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ABSTRACT

This paper considers the effects of several mid-nineteenth century comets on the art and
thought of Gerard Manley Hopkins, a major Victorian poet. Using contemporary accounts of
the major comets of that period, the study considers how far an accurate astronomical insight
on the part of a reader would enable him to explain the obscurities of poems such as ‘‘I am like
a slip of comet’’, and concludes that Hopkins was using personal observations of at least two
comets to bring the lines of his poem to life.

While vacationing in Wales in 1864, Gerard Manley Hopkins may have
observed this scene: The pre-dawn sky of Thursday, August 4, was clear
and there was no moon. Although both Jupiter and Saturn had set, Mars
was high in the south. Auriga and Taurus were prominent, and Gemini was
just rising in the northeast. Just west of the second-magnitude star § Tauri
lay the head of Tempel’s comet, and its tail stretched towards nearby
1 Aurigae. The absence of the one-day-old moon may also have given the
comet the opportunity to be seen clearly as it neared the sun. By the
sixteenth of August, Tempel’s comet would have almost completed its
quick dash past sun and earth.

On September 13, 1864, less than a month after the speeding comet had
faded from naked-eye view, Hopkins wrote this poetic fragment:

— I am like a slip of comet,
Scarce worth discovery, in some corner seen
Bridging the slender difference of two stars,
Come out of space, or suddenly engender’d
By heady elements, for no man knows:
But when she sights the sun she grows and sizes
And spins her skirts out, while her central star
Shakes its cocooning mists; and so she comes
To fields of light; millions of travelling rays
Pierce her; she hangs upon the flame-cased sun,
And sucks the light as full as Gideon'’s fleece:
But then her tether calls her; she falls off,
And as she dwindles shreds her smock of gold
Amidst the sistering planets, till she comes
To single Saturn, last and solitary;
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And then goes out into the cavernous dark.
So I go out: my little sweet is done:

I have drawn heat from this contagious sun:
To not ungentle death now forth I run.

While one cannot prove that Hopkins saw the early morning sky I have
described, this paper will offer evidence that the poem seems to be based
on an accurate knowledge of comets.

Hopkins was a thorough person whose poems reflected his keen powers
of observation as well as research. This early fragment is a good example of
both. It was probably intended as part of a play, Floris in Italy , which is set
in the Renaissance.

The six years preceding Hopkin’s poem had been unusually rich in
comets. Donati’s comet 1858-VI swung round the sun with a long, curved
tail. In July of 1861 a massive comet, (1861-1I), with a tail that stretched
over more than half the visible sky, and which had a nucleus which
resembled ‘‘a star of the first magnitude’’, aroused much attention with
detailed reports and illustrations in London’s newspapers. A year later,
Rosa’s comet (1862 III) appeared with a rare spike directed towards the
sun, as well as a tail pointing away from it. (A full account of this comet can
be found, curiously enough, in the literary magazine, Cornhill, October,
1862, pp. 550-1.) And in 1864, Comet Tempel — Respighi (1864 II) became
bright for a short time.

I suspect that Hopkins has mingled recollections of at least two of these
comets, those of 1864 and 1861, when he sat down to write this poem.
Possibly memories of Donati’s comet of 1858 also entered, since some of
his words can be shown to apply to that comet as well.

The speaker (who is unnamed) compares her relationship to the man she
loves to that of a *‘slip of comet’’ orbiting a massive sun. ‘‘Slip’’ is used to
denote the insignificance and fragility of young people, as in, for example, a
pompous man being defeated by a mere slip of a girl. Hopkins implies that
the comet at this early stage is fragile, small, and ‘‘scarce worth
discovery’’. Both Donati’s and Tempel’s comets were faint when they
were first observed, but when the 1861 comet, in its rapid northerly course,
suddenly appeared over England, it was already near maximum brightness.
Hopkins may, however, have been aware that the 1861 comet was a faint
naked-eye object when Tebutt discovered it from New South Wales.

The third line of the poem, ‘‘Bridging the slender difference of two
stars’’, suggests that Hopkins had a particular comet in mind. At first I
thought the description might apply to Donati’s comet, for when it was first
detected it was not far from the star ¢ Leonis, and was moving slowly
towards nearby 13 Leonis. But Hopkins seems to refer to the appearance of
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a comet seen stretched between two stars, not to one that seems to move
from one star to a neighbouring one. Moreover, the two stars differ in
brightness by almost three magnitudes. I could find no evidence that this
early ephemeris of Donati’s comet was described in any of the popular
papers such as the London Times and the Illustrated London News, and
Hopkins may not have known about it.

Tempel’s comet, 1864-11, at first seemed to me to be an unlikely prospect
since its passage was swift. It was a small comet that became conspicuous
only because it passed close to the earth, and therefore was brighter than
first magnitude for only two days. But the Times, in its first announcement
of the appearance of the comet, printed this information:

The comet first observed on the 5th inst. [July] is now distinctly visible to the naked
eye in the constellation Taurus and will become each night a more conspicuous object, its
approach to the earth being very rapid ...

On Monday night it will be situate about five degrees to the left of the Pleiades, passing
thence between the stars Iota in Auriga and Beta in Taurus, towards Theta in Gemini,
near which it will probably be observed on the morning of August 7. The intensity of light
towards the end of the week is from 15 to 20 times greater than during our observations
this morning, so that it might be expected to attain the brightness of stars of between the
first and second magnitude ... (Times of London, 1864)

The path of the comet in figure 1 is derived from an ephemeris that was
prepared especially for this project by the late Dr. Joseph Ashbrook, editor
of Sky and Telescope. It confirms the Times’s announcement that shortly
after the first of August (the ‘‘Monday night’’ in the extract) the comet
passed between 1 Aurigae and B Tauri. The position of the comet’s tail is
speculative, but if there was a tail that night, and if it followed cometary
theory to point generally away from the sun, it is possible that Hopkins
saw a gaseous bridge of the ‘‘difference of two stars’’.

The next two lines of the poem suggest that in Renaissance thinking, the
comet could have ‘‘come out of space’’, or have been ‘‘suddenly
engender’d by heady elements’” in the atmosphere. If we recall that
Hopkins’ poem was intended as part of a play set in the Renaissance, the
suggestion that ‘‘no man knows’’ whether comets come from space would
be accurate. By the Victorian age it was familiar knowledge that Aristotle’s
opinion of comets being formed in the atmosphere was wrong. This had
been proved both by Tycho Brahe, who demonstrated that a comet was
more distant than the moon, and by Edmund Halley who made a careful
study of the comet of 1682, suggesting that it was identical with several
earlier comets. He calculated an orbit for it, which showed that it did
‘‘come out of space’’. Although he was not alive when it returned on
Christmas night, 1758, his calculations were confirmed. An article that
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F1G. 1—Path of Tempel’s Comet.
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appeared in the London Review of July 13, 1861, p. 44, points out that
Aristotle’s notion of cometary origins was accepted well into the Renais-
sance. The article also made clear, however, that both theories regarding
cometary nature are old:

Aristotle maintained that ‘‘comets’’ were nothing more than ‘‘meteors generated in the
upper regions of the atmosphere.’’ Seneca conceived they were real stars, but that their
appearance was indicative of important changes in the affairs of mankind. ‘‘For six
months,’” he says in his book Naturalium Questionum, ‘*was this comet to be seen by us,
in the happy beginning of the reign of Nero.”” ...

The comet, in the estimation of the ancients, was beyond all other things in their
regard, a political star. It was ‘‘the star of kings, emperors, and rulers;’’ it indicated a
destiny to them, and through them was supposed to affect the condition of the people over
whom they presided as sovereigns.

The next specific images in Hopkins’ poem are the ‘‘central star’ or
nucleus, and the ‘“’cocooning mists’’. Three comets of that period.
Donati’s, Tebutt’s of 1861 and Rosa’s of 1862, displayed fine heads. But the
nucleus of the 1861 comet was described in this way by J. Challis in the
London Times of July 3, 1861:

The large comet which has so suddenly made its appearance in the northern sky was
seen here for the first time about 10 o’clock on the night of June 30 ... At midnight the tail
reached to within a few degrees from the pole-star, and was at least 30° long. The nucleus
is as bright as a star of the first magnitude. In the telescope the coma about the nucleus
presents the singular appearance of four curved branches.

While the central ‘‘star of the first magnitude’’ matches the image evoked in
the poem, the ‘‘cocooning mists’’ — possibly echoing the idea of protective
silky threads spun by insect larvae — are common to most bright comets and
were especially brilliant in the comae of the Donati, Tebutt and Rosa
comets. The 1864 comet, having been much smaller, possibly had a less
conspicuous coma. Illustrations of the ‘‘cocooning mists’’ of three comets
are shown in figure 2.

The verb ‘‘shakes’’ at the start of line 8 is most helpful in describing the
behaviour of some comets. Matter from most bright comets streams from
the head into the tail, but both the 1858 and 1861 comets exhibited the
unusual feature of periodic eruptions of material into the tail. The only
difference in these eruptions was in their regularity; several gaseous
envelopes were released from the nucleus of the earlier comet at irregular
intervals while observers watched the 1861 object shed eleven envelopes at
the more regular rate of one every two days. The other difference is a slight
one. The comet of 1861 was observed in this way only after perihelion, as it
was invisible over England before it came to the ‘‘fields of light’’ of the
sun’s vicinity. The 1858 comet may have been seen to exhibit this
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Donati's Comet
--"whole comet
Guillemin, p. 220

Tebutt (1861)
-- detail of
head

Donati (1858)
-- detail of
envelopes, frontispiece

Illustrated London News, Aws. 16,
18¢2, p. 179.

F1G. 2—Examples of ‘‘Cocooning Mists”’.

|
behaviour before perihelion as well, so that if Hopkins’ memory of this

were strong, the shaking of the ‘‘mists’’ may have referred to Donati’s
comet. To complicate matters, Rosa’s comet also did some ‘‘shaking’’, but
in an unusual and interesting way; the material apparently was ejected
towards the sun instead of away from it! Amédée Guillemin (1877 pp.
254-35) published this report.

On August 10, 1862, M. Chacornac detected in the head of the comet the presence of a
luminous aigrette, a brilliant sector directed towards the sun ... New sectors disengaged
themselves successively from the nucleus, and on August 26 M. Chacornac determined
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that between the 10th and the 26th they had succeeded each other to the number of
thirteen.

This ejection is apparent, not actual. When a comet crosses the plane of
the earth’s orbit, sunlight scattered from meteoric ejecta may cause the
appearance of a sunward spike. Arend-Roland (1957 III) and Cernis-
Peprauskas (1980k) both displayed this unusual feature.

““‘Gideon’s fleece’’ inline 11 alludes to the idea that a comet absorbs large
amounts of light from the sun, while the space around it is dark, just as the
fleece in Judges soaks up water while the ground beside it remains dry:

And Gideon said unto God, If thou wilt save Israel by mine hand, as thou hast said,

Behold, I will put a fleece of wool in the floor; and if the dew be on the fleece only, and it
be dry upon all the earth beside, then shall I know thou wilt save Israel by mine hand, as
thou hast said. (Judges vi: 36-7)

Comets near perihelion can be most brilliant, rounding the sun so quickly
that their tails often fail to keep to their assigned role of pointing away from
the sun. Consequently tails tend to bend, and if the comet is close enough to
the sun, it may appear to ‘‘hang upon the flame-cased sun’’. (The most
recent comet to display this feature was the ‘‘sungrazer’’ of 1965 whose
head came within 480,000 km of touching the sun’s surface.) When the
comet of 1861 first appeared in the English sky it was so bright that it could
be seen in daylight. Since this was at perihelion, or closest approach to the
sun, the comet would also have appeared quite close to the sun, possibly
near enough to seem to ‘‘hang upon’’ it. None of the 1858, 1862 or 1864
comets could be seen by daylight at perihelion.

The image of Gideon’s fleece suggests that Hopkins had been doing
some speculating about the nature of light from comets. In 1864 there was
still some question as to whether a comet could soak up light and then
re-emit it, or perhaps even generate some of its own. Guillemin’s 1877
treatise (p. 314) suggests that more spectral analysis of comets would be
needed before one could draw a conclusion about whether comets shine by
light other than that reflected from the sun. But he does mention
observations made of the 1861 comet by Father Secchi who ‘‘concluded
that, during the first few days, the nucleus shone by its own light —
‘perhaps,’ he observes, ‘on account of the incandescent state to which the
comet had been brought by its close proximity to the sun.’”’

After those ‘‘first few days’’ the 1861 comet began to fade rapidly, and so
did the 1864 object. Hopkins uses the-word ‘‘tether’’ to describe the orbital
mechanics at this point. Tether is a good word; the Oxford English
Dictionary suggests that it could be defined as ‘‘the cause or measure of
one’s limitation; the radius of one’s field of action; scope, limit.”’ The most
common use of this word involves, of course, the restraining tether of a
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horse whose freedom of action is limited by the length of the rope that ties it
to a central focus, usually a pole. The path a planet takes is similarly
restricted by the tether of the sun’s gravitational influence, but unlike the
horse who can parade about in a circle, the planet orbits in an ellipse with
the sun at one focus and a point in space at the other. With the orbit of a
comet, the ellipse is extended so that the two focal points are much farther
from each other, and if one of those points be moved infinitely far from the
other, the orbit becomes a parabola. This knowledge was probably familiar
to Hopkins as the theory dates from Laplace’s Exposition du Systeme du
Monde of 1795.

Since the comet of Hopkins’ poem is bound by this gravitational
“‘tether,”” it must depart from the vicinity of the sun, thereby losing
brightness. The phrase ‘‘falls off > suggests, however, that the comet was
fast receding from the earth. The small and most recent comet of 1864
faded very rapidly after perihelion, and since this took place while the
comet was in the evening sky, Hopkins could easily have observed it.
““Shreds her smock of gold’’ is intended to refer to the manner in which the
coma and tail shrank, perhaps like a dress torn into ribbons or a paper cut
into many long pieces. Hopkins may have been thinking of the gradual
shredding of layer after layer of tail that took place with the comet of 1861.
If this is what he had in mind, the ‘‘smock of gold’’ image may well have
referred also to that comet, for according to Charles P. Olivier (1930), as the
earth passed through the comet’s tail on the night of June 30, 1861, the
brilliant comet was gold-coloured. This colour is rare in a comet, but it has
been observed on the two occasions during which the earth is known
actually to have passed through a comet’s tail. This happened with
Halley’s comet in May of 1910 as well as with the 1861 comet.

The fourteenth line originally read ‘‘Between the sistering planets’’ and
suggests an image of the fading comet wandering out along the ecliptic,
spending time in a part of the sky between two planets. Having a high
orbital inclination, 1861 II did not do this. In any case, although
astronomers studied the 1861 comet for over a year with their telescopes,
we have no evidence that Hopkins could have observed it from Oxford for
so long a time. Moreover, Hopkins substituted the word ‘‘Amidst’’ for
‘“‘Between’’, and one imagines the comet following its orbit into the outer
reaches of the solar system. Since the planets also follow ‘‘tethers’’
bounded by the gravity of the sun, Hopkins uses the word ‘‘sistering’’ to
emphasize that comet and planets belong to the same solar family. And of
course, the poem’s Renaissance speaker could not have been supposed
aware of the 1781 discovery of Uranus and the 1846 finding of Neptune, so
that to her Saturn would have been the furthest planet.
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The final three lines relate the events of the comet’s journey to that of the
speaker through her life. She is apparently resigned to the end of a fine
relationship, and like the comet, she has ‘‘drawn heat’’ from the sun. But
she anticipates the final end rather than a temporary banishment — more
like a comet with an orbit so wide that it would never return to the vicinity
of the sun. Even though to be parted from her lover is like death, this
prospect strikes her as ‘‘not ungentle’’.

What may have motivated Hopkins to use the comet analogy in a play set
in Renaissance Italy? Besides the fresh memory of the comet of 1864, two
earlier items in the newspapers may have suggested it, one connecting the
comet to Italy and the other to the Renaissance. Reporting the first,
Guillemin (p. 32) writes:

Have we not seen quite recently, in 1861, when the great comet of that year appeared,
how it was currently reportedinItaly, and doubtless elsewhere, that the new star was a sign
of the speedy return of Francis II and his restoration to the throne of the Two Sicilies; and
also that it presaged the fall of the temporal power and the death of Pope Piux IX?

We ought not to be astonished at the persistence of these superstitions, which only
the spread of science can annihilate for ever.

The second item concerned a debate at the Academy of Sciences about
the ‘“‘terrifying’’ comet of 1556, which is said to have been a cause of the
abdication of Charles V of Spain. Both the Times of July 4, 1861, and the
Illustrated London News (July 6, p. 3) printed these words:

... the comet gave rise to an animated discussion at yesterday’s sitting of the Academy of
Sciences ... M. Babinet remarked that M. Hind’s Ephemerides of Charles V’s comet gave
it the precise position of the present one. M. Bomine had predicted its return in 1858, and
M. Hind admitted that it might return between 1856 and 1860 ... If this were so, the
present comet was the same that had been observed in 1556, and caused the abdication
of Charles V ... M. Leverrier was not of M. Babinet’s opinion. M. Hind’s table showed
different positions which Charles V’s comet might occupy in the event of its return, and
the question was so undetermined that it was no wonder to find a position in the table
answering to that of the present comet ... (The) motion of the present comet ... was so
different from that given in the table, that the identity of the two comets could no longer
be admitted.

The scientists in this debate were prominent. Most of the letters in the
Times concerning the comet of 1861 had come from Hind, Director of the
Observatory in Regent’s Park, London, and Leverrier, who is credited
with the calculations leading to the discovery in 1846 of Neptune. Hind
(1857) also had written a short book about the comet of 1556.

Hopkins’ interest in comets lasted beyond these thoughts of 1864. In his
Journal entry of July 13, 1874, Hopkins describes his impression of
Coggia’s comet (1874 III):
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The comet — I have seen it at bedtime in the west, with head to the ground, white, a soft
well-shaped tail, not big: I felt a certain awe and instress, a feeling of strangeness, flight it
hangs like a shuttlecock at the height; ...

The image of the *‘shuttlecock at the height”’ is an imaginative choice, for it
implies an object that should be in motion but which is not. The comet
appears about to plunge down to the horizon. A shuttlecock, used in
badminton, is fitted with a circle of feathers that is not unlike the soft, wide
tail of Coggia’s comet. Two observations of the comet that very night tend
to confirm Hopkins’ description. Drawings by F. Brodie and M. G. Rayet
show the comet with a bright nucleus and soft double-tail that surely was
small compared to the giant of 1861. (Guillemin, p. 337, fig. 59)

A year after Coggia’s comet, Hopkins wrote from North Wales to his
mother about a possible new comet find. Because he was no longer close to
the Observatory at Stonyhurst he could not discuss his observation at once
with an astronomer:

I have seen one three nights ... in Cancer. It is small and pale but quite visible. Ifitis nota
comet it must be a nebula and then it is strange I should not have noticed it before ... At
ten o’clock it is well visible in the northeast, not high; later it would be higher. (Letters,
p. 135-6)

This turned out to be not a comet but the familiar Praesepe or Beehive
Cluster. Charles Messier himself included the Praesepe as No. 44 in his
famous list of objects that could be confused with new comets. Hopkins
should be forgiven this error. When Praesepe is low in the sky it tends to
hide its true identity of a cluster of many hundreds of distant stars,
masquerading instead as a nebulous object — perhaps even as a comet.
December is also the start of the observing season for this cluster and
Hopkins may well have forgotten its position from the year before. In a
subsequent letter he admitted his mistake:

What I took for a comet (do you remember?) turned out to be a well known nebula of great
size, Praesepe it is called, in Cancer. (Letters, p. 137)

Hopkins’ last written reference to comets appears in an 1883 letter to
Coventry Patmore in which he applies his astronomical understanding to a
critique of the ‘“Wedding Sermon’’ (Letters p. 317). Patmore (1906) had
drawn a comet analogy in these lines:

To move
Frantic, like comets to our bliss,
Forgetting that we always miss,
And so to seek and fly the sun,
By turns, around which love should run ... (Patmore, 1906)
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The observation here seems to be that comets never get so close to the sun
that they are swallowed by it. It is true that the perihelia of most comet
orbits are sufficiently far from the centre of the sun that their inevitable
increase of speed will prevent them from falling in. The ‘‘sun-grazer”
family of comets follows a more dangerous path, however. In 1965 one of
their number missed the sun by only 480,000 km, as we have seen.

Hopkins thought that Patmore’s image was ‘‘a contrast between the long
elliptic orbits of comets, with the sun almost at one end, and the short ones,
practically circles, of the planets, with the sun at the centre.’’ (Letters, p.
317) But he was not sure that this was what Patmore meant to say, and
suggested that ‘‘it might be clearer.”” To Patmore’s discredit he did not
accept Hopkins’ advice and his poem suffers for it, while the earlier comet
poem of Hopkins, when studied closely, is astronomically accurate.

Hopkins was a unique person whose intense interest in observing the sky
affected the nature of his writing and thinking. His astronomical references
lack the unsubstantiated romance of Patmore; instead they feature a
conciseness and accuracy that befits a watcher of the sky. The alertness he
displays increases our respect for his intellect, and combined with his great
imaginative power, adds an extra dimension to his poetry.
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