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How does Hopkins combine the themes of nature and religion in his poems?

Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889) was a poet and a priest. In his poems, he shows how the
beauty of the natural world—like trees, birds, and skies—points to the glory of God. For
Hopkins, every leaf, bird’s flight, or sunset is a sign of God’s love and creativity. Here we will
discuss how he mixes these two themes of nature and religion in his poems.

Nature as a Mirror of God’s Beauty: In “Pied Beauty,” written in 1877, Hopkins thanks God
for creating a world full of colorful things. The poem starts with the line:

Glory be to God for dappled things.

Here,

“dappled”

means spotted or mixed—like a cow with black-and-white patches, a sky with clouds, or a
colorful rainbow. Hopkins calls these things “pied beauty” (mixed beauty). Hopkins suggests
these things reflect God’s genius. Even things that seem ordinary, like chestnuts or farmland,
become special because God made them. Here, Hopkins uses nature to praise God’s creativity.

Majesty of God in Nature: Hopkins often sees God’s power in the movements of nature. In
“The Windhover” (1887), he describes a falcon flying with strength and grace. He is amazed by
how skillfully the bird moves, controlling the wind as if it is completely free. To Hopkins, the
bird’s flight is not just an impressive sight; it is a symbol of Christ’s power and sacrifice. The
beauty and strength of the falcon remind him of how Christ suffered but remained powerful
and glorious. Here, nature (the falcon) becomes a way to talk about religious ideas like sacrifice
and God’s majesty.

Nature Teaches Us About Life and Death: In “Spring and Fall,” published posthumously in
1918, a young girl named Margaret is sad because the leaves are falling from the trees in
autumn. Hopkins tells her that her sadness is not really about the leaves—it is about death
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itself. He writes,

It is Margaret you mourn for.

Just as leaves die every year, all humans must die one day. But Hopkins, as a priest, also hints
that this sadness has a purpose. Just like spring follows winter, Christians believe in life after
death. The poem uses the cycle of seasons (nature) to explain a religious idea: that death is
part of God’s plan, and there is hope beyond it.

Suffering to Spiritual Growth: In “Felix Randal,” written in 1880, Hopkins talks about a
blacksmith, Felix Randal, who dies after a long illness. At first, Felix is strong like a horse—
“hardy-handsome.” However, sickness makes him weak. Hopkins does not see this as
meaningless. Instead, he says Felix’s suffering brought him closer to God. The poem ends by
comparing Felix to a broken tool that has been repaired by God’s grace. Here, the natural world
(the blacksmith’s body) and religion (God’s grace) work together to show how pain can lead to
spiritual healing.

Nature and Religion to Hopkins: Hopkins believed that God is everywhere in nature. For
him, a poem was like a prayer. By describing a sunset or a bird’s flight in detail, he was
praising God. He wanted readers to see the world as he did—a place where even the smallest
things are filled with divine meaning.

In conclusion, Hopkins’ poems are like windows into a world where nature and religion are
inseparable. Whether he is writing about a falcon, autumn leaves, or a dying man, he finds
God’s presence in all of it. His message is simple: if we look closely at nature, we will see it is
not just trees and birds—it is a love letter from God.


