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Shape nothing, lips; be lovely-dumb:

It is the shut, the curfew sent

From there where all surrenders come

Which only makes you eloquent.

– ‘The Habit of Perfection’
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Introduction

The aim of this book is to examine a number of cross-sections between the poetry and thought of Gerard Manley Hopkins and the philosophy of Martin Heidegger. While neither writer ever directly addressed the other’s work – Hopkins died the year Heidegger was born, 1889, and Heidegger never turns his thoughts on poetry to the Victorians – a number of similarities between the two have been noted, but never fleshed out. I intend to explore these meeting points.

The germ of this book, however, was not laid in the reading of a passim reference. Rather, I found that as I read each author, at different times and for different purposes, I had the same very physical reaction to both. This reaction was what I can describe as a fluttering and then a heaviness in the chest that was both frightening and energizing at the same time. This similarity of reactions to the two authors confounded me, and I set out to explore it. Upon researching both poet (and Jesuit priest) and philosopher, I believe I have found a number of points at which they ‘meet’, and that these states that cross-sect, that intersect for a moment and then move on in their separate ways, were the reasons for my physical reaction.

I believe this cross-section can be read through Hopkins’ inscape and instress and around Heidegger’s reading of both appropriation (Ereignis)1 and the fourfold (das Geviert). These expressions (along with a number of others key to both authors) are defined below, but what I initially found in my reading, and what resurfaces again and again, is the importance of anxiety. Anxiety is what I believe was the chest-fluttering I felt (and still feel) while reading these two authors. By anxiety what I mean is a removal from the everyday, a sense of unsettledness, questioning, and division. These are states that both Hopkins and Heidegger address directly in conjunction with inscape and Ereignis, instress and Geviert, and they are states that function as points of departure and return throughout the book.

What is not intended here is an explication of Hopkins via Heidegger. While this kind of linear exegesis has its uses, my focus lies elsewhere. What I propose is an approach based more on a twoway street. By this I mean that there is a strong mutual relationship developed between the texts. While there was no actual feedback between Hopkins and Heidegger, here they appear in tandem; I will not only use Heidegger to illuminate passages of Hopkins, but also, and perhaps more importantly, the reverse.

The main thrust of each of the chapters that follows is a reading of Ereignis where it functions, through both its incorporation and negation, as an access point into the fourfold. This reading is fleshed out through reading poems ranging throughout Hopkins’ career, along with Heidegger and those that have engaged Heidegger, such as Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Jacques Derrida, Avital Ronell, Jean-Luc Nancy, and many others. My readings develop from the strength of an ambiguity in Hopkins that is sheltered, allowed to be, and even held forth. This ambiguity is what in part causes the anxiety described above, and this text hopefully has the ability to step towards this ambiguity, however fitfully.


Chapter 1

Inscape and Ereignis

For most of his life Hopkins wrote without any real hope of publication. ‘The Wreck of the Deutschland’ and ‘The Loss of the Eurydice’, two of his major poems, were rejected by the official Jesuit organ Month, and Hopkins felt he had no right, as a Jesuit priest, to seek publication elsewhere (White, 1992, pp. 258–9; 298). A lack of literary venue meant that Hopkins felt no real need to leave a detailed exegesis of his new poetical concepts, such as inscape and instress, for a non-existent extensive readership. This has left scholars to piece together literary definitions from fairly personal sources: his poetry (sent to a few of his friends), letters (which are actually quite extensive), notebooks, journals and sermons.

Perhaps the most comprehensive attempt at a collation of references Hopkins makes to the concept of inscape is W. A. M. Peters’ 1948 Gerard Manley Hopkins: A Critical Essay towards the Understanding of His Poetry. Peters believes Hopkins to have coined the word inscape to represent the individuality of objects of perception, the essence of what makes one thing this thing and no other. Peters foregrounds both the individuating and typifying aspects of inscape on the first page of his study, thereby stressing the importance of how inscape is both the particular in a thing (that which separates) and the unifying (that which enjoins). The first definition of inscape that Peters offers is

the unified complex of those sensible qualities of the object of perception that strike us as inseparably belonging to and
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