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God is Great

A New Critic Analysis of 

Hopkins' Poem Entitled God's Grandeur
In God's Grandeur, Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1899) spins a highly condensed description of how God forgives, nurtures, and protects humanity in spite of our transgressions against God's creation, Earth. That is the main theme. In his endeavor, Hopkins speaks through the persona of a devout Catholic and uses traditional poetic devices, including much imagery, a deliberate tone or attitude, as well as tension, and other technical features, to lead readers to his final point of view, which is: God is Great.

 Overall, the poem deals with a Jungian collective unconscious type of universal theme. From a holistic perspective, the topic of discourse is the constant tension between what people by necessity of being mortal owe to themselves versus what they perceive they owe to God. To ensure preservation of our species, we must strive to survive individually; however, we also rationalize that God expects us to preserve Earth in its original pristine condition, or at least to avoid interfering with natural processes. The poem contradicts this latter assumption by presenting the cost of self-preservation as just another aspect of "God's Grandeur." We could therefore take this poem as a lesson to dampen over-zealous environmentalists. The poem presents a bridge joining two opposites of a theological argument. It makes us understand that whatever we do to God's world is a consequence of God having created us with such a strong imperative to survive. The poem expresses in metaphorical terms that our compulsion to do wrong is as much a part of the Grandeur of God as everything else. This seemingly dichotomous condition is the ultimate source of the poem's tension.  The pivotal point of resolution of the tension is in the final two lines when the poem tells us everything is okay because the Holy Ghost is there. In the catholic catechism, the symbolic tongues of fire emanating from the Holy Ghost induced the Apostle's epiphany, the enlightenment that sent them to die preaching Christianity. In the poem, we are the subjects of intellectual as well as spiritual enlightenment.

I would describe the speaker's attitude in this poem to be one of a person experiencing "awe of God." The speaker is obviously impressed by God's presence in everything but mostly by God's omni forgiving nature. The tone of the speaker's voice, although somewhat excited, is mostly one of consistently quiet statement. The speaker is virtually whispering his revelations to us until the burst of exclamation in the closing lines. The language we hear is that of a devout Catholic; however, it is not solely the poet himself speaking directly, it seems to be the persona of a detached observer looking at the world from the outside and wondering about its relationship to God. The speaker strives to avoid the usual mini drama approach. Ironically, that seems effectual, considering how we begin reading this poem biased by the knowledge that the poet is a Jesuit. The choice of words sometimes seems complicated or convoluted; however, they do set the right mood for this poem to deliver its message.

After a few readings of the poem, which is full of imagery, "certain metaphysical and moral premises" (Young, 1993) inevitably jump out at us from the page. However, according to New Critic rules of analysis we must ignore considering that the poet may be overly devout, even the fact that Hopkins was a Jesuit priest with a leaning for Tractarianism, and we must simply appreciate the logic of what the poem is saying. In fact, we must not think that the poet is trying to provide us with any logic or reasoning at all. New Criticism means the poem per se is making a statement, and the message that we receive is what we read into that statement. New Criticism demands that we, at least initially, overlook that this poem may simply be Hopkins expressing his own "mythic fantasies and wish-fulfillments" (Young, 1993). However, the whole business of New Criticism seems to end in self-defeating rhetoric. The poem suggests that the motivation for humankind to destroy the world and rebuild it in more self-serving ways is the hidden hand of God's Grandeur. The way Hopkins, the Jesuit priest poet, assembled facts in his poetic statement inevitably pushes us into seeing what he wants us to see. Therefore, if we are to accept seeing the hand of God behind everything like the poem urges us to, we surely must also acknowledge noticing the hand of the poet behind the poem. 

The poem is in a conventional sonnet form. The rhythm, although counterpointed and unique in certain ways, is not too unusual. This particular poem seems more like simple free verse than the rejuvenated old English metric system that Hopkins dubbed "sprung rhythm" in other works. Whatever the correct stereotype of the metre, it nevertheless seems more natural to read the poem out loud, like a sermon...and yet, the voice does not strike us as that of a preacher. There is a very clever almost Machiavellian calculation in this. The persona seems to want us to believe what he says not only because he is saying so but because we believe it. That is pure missionary work of the order we might expect from a trained Jesuit.

Hopkins' structuring of the poem seems highly deliberate; it is difficult for a New Critic to say with honesty that the poem is ever wholly independent of the author, a standard rule-of-thumb for New Critic analysis. However, we can separate the poem into segments of emphasis and apply line-by-line analysis to those. The sonnet in fact contains three quatrains as the body of the poem and a couplet for the closure. The first two quatrains form an octave. The complete arrangement facilitates criticism. 

 The first line of the first quatrain reminds us that God is in everything and everything "oozes" with the power of God. This belief in an omnipresent, omnipotent deity is an essential part of the Catholic credo. This is no surprise considering the spiritual demeanor of the speaker or persona of the poem. The second and third lines define God as a force that we can experience from time to time, because the force "flames out." This figure of speech means the same as if God suddenly winked at us from inside an object. The imagery of "shook foil" is appropriate, because if we take a sheet of tin foil and shake it, we will see sudden bursts of light. The image of oozing oil means that God permeates everything; God's Grandeur, the force of God has seeped into all of the nooks and crannies of the World, just as oil does.  There is a  link between that imagery and that of the sparkling foil; it becomes clear when we realize the poem is presenting us with the force of God that permeates everything (oil has oozed into everything during God's eternity) and which from time to time we catch a glimpse of (when the foil bends just right). The imagery does involve electricity; however, only in the sense that it also is invisible in its normal, non-stimulated state and very potent when activated. The fourth line is rather confusing, perhaps deliberately so, to make us pause and think. What is it exactly that is "crushed"? The clue is in the rest of the line wherein appears the complicated word "reck", which at first seems like another of Hopkins' neologisms; however, Mirriam-Webster's Online Dictionary provides the correct detonation of the word "reck", defining it as old English meaning "to take heed." It has the same relevance as "reckon with", or simply "fear." (Mirriam-Webster) Because it is God's rod or power that we should be reckoning with or fearing, the line effectively means: But the world seems destroyed so why do we humans not fear God's revenge? This is where we can start reading in, as a logical answer, because God is not angry, even our destructive tendency is part of God's Grandeur.

As a continuation of the octave, the second quatrain expands on the situation set up by the last line of the previous quatrain by belaboring the point that humankind, even by the late 19th Century when Hopkins wrote this poem, appears to have altered the Earth dramatically, in an effort to scrape a living from the rocks. Humankind has even changed itself; we now wear shoes instead of moving around unshod like natural animals. Alternatively, perhaps the allusion to being shoeless is to show how far we have come from Adam and Eve, who were of course totally naked to begin with. All in all, the poem professes that we have blemished the Earth's natural condition with our activities and we have even insulated ourselves against the Earth.
The third quatrain shifts from the built up negative tension of the opening octave by reminding us that nevertheless, in spite of our best efforts at being at our worst, the force of God is still there. Nature will always exist deep down, no matter what we do to the surface of our World, materially or spiritually. The analogy of darkness falling but morning bringing back the light points out that we cannot wish God away, God's benevolent force will always reappear after any cycle of doom and gloom. The world is cyclical, so is life, but not God, the omnipresent eternal force.
The voyage of our logic flow through four quatrains full of contradictory possibilities ends in the last two lines of the poem with what Christians might call a shout of Alleluia! ("ah! bright wings") In this closing couplet, which is a fulcrum or turning point, God's force reappears to us in the form of enlightenment from The Holy Ghost, the most earthly part of the Trinity by which Catholics define incorporeal God. The Holy Ghost is there because God still nurtures the damaged world and protects it; in fact, God never ceases to do so. God's "grandeur" is not only the span of God's reach, or how wonderful God is, it is also God's forgiving nature; this is an alternate subtle interpretation of the crucial word "grandeur" that seems evident in the poem. God has an endless capacity to grant forgiveness to humankind. Professor R.V. Young of NCSU made a profound statement when he wrote, in the context of refuting classic arguments against New Criticism, "...the evil that men do is not attributable to the sinful will of the individual; it is rather an intrinsic and hence inevitable result of physical existence."  This line of thinking applies specifically to Hopkins' poem as a logical reasoning for why although humans have "trod, trod, trod" over God's creation, God's Grandeur still forgives them in the last two lines of the poem. 
Survival means adaptation, change and therefore destruction to rebuild things in ways that work better for us. God's rightful expectation, we assume with our limited human intellect, is to keep the world in status quo, with only the dynamics within his creation effecting any change, in other words, natural causes. There lies the conflict between Man and God that, according to the poem, we are lucky God's "grandeur", that is to say God's immense grace, resolves peacefully for us by God's continuing to nurture and protect the world. The last two lines of the poem of course say that, and they are the denouement, the moment of tension, the pivoting point as well as the conclusion that make the entire poem worth uttering. Hopkins' main theme is that God is Great, and no matter what humans do to the world, God will always be a part of its very substance, and nurture and protect it, because God will always forgive humankind no matter what we do.
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Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889)

God's Grandeur

The world is charged with the grandeur of God.
It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;
It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil
Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod?

Generations have trod, have trod, have trod;
And all is seared with trade: bleared, smeared with toil;
And wears man's smudge & shares man's smell: the soil
Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.

And for all this, nature is never spent;

There lives the dearest freshness deep down things;
And though the last lights off the black West went
Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs —
Because the Holy Ghost over the bent
World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.
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