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Ted Hughes: A Reading 

 

Ted Hughes is consistently described as one of the twentieth century’s greatest English poets. Born August 17th, 1930 

in Mytholmroyd, Yorkshire, his family moved to Mexborough when he was seven to run a newspaper and tobacco shop. 

He attended Mexborough grammar school, and wrote his first poems from the age of fifteen, some of which made their 

way into the school magazine. Before beginning English studies at Cambridge University he spent much of his National 

service time reading and rereading all of Shakespeare. According to report, he could recite it all by heart. At Cambridge, 

he 'spent most time reading folklore and Yeast’s poems, and switched from English to Archaeology and Anthropology 

in his third year. 

 

  His first published poem appeared in 1954, the year he graduated from Cambridge. He used two pseudonyms 

for the early publications, Daniel Hearing and Peter Crew. From 1955 to 1956, he worked as a rose gardener, night-

watchman, zoo attendant, schoolteacher, and reader for J. Arthur Rank, and planned to teach in Spain then immigrated 

to Australia. February 26 saw the launch of the literary magazine, the St Botolph's Review, for which Hughes was one 

of six co-producers. It was also the day he met Sylvia Plath; they were married in four months. 

   

Hughes’s first book of poems, “Hawk in the Rain”, was published in 1957 to immediate acclaim, winning the Harper 

publication contest. Over the next 41 years, he would write upwards of 90 books, and win numerous prizes and 

fellowships including the following: Harper publication contest, Guinness Poetry Award, Guggenheim fellowship, 

Somerset Maugham award, city of Florence International Poetry Prize, Premio Internazionale Taormina Prize, Queen’s 

Gold Medal for Poetry, OBE, vote for the best writing in English in the New Poetry Poll, Whitbread Book of the Year, 

W.H. Smith Literature award, Forward Prize for Poetry, Queen’s Order of Merit, T.S. Eliot Prize for Poetry, South Bank 

Award for Literature, Whitbread Prize for Poetry, and the Whitbread Book of the Year again. In 1984, he was appointed 

England’s poet laureate. 

 

Hughes is what some have called a nature poet. A keen countryman and hunter from a young age, he viewed writing 

poems as a continuation of his earlier passion. ‘This is hunting and the poem is a new species of creature, a new specimen 

of the life outside your own.’ (Poetry in the Making,1967) 

 

 A strong indirect source of interest in the person of Hughes (aside from his poetry) is his seven-year marriage to the 
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well-known American Poet, Sylvia Plath. Birthday Letters is a sequence of lyrics written by Hughes in the first year of 

their marriage, cast as a continued conversation with Plath. 

 

 When Plath committed suicide in 1963 (they had separated in 1962), many held Hughes responsible for her death as a 

consequence of his adulterous relationship with Assia Wevill; recent biographies such as Elaine Feinstein’s Ted Hughes: 

The Life of a Poet have attempted to ‘set the record straight and clear the air of rancour and recrimination’ (Brooke 

Allen, The New York Times). 

 

  Though deeply marked by the loss, Hughes was publicly silent on the subject for more than 30 years out of his sense 

of responsibility to protect the couple's two young children, whose perceptions of their mother would have otherwise 

been impossibly spoiled by external interference. The publication of ‘Birthday Letters’ has been seen as a 'retaking' of 

the histories that had been stolen from the family through the cracks in the armour. 

 

 Ted Hughes’s poetry hints at modern man’s self-division and subsequent alienation from nature and consciously aims 

to integrate man with nature. His poetry concerns itself with modern man’s problem of sense of superfluity. As a poet 

Hughes’s traditional trait is chiefly that of an inspired visionary. His major poetic preoccupations are: violence, energy 

nature and myth. He is obsessed with animals, animal energies and the darks, mysterious forces that are latently 

embodied in natural world. A critical study of some of his best ‘animal’ poems conveys his concept of the primal 

energies of the natural world that stress the absolute otherness of that world and the relationship between these energies 

and the divided nature of man. His celebration of animal life, in a way, reflects the affirmation of all life. He is anti-

rationalist and yet an agnostic. He argues that puritanical repression has alienated man from his natural instincts and 

laments that modern man, in the present cultural crisis, has lost his moorings and bearings in nature. By practicing ritual 

and following dogmas Hughes attempts to rediscover and interpret these energies and restore them to man. 

 

Having labelled Hughes, a nihilist in the early 1970’s critics such as David Halbrook and Calvin Bedient have had to 

say little about the very sanguine nature of poetry that Hughes published in “Remains of Elmet” (1979), “Moortown” 

(1979) and “River” 1983). After painting themselves in to a corner of dismissiveness, these critics prefer either silence 

or a scurrilous rear guard tactic of special pleading. They justify their dismissal of Hughes by abstracting and 

sandwiching together poems with violent imagery from Hughes recent work and topping the mélange with a sauce of 

negativism. Others however were willing to probe beyond the limits of their university educations. 

 Ted Hughes is famous as a poet of violence; for certain poems in his first book, “Hawk in the Rain” (1957), and its 

successor, “Lupercal” (1960), brought in to English world an animal ferocity unknown since the death of Lawrence. 

 

 In his second volume, “Lupercal”, Hughes revealed another facet of his talent; an unwillingness to repeat a style he had 

just succeeded in mastering. Like his American counterparts Lowell, Merwin, Olson, Plath, Rich, and Sexton, Hughes 

underwent a major stylistic renovation in the late fifties. He found that formalism distanced the expression of personal 

emotion and demanded a closure that resolved onto an ahistorical aesthetic plane. 

 

 Meanwhile, England after world war II was reduced to a second rate world power, forced to dismantle its colonial 

empire in a climate of chronic unemployment and hard currency shortages, and adjusting to its slowly rebuilt cities with 

a tweedy resignation mixed with nostalgic memories of the past. Given his Cambridge education in cultural 

anthropology, Hughes found himself reading preconquest English history and taking the long view of the national 

character. Lupercal reflects his appreciation of the survival abilities shared by humans and animals, and his probing, 

given the thirty million killed in the war, of the relationships among apathy, survival and aggression. 

 

 “Hawk Roosting” is one of the more troubling poems in “Lupercal”, is not a revelation of some Hitlerian drive within 

the poet but an accurate depiction cold war totalitarian authority, what Orwell feared in 1984. The hawk also embodies 

the ‘paranoia’ which is the normal condition of the bourgeois soul here and now, locked in a state that allows its members 

no privacy or autonomy. The poem depicts the cruelty and fierceness inseparable from the world Nature. The bird in the 

poem says to himself, 

I kill where I please because it is all mine. 

There is no sophistry in my body: 

My manners are tearing off heads - 

The allotment of death. (Hawk Roosting 14-17) 

 

The poem is about the egotism of a creature, concerned only with violence and seeking no justification for it. The hawk 

says proudly that nothing has changed since its life began, and that its eye has neither permitted nor will permit any 

change. The hawk’s view may appear absurd to the readers but that is the point of view of not only the hawk but of 
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many politicians and governments who are equally absurd in their thinking. This may refer to the then Europe soaked 

in violence and anarchy. Through his picture of the ruthless predatoriness of the hawk, Hughes seems to be depicting 

that there is no alternative to this violence. According to an Indian critic, Hughes violent imagery in his poems shows 

the continuance of the imperialistic sense of power among the English people. 

Hughes has said that he is concerned in a large number of his poems with the conflict between vitality and death. Quite 

ironically, in some situations human vitality itself becomes the agent of death; man turns out to be his own destroyer. 

And the worst example is war. In his poem “Six Young Men” a forty-year-old photograph brings alive a scene from the 

past- the images of six full –blooded men, full of the zest for life, dressed in their “Sunday best” and bubbling over with 

enthusiasm. The background of the streams and wild growth of plants matches the vitality that they display. 

          

Though their cocked hats are not now fashionable, 

Their shoes shine. One imparts an intimate smile, 

One chews a grass, one lowers his eyes, bashful, 

One is ridiculous with cocky pride- 

Six months after this picture they were all dead. 

(Six Young Men 5-9) 

War destroyed them a few months after the photograph was taken, and with them have disappeared the beauty, the 

energy, the promise of six precious lives. 

 

 Nineteen sixty-two was a watershed year for Hughes’ scholarship. Alfred Alwarez, in a feisty introduction to his 

anthology The New Poetry, brought the violence issue in to prominence as he lamented the British poets and critics who 

adhere to “gentility principle”. Alwarez considered “gentility “a deliberate refusal to confront the realities of the 

Holocaust and the millions of soldiers died in World war II. Somehow a “muddle through “attitude would outface the 

evil without and the aggressive libido within. Alwarez called for a poetry that would drope this pretense and confront 

the historical forces without and the undisciplined energies within that wrought carnage. In his introduction, Alwarez 

named Hughes the only post war British poet whose verse was equal to the task of examining the modern psyche and 

its violent historical context. 

 

Post war era in Europe has witnessed numerous social as well as cultural shifts. Technology replaced as the container 

of demonic. So awesome is the power of technology’s atom bomb, “the serpent …. from the hatched atom” in a “A 

Horrible Religious Error”, that “God’s grimace wretched, a leaf in the furnace” and mankind willingly submits to it with 

te words, “your will is our peace”. It’s “alibi self-twisted around it” refers to the sophistic reasoning that such 

technological “advances” as the atom bomb are “for the good of all mankind.” The replacement of religion by technology 

and the reasoning behind it is indeed a horrible religious error. In “Notes for a little Play”, God is even invited to the 

post-atomic- explosion marriage of two “Mutations - at home in the nuclear glare”. 

 

In spite of this show of technology, the demonic Crow reminds unimpressed. Indeed, his reaction to the atomic serpent 

of “A horrible Religious Error” is to “Beat the hell out of it” and   eat it. The demonic, that’s, remain supreme: its power 

undiminished and uninfluenced by atomic power. Thus it is that in “Notes for a Little Play” where “the flame fills all 

space. / The demolition is total” the only two survivors “fasten together” in marriage and the process of creation 

continues in spite of the devastation. The final conclusion of Crow in regard to technology and religion is contained in 

“Crow’s technology”, 

“Crow realized there were two Gods- 

One of them bigger than the other 

Loving his enemies 

And having all the weapons.” (Crow 16-17) 

Hughes attempts in Crow to sketch out a new mythology, one which will adequately contain the demonic. It traces three 

themes: the centrality of demonic, the failure of Christianity to contain it, and the failure of technology to do the same. 

For all its length it leaves out much more than it includes, but nevertheless enough has been stated and implied to draw 

a few conclusions. If we accept the demonic as a reality, as did the Eskimos, various religions, and philosophers, like 

Plato, we must recognize in it the inspiration to create, pro create, and recreate. We must also realize that existence not 

static phenomenon, but a continual process of regeneration. 

 

The poetry of Ted Hughes concerns itself with modern man’s problem of sense of superfluity. As a poet Hughes’s 

traditional trait is chiefly that of an inspired visionary. His major poetic preoccupations are: nature myth and “violence”. 

Hill is a moralist, and a severe one. He is not much given to metaphysics, or interrogations of Nature. He deals with the 

world on the understanding that it has already taken certain social and cultural forms, good and more often bad. 

Compared to Hughes, Hill is entirely different in attitudes and style. But when we talk about the unrest of the European 
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psyche we can draw a line of similarity between them. To Hill Holocaust images and the nightmares of Auschwitz and 

Buchenwald are inevitable when he talks about turbulence of Europe in the twentieth century. Man’s “inventions” to 

“wipe out” his own brother must have wondered and embarrassed this poet. Each and every line of his poems which 

speak immensely about such “inventions” take away the breath of the reader. 
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