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Whether or not the influence of Gerard Manley Hopkins can be seen in the poems of 
Dylan Thomas continues to be a hotly contested issue, with some critics taking it for granted 
even as others remain resolute in denying its existence. This article will attempt to shed some 
light on the matter by examining five selected poems of Thomas.  Analysing these poems will 
allow for specific instances of the posited influence to be shown and compared to Hopkins’ 
work. These poems are: “Over Sir John’s Hill”, “Poem In October”, “Altarwise By Owl-
light”, “A Winter’s Tale” and “In Country Heaven”.  The poems to be examined will be taken 
from the revised 2003 edition of The Poems of Dylan Thomas, edited by Daniel Jones, and 
the original 1918 edition of The Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins, edited by Robert Bridges.  

Introduction 
 

The idea that the poetry of Dylan Thomas must have been influenced by the works of 
Gerard Manley Hopkins was one that occurred intuitively when reading Thomas’ “Poem in 
October”.   The two poets seemed to share a fondness for creating a rich, densely packed 
network of sounds, making extensive use of devices such as onomatopoeia, alliteration, 
assonance and consonance; this density sometimes goes hand in hand with obscurity. Both 
are known for their inventiveness with language; for example, the free creation and use of 
unusual compound words and the taking of words out of their usual categories in order to 
make verbs out of nouns and so on.  There was also an apparent similarity in rhythm, in the 
use of religious themes, language and imagery. In particular, there was a tendency to infuse 
the natural world, its objects and its inhabitants, especially birds, with a ritual and religious 
significance. Indeed, many specific words, phrases, lines, images and ideas in the works of 
one poet seemed to recall something in the other, although their counterparts are rarely 
identical. The fact that both were Welshmen writing in English, and the fact that Hopkins’ 
posthumous influence was making itself felt in English poetry generally during the period of 
Thomas’ youth (the first edition of The Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins was published in 
1918, and the second, which had a greater impact, in 1930), suggested that at least some of 
this similarity was the result of direct influence.  

This impression was reinforced after reading critical works as well as more poems by 
both authors. However, although the claim of influence is supported by many critics, strong 
objections have been raised by others, not least by Thomas himself during his lifetime. When 
examining the critical history of the problem, it is interesting to note that Hopkinsian 
influence was taken for granted and referenced casually by some early critics of Thomas. For 
example, Philip Blair Rice wrote in 1939 that “Of the poets, the young Welshman Dylan 
Thomas is the most gifted and original, despite his frequent reliance upon Hopkins and the 
early Auden” (Rice 109). On the other hand, others such as Henry Treece made detailed 
analyses, only to provoke denials from Thomas himself. Critics who concur with the poet’s 
position include Ralph Maud, who states: 

How convenient it would be if what we learned in reading Hopkins, the 
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favourite candidate for the general influence on the poet, could be readily 
applied to Thomas. But the similarity between Thomas and Hopkins is only 
superficial. (Maud 4) 

The question of influence remains disputed, although one of the latest critical works 
on Thomas at the time of writing, John Goodby’s The Poetry of Dylan Thomas: Under the 
Spelling Wall,  also seems to take it as a given when he states “Hopkins became more, not 
less, prominent in Thomas’s work.” (Goodby 388). Thomas was notably less reticent when it 
came to acknowledging the influence of other poets such as Yeats, whose imprint sometimes 
made Thomas uncomfortable as he felt that it detracted from the originality of his work. 
Kristin Searfoss, in her 1990 thesis, quotes Donald Hall, who recollects a comment made by 
Thomas about his villanelle, “Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night”. Thomas claimed 
that he did not like this poem “because I didn’t write it”, going on to state that “The language 
came from Yeats.” (Searfoss 30) He is not known to have made any such comment on the 
imprint of Hopkins, although it may be argued that this was either a deliberately disingenuous 
omission (Thomas’ biographer, Constantine Fitzgibbon (242), does not hesitate to accuse him 
of lying about his “lackadaisical” reading of Hopkins) or the result of the poet failing to 
discern a deeply internalised influence.  

Analyses of five poems 

Although the five poems selected for analysis here cannot be said to constitute a 
representative sample of Thomas’ work, they are taken from different stages of his life and 
career, and provide evidence that a definite Hopkinsian influence was present right from the 
beginning (“Altarwise By Owl-light”) and had grown even stronger by the end (“In Country 
Heaven”). 

1. "Over Sir John's Hill" 

           One symbol of sacramental nature, and specifically of its power and beauty, that 
Thomas and Hopkins have in common is the bird of prey. In one of Thomas's most overtly 
Hopkinsian poems, "Over Sir John's Hill" (Thomas 232), nature is observed through a point 
of view that is religious, albeit unorthodox. The hawk is reminiscent of Hopkins' falcon, 
identified with Christ, in "The Windhover" (Hopkins 29). Both are presented as magnificent 
and elevated but brutal beings: the hawk is called "the loft hawk", its "viperish fuse hangs 
looped with flames under the brand / Wing" and it eliminates its prey in a "flash". As for the 
falcon, its motion, beauty, brutality and dangerous nature are praised ecstatically by Hopkins: 
"the achieve of, the mastery of the thing!", "Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, 
plume, here / Buckle!..." and "a billion / Times more lovelier, more dangerous" (Hopkins 29).  
Both are associated with fire, with the hawk being described as being "on fire", whilst a great 
fire "breaks from" Christ or the falcon. Just as the falcon is identified with Christ, the hawk is 
depicted as a divine instrument: it calls for its prey to "Come and be killed", to which the 
latter's response is "Come let us die". It is a prophesied bringer of God's judgement: 

                              I open the leaves of the water at a passage 
                              Of psalms and shadows among the pincered sandcrabs prancing 
                              And read, in a shell, 
                              Death clear as the buoy's bell: 
                              All praise of the hawk on fire in hawk-eyed dusk be sung,  
                                                                                                                   (Thomas 232) 
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The hawk is not portrayed as being cruel, but merely as fulfilling its preordained purpose in 
the sacred order of things. Searfoss (78) observes that "Here, Thomas has put Hopkins' idea 
of inscape into action." Hopkins' concept of inscape can be defined as the distinctive pattern 
perceived in nature, by the artist; the species of the individually distinctive beauty; the 
individual quality of the object is revealed in its characteristic actions. Thus, "The hawk is 
merely being a hawk...this particular hawk will later be worthy of praise because he has 
performed the task meant for him." 

             Also in this poem, the concept of the poet as a priest pleading with and interceding 
with God, ubiquitous in Hopkins, is present in the form of the narrator (the "young Aesop") 
and also of the "saint" heron.  They are content merely to observe and narrate the incident at 
first, but they move on to judge the sparrows and explain why they were killed: "It is the 
heron and I, under judging Sir John's elmed / Hill, tell-tale the knelled / Guilt." The next stage 
is an attempt to intercede on behalf of "the led-astray birds whom God, for their breast of 
whistles / Have mercy on," (Thomas 232). Finally, the priest's funerary functions are 
performed as the heron sings a requiem and the narrator listens and remembers to honour the 
memory of the dead, just as Hopkins the priest continued the tradition of Welsh poets as 
singers of praises, elegies and commemorations of the dead in works such as "The Wreck of 
the Deutschland" and "The Loss of the Eurydice". 

                                   The heron, ankling the scaly 
                                   Lowlands of the waves, 
                                   Makes all the music; and I who hear the tune of the slow, 
                                   Wear-willow river, grave, 
                                   Before the lunge of the night, the notes on this time-shaken 
                                   Stone for the sake of the souls of the slain birds sailing.  
                                                                                                                 (Thomas 233) 

This is not, however a Hopkinsian ending, as redemption is found within nature and through 
the cycle of life rather than through an appeal to God above. 

            Another characteristic of this poem that is reminiscent of Hopkins' work is the manner 
in which long chains of words are put together to create a dense fabric of sound and meaning. 
Thomas never fully articulated his reasons for this practice, but Searfoss (70) quotes Hopkins' 
statement on the matter: "To every word meaning a thing and not a relation belongs a passion 
of prepossession or enthusiasm which it has the power of suggesting or producing but not 
always or in everyone." Examples in the poem include instances of adjectives piled on 
adjectives, such as "the fishing holy stalking heron" and "the shell-hung distant / Crystal 
harbour vale". Welsh metrics can also be identified in the poem, which makes use of syllable 
counts rather than stress-based English metre. Although there is variation in the length of 
lines within each stanza, corresponding lines across different stanzas tend to have the same 
number of syllables. For example, the first line of each stanza has five syllables, whereas the 
sixth line of each stanza consists of a single monosyllabic word.  Thomas also makes use of a 
variation on the cynghanedd, called cynghanedd sain. The cynghanedd sain is characterized 
by internal rhyme. If the line is divided into three sections by its two caesuras, the first and 
second sections rhyme, and the third section repeats the consonantal patterns of the second. A 
modified version of this can be seen in lines such as "Daws Sir John's just hill dons" and "We 
grieve as the blithe birds". 

            The free manner in which the second line of the second stanza ends with "jack-", 
cutting the word "jackdaws" in half so that the next line begins with "Daws", is likely to be 
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the result of Hopkins' influence, as it calls to mind the first two lines of "The Windhover": "I 
caught this morning morning's minion, king / dom of daylight's dauphin..." Another possible 
reference or tribute to Hopkins is the proximity of the words "flash" and "crash" in "The flash 
the noosed hawk / Crashes", echoing "In a flash, at a trumpet crash," from the poem "That 
Nature is a Heraclitean Fire." The final line of "Over Sir John's Hill", "Stone for the sake of 
the souls of the slain birds sailing," recalls the alliteration found in the second line of "The 
Windhover": "[king-]Dom of daylight's dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Fal-".   

             Onomatopoeia is a favourite feature of both poets, as both wanted their poems to be 
read aloud and appreciated for the sound.  It is demonstrated here by the use of words such as 
"squawk", "crack", "dilly dilly", "cluck", "whispering" and "hoot", just as Hopkins in "Duns 
Scotus' Oxford" makes use of "Cuckoo-echoing". Thomas demonstrates his linguistic 
inventiveness by deriving a verb "swansing" from the noun "swansong", just as Hopkins in 
"The Loss of the Eurydice" creates the verb "gully", presumably from the noun "gully".  
Another one of the techniques for which Hopkins is known is the creation of (hyphenated) 
compound words, such as "dapple-dawn-drawn", "rook-racked" and "neighbour-nature". 
Thomas makes similar coinages in this poem, such as "shell-hung", “dab-filled”, “wear-
willow” and "led-astray".  

            Finally, it must be pointed out that as this poem is far more obviously Hopkinsian 
than most of Thomas' other work, it may be an instance of deliberately obvious imitation, and 
may thus have little bearing on the question of Hopkinsian influence on Thomas in general. 
This is a practice for which Thomas is known, with the famous example of his villanelle "Do 
Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night" having been cited earlier. With reference to Hopkins 
and "Over Sir John's Hill", Goodby (397) draws our attention to the phrases "the gulled birds 
hare / To the hawk on fire.../ In a whack of wind", as well as similar lines in another Thomas 
poem, 'In Country Sleep": "And high, there, on the hare-/Heeled winds...", all of which "ask 
to be compared with Hopkins's ‘The Windhover’”, and specifically to the lines “in his riding/ 
Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding/ High there, how he rung upon 
rein of a wimpling wing”. Walford Davies argues in favour of the idea that this is an 
intentional tribute, rather than the ‘slavery’ that is influence: “Thomas actually echoes 
Hopkins only in his last poems – in the relationship of the hawk in ‘Over Sir John’s Hill’ and 
its borrowed phrase ‘high there’ [sic] from ‘The Windhover’ – where the echo is in intelligent 
tribute, not slavery.” (Davies 12). Here, Davies makes an error in attributing the phrase “high 
there” to “Over Sir John’s Hill”. It is in fact found only in the first stanza of the second part 
of “In Country Sleep”. (Thomas 230)  

2.  "Poem in October" 

              "Poem in October" contains a number of Hopkins-like usages that strike the reader 
even before an attempt is made at analysis. Examples include "mussel pooled", "a springful 
of larks in a rolling cloud", "the lark full cloud" and "singingbirds". The final stanza has an 
interjection that would not be unusual in Hopkins: "O may my heart's truth/ Still be sung". 
Thomas again makes liberal use of compound words, some of which differ visibly from the 
usual English compounds (including those created by Hopkins) in that they are neither 
hyphenated nor written as a single word. Instances of this include "mussel pooled [shore]" 
"heron / Priested [shore]", "net webbed [wall]", "rain wringing [wind]", "sea wet [church]". 
However, despite appearing different on the page, both poets' compounds have similar 
origins, natures and functions. Searfoss (60) traces their origins to Old English and the 
Germanic roots of English, stating: 
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Like the Anglo-Saxon kenning, Hopkins' and Thomas' compounds have the 
effect of both circumventing and pinpointing the essential meaning and 
significance of a thing or idea....The “heron / Priested shore” is, at face value, 
a shore with a bird. But the bird is a heron associated with holiness in Thomas, 
hence the modifier ‘priested.’ Thomas' compound suddenly becomes full of 
the significance of his sacramental view of nature. 

A similar example from Hopkins is "wet-fresh windfalls of war's storm" from "To What 
Serves Mortal Beauty" (Hopkins 61). 

           Another prominent verbal feature in Thomas' poem is the frequent use of gerunds as 
adjectives, such as "rolling / Cloud", "whistling / Blackbirds", "rain wringing / Wind", 
"dwindling harbour", "listening / Summertime". These instantly bring to mind Hopkins and 
especially "The Windhover", in which the same phenomenon occurs in "rolling level" and 
"wimpling wing" alongside several instances of gerunds being used as nouns, such as "his 
riding...striding" (Hopkins 29).  

            Bird imagery is used prolifically in this poem and throughout Thomas' work (for 
example, the hawk in "Over Sir John's Hill"). There is the heron with its priestly function, the 
seagull and rook, the water-birds and "the birds of the winged trees", larks, blackbirds and 
owls. This reveals a strong similarity to Hopkins, who uses bird imagery extensively in 
poems such as "The Sea and the Skylark" (“I hear the lark ascend”), "As Kingfishers Catch 
Fire”, "The Caged Skylark" (“dare-gale skylark”), and "Duns Scotus' Oxford" with its 
"Cuckoo-echoing", "lark-charmed" and "rook-racked" city.  

              There is a parallel to be found in the way the birds are used. In "Poem in October", 
they initially occur as part of the scenery, for example the "seagull and rook". Later, they 
appear to represent the poet's emotion of the moment, with the "springful of larks" and the 
"whistling/ Blackbirds" representing Thomas' lyrical joy. In the fourth stanza, as the mood 
grows more nostalgic and reflective with images such as "Pale rain over the dwindling 
harbour", brown owls are introduced in a natural manner to describe the colour of buildings 
rising out of the mist. Similarly, in Hopkins' "The Caged Skylark", the bird in its habitual 
place comes to stand for Man and his emotions of being trapped in his "bone-house, mean 
house," (Hopkins 31).  

                  Sacramental nature is represented in "Poem in October" by the holy heron as well 
as the "parables of sun light / And the legends of the green chapels" and the "mystery" that 
"Sang alive / Still in the water and singingbirds." Nature as a whole seems to be conveying 
the mystery of God to the poet, just as Hopkins perceives Christ in “The Windhover”, as well 
as "Hurrahing in Harvest" with "the azurous hung hills are his world-wielding shoulder" 
(Hopkins 31) and “The Starlight Night”, in which the starry sky is a “piece-bright paling” that 
“shuts the spouse / Christ home, Christ and his mother and all his hallows.” (Hopkins 26-27) 

3. "Altarwise by Owl-light" 

             "Altarwise by Owl-light" is the title of a sequence of ten highly obscure inverted 
(with the sestet preceding the octave) Petrarchan sonnets that, in the words of John Goodby 
(260), "is one of Thomas's limit-texts, pushing the early style to the verge of what he, 
himself, felt was self-parody and eliciting the most ingenious of all critical explications of his 
work." He goes on to state that “The opening sonnet has been justly celebrated as the apogee 
of Thomas's mesmeric monstrosity." The sonnets can be interpreted with the aid of the 
verbal, aural and visual patterns present, again reflecting Thomas' love of words and their 
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sound and his consequent tendency to weave these into a dense fabric, a tendency held in 
common with Hopkins. Although a unified interpretation is difficult to make, they depict a 
journey through time and space that passes through many experiences, held together partly by 
the central figure of a "gentleman", who represents the poet as a Christ figure, and partly by a 
common biblical current. Indeed, although some parts of the sequence appear blasphemous, 
the theme of Sonnet VIII with its crucifixion scene, in which the narrator presents himself as 
a modern witness to the crucifixion, is “reverentially Christian” (Knieger 623).  

The lines have a fairly regular syllabic count, ranging from ten to twelve syllables, 
reflecting Hopkinsian or at least Welsh influence. There are several references to Hopkins in 
these sonnets, and at least some of these must have been made consciously. For example, 
"half-way house", which occurs in the first sonnet, is the precise title of a Hopkins poem. 
Sonnet I also includes other Hopkins-like compounds such as "halfway winds" and 
"Christward shelter", whilst Sonnet IV has "boneyards", which are evocative of Hopkins' 
"bone-house" from "The Caged Skylark" (Hopkins 31). The compound "manwax" occurs in 
Sonnet VI and is reminiscent of Hopkins' "mansex" from "The Bugler's First Communion" 
(Hopkins 44). The phrase “Jack Christ”, as used in Sonnet VIII is highly Hopkinsian, and this 
use of “Jack” is part of what Henry Treece used to “clinch” the argument that would so upset 
Thomas. There are many instances of “Jack” in Hopkins, but Thomas’ usage is most 
reminiscent of the last three lines of “That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire”: “I am all at once 
what Christ is, since he was what I am, and / This Jack, joke, poor potsherd, patch, 
matchwood, immortal diamond, / Is immortal diamond.” (Hopkins 68) 

             The tenth sonnet, which concludes the sequence, contains the phrase "ship-racked", 
which is similar to Hopkins' "is the shipwrack then a harvest" from stanza 31, line 8 of "The 
Wreck of the Deutschland" (Hopkins 21). It also includes the word "rude" in the last line: 
"My nest of mercies in the rude, red tree." Here, the word may refer to the "rudeness" of a 
possible phallic interpretation of "red tree". At the same time, however, "it is also the Anglo-
Saxon rood or cross, which fuses with the "red tree" of the phallus..." (Goodby 271). 
Certainly, both readings seem simultaneously appropriate, as the cross may be associated 
with mercy and salvation, and this is only to be expected in a sequence whose opening lines 
"put Genesis and the genitals into manic alignment." (Goodby 260) 

                  In "Carrion Comfort", Hopkins makes a similar play on the word through the use 
of another alternative spelling, "rod": "why wouldst thou rude on me / Thy wring-world right 
foot rock?" and "I kissed the rod." (Hopkins 62-63) The poem is addressed to "Despair", so 
the first instance ("rude") may be interpreted as Despair placing a burden (its "wring world 
right foot rock") on the speaker's neck, thus giving him a figurative cross to bear (as the 
idiom goes). The second instance provides a cross that acts as a counterbalance to this burden 
(just as Despair seems to be a facet of God in the final lines): the cross that, when kissed, 
allows the speaker to lap "strength", steal "joy”, "laugh, cheer". This reading of "rod" may 
also be applied to "God's Grandeur", which asks "Why do men then now not reck his rod?" 
(Hopkins 26). This may refer either to men not acknowledging God's authority (with "rod" in 
its normal sense of a long stick or cane) or to men not acknowledging God's sacrifice on their 
behalf (with "rod" in the sense of "cross"). This latter meaning is also clearly expressed in 
Thomas' short poem "The Rod Can Lift Its Twining Head", alongside the idea of the rod as a 
cane or weapon: "The rod can lift its twining head / To maim or sting my arm," and 

                                   For death is friendly to the man 
                                   Who lets his own rod be 
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                                   The saviour of the cross who can 
                                    Compel eternity.  (Thomas 275) 

4. A Winter's Tale 

                 "A Winter's Tale" is a poem whose most obvious influences are Keats, Yeats and 
Shakespeare (Goodby 398), but references to Hopkins are also in evidence.  Daniel Schwarz 
(90) observes that the final line of the tenth stanza, "By the believer lost and the hurled 
outcast of light," is "probably a deliberate echo of Hopkins' ‘Pitched pitch of grief’ in his 
sonnet ‘No Worst, There Is None’.  He goes on to discuss the divine nature of the bird 
portrayed in the poem, associating it with Christ and with the Holy Spirit, and pointing out 
that "perhaps the most prominent poetic influence upon Thomas' association of a bird with 
divine revelation is Hopkins' own version of the convention of a poet responding to a bird's 
vitality: ‘The Windhover,’" (Schwarz 92).  

However, there is another possible association that Schwarz does not make. In the 
fourteenth stanza, the lines "A she bird rose and rayed like a burning bride. / A she bird 
dawned, and her breast with snow and scarlet downed.", when taken together with the idea of 
the bird as the Holy Ghost, interaction (depicted sexually here) with whom can lead to 
salvation, the fact that the bride is warm ("burning") despite the snow on her breast, and the 
fact that "the wings glided wide", offering comfort and protection in envelopment, are 
reminiscent of Hopkins' words in "God's Grandeur": "the Holy Ghost over the bent / World 
broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings" (Hopkins 26), an echo of an image found 
in Milton's Paradise Lost : 

                Thou from the first 
                             Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread 
                             Dove-like sat'st brooding on the vast abyss, 
                             And mad'st it pregnant... (Book I, lines 19-22) 

The theme of “A Winter’s Tale” is, as a whole, closer to the norm of Christian 
orthodoxy than is usual in Dylan Thomas, although the sexual imagery and the femininity of 
the “engulfing bride” still make it unconventional. The bird is equated with Christ or the Holy 
Spirit (the two interpretations are not contradictory because of the nature of the Christian 
trinity) and the poem is compared to “traditional devotional literature”, with “recognition of 
man’s need” being “the essential first step to salvation” and the bird as conveying Christian 
grace by Schwarz (85-98).  Through man’s prayer, nature itself becomes sacramental, with 
the “drifting bread” and “the cup and cut bread…in the muffled house” being transformed 
into what the critic calls the Eucharistic “bread white hill over the cupped farm” (Schwarz 
89). “Eucharist” refers to the sacrament of Holy Communion, in which the worshipper 
partakes of the body and blood of Christ, which are represented by bread and wine (the 
doctrine of transubstantiation claims that these objects literally become Christ’s flesh and 
blood when blessed). The Holy Grail is the blood of Christ, carried in a cup, (thus “bread 
white hill over the cupped farm” includes both body and blood), and therefore the man in the 
poem attains a salvation that is at once both holy and sexual. This use of conventional 
doctrine takes this poem closer to Hopkins’ work in terms of the interpretation of the 
sacramental theme, and fits in well with the Hopkinsian imagery of the bird and the “pitch of 
grief” or “outcast of light”.  

This sacramental theme is assisted by sacramental portrayal. Goodby (333) argues 
that “Many poems rely on frameworks which might be called ceremonial; the  separate, 
carefully nested temporalities of “A Winter’s Tale”, for example, …All these effects yield a 
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ritualistic, performed utterance and are set against the ever-present threat of silencing.”  
These temporalities can be found in lines such as “the snow blind twilight”, “Once when the 
world turned old”, “till the flame of the cock crow” and “the river mouthed in night”.  

This poem also has a densely woven web of sound, and the assonance created by the 
repeated use of “o” sounds  in the first two stanzas (“snow”, “over”, “floating”, “frozen”, 
“folded”, “cold”, “snow”, “owl”, “folds”, “frozen” again, “”hold”, “Flocked”, “smoke”, 
“house”, “cowl”, “told”) helps generate musicality. There are many examples of compounds 
in Thomas’ usual style (“log bright light”, “snow blind love”), as well as alliteration (“And 
his nameless need bound him burning and lost”). 

5. “In Country Heaven” 

“In Country Heaven” is a poem that Thomas intended to include as part of a projected 
longer work, together with other parts including “In Country Sleep”. He never finished it, but 
it has been published as an incomplete poem. In a broadcast on 25th September 1950, Thomas 
outlined his intentions for the sequence, stating that it would feature God, who,  

on top of a hill in heaven, weeps whenever, outside that state of being called 
his country, one of his worlds drops dead…And, when he weeps, Light and his 
tears glide down together, hand in hand. So, at the beginning of the projected 
poem, he weeps, and Country Heaven is suddenly dark.” (Thomas 302) 

This poem makes heavy use of interjections, which Thomas added during the process 
of revision. One example is the phrase in parentheses after the opening line: “Always when 
he, in country heaven / (Whom my heart hears).” Another instance occurs after the first line 
of the third stanza, with a particularly Hopkinsian “O”: “Light and his tears glide down 
together / (O hand in hand)”.  The third interjection again forms part of a phrase that would 
not look out of place in Hopkins: “White, God’s bright, flocks, the belled lambs leaping / 
(His gentle kind)”. Apart from these interjections, there are several other phrases that are 
reminiscent of the words of Hopkins, such as the line “Crossing the breast of the praising 
East”, which once more recalls the final lines of “God’s Grandeur”: “Oh, morning, at the 
brown brink eastward, springs - / Because the Holy Ghost over the bent / World broods with 
warm breast and with ah! bright wings" (Hopkins 26).  

Religious imagery and language, which may be rooted both in Hopkins’ influence and 
Thomas’ perception of the poet’s role as priest, are abundant in this poem. Examples include 
“heaven”, “praising”, “kneels”, “canonized”, “angels”, “naves”, “seraphic”, “lambs” 
(referring to the Christian flock, or to Christ as the sacrificial “Lamb of God”) and “apostles”.   
Despite his usual pantheism, Thomas here portrays a personal God who is not very far from 
the Christian concept. Birds and sacramental nature are again present in the fabric of this 
poem. God weeps on a hill above “the grove of beasts and birds/ And the canonized valley”, 
where angels “whirr like pheasants/ Through naves of leaves.”  In the dark, “Bushes and owls 
blow out like candles”.  There is a “shooting star hawk statued blind in a cloud”  that is 
highly reminiscent of the “hawk on fire” that hangs still in “Over Sir John’s Hill”, and also 
Hopkins’ Windhover, whose motion would be no less illustrious than that of the shooting 
star. Despite its fragmentary nature, “In Country Heaven” is thus rich in Hopkinsian features. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the two poets’ fondness for the Welsh-derived techniques of the 
syllabic count and the frequent use of alliteration, assonance and consonance, as well as their 
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shared verbal inventiveness, similar imagery and similar representations of sacramental 
nature have all been described.  The fondness for emphasizing sound and creating density 
may indeed be the result of a coincidence in temperament, but that is all the more reason for 
Thomas to have appreciated Hopkins, and thus to have opened himself up to his influence. 
Some of the similarities pointed out in the poems analysed need not be the result of influence, 
but others, even outside “Over Sir John’s Hill”, would require some serious explanation if 
they were not; an example is the use of “Jack” in “Altarwise by Owl-light”.  

This has been a highly limited study, but the analysis of specific poems has yielded 
some tangible results, demonstrating that there are strong echoes of Hopkins in several of 
Thomas’ poems, that at least some of these are certainly more than mere coincidences and 
must be the result of real influence, and that this influence is not restricted to any specific 
piece composed as a tribute, being present in a selection of Thomas’ works composed at 
different stages of his career.    
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