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The Swiss psychologist Carl Jung described a 
collective unconscious that exists in all people. The 
collective unconscious, Jung believed, was a store
house of primordial thoughts, images, and experi
ences - what he called archetypes. The pursuit of love 
has been a universal archetype in humanity from its 
beginning, the highest love being that which is un
selfish, detached, and given freely. Gerard Manley 
Hopkins' poem, "God's Grandeur," finds fulfillment 
of the universal desire to be loved unconditionally. 
The poem's symbols, word choice, and meter reflect 
and help illustrate the poem's central theme. Though 
the world is infused with the glory of God and Christ 
offered His body to be crucified, mankind does not 
live in awe of God, but imposes darkness on itself 
by running endlessly. Even so, despite humanity's 
shortcomings, God is most capable of perfect love and 
embraces the world anyway. 

"God's Grandeur" is filled with symbols that 
help to express the pain of the world's darkness and 
the happiness of knowing that God loves the world 
even though people forget Hirn. The opening lines 
refer to God's ongoing act of creation and the sacrifice 
of Christ. In line one, Hopkins refers to the world 
as "charged" by the glory of God. The phrase "is 
charged" conjures images of electricity or a spark and 
implies that the world is continuously vitalized by 
the energy that God infused into the universe at the 
moment of creation. In lines three and four, Hopkins 
uses the symbol of olives, which reached their high
est value in biblical times when they were squeezed 
to make oil, to represent Christ. Hopkins describes 
God's grandeur as "gathering to a greatness, like the 
ooze of oil / Crushed" (3-4). Christ made the deepest 
impression on humanity when He offered His body to 
be 0 crushed" at the crucifixion. 

After presenting symbols that appreciate the awe
someness of God, Hopkins uses contrasting symbols 
to emphasize mankind's error of forgetting God and 
the emptiness that results. Hopkins uses the destruc
tion of the natural world to symbolize the emptiness 
of spirit when the world focuses on work and money: 
"And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with 

toil; / And wears man's smudge and shares man's 
smell: the soil / Is bare now, nor can foot feel, ):,eing 
shod" (6-8). The natural world is literally "smeared" 
and wears the "smudge" of man's industry, to the 
point that even the "soil" is "bare." But Hopkins also 
uses this image to symbolize the spiritual damage that 
occurs when a person is endlessly pursuing worldly 
goals. Preoccupied, man does not pause long enough 
to contemplate God or feel the "bareness" of his own 
spirit. He cannot see that his feet went from being 
free to "shod" (8), or wearing shoes. Just as feet with 
shoes cannot feel the earth, a soul always distracted 
loses its closeness to God. 

In the concluding sestet, Hopkins uses bright 
symbols of the natural world to express the idea that 
despite man's shortcomings, God still loves the world 
unconditionally. After describing the destruction of 
the natural world and the emptiness of man's spirit, 
Hopkins declares that "nature is never spent" (9) and 
"There lives the dearest freshness deep down things" 
(10). Though humanity is capable of great error, we 
can never destroy our inner nature, which reveres 
God. In lines 12 and 13, Hopkins uses the sun to 
symbolize hope. Though the sunlight "off the black 
West went" (12), at dawn, the sunlight "eastward 
springs" (13). Even though people impose darkness 
on the world and themselves, there is hope, because 
God's love for humanity is as sure as the rising of 
the sun. In the final two lines of the poem, Hopkins 
uses the symbol of the bird to describe God's care for 
the world. God, over the world, "broods with warm 
breast and with ah! bright wings" (14). Hopkins uses 
the image of a bird, nesting over her young, keeping 
them warm and embracing them with her wings, to 
describe God's unconditional love for mankind. 

To help bring his symbols and ideas to life, Hop
kins creates a cacophony to symbolize the darkness 
of man's error in separating himself from God. In 
the first octave, where Hopkins describes humanity's 
error in not appreciating God, the words are dis
pleasing and bring negative images to mind. Hop
kins describes the "ooze" (3) of oil and God being 
"Crushed" (4). The phrase "have trod" (5) is repeated 
three times, and the world is "seared," "bleared," and 
"smeared" (6). The world bears man's "smudge" and 
"smell" (7), and humanity is so caught up in its "toil" 
that it can't feel being "shod" (8). The images these 
words conjure up are of darkness, stains, stench, de
struction, shackles, and restlessness. Hopkins selects 
words whose sounds and connotations reflect the 
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darkness in the absence of contemplation of God. 
In the final sestet, which expresses the steadiness 

of God's love, Hopkins creates euphony. Hopkins 
uses words such as "dearest," "freshness," and "deep 
down things" to describe how humanity's goodness 
cannot be destroyed. Words and phrases such as 
"lights," "morning," and "eastward, springs" (11-12) 
are used to express hope. When Hopkins likens God 
to a bird caring for her young, he uses words and 
phrases such as ubroods," "warm breast,n and "ah! 
bright wings" (14). These words invoke images of 
cleansing, light, warmth, comfort, rejuvenation, and 
hope. Hopkins selects words that are beautiful and 
have pleasant connotations. 

In a similar way, Hopkins uses meter to help illus
trate the main themes of the poem. In the first octave, 
when Hopkins describes God's glory and man's er
ror in not remembering Him, the meter of the sonnet 
deviates from iambic to emphasize the awesomeness 
of God and dark images associated with pain. The 
third line, where Hopkins describes God's grandeur 
as gathering "to a greatness, like the ooze of oil" is 
twelve syllables, breaking from the usual ten syllable 
iambic pentameter line. Perhaps this is to further 
the image of "oozing" oil. Where there should be a 
soft beat in the iambic pattern, line four begins with 
"Crushed." After a drawn out third line, the reader 
is stopped suddenly by the meter on the word that 
represents the crucifixion of Jesus. "Crushed" is fol
lowed by another strong beat with the word "Why" 
(4), to emphasize Hopkins' question of why man does 
not heed and respect God. Hopkins' spondaic foot 
focuses the reader's attention on two important ideas, 
Christ being "Crushed" and "Why" man does not 
heed and respect His wishes. 

The remainder of the octave continues to devi
ate from iambic pattern to emphasize the destruction 
of the natural world, symbolic of the emptiness of 
the human soul. Hopkins uses an almost overstated 
iambic pattern in "have trod, have trod, have trod" 
(5), which can literally sound like footsteps, to give 
the allusion of mankind's continuous running. Words 
such as "seared" and "trade" carry strong beats, 
and a spondaic foot describes the world as "bleared, 
smeared" (6) because of humanity's constant "toil." 
The meter of the sonnet's first eight lines, combined 
with the selection of unpleasant sounding words, is 
chaotic and irregular, reflecting the chaos of mankind 
running after worldly goals. 

In the concluding sestet, which expresses joy in 
God's unconditional love, the meter is still irregular, 
but the beats are softer and fall on more pleasant 
words. While the irregular beats make the first octave 
seem almost choppy, the final sestet has extra femi-

nine beats that make it seem smooth and beautiful. 
In the first line of the sestet, Hopkins rejoices because 
though man forgets God, "nature is never spent" (9). 
Meter and alliteration emphasize the words "nature" 
and "never," giving strength to the idea of God's per
manence. Hopkins goes on to use smooth phrases 
such as "dearest freshness deep down things" (10), 
"morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs" (12), 
and "warm breast and ah! bright wings" (14). Hop
kins does not keep a perfect iambic pattern, but the 
octave has flowing style and emphasizes euphony. 
This more relaxed and soft pattern reflects the poten
tial deep peace of humanity if we were to slow down 
and reflect on God. 

"God's Grandeur" finds fulfillment of mankind's 
universal desire for unconditional love. The symbols, 
word choice, and meter used throughout the poem 
help to illustrate the poem's central idea. Though the 
world turns its back on the glory of God, God con
tinues to embrace and soothe the world. Dark and 
painful symbols, an unpleasant cacophony, and an 
irregular meter help to illustrate the pain and great 
error in humanity turning its back on God. Similarly, 
beautiful symbols of the natural world, euphony, and 
smooth, flowing meter add to the poem's rejoicing in 
God's unconditional love for the world. 

Editor's Note: This is a literary analysis paper written for 
English 252. 
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