Sample discussion essay response
Topic: Are the themes of Gerard Manley Hopkins’s poems still relevant today? What do you think? Discuss your ideas with reference to at least two of his poems.

Hopkins was a 19th century British poet and a priest who wrote verses from a young age. He had a great fondness for the natural world. Many of his poems take nature as the starting point for developing ideas about aging and death. In the poems, ‘Spring and fall’ and ‘Binsey poplars’, he also wrote about the preservation of natural landscapes. He could be seen as an early conservationist. While the language in the poems may seem old-fashioned and difficult to some modern readers, the themes are modern and relevant today.
For example, in the poem, ‘Spring and fall’, a young child has become sad about the falling of leaves in her favourite grove of trees. It begins with the adult asking, 

Margaret, are you grieving
Over Goldengrove unleaving?’
Therefore Hopkins shows the child’s feelings through the eyes of an adult who has seen Margaret’s reaction. Through a series of questions, the poet develops the idea that nothing lasts forever and that aging and death are a source of sorrow for all human beings.

The change of seasons is also a common theme in many modern poems. In her 2003 poem, ‘Autumn, leaving’, Deb Westbury reflects on the death of a loved person. She finds comfort in the idea that trees will quietly change colours, lose their leaves in a sudden gust of wind and expose the serenity of the evergreens on the landscape. Westbury believes calm will be restored to nature and to the human spirit. Life will go on.

Hopkins, on the other hand, seems to be taking a view that people are doomed to suffer. The sadness of childhood is a sign of things to come.

Now, no matter child the name:

Sorrows springs are the same.

His poem contains the voice of authority. There is a strong father figure in ‘Spring and fall’. There is a religious undertone. In the poem he says that sadness is the ‘blight man was born for’. This idea of original sin, derived from Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden, suggests all people are doomed to suffer – an idea that may not appeal to modern readers. 

It is possible that a modern poet, through the eyes of a mother and child, might have discussed these issues in a gentler way, encompassing the feelings of both adult and child, leading therefore to a sense of optimism. Westbury’s modern poem, for example, has a spiritual feeling but allows the human spirit to triumph and appreciate the joys of the new landscape. I believe a modern reader would prefer this view.

It is true some of Hopkins’s ideas on nature, for example, in the wonderful ‘Binsey poplars’, have a very modern theme, namely preservation of the natural world and its importance for the environment. Hopkins takes the idea further however, because the patterns of the natural world are seen as a way to stay in touch with God. 

Whatever the religious views of the readers, they can easily admire the poetic language of ‘Binsey poplars’. He makes up interesting words to assist the rhyme, for example, ‘delve’, ‘unselve’. Hopkins writes ‘All felled, felled, all are felled’, to describe the destruction of the trees. Its branches he describes as ‘airy cages’ which ‘quelled/Quelled or quenched in leaves the leaping sun’. He uses vivid imagery, metaphor and onomatopoeia to emphasise his love for his ‘aspens dear’ which were chopped down,
Not spared, not one

That dandled a sandalled

Shadow that swam or sank

On meadow and river and wind-wandering weed-winding bank.

Consequently, I believe his poetry is uplifting and enjoyable for any modern reader with a love of poetic language and a love of nature. His poems and their themes are relevant today, even if the ideas reflect the views of a 19th century minister of religion observing natural landscapes.
