford, the Hopkins family had four children besides Gerard (one died the following year at twenty-two months),2 and the house was bulging.


The family sounds conventional enough, but there were some murky corners in it. Kate Hopkins, the mother of the rapidly expanding family, was the daughter of a London doctor, John Simm Smith, who had a prosperous practice and a somewhat colourful reputation. Among his patients was a Mrs Ann Thwaytes, who had inherited £500,000 on her husband’s death. Dr Smith had been attending her since 1832 and had advised her since then on the administration of her property. He had been receiving about £2000 annually for his help, as well as some £50,000 in gifts. As residuary legatees of her estate she named Dr Smith, his brother Samuel and his son John in her will. Dr Smith and his brother were to receive £180,000. In the lawsuit that naturally resulted on her death, it was established that Mrs Thwaytes believed ‘that she and Dr Smith were members of the Holy Trinity, that Dr Smith knew all her thoughts, and that she had a special part to play in the Last Judgement, for which event she had prepared the drawing-room of her London house.’3 Although nothing criminal was proven against Dr Smith, the resultant publicity was painful for the Hopkins family, but the money had been useful in acquiring a fine house for the Smiths in Croydon. It may also have contributed to the running of Chestnut House. Rather less spectacularly but more interestingly for his grandson, Dr Smith had been a fellow student of Keats when walking the hospitals and remembered him well.


Kate Hopkins came from a family that perhaps seemed on the face of it more likely to produce a great artist than did her husband’s. Among her connections, admittedly distant, she could boast of Sydney Smith and Gainsborough, while Thomas Lovell Beddoes was the best Mr Hopkins could claim. She was naturally motherly and sweet-tempered, and said to be far better educated than most women of her day. She was certainly interested in music and poetry, and before her marriage had learned to speak German while staying in Hamburg, although that is perhaps an inadequate basis for the statement of her son’s first biographer that she was ‘a keen student of philosophy, history, and politics’.4 Gerard’s many letters to her suggest that she was loving, a trifle too demanding about affection, and generally willing to be a buffer between her husband and her son. It is only fair to add that the tone of Gerard’s letters to her does not support the claims of his biographer about the breadth of her intellect, and that at some periods of his life his letters seem more dutifully filial than spontaneously loving. She was proud of his poems without necessarily understanding them completely. Their correspondence was seldom concerned with poetry.


Manley Hopkins, in spite of having left school so young, was a man of startling breadth of interest, although it sometimes seems spread a bit too thinly; we are reminded of Gerard’s apparent belief that he was capable himself of achieving something remarkable in almost any field that attracted his interest. Besides founding Manley Hopkins and Sons and Cookes (a title that suggests he might have welcomed the interest of Gerard), he became a widely recognized authority on average adjusting. He acted as Consul-General for the Kingdom of Hawaii in London for over forty years (of which more later), and in the chinks of his life he was constantly busy writing. He wrote A Handbook of Averages; a history of Hawaii that was for a time the standard work because of the way he had read everything about the kingdom he could get his hands on, even though he wrote it in a few months without ever having visited the islands; A Manual of Marine Insurance; three volumes of poetry that may be the best ever produced by an average adjuster; a book on the cardinal numbers; and an unpublished novel. In his spare time he wrote literary criticism and poetry for The Times, Once a Week,* Cornhill, and other London periodicals, as well as a series of newsletters about London for a Hawaiian paper, the Polynesian, and occasional verses for almost any happening that caught his fancy. The importance of all this activity is not that he was a master of any aspect of it but that it helped create the kind of family atmosphere that nurtures creation in its members by the simple process of taking it for granted. Although there is no record that any of his books was ever reviewed, he certainly assumed that writing was intended for the eyes of others, an inherited attitude towards publication that made it difficult for his son to go through life entirely unknown to the literary world.


Undoubtedly Gerard was greatly influenced by his father’s incessant literary activity, but since he did not emulate him directly, it is difficult to be precise about the nature of the influence. What is more certain is that Manley Hopkins’s writings reflected his attitudes to the Roman Catholic priesthood and to homosexuality, both important in his future dealings with what seemed to him a wayward son.


His history of Hawaii has occasionally been praised by scholars for its understanding of Roman Catholic priests and its admiration of their work in the islands, with the suggestion that his tolerance may have inspired Gerard’s later conversion. The truth is quite different, for his approving remarks about Jesuits and other Roman Catholics are quotations from other writers (e.g., Richard Henry Dana the younger) and used primarily as a stick with which to beat the Protestant missionaries. The opinions of the Roman Church expressed in his own voice are far from admiring:




We cannot for a moment praise or defend conduct wherein truth is sacrificed to expediency, or even if it were not blasphemous to say it, to religion; but the priests of the Roman Church look upon their allegiance as inviolable, and as excusing some acts which the clergy of other churches would disdain and detest. They are in the position of privates in an army. When the latter take away the lives of men standing opposite to their ranks, men against whom they have no personal quarrel and whom they have never seen before, they look upon themselves as instruments only, scarcely more accountable for the bloodshed than their rifles are. The responsibility of life remains with the superior authority; their own judgement seems taken away, – the voice of conscience to be suspended.5





This was written only four years before Gerard became a Roman Catholic, and it goes a long way to indicate both the attitude of his father and precisely what Gerard was rebelling against.


It is mildly surprising to find that Manley Hopkins’s writings for The Times included such important reviews as those of two major Tennyson poems, The Princess and In Memoriam.6 In a heavily jocular consideration of the latter, he raps Tennyson over the knuckles for two serious faults in what he nonetheless recognizes as perhaps the most important English elegy. In the first place, ‘the enormous exaggeration of the grief’ is responsible for our feeling that ‘Instead of a memorial we have a myth…. The hero is beyond our sympathy.’ The second major defect ‘is the tone of – may we say so? – amatory tenderness … Very sweet and plaintive these verses are; but who would not give them a feminine application?… Is it Petrarch whispering to Laura? We really think that floating remembrances of Shakespeare’s sonnets have beguiled Mr. Tennyson…. the taste is displeased when every expression of fondness is sighed out, and the only figure within our view is Amaryllis of the Chancery Bar.’7 Since both aspects of Tennyson on which he lands with such heavy irony were characteristic of his son and at least implied in his poetry, we could hardly expect great sympathy between Hopkins father and son, and indeed they probably felt little.


Mr Hopkins’s business was prospering, his family was growing, and they needed more room, as well, probably, as an address with more prestige. Stratford was being overrun by manufacturing, and the big houses on leafy streets were being choked by rows of workmen’s cottages. Behind Chestnut House itself was a row of wooden hovels backing on to the Hopkins’s garden. It is interesting, in light of his lifelong dislike of the Irish, that Gerard’s family should have been forced to move in part by their influx into Stratford. It is hardly surprising that their choice of a new home in 1852 should have fallen on Hampstead, that breezy green refuge from the Victorian city.


Number 9, Oak Hill Park had been built the year before the Hopkinses moved into it. There were a dozen large detached houses in a plot of seven acres, which would have been known in less genteel surroundings as a development; the group had won a first prize at the Great Exhibition for model residences for gentlemen. Each house had a large garden, and number 9 had a tall elm tree. It all lay at the top of Frognal, with an ample view of London through a veil of trees; soon the inhabitants dispensed with the middle-class habit of house numbers, so that the Hopkins’s address became simply ‘Oak Hill, Hampstead’. A quarter of a mile away lay Hampstead Heath, the portion near Jack Straws Castle, within easy reach of nurses taking the children for an airing. It was the perfection of what was to become known in a few decades as Forsyte territory, middle class and struggling hard to eliminate a taint of Cockneyism.


Manley Hopkins threw himself into local affairs with all the energy of the newcomer and soon was a churchwarden at St John’s, the pretty church at the end of Church Walk, a few streets away. He also acted as business manager of the parish school and predictably contributed to the parish magazine. He, like his family, was moderately High Church in practice, dignified but nothing outré, as he might have put it, which is not to indicate that they were anything but truly devout. They held family prayers, and the children were naturally expected to say their prayers before bed. It is not easy to guess how much beyond decent middle-class devotion they felt, although Gerard became a Jesuit priest and his sister Milicent an Anglican nun.


Mr Hopkins had done well for an almost completely self-made man, and he was justifiably proud of how far he had come. He was not rich, but we can get some sense of how well he was doing financially from the knowledge that when he died his estate was valued at £25,000, more than a hundred times what his father had left. In 1856, four years after the removal to Hampstead, he was to take another step up. His younger brother Charles had been in Hawaii since 1844, with a position in the civil service that he owed to his brother Edward, who had preceded him to the islands. Charles’s initial appointment was due to his having had experience in ‘an attorney’s’ chambers, and he moved from job to job in the Hawaiian Government, almost all of them to do with the law. He was a breezy and charming man who took easily to Hawaiian life, learned the language, became a citizen of Hawaii, and bought himself a 12,000-acre ranch on the island of Oahu. Like both his brother Manley and his nephew Gerard, he was short and slight, and he had a somewhat effeminate manner that had earned him the nickname of ‘Polly’, in spite of which he had begun a family in Hawaii, descendants of which still live there. It is a shame that no record remains of what Manley Hopkins thought of the mode of life adopted by his brother, who took part in a ménage à trois with a Hawaiian couple, of which the wife bore him a son. Charles became somewhat notorious in Hawaii for his attacks on the rigid sexual morality taught by American missionaries.


King Kamehameha III took to the young Englishman, called him by the nickname of ‘Hopekini’ and even paid part of his salary personally in order to have him closely associated with the court. Hopkins was also a good companion to the King’s young nephew and adopted heir, Alexander Liholiho. When the Prince and his brother Lot came to England in 1849, Manley Hopkins had called on them in the Tavistock Hotel at the suggestion of his brother Charles. The following spring the young princes came through England on their way home, and went to Stratford to see the Hopkins family at Chestnut House, where Prince Alexander wrote that ‘we dined at a very sumptuous dinner, a la Angleterre’. When the ladies had retired, ‘we spent some time in conversation and sipping coffee. We then joined the ladys in the Drawing Room. The conversation turned alternately on the Islands, and on Hopkins not writing &c.’8 It hardly sounds an entertainment to charm a fifteen-year-old, even a prince, but he went away with a very good impression of Mr Hopkins and remembered the visit with pleasure.


By 1856 Prince Alexander had succeeded to the throne as Kamehameha IV. He was a strong Anglophile and had married a young woman who was one quarter English; he was most receptive to the suggestion that Manley Hopkins be the new Consul-General for the Hawaiian Government and their Chargé d’Affaires for Great Britain. His position put Hopkins in touch with many important men in the British Government and in 1859–60 with Samuel Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford, with whom he corresponded enthusiastically over the appointment of a suitable High Churchman to be the first Bishop of the Reformed Catholic Church of Hawaii, which was connected with the Anglican and Episcopal Churches, in spite of its ominous name. It was all very heady for a man who had been a boy in an average adjuster’s office, and Manley Hopkins did not need to be a monster to recognize that it was all threatened a few years later when his eldest son, on whom he had counted heavily, threw away everything his father had painstakingly  achieved, in order to become a Roman Catholic and live outside the social pale.


However, all that lay in the future when the Hopkins family moved to Hampstead. By 1860 the family had increased until there were eight children in the household. Cyril, next in age to Gerard, was the only member of the family to enter their father’s profession, and, like Gerard, he attended Highgate School. The two brothers got along well enough but seem never to have been close; when they were young, Gerard tended to make fun of Cyril and to be a touch patronizing to him, as befitted his age. It tells us something of his innate fastidiousness that his disparagement of his brother is often couched in physical terms, as in the family story that when they were both in the nursery Gerard was found crying over his smaller brother who had been ill; when asked the reason for his grief, he said, ‘Because Cyril has become so ugly!’9


Arthur and Everard (youngest of the family) both became illustrators and commercial artists; Arthur was one of Gerard’s favourite companions all his life, and they often went to galleries and museums together or exchanged letters about painting. Lionel was, like most of the family, mildly eccentric, resembling Gerard in both build and face, sharing with him a quiet humour and a gift for stating plain truths; he became a distinguished Chinese linguist, served as a Consul in China, and retired in 1908, to live on a full pension until his death forty-four years later at the age of ninety-eight.


None of Hopkins’s sisters married. Milicent, with whom Gerard seems often to have been on uneasy terms, became an Anglican nun and died at ninety-seven. Kate, perhaps Gerard’s favourite of all the family, was the daughter who devoted herself to the care of her parents, tending her mother until she died at ninety-nine. Grace, a talented musician who helped her brother with his efforts at composition, died a mere child among the family at eighty-eight.


Before Gerard went off to Oxford and the family began dispersing, they had great fun from games and entertainments, charades and dressing up. The twelve-year-old Gerard is shown in one photograph, by his Uncle George Giberne, somewhat overwhelmed by a hat with sweeping plume and a courtier’s coat with big collar.10 The programme still exists11 of one of their dramatic evenings, at the home of his grandparents, Dr and Mrs Smith, in January 1863. There were fifteen speaking parts for the family in the ‘Xmas story of true love’, in which the main role was played by ‘Mr Gerard M. Hopkins’, who had the role of ‘Prince Carmoisin (“with joyfull eyes”), “lighter-footed than the fox”’. All the descriptions of the roles and plot are full of the puns that so amused the whole family.


Most large families, unless they are deeply dissatisfied, sound as if they have a great deal of fun together, and no doubt the Hopkins tribe did. Gerard, as eldest of them, was in the curious position that a child in his place often has, looked up to by the others at the very time that he feels cut off by the arrival of new children. For all her motherly instincts, Kate Hopkins probably had too little time to lavish affection on each child separately, and Manley Hopkins was in the City until after the children were in bed, and too busy to take long holidays with them in the summers. In any case, he seems not to have had the gift of being at ease with the young.


Before he went to school Gerard was taught at home by his mother and his ‘Aunt Annie’ Hopkins, his father’s sister who made her home with them. Miss Hopkins was quietly talented at painting and drawing, which she taught to Gerard; none of his paintings has survived, although many of his drawings have. He was sufficiently talented to consider a life as an artist. His method was unusual, but it shows how internalized art was for him: according to his sister, he learned to sketch by ‘making himself his own model, by throwing himself into the attitude he wanted to depict first & then drawing …’.12 Aunt Annie apparently also taught him to share her own interest in archaeology and encouraged him to use it as the subject of some of his juvenile verse. He was said to have an exquisite voice as a boy, and it was probably his mother who taught him to sing; she certainly implemented his Aunt Annie’s fostering of his early poetry.


It is possible that the largely feminine influence under which he lived as a small boy was responsible for the manner that was described variously as graceful or effeminate when he was grown. Certainly, no one could have been further from a tough. He was very short of stature, slight, and quick of movement; what is probably the first of his letters extant indicates his family’s worry about his size: ‘Uncle Marsland says if I dont eat more meat Cyril will come home bigger than i – He says suppose, Cyril were to come home a little man with whiskers and turned up collars!!’13 His face was narrow and unusually long, making his head look almost too large for his body. A small mouth, fair hair and light-brown or hazel eyes completed the picture. One of his relatives described him as a beautiful small boy, but the effect of the few photos and sketches that have survived is rather of delicacy verging on overrefinement. But it was, as it remained in maturity, an arresting face.


His nervous grace, according to relatives, concealed a total fearlessness that manifested itself in a love of climbing to the top of tall trees, where he would remain balanced for hours, gazing with wonder at the landscape and, incidentally, preserving the distance between himself and his family that was always so important to him. The tall elm in their Oak Hill garden was his usual platform, but he would often go to Croydon to stay with his Smith grandparents in Blunt House, their dignified country mansion, set in the middle of eighteen acres of well-timbered park. On the lawn by the house were two cedars of Lebanon and a large old beech, on which he practised his climbing skills. All the children seem to have gone there frequently, in part no doubt to relieve their parents of their care but also for the pleasure of the Smiths in their grandchildren. As their first grandson, Gerard was a particular favourite.


He was also the favourite nephew of his mother’s sister, Aunt Maria Giberne, and her husband, Judge George Giberne, and he often stayed with them in Epsom. Mrs Giberne would take him sketching, and Uncle George shared with him his experiments in photography, showing him how he built his own cameras and made his own plates, which he had to put into the camera wet. During his schooldays Gerard posed for the photographs that are the chief source for our knowledge of his appearance before he went to Oxford.


At Epsom Gerard probably came unwittingly on a connection to one of the most important persons in his adult life. Certainly he would have met another frequent visitor to the house, Judge Giberne’s eccentric sister Maria (who wrote her surname as de Gibèrne), a beautiful woman of extravagant religious passions who was much given to falling in love with intellectual persons of both sexes. When she was young, Francis Newman had proposed to her, then repeated the proposal five or six years after her refusal. But she could not marry him, for the truth was that she was in love with his brother John Henry and continued to be so for many years before she settled for the calm of friendship with the Cardinal. As a result of her feelings for him she had become a Catholic convert, and in 1863 she took the veil as Sister Maria Pia. At Epsom the voluble Miss de Gibèrne was perhaps the source of Gerard’s first knowledge of the man who was to become his model, even his religious father, admiration for whom played a strong part in Gerard’s own conversion.


By 1854 Manley Hopkins knew it was time to choose a school for his eldest son, now eight. As the son of a man hovering uneasily between trade and profession, Gerard would not automatically be accepted at any of the great public schools, so his father’s sights had to be lowered. Either by luck or because he had chosen Hampstead for that very reason, just across the Heath was Sir Roger Cholmley’s Grammar School, usually called Highgate School, perhaps because of the uncertain spelling and pronunciation of its founder’s name. It had been founded in the sixteenth century, five years after Westminster and six before Harrow, chiefly for the free education of boys and young men from Highgate. In the intervening centuries its standards had slipped so far they had become almost invisible, and like so many other old schools, it had been almost finished off by the eighteenth century.


In 1838 the Governors called in the Revd John Bradley Dyne, D.D., Fellow of Wadham College, Oxford, as a reforming Headmaster. Dyne believed in the primacy of Evangelicalism, the classics, and the birch. Or, to be more accurate, the whip, for he beat the boys with the riding whip he used to control his horses. In a day of flogging headmasters, Dyne was a formidable rival for the honours of Dr Keate of Eton. All the same, he caused a remarkable change in the reputation of his school: in the twenty-five years between his becoming Head and Hopkins’s leaving the school, he had raised the enrolment from nineteen boys to more than 130, the standard of classics was very high, and the teaching was reputed to be among the best in the London area. Hopkins hated it.


During his time there, Highgate had eighty day boys and approximately fifty boarders. The school was still committed in theory to free places for forty boys, but in spite of the intentions of the founder, most of the pupils came from professional families living within a few miles of the school: sons of lawyers, clergymen, bankers, and army officers, many of them from homes resembling number 9, Oak Hill Park, whose occupants, like Mr Hopkins, were anxious to move up the social scale but wanted their sons well educated at a moderate cost. At just over £18 a year for day boys and £91 for boarders, the school was considered rather expensive but worth it. During most of his nine years there, Hopkins was a boarder, living in Elgin House in the High Street, but he lived at home as a day boy for a short period at the end of his time at the school.


On entering Highgate he and his fellow eight-year-olds were expected to be able to read and write and to have studied arithmetic. They were then plunged into a curriculum that included English, Latin, history, arithmetic, and the principles of religion. Most of the boys also studied either French or German, at £3 p.a. extra; Hopkins studied both, as well as drawing, which cost £4. Later they undertook Greek and advanced mathematics. Dyne put an unusual emphasis on the ability to write English well, and he made the boys translate the classical poets into acceptable English, which was the reverse of most translation taught in schools of the day. In that way, he may have furthered Hopkins’s poetic talents. It is worth noticing that another Highgate boy, a decade Hopkins’s senior, was the great philologist W. W. Skeat, who had also studied with Dyne.


Of the games he played as a schoolboy, Hopkins preferred cricket, in part no doubt because his size was no handicap to him, but team sports were always less attractive to him than those he could do on his own. One of the latter about which we might like to know more during his schooldays is swimming, which was to be his favourite physical recreation as an adult. The boys from Highgate were given free access for bathing in the ponds in the park of Ken Wood, the great Adam house of Lord Mansfield, which stood only a short distance from the school. Some of the boys, like Hopkins’s friend Marcus Clarke, found these among the most enjoyable moments of their schooldays. Presumably those who were unable to swim when they arrived were given instruction, but Hopkins was not comfortable out of his depth until he was an undergraduate. Bathing was in some ways the Victorian male recreation that most clearly marked out its participants as members of the upper classes, or at least aspirants to them. Practically every school with any pretension arranged for its boys to stand in shivering rows before they launched themselves into weedy streams. It was understood that there was a vaguely Greek cachet about it that no other sport could match. Since it was exclusively male, the bathers were always nude, so that there was an undercurrent of unspoken sensuality about it, as well as the associations of the classical gymnasium that made it respectable. ‘Epithalamion’, written near the end of his life, was Hopkins’s closest equivalent to the scenes of boys bathing that were dear to Victorian painters, but it demonstrates adequately his fascination with the recreation that began for him in the secluded ponds of Ken Wood.


The academic load was heavy for most of the boys, but Hopkins took to it easily, and soon he was the wonder of the school. Most poets have been clever enough to do well at school if they wished, but Hopkins was surely unusual; the problem is not to determine whether he won prizes but to find out how many. One investigator of the records at Highgate says that he won ‘as many as five’, while another lists prizes for classics annually for seven years until he left the school; the prize for English verse in his first year in the sixth form; the prize for Latin prose the following year; the Southampton prize for classical history in each of his three last years; a School Exhibition in 1862; and the Governors’ Gold Medal for Latin Verse in his last year, when, to cap his efforts, he also won an Exhibition to Balliol College, Oxford.14 Curiously, he seems to have been at the top of his form only twice, probably because he was often dragged down by his lapses in mathematics and handwriting.


On the whole, however, his work was almost unparalleled, and one can only feel sorry for his brother Cyril, who entered Highgate in 1856, two years after Gerard, had an absolutely consistent record of never winning a prize, and left in 1861, two years before Gerard, to take a place in his father’s business. After that, none of the Hopkins boys attempted either Highgate or Oxford.


Gerard’s spectacular success had an effect precisely the reverse of what one might expect: it only served to make him more popular with the other boys while it thoroughly alienated Dr Dyne, presumably as a result of hidden jealousy, since he must have known that his pupil was considerably more intelligent than he. In spite of disliking the boy, Dyne could not so completely ignore the record as to keep Gerard from being a prefect when he was a sixth-former.


Hopkins had few of the attributes that normally make schoolboys admire their fellows. He was brilliant at his studies. He was not bad at games, but he clearly did not like them much. He never got into trouble with anyone except Dr Dyne (although the spectacular quality of their mutual dislike probably increased his popularity). He was unostentatiously religious, and in the middle of the horseplay in his house at night, he would sit calmly reading his New Testament, in compliance with a promise to his mother. As an adult he remembered himself as ‘a very conceited boy’, but he was actually, in the simplest and most profound sense of the word, good, although he was seldom sanctimonious. He should have been disliked thoroughly for all these reasons, but he was respected and liked instead, in part, as one of his contemporaries remembered, because ‘he was full of fun, rippling over with jokes, and chaff, facile with pencil and pen, with rhyming jibe or cartoon’. One suspects that there was another reason: the fact that just under the surface of his mild behaviour there lurked a profound rebelliousness that he allowed to surface only a few times during his nine years at the school. One of his primary reasons for choosing the discipline of the Society of Jesus years later was that it demanded absolute obedience of the sort that he knew he should have and was deeply aware he could never achieve unaided: the most difficult course always seemed the natural one to him.


But however clever and good he was, Hopkins was a real, live boy, not a saint in school uniform, and the fact should not be forgotten if we are to understand him. Individual goodness probably came easily to him at this point in his life, but the social virtues like charity, humility, calm temper and obedience were not an innate part of his makeup; however hard he worked to cultivate them, their mastery eluded him all his life.


It was not only Hopkins who was victimized by Dyne. One of his friends, Marcus Clarke, left what seems a scarcely exaggerated record of the Headmaster in a thinly disguised account of his own schooldays:




When I was at school I was flogged twice a week, and did not like it. The gentlemanly headmaster – he was cousin to an earl, a D.D., and strictly orthodox – was noted for his use of the birch, and used to smack his lips over a flogging with intense glee. He was a left hander (there was a legend extant to the effect that he had broken his right arm in flogging a boy, but I always doubted it myself), and the way he used to ‘draw’ the birch was astonishing. He used always to stop after ten strokes, if the victim cried out, but as I was under the impression that he flogged me from purely personal motives, and wanted to show my indifference and skey-orn, I would have died rather than whimper.15





Much of what we know about the personal aspects of Hopkins’s school career comes from two very long letters, one written before he left Highgate, the other three decades later by the recipient of the first letter, his schoolfellow C.N. Luxmoore. Both have been examined often, but it is worth being reminded of them because they suggest patterns in his later life that have been ignored by writers more intent on hagiography than biography.


In the first of these letters, written in the spring of 1862, Hopkins tells how he had been studying hard for the examination for the Exhibition he won to Balliol and had asked for a private room in which to study. At first all went well, and Dyne even suggested he be given a fire every evening. For some misdemeanour, ‘the most trifling ludicrous little thing’ (Hopkins could be maddeningly vague about the nature of his own offences), the room was taken away from him, he was ‘degraded to the bottom of the prefects’, and deprived of the testimonial he needed to try for the Exhibition. As Hopkins told it, ‘Dyne and I had a terrific altercation. I was driven out of patience and cheeked him wildly, and he blazed into me with his riding-whip.’


When peace had been restored and Hopkins was allowed his private room once more, there was another explosion when he refused to let his reading candle be extinguished at lights-out. This time he was ‘in a worse row than ever about absolutely nothing’; when he had provoked the Headmaster still further, Dyne deprived him of the room again, sent him to bed at half past nine, threatened him with expulsion, and said that he hoped Hopkins would not be at the top of the school in examinations. It is hard to judge the matter fairly when we have only Hopkins’s own account of it, but he sounds as provoking as Dyne was hasty and easily provoked, and there is certainly a touch of something uncomfortably close to self-righteousness in his attitude to the row.


There is no profit in censuring the priggishness of a schoolboy a century and a half later, but recognizing it may help us to understand Hopkins as an adult by ridding ourselves of the notion that he was an unnatural angel as a boy. In this case his method of final protest seems to have been to move home as a day boy and resign as prefect, since he could obviously not serve unless he was living in the school. Many years after his death, his sister, who had heard about the episode from her mother, indicated that she felt he was completely innocent: ‘when he was made prefect at school he made himself so unhappy over things that he saw going on wrong & could not stop, that my Father took him away from being a border [sic] & he became only a day boy & was no longer a prefect’.16


Luxmoore, to whom Hopkins wrote the letter just mentioned, recorded his memories of Hopkins the year after his death. He still remembered with delight that ‘Skin’, as Hopkins was known from the transposition of the last letters of his name, was ‘one of the very best and nicest boys in the school, with his face always set to do what was right’.


One story Luxmoore told was of how Gerard had totally abstained from all liquids for three weeks, ‘the pretext being a bet of 10/ to 6d, the real reason a conversation on seamen’s sufferings and human powers of endurance’. According to this account Hopkins’s tongue had turned black, but he persevered to the end of twenty-one days, at which time Dyne swooped down and made Gerard return the money he had won. Hopkins pointed out with reason that this ‘really rewarded the other boy, and only punished him, who had endured the suffering and exhaustion of the effort’. The result of his remonstration was, of course, punishment by Dyne. The story was intended by one who knew him well to show Gerard’s fortitude and stoicism about physical suffering, which it certainly does, but at this distance one suspects that it inadvertently demonstrates something more, a trait not too unlike spiritual pride. The point, once more, is that he was nearly as mixed in his motivation as other boys. ‘If a fault be chargeable to your brother’, said Luxmoore to Arthur Hopkins, ‘it was the being unable to suffer wrong silently, the insisting on arguing his case …’. Cyril Hopkins put the position mildly but accurately when he said that the beauty of Gerard’s moral courage was marred by his eccentricity.17


The tender vulnerability that underlay his sometimes brittle exterior is also shown in Gerard’s letter to Luxmoore, in which he tells of his disappointment over a romantic schoolboy friendship. It is useful in understanding the grown-up Hopkins, for it shows nakedly how much he wanted intimate companionship without always knowing how to attract it or even being willing to bend his standards gracefully in order to accommodate his friends; on 13 April 1862 he wrote an account of the incident in his journal:




After prayers Alexander Strachey came up to the bedroom at my request to have a last talk at the end of the quarter. I had found out from Clarke who had walked to Finchley with him the day before that on Clarke making some mention of me as ‘your friend Skin’, he said, ‘He is not my friend’. ‘O yes he is’ said Clarke, and afterwards asked why he went no walks with me. ‘Because he never asks me’ said Strachey. Not wishing to compromise Clarke, I first asked him the same question, to which he gave at once the same ungrateful answer. Being thus master of the situation, I told him I had not expected so ungrateful an answer. He knew, I said, the reason; at least he might have appreciated the sacrifice; that he had not spoken except on the most trivial subjects and on some days not even that, that he had taken no notice of me, and that I had been wretched every time I saw or thought of it, was only what I had bargained for, I sowed what I now reaped; but after this sacrifice to be told he did not walk with me because I never asked him was too much. 





Hopkins told him that he might have ‘friends more liberal than I had been but few indeed who would make the same sacrifice I had’, but he could not make the other boy see his point.


They were interrupted by the arrival of the other boys who slept in the same room; later Hopkins asked if Strachey would have said anything more had they not come in. “‘No, I don’t think so” he said with a cool smile, and I left him. Perhaps in my next friendship I may be wiser.’


Hopkins was not very specific about the nature of his own sacrifice, but it seems to have been keeping away from Strachey when the other boy did not want to be approached.


When the announcement was made that he had won his Exhibition to Balliol, Hopkins’s mother thought he might in civility write to tell Strachey. He did, but there was no answer, and, ‘with the exception of a cold “How do you do?”, we have not spoken this quarter. Yet it is still my misfortune to be fond of and yet despised by him. If ever hereafter you should have any intercourse with him experto crede and do not believe in his unselfishness, his sincerity, or his gratitude, for he has little of either.’18 Gerard’s disappointment was a rehearsal in small of his desolation three years later over Digby Dolben, but Dolben’s rebuffs did not bring the same bitterness of reaction, probably indicating much more profound emotions about him than about Strachey.


Whatever difficulties there may have been for Hopkins at Highgate, most of them were made up for by a general atmosphere of respect for literature, including Dyne’s insistence on writing well. The continuing tradition of the place into this century is shown by the presence there of John Betjeman, who was a pupil and wrote about the area, and of T.S. Eliot, who taught there for a short time. In Hopkins’s day one of the junior masters was a young clergyman, R.W. Dixon, who fell ill after a few months and had to resign. Dixon had been intimate with the Pre-Raphaelites, he could quote Keats by the yard, and he was a poet himself. He scarcely knew Hopkins except by sight at Highgate, but from several of the other masters he heard that the boy was one of the outstanding pupils in the school. Hopkins in turn read and admired Dixon’s verse, and though they did not meet again for some years, each remembered the other clearly and retained the memory of him as someone special.


Hopkins was writing poetry before he came to school, but none of it has survived. The first verse we have is the poem with which he won the School Poetry Prize at Easter 1860, when he was nearly sixteen. The assigned subject was ‘The Escorial’, also the set topic that year at Oxford for the Newdigate Prize. Entries had to be anonymous, and Manley Hopkins wrote out the poem to conceal his son’s identity. Perhaps he also helped on the hard bits; if we can judge from his own poetry, he would have been exigent on rhyming and rhythm. What seems more certain than Manley Hopkins’s help is that the poem is obviously descended from Tennyson’s ‘The Palace of Art’, with which it shares a love of gorgeous catalogues of art objects and an almost completely static quality. Like that poem, it is essentially a guided tour of the palace, and the visitor can join in any room. It may also remind us that Tennyson, at the same age, had felt himself descended from Byron. Keats and Spenser (the poem is in Spenserean stanzas) also echo through it, but all of them are to be expected in a young and sponge-like poet just learning his craft. Some of the images seem bought by the job-lot, but we feel that he at least patronized the best shops, run by the best Romantic poets:






Then through the afternoon the summer beam


Slop’d on the galleries; upon the wall


Rich Titians faded; in the straying gleam


The motes in ceaseless eddy shine and fall


Into the cooling gloom; till slowly all


Dimm’d in the long accumulated dust;


Pendant in formal line from cornice tall


Blades of Milan in circles rang’d, grew rust


And silver damasqu’d plates obscur’d in age’s crust.








With the charming swank of the young, Hopkins appended footnotes to make clear both his meaning and his reading. The poem is very pretty stuff indeed, and there were fifteen stanzas of it; one of them has since disappeared, but it hardly matters, since the number seems totally arbitrary. It is nonetheless an astonishingly self-confident poem for a fifteen-year-old, quite unlike what we could expect of his age.


Like many young poets, Hopkins at times thought of verse as almost synonymous with colour, an idea that suffuses his long (143 lines) poem of two years later, ‘A Vision of the Mermaids’, written his last Christmas before going to Oxford. It is a curious poem for Hopkins, and a reader’s first reaction may be that something is missing; it takes a moment to realize that it is drenched in sensuous images without ever suggesting the sexuality that lies behind almost all of his mature poetry. At least superficially, it is Keatsian but emphatically not Hopkinsian, if that term may be used to describe the intensity of his greatest poems:






A mile astern lay the blue shores away;


And it was at the setting of the day.


    Plum-purple was the west; but spikes of light


Spear’d open lustrous gashes, crimson-white;


(Where the eye fix’d, fled the encrimsoning spot,


And gathering, floated where the gaze was not;)


And thro’ their parting lids there came and went


Keen glimpses of the inner firmament…








One has the feeling that here he is writing dutifully, even intelligently, without ever becoming engaged, and we have to content ourselves with the knowledge that it was good practice and that its composition kept him too busy to quarrel with Dr Dyne. A poet lay waiting for discovery, but so far he was well hidden.


‘Winter with the Gulf Stream’ takes as its subject the unusually warm winter of 1862–3. It is written in competent terza rima, showing that he was developing technical proficiency, although the landscape of the poem shows none of the symbolic energy we associate with Hopkins’s nature poetry of little more than a decade later. Probably through his father’s association with the magazine, it was accepted for publication in Once a Week and became one of the very few of his poems published in his lifetime.


Some of his interest in exotic places in his early poetry may have begun on the trips he had made with his father and his brother Cyril to Germany and the Low Countries during the holidays of 1857 and 1860. Probably the trips were intended to help the boys’ fluency in German, which they studied at Highgate. In later years Gerard did not display much ease with German, but at the time he felt confident enough about Goethe and German literature to write an amusingly pompous letter on the subject to Herr Müncke, the German and French master at Highgate, in which he implied, without actually saying so, that his German was excellent.


So far Hopkins had all the background for a young poet except perhaps emotional experience, and that was to come. In the meantime, in April 1863, he left for Balliol College, Oxford. His one distinction so far was that he was probably the only newcomer to Balliol to arrive with a poem already published in a national magazine.


There is no evidence that he ever again went inside Highgate School.
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* One of the illustrators of Manley Hopkins’s verse in this periodical was Frederick Walker, and it may be from this source that Gerard first knew the work of the man who was to become his favourite Victorian painter.

























CHAPTER II


MY PARK, MY PLEASAUNCE 1863





‘The truth is I had no love for my schooldays and wished to banish the remembrance of them, even, I am ashamed to say, to the degree of neglecting some people who had been very kind to me’, Hopkins wrote long after leaving Highgate. ‘Of Oxford on the other hand I was very fond.’1 When he went up to the University, he was ebullient, eager to make new acquaintances, with little or none of the reserve that was to become characteristic of him. V.S.S. Coles remembered more than half a century later how, when he was sitting for Scholarship examinations at Balliol with his Etonian friend Vincent Cracroft-Amcotts, ‘Gerard Hopkins used to sit near us, and smile at our remarks before we had properly made his acquaintance.’2


In those days Hopkins was trailing clouds of the antic from Highgate, and he still had the buoyancy and sense of fun that were later to be partially knocked out of him by what he took for hostility to his conversion to Catholicism. Coles and Amcotts were among the first of many at Oxford to be attracted by his openness and spontaneity. He bubbled with uncomplicated humour, much of it verbal, as one would expect, but in a young man who was to become such a scrupulous poet, it is surprising to see how clumsy and schoolboyish it could be, endearing but hardly more subtle than the puns with which the Hopkins family loved to amuse each other. Robert Bridges, who understood and forgave so much in his friend, seems never to have found Hopkins as funny as he found himself. But Bridges’s standards were not those of most undergraduates, who were immediately taken by Hopkins’s quirkiness, so that from the beginning he was a social success at Balliol.


Of the twenty new men at Balliol in 1863 at least a quarter were Etonians, and inevitably they initially formed their own clique. But even in an institution as self-contained as Victorian Oxford there were some advantages to coming from outside the charmed circle. When Hopkins arrived in April from a thoroughly unfashionable school, he knew few men in College well, but he was at least unencumbered by a ready-made coterie and in no danger of being thrown into the shadow of one, nor was he reticent about making new acquaintances, as he might have been had he arrived with an established set.


Both the young men who had noticed his amiable manner during the Scholarship examinations became friends of his. Only a month after he arrived at Balliol, Hopkins was seeing a good bit of Amcotts at ‘wines’ given by other undergraduates or as his own guest, and by the end of May he was already referring to him genially as ‘the Genteel Skeleton’ and praising him for the brilliance of his piano-playing and for being ‘the greatest dilettante in the college. He also writes very good poetry.’ The ease with which he made the acquaintance of Amcotts was a pointer to the quality of new friends he sought, but in this case they never progressed to greater intimacy.


To Coles, who did not come up to Oxford until the following year, he became much closer and to him owed his introduction into many of the High Church circles in Oxford, and perhaps the speed with which he got to know Coles’s two closest friends from Eton, Robert Bridges and Digby Dolben, who in turn became, in their different ways, Hopkins’s own best friends.


Both Amcotts and Coles were among the declared High Church party in Oxford spiritual life and both derived from backgrounds of country gentry: Amcotts from a Lincolnshire family of considerable antiquity, noted even in their remote corner of England for being somewhat stiff-necked about their position in county society; Coles from Somerset, where his squarson father held a family living at Shepton Beauchamp. Both young men were members of Oxford circles in which the feelings between the members were rather more fervid than elsewhere. In all these ways they were typical of a good many of the friends Hopkins was to make at Oxford.


‘I do not suppose that life holds anything more enjoyable, except perhaps a successful honeymoon, than an undergraduate’s first summer term at Oxford’, wrote one of Hopkins’s contemporaries at Balliol.3 By coming up in the Easter term, Hopkins had the best of the University year, and he set out at once to make up for his comparative unhappiness at Highgate.


In 1863 Oxford had changed little visually in the half-century since Rudolf Ackermann’s romantic prints of the city and University were published. Dusty trees still lined the mostly unpaved lanes, even such narrow ways as the Turl, and the gowns and robes of undergraduates and senior members of the University out of their colleges gave the drowsy streets the look of aquatints. The ‘river-rounded’ little city was almost as self-contained physically as it had been when its limits were set by medieval walls. True, the countryside no longer lapped up to the grey stone of the colleges, but the city was distinctly marked out like an understated English Carcassonne, its perimeter uninsistently guarded on three sides by the Thames and its tributaries, to be crossed only by toll bridges. To the south, like a gateway to rural England, was Folly Bridge, over which undergraduates had little reason to pass except for riding on the Berkshire Downs, for running with the beagles, or for the lengthy perambulations with which they filled their afternoons. To the east, Magdalen Bridge, the entrance from the London Road, was still only a single track wide between Magdalen tower and the toll booth in the Plain, but it kept at bay the squalid slums of St Clement’s across the Cherwell. Beyond the old city limits on the way to Woodstock or Banbury, the Victorian exuberance of north Oxford was in its infancy, and past Canterbury Road little broke the flat plain between the Cherwell and the Thames except interminable fields of vegetables. To the west, past the new station of the Great Western Railway, was the toll bridge at Osney, where once the monastic centre of Oxford had been, and beyond that lay the straggle of houses that now blurred the clear line between country and town.


The railway station, which still seemed at a safe distance from the centre of the University, was symbolic of the industrialization that was to overwhelm this most romantic of English cities and that was to gobble up much of the countryside that Hopkins feared for. The University had fought successfully for a decade and a half to keep the station out of the city, so that passengers for London had to get on one of the eight coaches that daily drove ten miles south to Steventon to meet the train for Paddington. From 1844 to 1852 a train had been permitted to come to a new station built at Grand-pont, just beyond Folly Bridge; then the Corporation of Oxford, envisioning a new prosperity for the city, independent of the University, agreed to a station on the site of the present one. It was inconvenient enough to satisfy the opponents of the railway, but emblematically it was at last situated within the semicircle of toll bridges, in Oxford itself. For years it was to provoke bitterness in Oxford, and it seemed to the undergraduates, including Hopkins, a particularly offensive example of what was happening to ancient England. Snorting, noisy, dangerous, above all ravenous in devouring rural land, it was as obnoxious as it seemed to Dickens in Dombey and Son.


It would have taken a far more hard-hearted man that Hopkins to resist the grace and symmetry of Oxford as it was when he first went up; his volatile affections, which inclined him to love at first sight, instantly claimed the University and the city in which it was planted: ‘This is my park, my pleasaunce’, he wrote in a love poem to the genius loci. For the remainder of his life it was to remain earthly perfection, a delicate poise of intellect, affection and beauty from which he could feel alienated but for which he never had anything but love.


‘I can not go on describing all Oxford, its inhabitants and its neighbourhood,’ he told his parents, ‘but to be short, everything is delightful, I have met with much attention and am perfectly comfortable. Balliol is the friendliest and snuggest of colleges, our inner quad is delicious and has a grove of fine trees and lawns where bowls are the order of the evening. Sunk below the level of the quad, from which it is separated by a pretty stone parapet, is the Fellows’ garden, kept very trim, and abutting on it our graceful chapel …’.4


Taking up residence in Oxford in the spring rather than in the autumn meant that there was not the normal gap of a term between matriculation and moving into college. The acceleration of social activities habitual to Oxford in the spring and early summer had already begun. Hopkins moved into his rooms at the end of the first week in April, at the beginning of the Easter term, then he matriculated on the 19th of the month. Three days later, in the first long letter to his parents from Balliol that has survived, he was happily and somewhat loftily explaining the arcane slang and habits of undergraduate life as glibly as if he had been in Oxford for years. It inevitably seems premonitory of the pleasure he was to take much later in explaining the cant and customs of the novitiate when he became a Jesuit.


Like many undergraduates, he was full of himself in his anxiety to discourse on his new surroundings, his pleasures and his duties, charmingly jamming his pages with the names of new acquaintances of whom his parents had never heard, particulars of his living arrangements, and details from the timetables of his daily scholastic obligations, to allay the worries of his family that he might not be taking his studies seriously enough. Besides recording his own pleasure, however, in these early letters, he often seems to be stroking his parents’ apprehensions, as if there were a slightly nervous truce beneath the affectionate surface. Gerard was to be the only one of their children who went to the University, and one wonders whether they still had lingering doubts about whether it had been wise to let him do so; his conversion to Roman Catholicism at Oxford three years later must have seemed justification for any misgivings.


Hopkins’s rooms were on the top floor of his staircase, so that the shape of the roof made his ‘cieling’ a sloping one. The inconvenience of running up and down the stairs between lectures was compensated for by the fact that ‘from four of my six windows I have the best views in Balliol, and my staircase has the best scout in the college, Henry’. He had a bedroom, a sitting room, and a cellar, which was useful in giving ‘wines’, but there was neither scout’s pantry nor outer door (the ‘oak’) to ‘sport’ as notice to callers when he wanted to be alone. Rooms were assigned arbitrarily, although it was recognized that wealthy parents could employ ‘methods of corruption with the College butler’ to secure better lodging for their sons.5 (It is almost impossible to imagine Manley Hopkins ‘corrupting’ the butler even if money had been more plentiful in the Hopkins family.) Each new inhabitant took over the battered furniture left in the rooms by the previous resident, paying the scout an exorbitant price for the contents. The standard was about £35 to £40, but Hopkins got his for £18, since it was more than ordinarily decrepit.


According to a writer in Cornhill in 1865, ‘the actual necessary cost of an university education need not exceed 130l. a year; but we must at the same time candidly avow that we should never recommend a young man to go to the university with less than 200l. a year’.6 Hopkins’s Exhibition was worth about £75 annually, which he presumably kept for his own use, since his father paid his college expenses as well as giving him extra money from time to time, although Gerard apparently felt that he received too little and had to resort to heavily joking letters to get more from home.


John Henry Newman, who was in so many matters Hopkins’s arbiter, had written that ‘Almost everything depends at Oxford, in the matter of acquaintance, on proximity of rooms. You choose your friend, not so much by your tastes, as by your staircase.’7 Perhaps out of a slight sense of envy because he had only an Exhibition, rather than a Scholarship, Hopkins turned up his nose at the pair of Scholars living on his staircase. One of them, Edmund Martin Geldart, eventually became one of Hopkins’s best friends, but initially he could see nothing but the physical ugliness of the ‘dreadful and ghastly man’. In his shock at finding him a neighbour, Hopkins described him to his family: ‘His grey goggle eyes, scared suspicious look as though someone were about to hit him from behind, shuddering gait or shuffle, pinched face, in fact his full haggard hideousness, are even now only breaking on me.’ One senses in Hopkins’s final comment the real reason for his initial dislike of Geldart: ‘I would not have had twenty Balliol scholarships to change places with him.’


All his objections to Scholars melted, however, when he met Courtenay Ilbert, who lived below him on the staircase. Ilbert, who became one of the best-known parliamentarians of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was ‘the cleverest man in Balliol, that is in the University, or in the University, that is in Balliol, whichever you like’. He had already won the Hertford and Ireland Scholarships, and he was to win both the Craven and the Eldon Scholarships; two years later he was elected a Fellow of the College. ‘He is also handsome and in fact is an admirable Crichton.’ Best of all, one spring Sunday he shouted up the staircase to ask Hopkins whether he ‘felt inclined for a walk. Of course I was only too much honoured, and we had a pleasant walk to some heights that overlook Oxford and past… Bagley Wood.’ For Hopkins it was the equivalent of the feelings of Ernest Pontifex in The Way of All Flesh when he is taken up by Towneley, the golden, negligent hero of the University. Although there is no indication that their intimacy progressed beyond that first long walk, Ilbert was the personification of what Hopkins held most dear in other men: intelligence, moral fervour, and good looks. Physical beauty was not more important in others than character, but the one often seemed to him a reflection of the other.


Naturally, his first enthusiasms were for the social occasions on which he was meeting his fellow collegians. ‘Wines’ were the commonest form of entertainment: a group of half a dozen men gathered in the rooms of one of them after dinner for an hour or two of conversation and wine. It was rare for anyone to have too much to drink, and more than one of Hopkins’s contemporaries said that he had never seen drunkenness within the walls of Balliol itself. Hopkins suffered agonies of undergraduate embarrassment when one of his aunts was so ill-versed in Oxford usage that she referred to a ‘wine-party’.


Wines were more frequent among undergraduates than breakfasts; usually the latter were ‘commonized’, with several men having their ‘commons’, bread and butter, taken to the rooms of one undergraduate so that they could eat in company without extra expense. A more elaborate breakfast entertainment might consist of hot dishes, omelettes, fish, even roast fowl, served in an undergraduate’s rooms, with the host passing out the food. Breakfasts were also a usual way for the senior members of the College to entertain their pupils. Shortly after he arrived Hopkins was invited to the Master’s lodgings for a ‘“perpendicular,” e.g. a “wallflower” evening’ with stiff conversation, a form of entertainment indigenous to ‘Owsenford’.


The invitations came in so fast that a fortnight after the beginning of term Hopkins was telling his mother with forgivable complacency: ‘At the present rate it appears likely I shall know all Oxford in six weeks. I have not breakfasted in my own rooms for 10 days I think.’ It is pleasant to see that his own rush of social scrambling did not blunt Hopkins’s awareness of the loneliness of some other freshmen. At the very time that he was breakfasting out every morning, he called on an acquaintance, Richardson of Magdalen, ‘whom I found remote, unfriended, melancholy, slow; no one at Magdalen or indeed I think in the whole ’Varsity, as it is called, had called on him. Afterwards I found him in Ch.[rist] Ch.[urch] meadows. We strolled together by the Cherwell.’


Hopkins’s poetry is the plain record of the atavistic appeal he felt in rivers like the Cherwell, in pools, wells, or the sea itself: water, preferably moving, became, as much as for Heraclitus, the symbol of mutable beauty masquerading as permanence, and, conversely, of form transcending decay. As Robert Frost was to say of the motion of contraries in a brook,






    It is from that in water we were from


Long, long before we were from any creature.8








At Oxford Hopkins most often recorded his pleasure in the quiet Cherwell or in the Isis, to give the Thames its local name, as he certainly would have done. Only two days after his matriculation, he made his first expedition on the river with James Strachan-Davidson, who had entertained him the previous evening at a ‘wine’. Hopkins and Strachan-Davidson (who became Master of Balliol over forty years later) went to the upper river, where they ‘took a sailing boat, skulled up and sailed down. We then took canoes. I know nothing so luxuriously delicious as a canoe. It is a long light covered boat, the same shape both ways, with an opening in the middle where you recline, with your feet against one board, your back against a cushion on another … The motion is Elysian.’ Strachan-Davidson’s canoe had shipped so much water that he had to go ashore to bale it out; Hopkins, after congratulating himself on being dry, then found himself ‘washed onto the opposite lee shore’, where he was ‘comfortable but embarrassed, and could not get off for some time. Altogether it was Paradisaical. A canoe in the Cherwel[l] must be the summit of human happiness.’


Hopkins haunted the beautiful rivers around Oxford during his first three years at the University. Canoeing (one of his drawings shows a man stretched out reading a book in a boat; see Plate 5a); endless walks to Iffley or Godstow or Binsey or more far-flung settlements along the rivers; crossing by ferry at Bablockhythe or Marston; sketching the buildings beside the placid streams; swimming at Parson’s Pleasure, the men’s bathing place (‘I think I could save my life by swimming on the river now’, he hazarded that summer after he had been practising): all were testimony to his love of water.


As an undergraduate Hopkins was active physically, but, as at Highgate, he played few games, since he was so small, nor did he even take part in some of the sports on the river that might have been expected. One of the favourite pastimes in the University was rowing. His friend Samuel Brooke of Corpus Christi lamented shortly after he had come up to Oxford of the division of the University into those who rowed and those who did not: ‘At Oxford most of the men boat. The minority are considered fools…. “Are you a boating man?” is the question; if the rejoinder is in the affirmative it is “Hail fellow, well met”. If in the negative, it is scowls and dagger-glances…. There is no sympathy for the calm inoffensive being who harms nobody, and does good to many. However great his charity or his goodness, if he cannot handle a boat or a gun, or eat a good dinner with ease, or talk without stammering, these excellent qualities profit him nothing.’9 Much as Hopkins loved the river, there is no indication that he ever rowed seriously, although his initial delight in canoeing would suggest that he would follow up that occasion. Certainly, he loved swimming, once he felt proficient.


Rugby football was just becoming popular as a University game, and probably he played that a little, in spite of his size, since he knew it well enough after leaving Oxford to play at the Oratory and be injured on the field. According to his contemporaries, there was a good deal of cricket at Balliol, as well as real tennis, racquets, and fives, but again there is no indication that he ever took part in any of them. He was, however, a formidable walker and went for three-or four-hour excursions throughout the Thames valley, not infrequently making an interesting old church or manor house his destination.


In Oxford itself there were less innocent diversions, reflecting a vicious side of undergraduate life often conveniently forgotten. Near Folly Bridge in Christ Church Meadow there was usually a sleazy group of loungers with terriers to whom the undergraduates would pay 6d. to watch the dogs destroy a rat, or slightly more to have a polecat torn to pieces. One of Hopkins’s contemporaries told him of seeing ‘three Ch.Ch. men laughing loudly at a rat with back broken, a most ghastly sight, flying at the dog. He kicked away the dog, put his heel on the rat’s head and killed it, and drove away the crowd of cads.’ It inevitably made Hopkins wonder ‘what would be the just statement of the effects of cruelty to animals, cruel sports, etc.’.10 But he may have been unusual in his concern, for Matthew Arnold appears to have frequented dog fights, and even such a mild man as Sam Brooke recorded without comment having attended a public execution in front of the Oxford gaol ‘to see the sight’ of the hanging.


‘Except for much work and that I can never keep my hands cool, I am almost too happy,’ Gerard wrote to his mother in the middle of his first term at Oxford, then in fear that he might offend her, he added contritely, ‘I hope you will not consider it unkind to say how happy I am, but in fact there are so many companions of my own age and so much liberty to see and do so much, that it ought not to make you think it unkind.’


His prickliness about family criticism was still evident a month later, when he wrote to ‘Dearest Mama’ from the Oxford Union, of which he was a brand-new member: ‘Then if Aunt Katie has not got the letter it is no fault of mine, but the Union’s or the Post Office’s. I posted it like any other letter, here, and put it in a foreign paper envelope directed to Warrington Terrace. If it has gone astray it is a thousand pities, but that is really no fault of mine. After this I cannot write an interesting letter; you have so put me out by your gratuitous blame.’ In the same letter he made enquiries about his aunt Maria Giberne, whom he had failed to meet when she came to Oxford: ‘She is another of the people that make out I do not comply with little requests etc.’ One understands his aunt’s annoyance, since he had failed to think about meeting her until after the College gates had closed for the night, and then had neglected to call on her the following morning. Whether his mother was interfering in his Oxford life or whether his was simply the normal reaction of an undergraduate shaking off home influences, there was clearly some basic lack of understanding between parents and son, a fact worth remembering when considering how he lashed out at his family on the occasion of his conversion three years later. At this early age he was already allowing a glimpse of that slight lack of sympathy with others that is often a component of a morally intense personality.


On first becoming a member of the Union, he used it primarily as a writing room for the sake of sending letters on its notepaper; he never took part in its debates, and gradually he seems to have appeared there less and less. In any case, it was part of an innocent Balliol affectation in those years not to take part in Union debates, reserving that kind of activity for College societies in which the level of intelligence was thought to be higher.


When Hopkins went up to Oxford, Balliol was a college undergoing profound change. There was already no doubt of its intellectual eminence, and nearly everyone who attempted the difficult task of ranking colleges put it at the top of the heap; New College, Christ Church, University and Corpus Christi were usually among the runners-up, but there was a startling unanimity about the preeminence of Balliol, and nowhere was its superiority more evident than in the study of ‘Greats’ (Literae Humaniores). In the seven years beginning in 1860 there were approximately 150 men in residence in the College, and of those 99 read Greats, and 35 took Firsts in Finals.11 The tutors of Balliol were generally regarded as the intellectual élite of the University and completely devoted to teaching. The result was that ‘a small Oxford College, with slender resources and undistinguished buildings, produced year after year in numbers disproportionate to its size men who were outstanding in the most varied walks of life: philosophers, historians, statesmen, ecclesiastics, ambassadors, viceroys, civil servants, lawyers, writers, headmasters and heads of colleges, athletes and sportsmen’.12 To tell the truth, the last two categories were far from outstanding, but there was good intellectual reason why its matriculation examinations were generally known as the most difficult of all those in Oxford.


In 1863 it also had a fame, almost notoriety, for its theological position, since it was the wellspring of Broad Church or Liberal religious ideas. Although most Victorians were only too aware of the dangers to conventional religion of Broad Church thinking, it is not easy today to be specific about its content, for it was more a negative idea than a formulation of tenets. Its essence was a defiance of traditional definition or categorization, and the exemption of no subject, however sacred, from examination in the light of reason. Modern advances in scientific and critical investigation were to be applied to dogma and Scripture. Traditional teaching of the Church Fathers was finally of less value than the test of recent human experience: postulations about eternal damnation, for example, were not to be taken literally since there was no proof of them, and common sense about such matters was more important than faith. In its denial of the numinous as a guide, it was, of course, the ultimate refutation of the sense of unbroken historical continuity of truth from Christ’s lifetime to the nineteenth century, which the Oxford Movement had worked hard to promote. Broad Church thought was so concentrated in Balliol that its very name seemed like a pun on the site of the College in Oxford’s Broad Street.


At the heart of the College was Hopkins’s first tutor, Benjamin Jowett, the best known of the classicists in the College, perhaps in the University, and certainly the outstanding member of the Broad Church party, who thus united in his own person two of the most prominent aspects of Balliol. A decade earlier he had been defeated in the election for the Mastership of the College, and he had not yet quite consolidated a working majority of the Fellows, but he was easily their most conspicuous member. (It was the election of Hopkins’s acquaintance Courtenay Ilbert as Fellow in 1865 that finally gave Jowett the majority in College meetings that he needed to wield undisputed power.)


Jowett was Regius Professor of Greek, but his religious opinions had made him seem so dangerous to the High Church party, centred in Christ Church, that for eight years he had been shamefully kept from receiving more than about a tenth of his proper stipend by his opponents, who were responsible for its payment. To a few close friends Jowett displayed a dogged fidelity, but to the world he often turned a glacial imperturbability, an aspect of his manner that was no doubt responsible for much of the antagonism and mean-spiritedness he raised in his opponents. It was not until two years after Hopkins arrived at Balliol that some financial reparation was made to Jowett for the withholding of his stipend.


What had contributed most to the odour of brimstone that hung around Jowett was his contribution to Essays and Reviews, a volume of Liberal theological essays that appeared in 1860, only a year after The Origin of Species, and that seemed to complete the destruction of the bases of traditional Christianity begun in Darwin’s book. Two of the other seven contributors had been formally charged in the Court of Arches with heresy, and though their original conviction was reversed, the mud stuck. Jowett himself was denounced to the court of the Vice-Chancellor of the University on the same charges, which were dismissed within a month or so after Hopkins’s arrival. It was understandably a difficult time for Jowett, but his misleadingly unemotional manner apparently kept Hopkins from appreciating what was going on in his tutor’s mind.


With his natural inclination to High Church beliefs, Hopkins would not seem the ideal pupil for Jowett, but they appreciated the excellence of each other’s intellects behind beliefs with which they could not sympathize. Jowett must have admired the single-mindedness of his new pupil when he applied himself to his studies. In turn, Hopkins could hardly have helped being impressed by the devotion of Jowett to the instruction of his pupils; he made a practice of seeing each of the approximately ninety members of the College individually at least once a week, even those undergraduates who were not his pupils; it must have seemed to their tutors that he was exceeding his mandate. He was almost single-handedly responsible for the importance of Plato in the classics curriculum, he brought a passion to the study of Greek that made most of his colleagues seem pedantic by comparison, and he introduced Hopkins to Hegel and Kant.


A particularly lively account of the life of a typical Oxford undergraduate contemporary with Hopkins says that the ‘day after his arrival he has an interview with his tutor, who talks about his reading, puts him into some lectures, and gives him a little general advice, which he probably does not adopt’.13 Shortly after his own arrival, Hopkins breakfasted with Jowett: ‘when you can get him to talk he is amusing, but when the opposite, it is terribly embar[r]assing’. Jowett outlined what he expected each week of his new pupil: ‘There is service in chapel at eight; at nine or ten lectures begin; these are over at one, and the afternoon is free; then, at four or five, there is chapel again; and after that dinner.’ 


Hopkins was told to go to lectures by James Riddell on Aeschylus and Homer, by Edwin Palmer on Aeschines and Virgil, by ‘Oily’ Smith in algebra, by Jowett himself on Thucydides, by E.C. Woollcombe in divinity, and to two evening classes a week devoted to the composition of his weekly essay, ‘alternately Latin and English … When I called on Jowett, he advised me to take great pains with this, as on it would depend my success more than on anything else.’ Jowett warned him in dismissal, ‘to be careful to have no debts beyond at latest the end of term’. Hopkins carefully copied down the formidable timetable in his diary, but when he wrote on his schedule the following year, there was a noticeable omission of many of the earlier morning lectures.


The combination of academic and highly practical everyday advice was characteristic of Jowett, who had a shrewd idea of the value to the College of both pupils whose intelligence marked them out for academic success and those born to positions that made it worthwhile grooming them for a larger life outside Oxford. He was said to have as sure an eye for a promising undergraduate as a Yorkshireman has for a fast horse. In his own defence Jowett said that ‘anyone who tries to get hold of young men of rank or wealth must expect to be accused of snobbishness, but one must remember how important it is to influence towards good those who are going to have an influence over hundreds or thousands of other lives’.14 He apparently thought well of Hopkins but made no special efforts for him except in his studies; in the event he was proved correct in his estimate of his pupil’s future when he became an obscure Jesuit priest, a name not to be remembered out of the College.


Despite respecting his own father, Hopkins clearly did not feel close to him and occasionally became artificial in manner when they had to communicate: one of the sins that he recorded for confession was his mockery of Manley Hopkins, and it is quite possible that he was in part seeking a surrogate father in his tutor. If so he was disappointed. One suspects that Jowett found it particularly difficult to be close to his pupils and that the chill of his manner was adopted to conceal the hauteur of heart that underlay it. After his death Thomas Arnold wrote of the first biography of Jowett: ‘It is touching to observe how much he was beloved by a host of friends, to all of whom indeed, so long as they did not make what he called “a mess of life”, he was truly affectionate and “serviable”. On the unfortunate and perplexed he turned a cold unpitying eye; failure, or what he deemed such, awakened not his censure only, but his dislike.’15 Indeed, W.H. Mallock thought that one poor pupil, a Scotsman, had lost his faith through Jowett’s scepticism and cut his own throat with a razor in Port Meadow, and that Jowett, unperturbed, preached the funeral sermon.* There is no evidence that Jowett either censured or disliked Hopkins, and he recommended him enthusiastically many years later to University College, Dublin, for a chair in classics. All the same, he had always maintained that it was a man’s duty to remain in the Church of his birth, an opinion he regarded as particularly appropriate in the case of young Oxonians contemplating submission to Rome. It is unlikely that Hopkins’s conversion moved his position on the matter.


To maintain his timetable of seeing each undergraduate once a week, Jowett would entertain at breakfast, or at solitary wines where the younger man sat on the opposite side of the fire from the silent tutor, or by taking long walks. There are many stories told of how during the latter, as well as in tutorials, he would let hours pass without making a single spontaneous remark to his terrified companion, which of course provoked an intolerable desire on the part of the undergraduate to say something, anything, no matter how banal. Jowett was reputed to listen in silence to the babblings of the young man, then on reaching Balliol once more, he would fix a stare on him and advise him to cultivate his conversational powers. It is small wonder that many junior members of the College would go to extreme lengths to avoid being alone with him. In his obituary in the Jesuits’ private periodical, Letters and Notices, it is said of Hopkins that ‘the views of … Dr Jowett, seem to have contributed to his abandonment of Anglicanism’,16 but it is improbable that either Jowett’s theology or even his manner had much to do with it.


Hopkins’s first contact at Balliol with Broad Church principles presented him with serious problems, since they were so different from the High Church ones of his family, as well as from his own innate conservatism. Nevertheless, he seems to have been attracted to them for at least a short time. Few details remain of what was surely a not too serious flirtation, but a year after coming to Oxford he warned a friend of the dangers of Liberalism, of ‘doing what I once thought I could do, adopt an enlightened Christianity’.17


What was far more consistent with his temperament as we know it was his reference in his first weeks in Oxford to having wine with half a dozen other young men who were more traditionally minded than most of the College. Their host on the occasion was Frederick Gurney, whose family was friendly with that of Hopkins; he was an attractive man some three years older than Hopkins and a leader of an undergraduate High Church society, the Brotherhood of the Holy Trinity. Among the others in the rooms that evening was Amcotts, A.E. Hardy, whose father became first Earl of Cranbrook, and William Addis, who was to be one of Hopkins’s closest friends at Oxford (after Hopkins’s death he claimed to have known ‘him in his undergraduate days far better than any one else did’).18 ‘These,’ Hopkins wrote, ‘and some others (among whom I humbly hope to be enrolled), represent the High Church section at Balliol.’ Addis had a remarkable later religious career full in equal part of conversions and recantations, but at this time he had gone no further than to put aside the non-conformity of his boyhood for Anglican principles, which were to be changed in turn for Roman Catholic ones immediately after Hopkins’s conversion. One of Gurney’s friends, Samuel Brooke of Corpus, came in after the wine had begun, ‘and played the piano gorgeously’; this was apparently Hopkins’s first meeting with Brooke, a nervously High Church young man who was to become closely associated with him in several undergraduate Anglo-Catholic societies. Disillusionment with Brooke soon set in, and Hopkins said that in spite of seeing him a great deal, ‘He is of course a very clever man, but very strange and bigoted.’ Brooke’s diaries of this period are among the most detailed, if slightly detached, records we have of the undergraduate life of Hopkins.


After the wine had broken up, ‘Gurney and several others went to Liddon’s lecture (one of a series on the first epistle to the Corinthians) delivered at S. Edmund’s Hall. Gurney took me. The lecture, I need scarcely say, was admirable. Liddon, perhaps you do not know, is Pusey’s great protégé and is immensely thought of. After lecture, tea and coffee, while Liddon goes round chatting. Gurney introduced me, and I shall now go every Sunday evening. Is not that “exceeding one’s most sanguine expectations”?’


Henry Liddon, whose acquaintance Hopkins made that evening with such satisfaction, was more influential on the younger man and his faith than any other priest in the Church of England. At the time he was Vice-Principal of St Edmund Hall and he had also retained his Studentship at Christ Church, where he was closely associated with his mentor, Dr Pusey. He was a good theologian whose real contemporary reputation derived from his spell-binding lectures and sermons. Decades later one of his auditors remembered his series of Lenten discourses in the University Church as clearly as if they had been delivered only a few weeks before:




Can we ever forget them? The swarms of undergraduates, herded in galleries, in deep rows, or crowded into every nook and corner on the floor … the mighty hush of expectation; and then the thrill of that vibrant voice, vehement, searching, appealing, pleading … we lived on the memory of it till next Lent came round, and then we were all there again; the same scene enacted itself, the same voice pleaded with us for our souls. So from year to year in our weak, boyish hearts, the flickering flame of faith was saved from perishing under the gusty tumult of the perilous times.19





It is hard to imagine oneself back into the company of those who were so compelled by his talks, for most of the adjectives used to describe him have lost their urgency in our century: thrilling, impetuous, beseeching, hypnotic. The slight distaste for him that a modern reader may feel comes less from what he was than from the feelings he inspired in others, and inevitably the easiness of their praise makes its object faintly suspect. As the chronicler of his career wrote reverently in the Dictionary of National Biography, ‘He bent himself in his sermons to exclude originality of idea; he spent himself in the effort simply to prove and to persuade. And to this effort everything in him contributed – his charm of feature, his exquisite intonation, his kindling eye, his quivering pose and gestures, his fiery sarcasm, his rich humour, his delicate knowledge of the heart, and his argumentative skill.’ But perhaps it is not fair to hold a man responsible for his admirers.


Liddon was one of the most popular men in Oxford, and the crowds of undergraduates who ‘stood ranked thick on each other’s toes, in huddled S. Mary’s, to catch every word of the ringing voice’ were attracted as much by his flamboyant personality as by his theology. One of his young followers wrote a series of sonnets to him, and there was a general jostling for invitations to accompany him on his long afternoon walks, on which he would discourse earnestly of Christian morality as it applied to his undergraduate companions. The Sunday chapel requirements of most colleges could be met by attending services elsewhere, and many of his congregations were made up of High Church enthusiasts from all over Oxford, Hopkins among them, although in time the charm began to wear thin for him.


It was even more exciting to talk to Liddon privately than to hear him on the podium or in the pulpit, for he brought the whole force of his personality to bear upon undergraduates, treating them like equals intellectually. While most Oxford clerics indicated their calling simply by wearing a white stock, Liddon dressed the part. With his ‘face of almost faultless beauty’, dark eyes glittering above a dazzling white Roman collar, a black cassock, and broad belt, he resembled a handsome and worldly Latin ecclesiastic more than a provincial Anglican clergyman. In his diary he wrote his own account of the evening on which Hopkins was first introduced to him: ‘My lect in evening very full attended indeed. Much interesting talk afterwards. The Balliol element steadily increasing’.20 Since Hopkins was apparently the only newcomer to the lectures from Balliol, we can assume that Liddon had noticed him especially and marked him out for the intimacy that was to characterize their future friendship. It was not a bad beginning for a young man making his way in the High Church world.
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* It is worth remembering that Mallock so disliked Jowett that he skewered him as Dr Jenkinson in his mordantly witty ‘novel’, The New Republic. Probably the story is an embroidery of Jowett’s tactless sermon on an undergraduate who had committed suicide, in which he said that there were times in a man’s life so hopeless that it was perhaps better to leave it than to continue one’s misery. Not that it is a much more attractive aspect of Jowett revealed, but there is no suggestion in it that the unfortunate young man was driven to desperation by Jowett himself.
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