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Hopkins: Henry Purcell 
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 Setting the scene: 
 Have you ever experienced 

grappling with a difficult 
poem, and finding that, 
finally, it has excited you as 
you have pieced it 
together? 
• Has this happened with 

Hopkins’ poetry for 
you? 

 Is there any person from 
the past about whom you 
would like to write a poem? 
• Or would you like to 

write about the 
experience of reading 
or hearing something 
they have created? 

 
 

 Going deeper: 
 ‘Especial a spirit’ (l.2): 
• Do you think Hopkins 

means only Purcell is 
special, being a genius. 

• Or is everyone special? 
o What does the 

word ‘special’ 
mean to you? 

 Read the little explanation 
Hopkins puts under the 
title. 
• Does it help? 
• Can you see all that in 

the poem? 
 
 

 Themes: 
 Can you see the difference 

between individuality and 
subjectivity? 

 Do you think you know ‘the 
real you’? 

 Can you think of anyone 
else who knows ‘the real 
individual, unique you’? 

 How would they know it? 
 
 

 Imagery and symbolism: 
 There are some difficult 

images in the second 
quatrain. 
• What do you make of 

‘forgèd features’ 
(presumably not ‘fake’!) 
and ‘proud fire’? 

 Do any of the images seem 
particularly musical? 

 
 

 Language and tone: 
 Define ‘rehearsal’ (l.7); 

‘sentence’ (l.4); ‘listed’ (l.4). 
 How can ‘fear’ be ‘sacred’ 

(l.5)? 
 
 

 Structure and versification: 
 Read line a through a number 

of times, to get the best 
rhythm for it. 
• How many stresses and 

pauses do you end up 
with? 

 Try working out the scansion 
and rhythm of l.13. 

 Would you say the sonnet 
eventually loses its sense of 
shape? 
• Or does it still feel a well-

structured sonnet to you? 
 Would you say that just too 

much is going on, both 
technically and in terms of 
what is being said? 
• Or does it feel as if 

Hopkins still basically 
knows what he is doing? 


