Childhood and Loss

_____________________________

Binsey Poplars Notes
Summary 

Hopkins has written about the cutting down of some poplar trees – not in itself a great loss we might think but Hopkins views the matter differently. He seems to think that thoughtless treatment of our environment is much more significant. 

Points to Ponder 

· Have another look at the first stanza; how does the narrator develop our sense of these trees and what they meant to him? 

· How does the second stanza broaden the focus of the poem to act as a warning to be careful with our natural surroundings? 

Key Features - Words and references 

· delve : or hew: to dig, as in mining, or chop down trees 

· unselve : to destroy the individuality of a natural object 

Form 

· This poem is written in “sprung rhythm”, an original metric form developed by Hopkins which is meant to reflect the rhythms of normal speech.  It is, effectively, one of the earliest attempts at free verse. 

· Contrast: the natural curves and winding of the river bank contrast with the rigidity and straightness of man-made arrangements of objects. This is implied in the first verse by the soldiers marching in formation. 

· Nature allows both lines and curves - the line of trees, while also straight and orderly like soldiers, nevertheless follows the curve of the river, so that their “rank” is “following” and “folded”, rather than being merely rigid and efficient. 

Tone and mood 

· The theme of the poem is one of tragedy and loss: 

line 9 – “O if we but knew what we do”. Hopkins grieves over the wholesale destruction of the natural world. The tone is mournful and melancholic: line 3 – “All felled, felled, are all felled”. 

· Word invention: this poem offers a good example of the way Hopkins chooses, alters, and invents words to aid the sound of his poems. Here he uses “dandled” (instead of a more familiar word such as “dangled”) to create a rhyme with “sandalled” and to echo the consonants in the final three lines of the stanza. 

· Use of repetition: “All felled, felled, are all felled” and “The sweet especial scene,/ Rural scene, a rural scene,/ Sweet especial rural scene.” 

· Verse1: the military image implies that the industrial development of the countryside is almost a kind of warfare. 

· Verse 2: the pricked eyeball is a startling and painful image, used deliberately to emphasise Hopkins ’ acute pain and sorrow over the felled poplars. 


Points to think about
· We all can identify with the situation the poet finds himself in – we all know of a building (or a place) that has been knocked down, harmed or ruined. 

· What is the poet saying about the way we treat the countryside? Is the poet confronting us about our thoughtlessness? 

Interpretation 

In this poem Hopkins points out how the industrial age, which produced standardisation and regularity, contributed to the destruction of beauty.

  

In describing the beauty of the aspens (a specific type of poplar tree), Hopkins focuses on the way they interact with and affect nature all around them. The aspens change the quality of the light and contribute to the elaborate natural pattern along the bank of the river. Felling them not only destroys the trees, but also destroys the order of the whole countryside.

  

Hopkins grieves over the wholesale destruction of the natural world, which takes place because people fail to realise the implications of their actions. Chopping down trees, Hopkins believes, is to treat the earth too harshly, for the “country” is something “so tender” that the least damage can change it forever. Hopkins says even an action that is meant to be beneficial can affect the countryside in this way. Hopkins believes it takes very little to “unselve” the landscape, or alter it so completely that it is no longer itself. The earth has held many beauties before our time that have been lost forever.

  

When the trees disappear from sight we are harmed as much as the landscape; Hopkins wants us to feel this as a real loss to ourselves. Hopkins puts the blindness of mankind, mankind’s unawareness of the damage it is causing, in a biblical context with his echoes of what Jesus said at his own crucifixion: “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

  

For Hopkins , the patterning of the natural world is always a reflection of God and a means to access God. Thus, this destruction of the countryside has implications for our ability to be religious people and to stay in touch with God. 

  

A second reading and some points to ponder 
Use this second reading of the poem to gather your thoughts about “Binsey Poplars.” 

Here are a couple of final issues for you to think about.

· Did you prefer the first or second reading of the poem – why? 

· What are the poem’s memorable features? 

· Were there elements of the poem that you that did not appreciate? 

· Did you perhaps feel he was overstating the loss, or was he justified in feeling so deeply? 

· Do you think that the carelessness in the way we treat the environment could be altering the world as we know it forever? 
Here are some other questions / issues that you could consider 
· Look again at the poet’s description of the poplars. How has he developed our sense of the beauty of the trees? 

· What words and phrases does the poet use to describe the harsh treatment of nature in the poem? 
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