“The Windhover” by Gerard Manley Hopkins
This is another petrarchan sonnet. The octet celebrates the beauty and mastery of the windhover. Hopkins tries to capture the inscape and instress of the bird in its natural habitat. He uses many of his familiar techniques in order to do this. The result is a very unique and distinctive poem.

In the sestet, the focus changes. Hopkins reflects on the significance of this beautiful bird. He compares the beauty of the bird (which he has gone to such extremes to capture) to the beauty of Christ. It is worth remembering that Hopkins dedicated this poem to Christ. In this regard, it becomes almost prayer-like, a celebration of Christ, and a celebration of the magnificence of all of his creations.

There is a very obvious spiritual dimension to this poem, and the intensity of his emotions is clear to see. This poem complements “Spring” (with its choice of theme and its style) and, to a slightly lesser extent, “Inversnaid”.

The Poem:

I caught this morning morning's minion, king-

    dom of daylight's dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding

    Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding

High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing

In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing,

    As a skate's heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding

    Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding

Stirred for a bird, – the achieve of, the mastery of the thing!

Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here

    Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion

Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!
     

   No wonder of it: shéer plód makes plough down sillion
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,

    Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermilion.
	I caught this morning morning’s minion, king-
dom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding 
Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding 
High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing 
In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing, 
As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding 
Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding 
Stirred for a bird,—the achieve of, the mastery of the thing! 


Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here 
Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion 
Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier! 


No wonder of it: sheer plod makes plough down sillion 
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear, 
Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermillion. 
	In the octet, Hopkins describes the windhover in intricate detail. As is his custom, Hopkins is trying to capture the inscape and instress of his subject. It is very clear from his descriptions that he has great admiration for the windhover, and that he considers it to be master of its environment. His descriptions suggest that this bird is a perfect specimen of the supreme beauty of nature. His use of register is very telling. He describes the bird as both “morning’s minion” and as “kingdom of daylight’s dauphin”. Hopkins tries to capture the movement of the bird as accurately as possible, as it hovers, soars and swoops through the sky. He uses both alliteration, compound words, enjambment and sprung rhythm in order to articulate his vision of the instress of the falcon. He also introduces a simile of a skate proscribing an arc on the ice in order to capture the movement of the bird. In the last line of the octet, Hopkins is no longer content with simple description. He gives voice to his admiration and hints at his sense of pride for the birds mastery of its own environment. 
Unsurprisingly, the sestet is much more reflective. The falcon is imbued with a new spiritual dimension. As beautiful as the bird is, it pales by comparison with Christ. Hopkins draws the reader’s attention to the beauty and bravery of the bird and again notes his pride as he bears witness to this majestic sight. However, he feels that this pride and beauty must give way to the greater glory that is Christ. This glory is a billion times more beautiful than that of the bird. In saying this, Hopkins addresses his comments to Christ, referring to him as his chevalier, a knight, this adds a prayerful tone to this poem. 

In the final three lines, Hopkins makes use of two separate metaphors to capture the glory of god that is hidden within the falcon. In the first metaphor, he uses an agricultural metaphor. It is like digging into the stale, dull soil, and revealing its inner beauty. In the second comparison, he talks of the embers of a dying fire, and how these embers may give way to reveal a beautiful, glowing flame. 

For Hopkins, it is obvious that the beauty of nature is a reflection of the greater glory of god. God transcends nature, and gives even the most ordinary things an intensely spiritual dimension. 


Form

The confusing grammatical structures and sentence order in this sonnet contribute to its difficulty, but they also represent a masterful use of language. Hopkins blends and confuses adjectives, verbs, and subjects in order to echo his theme of smooth merging: the bird’s perfect immersion in the air, and the fact that his self and his action are inseparable. Note, too, how important the “-ing” ending is to the poem’s rhyme scheme; it occurs in verbs, adjectives, and nouns, linking the different parts of the sentences together in an intense unity. A great number of verbs are packed into a short space of lines, as Hopkins tries to nail down with as much descriptive precision as possible the exact character of the bird’s motion.

“The Windhover” is written in “sprung rhythm,” a meter in which the number of accents in a line are counted but the number of syllables does not matter. This technique allows Hopkins to vary the speed of his lines so as to capture the bird’s pausing and racing. Listen to the hovering rhythm of “the rolling level underneath him steady air,” and the arched brightness of “and striding high there.” The poem slows abruptly at the end, pausing in awe to reflect on Christ.

Commentary

This poem follows the pattern of so many of Hopkins’s sonnets, in that a sensuous experience or description leads to a set of moral reflections. Part of the beauty of the poem lies in the way Hopkins integrates his masterful description of a bird’s physical feat with an account of his own heart’s response at the end of the first stanza. However, the sestet has puzzled many readers because it seems to diverge so widely from the material introduced in the octave. At line nine, the poem shifts into the present tense, away from the recollection of the bird. The horse-and-rider metaphor with which Hopkins depicted the windhover’s motion now give way to the phrase “my chevalier”—a traditional Medieval image of Christ as a knight on horseback, to which the poem’s subtitle (or dedication) gives the reader a clue. The transition between octave and sestet comes with the statement in lines 9-11 that the natural (“brute”) beauty of the bird in flight is but a spark in comparison with the glory of Christ, whose grandeur and spiritual power are “a billion times told lovelier, more dangerous.”

The first sentence of the sestet can read as either descriptive or imperative, or both. The idea is that something glorious happens when a being’s physical body, will, and action are all brought into accordance with God’s will, culminating in the perfect self-expression. Hopkins, realizing that his own heart was “in hiding,” or not fully committed to its own purpose, draws inspiration from the bird’s perfectly self-contained, self-reflecting action. Just as the hovering is the action most distinctive and self-defining for the windhover, so spiritual striving is man’s most essential aspect. At moments when humans arrive at the fullness of their moral nature, they achieve something great. But that greatness necessarily pales in comparison with the ultimate act of self-sacrifice performed by Christ, which nevertheless serves as our model and standard for our own behavior.

The final tercet within the sestet declares that this phenomenon is not a “wonder,” but rather an everyday occurrence—part of what it means to be human. This striving, far from exhausting the individual, serves to bring out his or her inner glow—much as the daily use of a metal plow, instead of wearing it down, actually polishes it—causing it to sparkle and shine. The suggestion is that there is a glittering, luminous core to every individual, which a concerted religious life can expose. The subsequent image is of embers breaking open to reveal a smoldering interior. Hopkins words this image so as to relate the concept back to the Crucifixion: The verb “gash” (which doubles for “gush”) suggests the wounding of Christ’s body and the shedding of his “gold-vermilion” blood.

