
 

 

Investigate! 
Hopkins: Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves 
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 Going deeper: 
 List the words that create 

the scale of the evening 
sky. 

 Collect the images which 
suggest the reduction to 
twos 

 There is a dialogue going 
on. 
• Who with? 

 
 

 Themes: 
 In a sentence, spell out 

what ‘Our tale, O our 
oracle’ is. 

 
 

 Imagery and symbolism: 
 Gather together images 

and words suggesting 
torture. 
• Investigate the 

meanings of the word 
‘rack’. 

 Collect images of light from 
the poem. 
• What sort of light is it? 
• How do the images 

manage to suggest 
darkness at the same 
time? 

 What images suggest a 
loss of identity? 
• How symbolic of 

Hopkins’ own inner 
state are they? 

 Explain ‘the beak-leaved 
boughs dragonish damask 
the tool-smooth bleak light’. 

 Language and tone: 
 Contrast the diction and the 

tone with The Starlight Night. 
• What significant differences 

do you note? 
 Try reading the poem out loud. 
• What challenges do you 

face? 
• Do you find the urgency of it 

takes over from the 
complications of the metre 
and diction, which seem to 
suggest a slow reading? 

 
 

 Structure and versification: 
 Take two other lines and scan 

them. 
• Can you discern any sort of 

metric pattern? 
 Try reading ll.8,11,12 and 14 as 

Hopkins indicates, and then as 
you would naturally want to. 
• What is the difference? 

o  Which do you prefer? 
 Comment on the enjambement 

at the end of l.5. 
• How does it help the 

counterpointing of the 
poem? 

 Generally, would you agree this 
is a powerful poem? 
• Wherein does its power 

reside? 
 Would you see the poem as a 

sonnet? 
• Argue for and against. 

 


