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Abstract 

This study takes as its focus Ted Hughes’s composition techniques throughout his 

career, arguing that his self-conscious experimentation with the processes by which 

he wrote affected the style and subject matter of his work. Hughes’s poetry has lent 

itself to a number of familiar critical approaches, focusing on his preoccupation with 

mythology, his interaction with the natural world and his creative partnership with 

his first wife, Sylvia Plath. Yet no study, until now, has looked systematically at his 

literary drafts and the extent to which Hughes’s method of composition radically 

altered during his writing career.  

  Archive material at Emory University, accessible since 2000, and new archive 

materials held at the British Library and made available for study for the first time in 

2010, have opened up possibilities for much greater depth of research into Hughes’s 

writing processes and the birth and evolution of individual poems. By engaging with 

these materials, my research complements new studies which are tackling under-

examined areas of Hughes’s work, whilst contributing more broadly to an increased 

awareness of the central importance of archival work in the study of literature. 

Literary manuscript drafts have often been used to study writers whose writing 

methods consciously foreground the drafting process. Whilst Hughes has not 

previously been considered in this light, my original investigations into his archival 

materials reveal a poet for whom the nature of the compositional process was a 

central concern which defines and redefines his poetry across his career. 
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Transcription of Manuscripts 

The depiction of poetic drafts in print criticism is a difficult issue. Various studies 

have informed my representation of them in this thesis. Hughes discussed the print 

presentation of Emily Dickinson’s manuscripts in his introduction to A Choice of 

Emily Dickinson’s Work (1968). Commenting on the tendency to normalise her 

characteristic dashes, he writes, ‘Emily Dickinson’s eccentric dashes are an integral 

part of her method and style, and cannot be translated to commas, semicolons and 

the rest without deadening the wonderfully naked voltage of the poems’.1 Even when 

Dickinson’s dashes are maintained, Susan Howe finds them an unsatisfactory 

transcription of the poems, which were not committed to print during the poet’s 

lifetime. Howe believes that there is intention behind all the marks on the 

manuscripts and that the angle of one of Dickinson’s dashes can bring new meaning 

to a poem.2  

How can a manuscript be represented accurately? In Sylvia Plath: A Critical 

Study, Tim Kendall represents Plath’s manuscripts in the following way: ‘Red, 

mottled, like cut throats| The throats of Jews’.3 Kendall allows the reader to grasp the 

development and mutation of Plath’s thought throughout the manuscript and 

elucidates the effect of her final word choice on the finished poem. He touches on the 

moral issue of representing a manuscript in print which is not the final version the 

author intended to be seen. He notes that Plath’s removal of the image quoted above 

is ‘fortunate’ as it is ‘potentially offensive’, and yet through printing the drafts readers 

have access to such material.4 If the moral issue is placed to one side, Kendall’s visual 

 
1 Ted Hughes, Winter Pollen: Occasional Prose, ed. by William Scammell (London: Faber and Faber, 
1995), p. 154. 
2 Susan Howe, The Birth-Mark: Unsettling the Wilderness in American Literary History 
(Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1993), p. 39. 
3 Tim Kendall, Sylvia Plath: A Critical Study (London: Faber and Faber, 2001), p. 112. 
4 Kendall, Sylvia Plath, p. 112. 
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representation of Plath’s drafts could be perceived as problematic in a similar way to 

those of Dickinson. A single line strike-through does not give adequate 

representation to the vehemence of some of Plath’s scribbling out, nor does it 

acknowledge the ambiguity created by Plath’s use of arrows or the presence of two 

words squashed into one space. 

The answer to this problem is never quite satisfactory. I have chosen to 

combine the work of Kendall and others such as Jon Stallworthy in his Vision and 

Revision in Yeats’s ‘Last Poems’ with that of Howe, who uses typed versions with 

photocopies of Dickinson’s handwritten marks in between the typed words. In 

addition, where relevant I have described the type of paper and pen used, the manner 

in which a line is crossed out or the angle at which a replacement line is inserted, as 

well as using images of the manuscripts themselves.  

I have used single-line strike-through to indicate authorial crossing out of a 

word or line; I have tried to indicate in my writing any extra relevant detail, for 

example, concerning the severity of crossing out. I have used square brackets to 

indicate when a word in the transcription is uncertain and square brackets with 

asterisks where a word is completely illegible. If a whole line is inserted after the 

main drafting I have used ^^ around the line to indicate this. I have used { when 

showing that a word is written over another word in the same space. When a word is 

added to a line I have transcribed it above the line and only used ^ when Hughes has 

done so in the draft. I have also used smaller font if an addition is written in a 

particularly small hand. If a word is added to the beginning of the line, I have set it 

further to the left of the line, as it is in the draft, but as Hughes generally uses a 

capital letter at the beginning of each line, two capital letters in a row also help to 

indicate an addition at the beginning of a line. When quoting from a typescript, any 

handwritten edits are differentiated by the use of italics. See below for a constructed 
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example transcription made up of various lines from the drafts of ‘The Hawk in the 

Rain’. 

 

                    November 
A small hawk, in December heavy rain, 

                     shall 
But not no. He too [****] one day ^ shall meet weather 

                       [manage] 
Challenges the earth’s ages first my pulses, 

         {which 
         {that      Climbs the therm of vertigo against  

^Above me, and coldly there hangs his still eye,^ 
With the landscape revolving on the leash of his look 
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Introduction 

 

On the tenth floor of Emory University Library I am greeted at my desk by a trolley of 

identical grey box files. Each box contains folders of papers in Ted Hughes’s difficult 

handwriting. I turn over page after page of drafts, watching Hughes’s hawk meet the 

weather over and over like a film on loop when, unexpectedly, I see a skylark — a 

single verse in the early papers related to Hughes’s first collection, The Hawk in the 

Rain (1957). As my research progresses I see the bird appearing again and again at 

different points in time and across different media: on the back of envelopes 

addressed to ‘Mrs Sylvia Hughes’ postmarked 1960, in large triplicate notebooks 

from 1965-66, on oversize loose-leaf drafts and small flip notebooks. I start to 

understand that Hughes does not simply begin with a first draft and end with a 

published poem. 

Tracing the skylark through Hughes’s papers, I realise that the way in which 

Hughes was grappling with and pinning down this skylark across so many sheaves of 

paper and so many years affected the themes with which the final published poem 

engaged. Situating my analysis in the nascent stage of Hughes’s work, I read the 

working progress in the drafts of Hughes’s poetry. This allows my study to shed new 

contextual light on his work by analysing how the poetry was written and the effect 

the drafting process has upon what was written.  

  In 1995, Hughes asked Ann Skea and Keith Sagar to help make an inventory of 

his papers, but eventually decided to undertake the task himself. His archive was 

finally sold to Emory University, Atlanta, in March 1997, adding to existing papers in 

their collection which they had been acquiring since 1985. The archive comprised 

‘108,000 items in eighty-six boxes weighing 2 1/2 tons, plus materials sealed in a 
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trunk that is not to be opened until the year 2023’.5 The archive was opened to 

researchers in 2000. The British Library acquired an important archive of Hughes’s 

papers in 2008, which was opened to researchers two years later. This contained 

material from across his career but concentrated on draft material and notes relating 

to Birthday Letters (1998). Both the Emory University and the British Library 

collections have attracted satellite collections, particularly correspondence from 

Frieda Hughes, Olwyn Hughes, Assia Wevill, Peter Redgrove and Leonard Baskin.  

The archives of Hughes papers in Emory University and the British Library 

are ever expanding with the donation of further documents and the chance discovery 

of items, such as the recent unearthing of Hughes’s school English essays in his 

teacher’s attic.6 Because of Hughes’s practice of selling papers for financial reasons 

throughout his career, manuscripts may yet emerge from private collections. In 

addition to these major holdings, Hughes’s papers are scattered across various 

institutions. The University of Exeter holds the literary drafts of Cave Birds, which 

are the subject of Chapter Five of this thesis, as well as prints and sketches by 

Leonard Baskin and many special edition books. The University of Liverpool, 

University of Birmingham, Washington University, University of Victoria, University 

of Buffalo and University of Columbia all contain small amounts of Hughes material 

ranging from correspondence and typescripts to special editions. Hughes’s and 

Plath’s early writing practices mean that some Hughes materials are also found on 

the back of Plath manuscripts held at Smith College and Lilly Library. Fascinating 

material concerning Hughes’s career prior to the publication of The Hawk in the 

Rain (1957) is also held at the BBC written archive. My research draws together 

 
5 Diane Middlebrook, Her Husband: Hughes and Plath, a Marriage (New York: Viking, 2003), p. 
270. This trunk has since been opened and its contents absorbed into the main archive.  
6 Some of Hughes’s school essays were recently discovered in papers belonging to his old English 
teacher with whom he continued to correspond throughout his life. Roundtable discussion, Ted 
Hughes Society Conference, Pembroke College, Cambridge, 14-15 September 2012. 
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material from Hughes’s major repositories, including poetry drafts, correspondence, 

artwork and special editions. 

The value of modern literary manuscripts was not fully understood in Britain 

until the second half of the twentieth century. The sale of manuscripts throughout 

Hughes’s career was important for him financially and conceptually; the collecting 

policies of the UK and America inform Hughes’s perception of the value of these 

documents. One of Hughes’s contemporaries, Philip Larkin, spearheaded the change 

in attitude towards the appreciation of modern manuscripts in the UK. Larkin 

explained that the reason we should be concerned with preserving contemporary 

manuscripts is their ‘magical’ and their ‘meaningful’ value: 

 

The magical value is the older and more universal: this is the paper he 

wrote on, these are the words as he wrote them, emerging for the first 

time in this particular miraculous combination. We may feel inclined to 

be patronizing about this Shelley-plain, Thomas-coloured factor, but it 

is a potent element in all collecting [...]. The meaningful value is of 

much more recent origin, and is the degree to which a manuscript helps 

to enlarge our knowledge and understanding of a writer’s life and 

work.7       

 

The quality that Larkin calls the ‘magical value’ of manuscripts, is, as he 

acknowledges, tied up with Romantic ideals of inspired or ‘miraculous’ composition 

centred in the figure of the individual artist. The ‘meaningful value’ can enlarge our 

knowledge by showing ‘the cancellations, the substitutions, the shifting towards the 

 
7 Philip Larkin, ‘Neglected Responsibility: Contemporary Literary Manuscripts’, in Required Writing: 
1955-1982 (London: Faber and Faber, 1983), p. 99. 
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ultimate form and the final meaning. A notebook, simply by being a fixed sequence of 

pages, can supply evidence of chronology’.8  

Study of the drafts and notes of a published text can lead to a destabilizing of 

the reader’s understanding of a final piece through the presence of many variants; it 

unsettles the notion of an inspired writer pouring out unmediated verse. Charles 

Lamb’s negative response to the manuscripts of Milton’s ‘Lycidas’ effectively 

illustrates the result of this displacement of the ‘inspired writer’: 

 

There is something to me repugnant, at any time, in written hand. The 

text never seems determinate. Print settles it. I had thought of the 

Lycidas as of a full-grown beauty — as springing up with all its parts 

absolute — till, in evil hour, I was shown the original written copy of it, 

together with the other minor poems of its author, in the Library of 

Trinity, kept like some treasure to be proud of. I wish they had thrown 

them in the Cam, or sent them, after the latter cantos of Spenser, into 

the Irish Channel. How it staggered me to see the fine things in their 

ore! interlined, corrected! as if their words were mortal, alterable, 

displaceable at pleasure! as if they might have been otherwise, and just 

as good! as if inspirations were made up of parts, and those fluctuating, 

successive, indifferent! I will never go into the work-shop of any great 

artist again, nor desire a sight of his picture, till it is fairly off the easel; 

no, not if Raphael were to be alive again, and painting another 

Galatea.9    

 
8 Larkin, ‘Neglected Responsibility’, p. 99. 
9 Charles Lamb, ‘Oxford at the Vacation’, London Magazine 2 (October 1820) pp. 365-369 < 
http://spenserians.cath.vt.edu/TextRecord.php?action=GET&textsid=36313> [accessed 10 February 
2013] (para. 19 of 19). 
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The sight of Milton’s manuscripts has broken the illusion of the poet pouring forth 

perfect words and has revealed Milton to be a craftsman rather than a prophet.  

In A Room of One’s Own (1929), Virginia Woolf recalled that Lamb’s statement had 

inspired in her the opposite view; her curiosity was piqued by what she describes as 

the ‘sacrilege’ of Milton’s rejected variants.10 She considers Thackeray’s papers which 

are housed in the same building and decides that a question over Thackeray’s style 

could be proved by ‘looking at the manuscript and seeing whether the alterations 

were for the benefit of the style or of the sense’.11 Woolf was not alone in her notion 

that sight of the manuscript would illuminate her understanding, despite the 

existence of voices like Lamb’s. In Anecdotes, Observations, and Characters of 

Books and Men (1820), which records conversations with Alexander Pope, Joseph 

Spence writes of his desire to understand the creative process further: ‘What a useful 

study it might be for a poet, to compare in those parts what was written first, with the 

successive alterations; to learn his turns, and arts in versification; and to consider the 

reasons why such and such an alteration was made’.12 Similarly, Friedrich Schlegel 

wrote in 1804: ‘One cannot pretend to have a true knowledge of a work or a thought 

unless one is able to reconstitute its becoming and composition — this inside 

understanding is the very object and essence of criticism’.13 Dirk van Hulle explains 

this surge in interest by suggesting that, toward the end of the eighteenth and 

 
10 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (London: The Hogarth Press, 1929. This edition London, 
Penguin, 2000), p. 9. 
11 Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, p. 9. It is worth noting here that gender has been an issue in access to 
archives. Woolf was not allowed to see the manuscripts at Trinity College: ‘I was actually at the door 
which leads into the library itself. I must have opened it, for instantly there issued, like a guardian 
angel barring the way with a flutter of black gown instead of white wings, a deprecating, silvery, kindly 
gentleman, who regretted in a low voice as he waved me back that ladies are only admitted to the 
library if accompanied by a Fellow of the College or furnished with a letter of introduction’, p. 9. 
12 Joseph Spence, Anecdotes, observations, and characters of books and men (London: John Murray, 
1820), p. 86.  
13 Qtd. in Frank Paul Bowman, ‘Genetic Criticism’, Poetics Today, Vol. 11, No. 3 (Autumn 1990), pp. 
627-646 (p. 630). 
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nineteenth century, ‘the holograph increasingly became the imprint of an author’s 

signature, personality, originality, and even genius’, causing a change in ‘author’s 

attitudes towards their manuscripts’.14 

 Hughes himself wrote a lecture on the value of manuscripts in 1988, analysing 

the progression of Plath’s ‘Sheep in Fog’ through its extant manuscripts. He explains 

that the drafts ‘tell everything’ about the poem.15 He describes them as the 

‘transparent exposure of the poetic operations’ which allow us to ‘understand [the 

poem] far better because we have learned the peculiar meaning of its hieroglyphs’.16 

Hughes also uses this lecture to examine what he understands to be the four main 

methods of composition, all of which he thinks are present in Plath’s drafts of ‘Sheep 

in Fog’. When applying Hughes’s models to his manuscripts, the second, third and 

fourth types of composition are more difficult to tell apart. All will have multiple 

drafts, entire sets of imagery which are discarded, and most likely the first draft will 

bear little resemblance to the published poem. In contrast, in the first method: 

‘“inspiration” can suddenly rise to the surface [...] as if preformed [...].  The poem 

seems to write itself, and takes the poet completely by surprise [...]. Once on the 

page, it cannot be altered’.17 In the second mode of writing, he explains that 

 

the poem can half rise. The poet then struggles to help it offering 

words, images, anything from his bag of tricks, trying to anticipate and 

coax it. [...] he is actually suppressing [inspiration] – suppressing a 

perfect and preformed but not yet fully emerged poem of that first kind, 

and supplanting it[.]18 

 
14 Dirk van Hulle, Textual Awareness (Michigan: The University of Michigan Press, 2004), p. 8. 
15 Hughes, Winter Pollen, p. 199. 
16 Hughes, Winter Pollen, p. 206. 
17 Hughes, Winter Pollen, p. 207. 
18 Hughes, Winter Pollen, pp. 207-208.  
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In the third type of writing, 

 

inspiration offers only the odd phrase, or line, and the poet goes after it 

with a technique that may be very resourceful but is essentially fixed 

and predetermined by his own earlier writings and by his regular 

practice, by his aesthetic prejudices, by his conscious desire to write a 

certain type of poetry. 19 

 

This type of writing produces ‘admirable pieces of verbal dressage and pleasing 

craftsmanship’, but these poems ‘stand as monuments to the unique originals that 

died in the womb’.20 The fourth process of writing is particularly interesting: 

 

[the final poem is] a sort of hard fought treaty – some kind of 

provisional reconciliation between the inspiration and other parts of 

the poet’s character, a precarious, jagged touchy kind of agreement. 

These can be exciting pieces of writing even when they are anything but 

what you would call a perfect poem[.]21 

 

This lecture on Plath’s manuscripts must have been written with the future 

interpretation of his own papers in mind (perhaps particularly the manuscripts of 

Birthday Letters). It provides scholars with a model of the way in which Hughes 

believes composition functions.  

 
19 Hughes, Winter Pollen, p. 208. 
20 Hughes, Winter Pollen, p. 208. 
21 Hughes, Winter Pollen, p. 209. 
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To consider the ‘poetic operations’ present in the papers in the archives, it is 

important to recognise that the researcher faces an entity which has been 

ideologically shaped and presented in often hidden ways.22 The difficulty of 

conceptualising archives, as Carolyn Hamilton argues, ‘lies in the particular claims of 

the archive to constitute the record, to provide evidence and to act as source.’23 The 

archive must not be considered as a neutral ‘source’ of information, but rather as a 

constructed entity in similar manner to a diary or a poetic ‘I’. Awareness of the 

archive as a carefully constructed story is central to the research methodology of any 

archive-based project: ‘every archive — is figured’.24  

 Hamilton explains that her term ‘figure’ ‘enfolds multiple meanings — as a 

verb: to appear, be mentioned, represent, be a symbol of, imagine, pattern, calculate, 

understand, determine, consider’.25 The first layer of conceptualising or figuring of 

the archive is usually performed by the author. Roy Davids, a friend of Hughes who 

worked at Sotheby’s and aided him in the sale of his manuscripts, notes that Hughes 

‘removed much of [the personal] material from the [Emory] sale without telling 

anyone’.26 Diane Middlebrook recounts that Hughes’s decision to sort through the 

papers himself was prompted by his shock ‘at what he had come across in a casual 

sampling of the collection. He told [Ann Skea] frankly that he wanted no one but 

himself to look at the things he had rediscovered’.27 The content of the material in the 

Emory archive has thus been dictated by Hughes, and we cannot know what 

correspondence, poetry drafts, notes or journals have been weeded from the 

 
22 Hughes, Winter Pollen, p. 206. 
23 Carolyn Hamilton, ‘Introduction’, Refiguring the Archive, ed. by Carolyn Hamilton et al., 
(Dordecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2002), p. 9. 
24 Hamilton, Refiguring, p. 7.  
25 Hamilton, Refiguring, p. 7. 
26 Roy Davids, ‘British Library Finding Aid/Description of Holdings: Ted Hughes Archive, the final 
portion’ (2012) <http://www.ted-hughes.info/home/news/roy-davids-supplies-detailed-finding-aid-
for-hughes-archive-at-british-library.html> [accessed 10 October 2012] (p. 2). 
27 Middebrook, Her Husband, p. 269. 
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collection. Davids further suggested that it is likely that Hughes ‘probably intended 

to destroy much of the personal material’ in the later archive at the British Library as 

‘that would have been in character – but he was surprised by time’.28 Hughes’s earlier 

administration of the Plath papers has been a long-standing source of controversy. 

His decision to destroy Plath’s last journal for the sake of their children has been met 

with heavy criticism, with some critics reading this act as another stage in Hughes’s 

control over Plath’s voice. It has also been claimed that Hughes did not destroy the 

journal, but rather hid it. Middlebrook quotes from the draft of a letter from Hughes 

to scholar Jacqueline Rose in which he writes ‘I have never told this to anyone — I 

hid the last journal — about 2 months of entries’. The actual letter he eventually sent 

to Rose did not include this statement.29  

Hughes’s action and the reactions it inspired form part of a larger discourse 

concerning literary manuscripts and the right to privacy. His destruction of the 

journal, allegedly for the sake of his children, exposes the tension between what 

Joseph Sax defines as ‘private goods serving private needs’ and ‘objects in which the 

public has a crucial stake’.30 Hughes’s action in destroying Plath’s journal and 

weeding his papers would most likely be cited as ‘a personal one’, marking out the 

papers as private property and ignoring their potential as public objects.  

 In addition to the destruction of papers, parts of Hughes’s archive have been 

sealed. When Plath’s archive was sold to Smith College, some papers were sealed. 

Eventually Hughes allowed them to be unsealed and published in The Journals of 

Sylvia Plath (2000). The journals were originally meant to be unsealed in 2013.31 

The British Library contains papers and an extensive sequence of poems pertaining 

 
28 ‘British Library Finding Aid’, p. 3. 
29 Middlebrook, Her Husband, p. 238.   
30Joseph L. Sax, Playing Darts with a Rembrandt: Public and Private Rights in Cultural Treasures 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1999), p. 6. 
31 See Karen Kukil, ‘Reviving the Journals of Sylvia Plath’, Plath Profiles, Vol. 3 (Fall 2010), pp. 15-25. 
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to the The Bell Jar film trial which are embargoed for the lifetime of Jane Anderson, 

who initiated court proceedings against the film company in 1979. Anderson was a 

patient at the same centre to which Plath was admitted after her first suicide attempt. 

Anderson objected to the portrayal of her as homosexual in the film of Plath’s novel 

because she claimed it would be damaging to her relationship with clients in her job 

as a psychiatrist. Plath’s novel does not portray the character based on Anderson as 

homosexual. In a letter to her editor Plath listed the characters that were based upon 

real people. In this letter Plath described the character Joan Gilling – whom Jane 

Anderson believed to be based on herself – as ‘fictitious’. Anderson won her case 

against the film company and was awarded $150, 000 for being ‘unintentionally 

defamed’. Ted Hughes and the Plath Estate were not implicated in the verdict and 

Hughes’s attorney described the result as a ‘fair settlement’.32  

The organisation of the archive, dictated by the policy of the collecting 

institution and the academic decision of the archivist, also affects the researcher’s 

conception of the papers. The decision lies between the policy of ‘respect for original 

order’ and the creation of a more user-friendly grouping of the papers. This is 

important for a researcher using archival sources, as it affects whether the 

organisation of the papers can be analysed as well as their content. Hughes’s two 

major archives at Emory University and the British Library represent these two 

different styles of archiving. ‘Original order’ refers to ‘the preservation of the records’ 

original context of creation’.33 Although ‘original order’ was first used with reference 

to archives of state papers, it has become a powerful theoretical idea in the 

 
32 Eleanor Blau, ‘“Bell Jar” Case Ends in Accord’, The New York Times, 30 January 1987 
<http://www.nytimes.com/1987/01/30/movies/bell-jar-case-ends-in-accord.html?src=pm> 
[accessed 16 March 2013] (para. 16 of 24). 
33 Jennifer Douglas, ‘Original Order, Added Value? Archival Theory and the Douglas Coupland fonds’, 
in The Boundaries of the Literary Archive: Reclamation and Representation, ed. by Carrie Smith and 
Lisa Stead (Surrey: Ashgate, forthcoming 2013), n.p. 
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organisation of the papers of artists. As Jennifer Douglas explains, ‘Personal archive 

arrangements, which develop out of the “mental life of the individual”, are thought to 

be similarly indicative of “thoughts and actions”, “personal values” and a creator’s 

“psychology”’.34 The prose notes deposited alongside poetry drafts, for example, 

could shed light on the drafts that would be lost if the notes were then archived 

separately from the poetry manuscripts.  

The British Library archive, arranged by Helen Melody, maintained the 

original order of the papers and the original titles of the boxes and box files in which 

they were deposited. Melody explains, however, that ‘in some cases it was necessary 

to impose a degree of external order upon the material’. The correspondence, for 

example, was arranged into date order and sender.35 As the British Library archive 

was sold after Hughes’s death, the papers might already have been weeded by the 

executor of the estate, or more simply, issues of space or of papers left haphazardly 

after the death of the creator could easily lead to the imposition of an order which 

does not hold any special significance. Thus, retaining close attention to the original 

order when arranging the catalogue could create an archive that is difficult for 

researchers to negotiate without any discernible benefit.  

 In contrast to the British Library, the archive at Emory University does not 

maintain the original order of the papers, meaning that the context and information 

that ‘original order’ may have afforded researchers has been lost. Emory University 

holds the catalogue that Hughes wrote to describe the papers, but it is not officially 

 
34 Jennifer Douglas, ‘Original Order’, n.p. (forthcoming) 
35 In addition, in certain cases the material condition of the archive necessarily took precedence over 
the academic desire to retain original order: ‘box files contained collected and uncollected loose leaf 
poetry drafts. To prevent them from being damaged by excessive use I made the decision to arrange 
the drafts by collection or by date range (for uncollected works)’. Melody notes that stringently 
adhering to the notion of ‘original order’ against a more logical catalogue order could cause excessive 
damage to fragile material as researchers would not be able to ascertain the nature of the material and 
could call up material ‘unnecessarily’. Helen Melody, Personal Correspondence with the Author, 16 
October 2012. 
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listed as part of the Hughes archive. The relationship between Hughes’s reference to 

the papers and the current catalogue has not been preserved. For example, it is 

unclear to which folder the following reference by Hughes relates: ‘2 pages, 1 draft + 

1 typescript 1st Skylark poem (1960) – published Wodwo’. What does Hughes mean 

when he says ‘1st’? How does this relate to Hughes’s later dating of ‘Skylarks’ to 1965-

66? In this case, retaining the ‘original order’ of the papers as Hughes deposited 

them may have been helpful to researchers. As I explain in Chapter Three, we must, 

instead, rely on the materiality of the papers to understand Hughes’s composition of 

this poem.  

 The Hughes papers as presented in this thesis have been subject to a third 

layer of shaping: that of the scholar. Achille Mbembe goes so far as to suggest that 

the archive is ‘a product of composition’ by the researcher.36 I have chosen to focus 

on the literary drafts in various archives. This is perhaps inevitable for research into 

poetic process; however, it does represent a picture of the archive that is biased 

towards its literary content. Anita Helle suggests that literary archives ‘necessarily 

decompose’ as ‘the processes of dissemination and study invariably reconfigure the 

hierarchical fields of what is to be valued’.37 Hamilton also uses this concept of value, 

arguing that the archive is a ‘conception of what is valuable, and of how such value 

should be transmitted across time’.38 The shifting value and the decomposition of the 

archive indicate that it is ‘porous to societal process and discourses’.39 The figuring 

that occurs at the level of researcher is constantly evolving as the scholar and the 

Academy place emphasis on different parts of the archive.  

 
36 Achille Mbembe, ‘The Power of the Archive and its Limits’, in Refiguring, p. 21. 
37 Anita Helle, ‘Introduction’, The Unravelling Archive: Essays on Sylvia Plath ed. by Anita Helle 
(Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2007), p. 4. 
38 Hamilton, Refiguring, p. 16. 
39 Hamilton, Refiguring, p. 7. 
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My methodology is primarily informed by archival theory and practice which 

suggests the importance of understanding the archive as an intellectually crafted 

entity, as well as placing importance on reading the materiality of the papers 

combined with detailed close reading of their content. The term ‘writing process’ 

used throughout this thesis refers to the development of the writing on the page, as 

well as the development of thought and supporting materials leading up to that 

point. This can be affected by material composition constraints – the size of paper, 

for example — and by ideas — the type of composition for which Hughes is aiming – 

and so on. Hughes’s handwriting altered throughout his life, changing the way his 

drafts were set out on the page. His early handwriting in letters home from university 

and in drafts of poems from The Hawk in the Rain was neat and regular [figure 1], 

whereas his later writing became more expressive, retaining the general form of his 

early hand but exhibiting more and more irregularity in letter size and shape. For 

example, Hughes’s early ‘g’ [figure 2] altered to his characteristic reversed ‘g’ shaped 

almost like a ‘p’ [figure 3]. Hughes’s more irregular and often expansive writing 

required more room on the page and greater spacing between lines, consequently 

altering the drafting process. Notably, when Hughes used smaller paper, his 

handwriting tended to become similar to his earlier, neater hand.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Sample of Hughes’s early hand, letter to Olwyn Hughes from Cambridge, early 1950s. Atlanta, Emory 
University, Manuscript and Rare Book Library, The Olwyn Hughes Papers, MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 2. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

Figure 2: dagger, nothing 
Late ‘g’, ‘Lovesong’ draft, Atlanta, Emory University, Manuscript 
and Rare Book Library, The Ted Hughes Papers, 1940-1997, 
MSS644, Box 61, Fol. 27. 
 
 

Figure 3: Laughs, bring 
Early 'g', MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 2. 
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The materials on which Hughes wrote also subtly affect the writing process. I have 

called attention to this throughout this thesis. Hughes preserved paper and used it 

for more than one purpose. For example, envelopes are unsealed and opened out to 

be used as material for poetry drafts and typescripts are also reused for new 

autograph drafts. Plath famously secreted pink memorandum paper from Smith 

College and wrote drafts of Ariel poems on the back of Hughes’s typescripts. Even 

letters could hold a dual purpose, as Hughes’s sister Olwyn used pages of his above 

letter from Cambridge to practise her shorthand [figure 4]. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: Letter from Ted Hughes to Olwyn with shorthand marks. MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 2. 
 

In terms of my close readings, attention to the materiality of the paper and ink used 

has meant that I have posited a new drafting order for one of Hughes’s major poems, 

‘The Hawk in the Rain’; I have further argued for a different composition date for 

‘Skylarks’, which would radically alter its position in relation to events in Hughes’s 

life.  

In considering the vast number of audio recordings and poetry readings 

Hughes completed across his career, my work enters an untouched area of Hughes’s 

oeuvre. Alongside the poetry drafts, I use biographical sources such as Hughes’s 

letters, both published and unpublished. The BBC Written Archive provides a unique 

Image removed due to third party copyright  
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insight into the professional side of being a poet and shows Hughes trying to 

establish himself in the years prior to publishing The Hawk in the Rain (1957). 

Chapter One uses Hughes’s readings and recordings to analyse the complex 

links between Hughes’s presentation of himself as a professional poet and his 

perception of the evolution of his composition methods across his career. This 

chapter builds the foundation for exploring Hughes’s self-reflexive relationship with 

the writing of poetry that is the focus of this thesis. The chapter begins with an 

analysis of previously unstudied material from the BBC Written Archive concerning 

his broadcasting work prior to the publication of The Hawk in the Rain to suggest 

that his early composition is marked by close attention to the sound of poetry and an 

awareness of the professional opportunities which readings and recordings could 

offer. Using letters from Emory University’s archive that are not included in the 

Letters of Ted Hughes (2007) and archival texts of Hughes’s spoken preambles to his 

readings of his own poems, I suggest that Hughes’s explanations of his poems’ 

origins in these spoken introductions deliberately conceal the writing process. This 

creates the myth of instantaneous composition, which later becomes an important 

idea for the drafting of Crow (1970) and Moortown Diary (1989) as analysed in 

Chapters Four and Six. Having interviewed the producer of Hughes’s 1996 recording, 

David Thacker, I explore Thacker’s technique of coaching Hughes to create a, 

paradoxically, constructed ‘authentic’ voice. These discourses of constructed 

authenticity become central to my argument concerning the creative processes of 

Moortown Diary and Birthday Letters. By considering authenticity as a self-

consciously created position, I introduce Hughes as a writer who centres his writing 

on the act of composition itself.   

My thesis is constructed chronologically in order to understand Hughes’s 

changing drafting style over time. Chapter Two begins by closely reading the archival 
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drafts of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ to ascertain the order of the manuscript pages and to 

explore properly, for the first time, Hughes’s early drafting style in the title poem of 

his first collection. This allows me to understand how Hughes’s drafting method in 

later collections differs from his early composition techniques. In this chapter I 

suggest that we can trace Hughes’s later self-conscious preoccupation with the act of 

writing to his struggle with a period of creative sterility when writing the poetry of 

Lupercal (1960). I examine Hughes’s letters in this period, where reflections on the 

practice of writing begin to proliferate. At this time he begins to conceive of himself 

as a professional poet through his engagement with poetry readings and reviews of 

The Hawk in the Rain.  

In Chapter Three, I take ‘Skylarks’, from Hughes’s third collection Wodwo, as 

a case study to discuss Hughes’s struggle to find an original voice by foregrounding 

the act of writing as the central focus of the poem. I consider the development of 

‘Skylarks’ through its extant drafts. I challenge the accepted understanding that the 

poem was written in 1965-66 and argue that alternative information provided by 

Hughes and physical traces in the archive indicate that the poem was begun much 

earlier, in 1960. Thus we might argue that the process of composition and 

development of the poem were affected by the suicide of Sylvia Plath in 1963. The 

poem is crucial for an appreciation of the development of Hughes’s composition style 

and poetic practice because Hughes felt he had to alter his understanding of 

creativity following Plath’s death. Through writing about a skylark, which has a rich 

and famous literary history, Hughes begins an engagement in the drafts with 

Romantic conceptions of creativity which, I argue in Chapter Six, reaches its height 

in Moortown Diary (1989). I suggest that the drafts of ‘Skylarks’ chart a change from 

an explicitly personal poem to a depersonalised poem, a pattern that becomes 
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increasingly characteristic of Hughes’s composition processes in subsequent works 

such as Crow. 

I will show that Hughes’s attempts to depersonalise his verse lead to the use of 

more obscure symbols and the employment of ancient source myths, stories which 

do not have an individual author. The ways in which the poems of Crow are written 

become as important for Hughes as the final result. The shift to authorless 

mythmaking is reflected in Hughes’s compositional practice. The rapid style of 

composition which he privileged in the 1970s is in keeping with the sense of the poet 

as a prophet, shaman or automatic writer which dominated Hughes’s critical writing 

in this period. The relationship between the spoken introductions to poetry readings 

and the main body of the reading influences Hughes’s ideas explored in Chapter Four 

about the desired prophet-like composition for the poems of Crow. I demonstrate 

that what has been considered as Hughes’s radical break in style in the poetry 

of Crow is, in fact, a continuation of longstanding preoccupations to do with the 

‘mask’ of mythology and the ‘mask’ of compositional style. 

Chapter Five considers collaborative composition in Hughes’s work. I assess 

the collaborative creation of Cave Birds and the effect this has on composition 

practices. I examine the collaboration between Hughes and the American artist 

Leonard Baskin, and consider the complex development of the collection which 

comprises both illustration and ekphrasis. I draw on the unique holdings of 

manuscript drafts and original printings of the collection within the University of 

Exeter’s Heritage Collections to develop Elizabeth Bergmann-Loiseaux’s idea the 

published collection is ‘in part, about the process of its own making’.40 I posit that the 

 
40 Elizabeth Bergmann-Loizeaux, ‘Reading Word, Image, and the Body of the Book: Ted Hughes and 
Leonard Baskin’s “Cave Birds”’, Twentieth Century Literature, Vol. 50, No. 1 (Spring 2004), pp. 18-58 
(p. 25). 
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drafts illuminate a working process that reveals the nature of Baskin’s and Hughes’s 

collaboration and the tension built into the creation of the book, as well as showing 

wider debates about the nature and power of images in language and art. This 

engagement with the relationship between word and image allowed Hughes to 

reaffirm the importance of poetry and the written word in a period he characterised 

as filled with unimportant works.  

My penultimate chapter considers Moortown Diary (1989), a collection which 

constitutes a break in style and practice for Hughes. I challenge Hughes’s claim that 

the poems are simply versified jottings with no editing. I suggest that the poems can 

be understood as stemming from Romantic discourses of authenticity, sincerity and 

spontaneity. The notion of ‘spontaneous’ writing influences the poems of Crow and 

Moortown Diary as the method of composition keenly affects the poems produced.  I 

also draw on the discussions of the opening chapter of this thesis, concerning 

authenticity and experience in poetry readings, to analyse the prose introductions to 

the Moortown Diary poems. The collection’s negotiation of truth, composition 

practices and elegy make it an important forerunner to Birthday Letters. 

My thesis concludes with a consideration of Hughes’s final full-length 

collection Birthday Letters (1998). I draw together the work of the previous chapters 

to reflect on Hughes’s writing practice across his career and the way in which he 

engages with his earlier poetry and techniques. I suggest that the proliferation of 

reported documents, photographs, journal entries and letters in the collection is a 

result of Hughes’s re-encounter with these items when sorting through Plath’s, and 

later his own, papers for sale. The process of shaping his archive and literary legacy 

informs the collection’s focus on the fallibility of memory and the potential for 

documents and objects to deceive. The figuring of his archive and the representation 
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of his writing practice in Birthday Letters embody the way in which Hughes wanted 

his poetic process to be understood. 

 

Literature Review 

Over the past five years, new critical perspectives have radically transformed and 

rejuvenated the field of Hughes scholarship. The publication of Hughes’s Collected 

Poems in 2003 has opened access to primary sources, collecting together for the first 

time poetry from Hughes’s special editions, small print run pamphlets and 

unpublished poetry. As well as showing Hughes as ‘one of the great letter writers of 

the twentieth century’, the publication of The Letters of Ted Hughes (2007) and The 

Poet and The Critic: The Letters of Ted Hughes and Keith Sagar (2012) have 

provided invaluable context for the study of Hughes’s poetry which was previously 

only available to critics able to research in Hughes’s archives.41 

 The earliest mention of Hughes in the Times Literary Supplement occurs in 

1955, in an article ‘Poems and Images’ which reviewed Poetry from Cambridge, 

1952-54. The author writes ‘there are interesting contributions from Mr R. T. Jones 

and Mr Ted Hughes whose poem, “The Little Boys and the Seasons,” has an arresting 

freshness, as distinct from naivety, of approach’. The article, however, finds that 

Thom Gunn is ‘easily the best poet here’.42 The first review of The Hawk in the Rain 

(1957) in the Times Literary Supplement decides that Hughes is a ‘good’ poet 

because his poems have ‘real roots’ in the countryside. The review also notes, 

however, that the collection contains some ‘dreadfully bad’ poems and concludes that 

 
41 Diane Middlebrook qtd. in ‘A New View of Ted Hughes’, Emory Magazine, Vol. 76, No. 1 (Spring 
2000) <http://www.emory.edu/EMORY_MAGAZINE/spring2000/hughes.html> [accessed 7 
November 2012] (para. 7 of 11). 
42 ‘Poems and Images’, Times Literary Supplement, 2 September 1955, p. 506. 
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the biggest defect of the poetry is a lack of ‘strong individual rhythm’.43 As I shall 

explore in Chapter Two, the main criticism of Hughes’s first collection relates to its 

‘deliberate working up of violent and partisan emotion’ and ‘heavy emphasis on, and 

praise of, brutish animal force’.44  In ‘Poets and Brutes’ (1962), J. D. Haisworth 

writes, ‘There’s neither sophistication nor “intellectuality” in poems like “The Hawk 

in the Rain”, “Wind”, and “The Jaguar”, and [Hughes] doesn't show the “inwardness” 

typical of so much contemporary verse’.45 This type of assessment led Ekbert Faas to 

ask Hughes in an interview in the 1970s what he thought of his label as the ‘poet of 

violence’.46 

These early reactions to Hughes’s writing illustrate a pattern that would be 

repeated, to an extent, in subsequent Hughes scholarship. Work on Hughes has often 

developed in tandem with the twists and turns of Hughes’s career. It begins with 

studies which used close readings to understand the apparent linguistic and thematic 

dichotomy in Hughes’s early work between nature and society, and progresses to 

trace Hughes’s esoteric contextual sources, using them as a map to understand his 

poetry. Craig Robinson in Ted Hughes as Shepherd of Being (1989) summarises the 

themes of Hughes’s early work as ‘life versus death, nature versus culture, reason 

versus instinct’.47  

The first book-length literary analysis of Hughes’s work, The Art of Ted 

Hughes (1975) by Keith Sagar, focused on the central theme of man at odds with 

nature. By 1975 Hughes had published five collections for adults — The Hawk in the 

Rain (1957), Lupercal (1960), Wodwo (1967), Crow (1970) and Season Songs (1975) 

 
43 Patrick Thomas Dickinson, ‘Poems of Substance’, Times Literary Supplement, 18 October 1957, p. 
626.  
44 G. S. Fraser, ‘The Renewing Voice’, Times Literary Supplement, 15 April 1960, p. 238.  
45 J. D. Haisworth, ‘Poets and Brutes’, Essays in Criticism (1962), XII (1), pp. 98-104 (p. 100). 
46 Ekbert Faas, Ted Hughes: The Unaccommodated Universe (Santa Barbara: Black Sparrow Press, 
1980), p. 197. 
47 Craig Robinson, Ted Hughes as Shepherd of Being (Baskingstoke: Palgrave, 1989), p. 17. 
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— as well as many collections for children and Poetry in the Making (1967). Sagar 

intended that his study would establish the ‘nature, meaning and relative value of his 

poems’.48 Sagar acknowledged the diversity of Hughes’s collections to date and the 

implications of this for his study: ‘There will be many contradictions or 

inconsistencies in my interpretations’.49 As Sagar was researching a living poet his 

study was formative but not definitive.   

The Art of Ted Hughes (1975) has been criticised for interpretations that are 

‘divorced from critical judgment’. Further work by Sagar on Hughes has been 

censured for its refusal to enter into critical debate with other research in the field.50 

Sagar’s approach to Hughes’s work falls under what Joanny Moulin calls the ‘English 

method’, namely ‘a propensity for hagiography’.51 Whilst this is a useful caution to 

retain, Moulin overlooks the important fact that many of the ‘English’ critics to 

whom he refers were initially bound up in the process of establishing Ted Hughes as 

a valid and important poet to study within the academy. This assessment also fails to 

take into account Terry Gifford and Neil Roberts’s Ted Hughes: A Critical Study 

(1981), in which they consciously attempted to counter Sagar’s method. In addition, 

Hughes’s correspondence with Gifford and Roberts shows that he rejected some of 

their interpretations of his poetry. However, their study retained these readings, 

which demonstrates the opposite of a hagiographic stance towards Hughes’s work.  

Criticism of Hughes’s oeuvre has often focused on the wide-ranging influences 

on his poetry such as his use of trickster myths, shamanism and Sufism, to name just 

 
48 Keith Sagar, The Art of Ted Hughes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), p. 1. 
49 Sagar, The Art of Ted Hughes, p. 2. 
50 Terry Gifford and Neil Roberts, Ted Hughes: A Critical Study (London: Faber and Faber, 1981), p. 
12. See also, Sagar’s response to these criticisms in the introduction to Poet and Critic: The Letters of 
Ted Hughes and Keith Sagar, ed. by Keith Sagar (London: The British Library Publishing Division, 
2012), p. 13. 
51 Joanny Moulin, ‘Introduction’, Ted Hughes: Alternative Horizons, ed. by Joanny Moulin (London: 
Routledge, 2004), p. i. 
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a few. Leonard Scigaj, one of Hughes’s greatest advocates in the American academy, 

focuses on illuminating Hughes’s interest in eastern mythology in The Poetry of Ted 

Hughes: Form and Imagination (1986). Stuart Hirschberg’s Myth in the Poetry of 

Ted Hughes (1981) is divided into three parts, analysing ‘Primordial Animal Totems’, 

the ‘Trickster’ and the ‘Scapegoat’. These sections include work on Shamanism, 

Dionysus, Parzival and the goddess.52 Ann Skea’s Ted Hughes: The Poetic Quest 

illustrates Hughes’s use of mysticism and alchemy, and her articles engage with 

topics such as tracing Cabbalism in Adam and the Sacred Nine and the influence of 

Tarot on Birthday Letters.53 Shamanism and goddess studies have been particularly 

rich veins of study in Hughes scholarship, for example in Michael Sweeting’s ‘Hughes 

and Shamanism’.54 Hughes’s collection Crow particularly lends itself to the use of 

mythology in criticism, for example: ‘Wotan and Hughes’s Crow’ and ‘Crow or the 

Trickster Transformed’.55 More recently Rand Brandes’s chapter in The Cambridge 

Companion to Ted Hughes discusses ‘The Anthropologist’s Uses of Myth’.56 In 

contrast to these studies, my research focuses on the process of writing, rather than 

the themes with which the poetry engages. The complex analysis of Hughes’s use of 

mythology has, however, aided my research in providing a clear contextual 

environment for Hughes’s experiments with poetic process. These studies have 

particularly influenced my understanding of Crow.   

 
52 Stuart Hirschberg, Myth in the Poetry of Ted Hughes (Dublin: Wolfhound Press, 1981), p. 5. 
53 Ann Skea, Ted Hughes: The Poetic Quest (Armidale, NSW: University of New England Press, 1994); 
Ann Skea, ‘Adam and the Sacred Nine: A Cabbalistic Drama’ 
<http://ann.skea.com/AdamHome.html> [accessed 16 March 2013]; Ann Skea, ‘Poetry and Magic: 
Birthday Letters’ < http://ann.skea.com/BLCabala.htm> [accessed 16 March 2013]. 
54 Michael Sweeting, ‘Hughes and Shamanism’, in The Achievement of Ted Hughes, ed. by Keith 
Sagar (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1983), pp. 70-90. 
55 John C. Witter, ‘Wotan and Hughes’s Crow’, Twentieth Century Literature, Vol. 26, No. 1 (Spring 
1980), pp. 38-44; Jarod Ramsey, ‘Crow or the Trickster Transformed’, The Massachusetts Review, 
Vol. 19, No. 1 (Spring 1978), pp. 111-127. 
56 Rand Brandes, ‘The Anthropologist’s Uses of Myth’, in The Cambridge Companion to Ted Hughes, 
ed. by Terry Gifford (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), pp. 67-80. 
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Critics have often placed collections which were not well received on their 

original publication at the centre of their assessment of Hughes’s achievements. 

Robinson’s Ted Hughes as Shepherd of Being (1989) suggests that ‘Gaudete, Cave 

Birds and Moortown form the core of an achievement as substantial as that of any 

English-born poet since Wordsworth’.57 However, Robinson does not recognise Cave 

Birds as a collaborative effort, and follows the critical trend of analysing Hughes’s 

collaborative work divorced from the partnerships which engendered it. Elizabeth 

Maslen, Neil Roberts and Elizabeth Bergmann-Loizeaux use Baskin’s drawings in 

their analysis, but do not assess how the partnership affected the poetry produced. 

Chapter Five of this thesis turns to theories of ekphrasis to aid analysis of the 

partnership between Baskin and Hughes in Cave Birds. I use studies such as James 

A. W. Heffernan’s Museum of Words (1993), Jean Hagstrum’s The Sister Arts: The 

Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English Poetry from Dryden to Grey (1958), 

Wendy Steiner’s The Colors of Rhetoric: Problems in the Relation Between Modern 

Literature and Painting (1982) and Stephen Cheeke’s Writing for Art: The 

Aesthetics of Ekphrasis (2008). W.J.T. Mitchell’s seminal study Picture Theory 

(1980) provides a reading which suggests that collaborative artistic partnership could 

also be deeply conflicted as each artist attempts to prove the value of his art form and 

thus was important to my analysis of Cave Birds. 

Paul Bentley’s book Ted Hughes: Language and Illusion (1998) reads 

Hughes’s work using a range of critical theories which emerged during Hughes’s 

lifetime. Bentley’s book stands almost entirely on its own in this regard. Both Hughes 

and many of his other critics write as though the turn in the academy toward critical 

theory had never occurred. A new book on Hughes in the Macmillan Casebook Series 

 
57 Robinson, Shepherd of Being, p. 1.  
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to be published in 2013 edited by Terry Gifford will reassess this gap in Hughes 

studies, examining his work from various theoretical standpoints.  

Given Hughes’s career-long investment in poetry dealing with the natural 

world, it is unsurprising that Hughes scholars also working in ‘green’ or ‘eco’ 

criticism have combined these interests. Gifford’s book Green Voices (1995), which 

has recently been revised and reissued, includes a chapter on Hughes as the 

‘Laureate of Nature’, and in an earlier collection of essays, The Challenge of Ted 

Hughes (1994), he evaluates Hughes as a ‘post-pastoral’ poet.58 Edward Hadley 

suggests that ecocritical debates have informed recent scholarship which may not 

appear at first glance to be connected to it. 59 Sam Solnick’s article on ‘Ted Hughes 

and Technology’, for example, argues that the ‘biological and the technological’ are 

intertwined at ‘the heart of Hughes’s poetics’.60 Hughes’s engagement with political 

movements to prevent continued contamination of rivers in his local areas has 

encouraged eco-critical interest in his collection River (1983), which Yvonne Reddick 

describes as a ‘biocentric hymn to the regenerative powers of watercourses and 

aquatic creatures’.61 Ecocriticism has also raised the critical profile of the poetry of 

Wolfwatching (1989).  

Conferences have been central to scholarship on Hughes’s work, resulting in a 

series of volumes of essays. The first Hughes conference was in 1980 in Manchester 

organised by Keith Sagar and the proceedings were collected into The Achievement 

of Ted Hughes (1983). The papers from subsequent conferences have been published 

 
58 Terry Gifford, ‘Laureate of Nature: The Poetry of Ted Hughes’, in Green Voices (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1995), pp. 114-139.; Terry Gifford, ‘Gods of Mud: Hughes and the Post-
Pastoral’, in The Challenge of Ted Hughes, ed. by Keith Sagar (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1994), pp. 129-
141. 
59 Edward Hadley, ‘Editorial’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 2, Issue 1-2 (2011), p. 1. 
60 Sam Solnick, ‘Ted Hughes and Technology’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 2, Issue 1-2 
(2011), p. 4. 
61 Yvonne Reddick, ‘River’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal Website 
<http://www.thetedhughessociety.org/river.htm> [accessed 25 February 2013] (para. 1 of 3). 
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as The Challenge of Ted Hughes (1994), Ted Hughes: Alternative Horizons (2004), 

Ted Hughes and the Classics (2009) and Ted Hughes: From Cambridge to Collected 

(2013).  The founding of the peer-reviewed Ted Hughes Society Journal in 2010, 

supported by scholars in the UK, USA, Europe, India and Australia, testifies to the 

strength of the continued interest in Hughes’s work.  

A predominant theme of the papers at the Ted Hughes Society’s first 

conference in 2012 was ‘the myth of Ted Hughes’ — the image which Hughes 

propagated of himself in interviews and letters that have shaped scholarship of his 

work. Recent criticism has begun the work of undoing some of the assumptions this 

myth has generated. For example, Neil Roberts’s recent paper ‘Hughes and 

Cambridge English’ assessed ‘the myth of Ted Hughes’ by comprehensively refuting 

Hughes’s statements that he had failed the entrance examination to attend 

Cambridge University and was admitted only as a ‘dark horse’ on the strength of his 

poetry.62 This often-repeated fallacy has led scholars to refer to Hughes’s early anti-

intellectualism and anti-Cambridge attitudes as a matter of course.63 The exhibition 

Hughes was awarded to attend Cambridge, along with newly discovered English 

essays from Hughes’s school which help to demonstrate his precocious early 

academic ability, have aided critics in beginning to question and unravel some of the 

central tenets of Hughes scholarship.64 The opening chapter of the present thesis 

draws on Hughes’s recordings and readings to establish the ways in which Hughes’s 

voice helped to propagate the myth and to examine the ways in which this myth was 

constructed. Readings and recordings are an under-researched area of Hughes 

 
62 Neil Roberts, ‘Hughes and Cambridge English’, Ted Hughes Society Conference, Pembroke College, 
Cambridge, 14-15 September 2012. 
63 Critics cite Hughes’s early letters criticising Cambridge, alongside poems such as ‘Egg-Head’ from 
The Hawk in the Rain.  
64 These letters will be included in the British Library’s archive and were presented for the first time at 
the Ted Hughes Society Conference, Pembroke College, Cambridge, 14-15 September 2012. 
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studies and are therefore uniquely valuable to the work of beginning to understand 

the myth of Ted Hughes.        

Emerging areas of study showcased at these conferences have included 

Hughes’s work in translation and his writing for children. This has produced 

publications such as ‘The Monster in the Riddle: Translation Analysis of Hughes's 

Phedre’ by Marija Bergam and ‘Ted Hughes and the Literal: The Relationship 

between Ted Hughes’s Translations of János Pilinszky and His Poetic Intentions 

for Crow’ by Tara Bergin.65 Although Hughes’s children’s books were frequently 

reviewed and praised upon their publication and often used in pedagogical academic 

studies, they have been neglected in an overall understanding of his work. Hughes 

was, in fact, so strongly associated with poetry for children in his early career that a 

1962 anthology of fun verse was noted to ‘miss’ his voice.66 He was also asked to be 

on the advisory board for the Daily Mirror children’s literature competition from 

1964 onwards.67 Recent critical work on this subject includes Terry Gifford’s chapter 

on Hughes’s children’s books in Ted Hughes (2009); ‘Within the Hearing, and 

Seeing, of Children: Ted Hughes’s and Leonard Baskin’s Illustrated Books for Young 

Readers’ (2011) by Peter Cook and Mick Gowar; and ‘Writing for Children’ in Neil 

Roberts’s Ted Hughes a Literary Life (2006).68 

In general, many Hughes studies have been bound up with a biocritical trend, 

either by heavily relying on Hughes’s and Plath’s biography to inform analysis, or by 

 
65 Marija Bergman, ‘The Monster in the Riddle: Translation Analysis of Hughes’s Phedre’, The Ted 
Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 1, Issue 1 (2011), pp. 14-22; Tara Begin, ‘Ted Hughes and the Literal: 
The Relationship between Ted Hughes’s Translations of János Pilinszky and His Poetic Intentions 
for Crow’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 3, Issue 1 (2013), pp. 19-25.  
66 Edward William Blishen, ‘Harking and Marking: Poets and Poems for an Early Age’, Times Literary 
Supplement, 1 June 1962, p. 392.  
67 ‘CHILDREN’S LITERARY COMPETITION’, Times Literary Supplement, 16 January 1964, p. 49. 
68 Terry Gifford, Ted Hughes (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), pp. 75-80; Peter Cook and Mick Gowar, 
‘Within the Hearing, and Seeing, of Children: Ted Hughes’s and Leonard Baskin’s Illustrated Books 
for Young Readers’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 1, Issue 1 (2011), pp. 32-38 and Neil 
Roberts, ‘Writing for Children’, Ted Hughes: A Literary Life (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2006; repr. 
2009), pp. 167-178. 
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studiously avoiding mention of it. Perhaps prompted by the confessional aspects of 

Plath’s poetry, studies of her work have often used biographical facts about her 

mental health, her marriage and its breakdown to illuminate aspects of her poetry. 

Writing to Leonard Scigaj in 1981, Hughes requested that critics remove anything 

which appeared to conflate ‘********************************************’ with 

Hughes himself so as to avoid creating ‘‘* ******* ****** ******** ******* ********* 

++++++’ [sic] which would ‘‘****** *** ** ****** **** — ********* *** **** *** **, 

****** ** ****** *******’.69 In some cases, as a result of these personal requests to 

scholars, Hughes critics have strenuously avoided discussing his biography.70 

Hughes refused to allow any biography of his life to be written. Recently, the Hughes 

Estate has permitted Jonathan Bate to write a ‘literary life’ of Hughes.  

Such sanctions notwithstanding, an unofficial biography titled Ted Hughes: 

the Life of a Poet (2001) by Elaine Feinstein has appeared as well as various 

memoirs: Lucas Myers’s Crow Steered Bergs Appeared (2001) and An Essential 

Self: Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath (2010), Peter Porter’s ‘Ted Hughes and Sylvia 

Plath: A Bystander’s Recollection’ (2001), Daniel Huws’s Memories of Ted Hughes, 

1952-63 (2010), and Hughes’s brother Gerald’s Ted and I: A Brother’s Memoir 

(2012). Recently Hughes’s widow, Carol, has announced that she will be writing a 

memoir.71 In addition, Susan Alliston’s Poems and Journals 1960-1968 contains an 

introduction by Hughes to a selection of her poetry, which was mostly unpublished 

by the time she died, alongside journal entries relating to her relationship with 

Hughes.  

 
69 MSS 644, Box 53, Fol. 3 (T.H. to Leonard Scigaj, 14 June 1981). Text removed due to third party 
copyright for unpublished material. 
70 Letters, p. 337 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, September/October 1973).  
71 ‘Ted Hughes widow to write memoirs’, BBC News, 7 January 2013 
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-20931438> [accessed 13 February 2013] (para. 1 of 
10). 
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Emma Tennant’s Burnt Diaries (1999) and Sylvia and Ted: A Novel (2001) 

are very different from these memoirs and represent the elements of life writing of 

which Hughes was critical. Burnt Diaries uses quotations from Plath’s and Hughes’s 

poetry without acknowledging them as such. Tennant repeats Plath’s words without 

attribution to write about herself. For example, Tennant writes: ‘I am an arrow’ 

which repeats a line from Plath’s poem ‘Ariel’: ‘I | Am the arrow, | The dew that flies | 

Suicidal’.72 Although Sylvia and Ted: A Novel is not strictly a biography, Diane 

Middlebrook draws attention to the novel’s preface where Tennant writes, ‘Events 

described in the book are based on fact, and in the case of the story of Assia Wevill, 

Sylvia’s rival, who also committed suicide, many of the facts were previously 

concealed or unknown. Sylvia and Ted is, nevertheless, a work of the imagination’. 

Middlebrook notes that the phrase ‘previously concealed or unknown’ means that 

any of the sections which are fiction could be taken as secret facts.73  

Archival study can fall prey to some of the potential problems of life writing. 

As Steve Enniss argues, ‘The one person we most want to find in the archive is, after 

all, the one person we can be sure we will not find’. Although he perceives the 

archive’s potential to create a ‘transubstantiation of pen and paper’ positively, it can 

cause a lapse into the troubling areas of life writing.74 This is what Helle calls ‘the 

temptation to reify archival remains’.75 The potential for the ‘transubstantiation’ or 

‘reification’ of the archive is more dangerous when the archives contain (as they do in 

 
72 Collected Poems Plath, pp. 239-240. 
73 Diane Middlebrook, ‘Misremembering Ted Hughes’, in The Ethics of Life Writing, ed. by Paul John 
Eakin (New York: Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 47. 
74 Steve Enniss, ‘In the Author’s Hand: Artifacts of Origin and Twentieth-Century Reading Practice’, 
RBM: A Journal of Rare Books, Manuscripts and Cultural Heritage 2 (Fall 2001), pp. 106-120 (p. 
115). 
75 Anita Helle, ‘Lessons from the Archive: Sylvia Plath and the Politics of Memory’, Feminist Studies, 
Vol. 31, No. 3 (Fall 2005), pp. 631-652 (p. 645).  



 37 
   
   

the case of Hughes and Plath) ‘non-literary’ items such as photographs, receipts, 

death certificates and hair.    

The publication of Birthday Letters in 1998, apparently breaking silence over 

Hughes’s relationship with Plath, altered the field of Hughes studies. This work, 

combined with his important interview for the Paris Review in 1995, in which he 

reversed many of his previous statements on confessional poetry, seemed a radical 

departure from the style and themes of the rest of his career. Pamela R. Matthews 

notes that the publication of Birthday Letters, combined with the publication of The 

Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath in 2000, marks a second wave in Hughes and 

Plath studies. These studies, she remarks, look to find a ‘middle ground’ focusing on 

the poets’ ‘shared biography’ — a shift she labels as the rise of ‘Sylvia Plath Hughes’.76 

Studies such as Diane Middlebrook’s Her Husband: Plath and Hughes, a Marriage 

(2003) and Heather Clark’s The Grief of Influence: Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes 

(2011) show the advantages of studying Plath and Hughes’s poetry alongside each 

other. Jo Gill’s work, ‘Exaggerated American: Ted Hughes’ Birthday Letters’ and 

‘Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’, explores their transatlantic identities in order to 

understand more fully the contemporary context in which both poets were writing.77  

 The publication of Birthday Letters necessitated a reassessment of Hughes’s 

published work, and also meant that the archive deposited at Emory University the 

year before would be understood in a different manner. Hamilton explains that 

external events can require the archive to be re-figured or re-conceptualised.78 

Hughes’s practice in Birthday Letters of engaging with some of his early poems, and 

 
76 Pamela R. Mathews, ‘Sylvia Plath Hughes: The Middle Ground in the New Millennium’, South 
Central Review, Vol. 23, No. 3, Literary Biography (Fall 2006), pp. 89-93 (p. 90).  
77 Jo Gill, ‘Exaggerated American: Ted Hughes’ Birthday Letters’, Journal of Transatlantic Studies, 2 
(2004), pp. 163-84; Jo Gill, ‘Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’, in Cambridge Companion to Ted Hughes, 
pp. 90-106. 
78 Hamilton, Refiguring, p. 7. Hamilton explains that the archives of South Africa need to be refigured 
because the figuring done under apartheid needs to be challenged. 
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particularly with Plath’s poems, alters the parameters of reading the drafts. For 

example, the subject treated in ‘The Howling of Wolves’ from Wodwo is revisited in 

the Birthday Letters poem ‘Life after Death’ and as a consequence the drafts of each 

poem may be read differently. In addition, as the collecting institutions gain new 

material, our understanding of the original holdings can be altered. The acquisitions 

of the letters of Olwyn Hughes, Frieda Hughes, Assia Wevill and Peter Redgrove to 

the archive at Emory University substantially alter our conception of the papers that 

Hughes deposited, not only because we can read correspondence in answering pairs, 

but also because the letters given are outside Hughes’s control. Hughes requested, 

for example, that Assia destroy his letters, a request she ignored. Letters held at the 

British Library between Hughes’s sister, Olwyn, and his mother, Edith, provide a 

unique angle on events in Hughes’s life as they talk about Hughes rather than to him. 

Of particular interest are those which discuss the aftermath of Plath’s death where 

letters between Olwyn and Edith Hughes discuss not knowing Hughes’s whereabouts 

and not receiving correspondence from him. 

The beginning of what might be called a third wave of Hughes scholarship has 

been enabled by the opening of Hughes’s archives. Access to these archives has had a 

transformative effect on critical studies of Hughes. This ran parallel to a more 

general surge in critical use of archives and a renewed popular interest in 

manuscripts through exhibitions and the growth of interest in local history and 

genealogy.79 Ann Laura Stoler describes the development as a move from the idea of 

 
79 For example, the rise of websites such as ancestry.com and television programs such as ‘Who Do 
You Think You Are?’ At its peak, an episode of the show was seen by 6.92 million viewers 
(Broadcasters’ Audience Research Board, BBC1, 15 July 2009). In addition the recent exhibit at the 
British Library ‘Writing Britain: Wastelands to Wonderlands’, which consisted of over 150 literary 
manuscripts, was attended by over 33,000 paying visitors between 11 May and 25 September 2012. 
Jamie Andrews, Personal Correspondence, 17 October 2012. 
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‘archive-as-source to archive-as-subject’.80 Almost all the recently published studies 

of Hughes have engaged thoroughly with archive materials to support their 

arguments.  

Keith Sagar’s essay ‘The Evolution of “The Dove Came”’ is an early example of 

the use of Hughes’s poetic manuscripts in scholarship.81 The essay traces the 

composition of ‘The Dove Came’ through its extant drafts. Sagar attempts to trace the 

rationale of Hughes’s thought process when, for example, he replaces the word ‘blue’ 

with ‘violet’. He opts to elucidate the contextual influences he perceives in the drafts 

rather than focusing on the way in which the poem was written. Consequently, the 

essay chooses not to use these observations to construct a wider narrative of 

Hughes’s creative process, perhaps due to a lack of access to a wider body of 

manuscripts at this time.   

Diane Middlebrook’s Her Husband: Hughes and Plath, a Marriage (2003) 

broke new ground by using the archive to examine the literary partnership between 

Hughes and Plath. Near the end of the book, Middlebrook describes a photograph of 

Hughes as he examines the papers he is readying for sale to Emory University, and 

notes the ‘ranks of cardboard cartons that fill the whole foreground of the picture’.82 

She uses this anecdote to highlight the importance of Hughes’s papers, both to 

Hughes himself, and to scholars. Heather Clark’s study, The Grief of Influence: 

Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes (2011), builds on Middlebrook’s work of reappraising 

Hughes and Plath’s partnership by using close reading and attention to the poets’ 

drafting processes including their writing on the reverse of each other’s drafts. 

 
80 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘Colonial archives and the arts of governance: on the content in the form’, in 
Refiguring, p. 86. 
81 Keith Sagar, The Laughter of Foxes (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2000), pp. 87-103. 
82 Middlebrook, Her Husband, p. 270. 



40 
 

Clark’s balanced use of thematic study, biography and archival work has been 

instructive in my own work. 

Neil Roberts’s Ted Hughes: A Literary Life (2006) uses Hughes’s drafts 

throughout his chronological study of Hughes’s major works as well as drawing on 

the archive in discussion of his position as a children’s poet, translator and Poet 

Laureate. Anita Helle’s edited collection of essays, The Unravelling Archive: Essays 

on Sylvia Plath, radically reconceptualises the boundaries of Plath studies, paying 

attention to the formulation of the archive and items at the boundaries of the 

traditional literary archive: sound recordings and Plath’s early scrap books, for 

example. The volume builds on Helle’s earlier essay, ‘Lessons from the Archive: 

Sylvia Plath and the Politics of Memory’ (2005), which suggests that the archive 

represents the ‘crossing of corpse and corpus, the body of the writer and the body of 

the writing’.83  

All the studies cited above have been formative in my own use of archival 

sources, but none of the studies which draw on Hughes’s drafts take the manuscripts 

and the compositional development they display as their central research interest; 

they employ the archival sources mostly as supporting illustrative materials. My 

research focuses on the poetic drafts and analyses the way in which changes in 

Hughes’s poetic process affect the themes of his poetry that other studies have 

explored, in order to create a wider understanding of Hughes’s creative process.  

Most of the manuscripts analysed in this thesis have not previously been 

subject to critical scrutiny. Some of the poems discussed are fragments or whole 

poems that still remain unpublished, and often even the drafts of well-known poems 

bear so little resemblance to the final published version that quoting criticism to 

 
83 Helle, ‘Lessons from the Archive’, p. 632. 
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support my analysis can become difficult. Thus, in order to analyse the composition 

of such works, I have turned to contextual studies in areas such as Romanticism, 

ekphrasis, modernism, beat poetics and the pastoral.  

 In my research I study ‘literature as a process rather than a product’ and 

suggest that the final version of a poem ‘remains inextricably bound up with its 

textual memory’.84 Access to Hughes’s vast archives allows an appreciation of how 

Hughes shaped his diverse collections. Throughout the chapters of this thesis I argue 

that creativity itself is often Hughes’s greatest theme. His investment in, and struggle 

with, different techniques of writing creates a ‘poetics of process’ that lies beneath 

the surface of the published page.85  

 

 
84 van Hulle, Textual Awareness, p. 1 
85 van Hulle, Textual Awareness, p. 1 
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Chapter One 

‘The Ted Hughesness of Ted Hughes’: Composition and Authenticity in 

Hughes’s Readings and Recordings 

 

Discussing the tradition of public poetry reading in Britain, Nicky Marsh, Peter 

Middleton, and Victoria Sheppard argue that ‘[p]oets themselves have rarely 

reflected upon its importance to them, and no tradition of critical reviewing, nor any 

systematic recording, has encouraged the growth of critical self-awareness’.1 In 

response to their comment, this chapter aims to examine the importance of poetry 

readings to Hughes’s work and its reception.  Middleton suggests that the reason for 

a lack of critical analysis of readings lies in the ‘range of beliefs’ surrounding them, 

which, ‘like those involved in other rituals, may not withstand too much open 

examination’.2 This chapter examines these ‘beliefs’ critiquing the notion that poetry 

readings give us direct access to the poet’s unmediated experience and subjectivity.   

Beginning by establishing the influence of Hughes’s early work with the BBC 

and his experiences of the first poetry reading of his career, my research proposes 

that critical attention to Hughes’s poetry readings and recordings is central to 

understanding his poetry. This chapter evaluates Hughes’s readings and audio 

recordings in light of discourses surrounding sound recording, the voice and 

authenticity. It reflects on the impact that reading aloud had on Hughes’s 

composition practices and discusses Hughes’s theory of the ‘voice in crisis’. I examine 

in detail the effect of the ‘paratexts’ of Hughes’s readings on our understanding of his 

poetry, and I suggest that Hughes’s explanations of the origins of his poems are 

 
1 Peter Middleton, Victoria Sheppard and Nicky Marsh, ‘“Blasts of Language”: Changes in Oral Poetics 
in Britain Since 1965’, Oral Tradition, Vol. 21, No. 1 (March 2006), pp. 47-67 (p. 46). 
2 Peter Middleton, ‘How to Read a Reading of a Written Poem’, Oral Tradition, Vol. 20, No. 1 (March 
2005), pp. 7-34 (p. 15). 
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linked to the desire to conceal the working process of composing a poem.3 I also 

consider the ways in which Hughes’s readings help to construct the ‘myth’ of Ted 

Hughes, as discussed in my introduction, and in doing so affect the ways in which 

Hughes’s poetry has been received. I analyse a specific instance of Hughes’s recorded 

poetry — a 1994 recording for Faber and Faber — in the light of an interview with the 

producer of that recording, David Thacker.  

Despite the fact that Hughes’s recordings, readings and radio productions 

constitute a large part of his career both financially and creatively, they have not yet 

been critically analysed. Therefore, Chapter One, which takes them as its subject, 

necessarily draws on the work of critics who have recently been turning their 

attention to the recordings of Hughes’s contemporaries.4 I use them as a working 

model that can be developed and applied to an analysis of Hughes’s audio legacy. In 

addition, the history of recording processes from the 1870s and the discourses 

engendered by these developments will inform the chapter throughout.  

 

Hughes’s Early Readings and Recordings 

The earliest professional use of Hughes’s reading voice was in 1956, when Peter 

Redgrove played a tape recording of Hughes reading Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight to one of the commissioning editors of the BBC Third Programme, Donald 

Carne-Ross.5 In a letter to his sister, Olwyn, Hughes describes the event, explaining 

 
3 The term ‘paratexts’ is taken from Gérard Genette’s Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, 
Literature, Culture, Theory (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997) which I will 
discuss in more detail later in the chapter. 
4 Such as Kate Moses ‘Sylvia Plath’s Voice, Annotated’, in The Unravelling Archive: Essays on Sylvia 
Plath (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007), pp. 89-118; Derek Furr, Recorded Poetry and 
Poetic Reception from Edna Millay to the Circle of Robert Lowell (New York: Palgrave, 2010); Jo Gill, 
Anne Sexton’s Confessional Poetics (Florida: University Press of Florida, 2007); and Peter 
Middleton’s Distant Reading: Performance, Readership, and Consumption in Contemporary Poetry 
(2005). 
5 George MacBeth later became influential in the BBC Third Programme and championed Hughes’s 
work. See Kate Whitehead, The Third Programme: A Literary History (Oxford: Clarendon, 1989). 
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that ‘******-***** ***** *******, ******** u** t** t***, ***h ****** ***** h**** ** 

***** t** r*********’.6 In a letter to Hughes in 1956, Carne-Ross wrote, ‘* ******** 

*********** ***** ******, **** ***** ** **** ********* ******’.7 Hughes himself 

described the recording to his sister as ‘***** ** * ***** ***** *** **** ***** ***** *** 

******** *******’.8 Hughes was then asked by the BBC to read the poetry of Yeats for 

an audition piece. He recounted to Olwyn that during the process Carne-Ross 

exclaimed: ‘********, ***********’.9  Hughes was subsequently invited to record a 

programme reading Yeats’s poems with the sanction of the BBC Poetry Committee 

which included poets such as Louis MacNeice.10  

 The decision to commission Hughes — at this point an unpublished poet — 

was most likely influenced by changes to the Third Programme following the 

challenge to BBC radio from the popularity of television and the advent of ITV 

television in 1955, which placed financial strain on the BBC as a whole. The Third 

Programme was considered an intellectual, highbrow programme which consisted of 

‘dons talking to dons’.11 It was judged to be an expensive programme with a small 

audience, and as such, it was an area where cutbacks could be made. In late 1954, the 

BBC recruited a Listening Panel made up of 1500 people who regularly tuned into 

the Third Programme to provide detailed comments on individual programmes. The 

feedback that was received about the presenters focused on their voices. One panel 

member wrote, ‘I wish they did not all speak in the manner of a smug high-class 

 
6 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 3. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
7 BBC Written Archives, Ted Hughes Talks File 1 1956-1962 (Donald Carne-Ross to T.H., 10 
September 1956).  Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
8 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 4 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, May 1956). Text removed due to third party copyright 
for unpublished material. 
9 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 4 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, May 1956). Text removed due to third party copyright 
for unpublished material. 
10 In the end, the recording was not aired. 
11 Humphrey Carpenter, The Envy of the World: Fifty Years of the BBC Third Programme and Radio 
3, 1946-1996 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1996), p. 219. 
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undertaker curbing his spirits in the presence of Death’, and another bemoaned the 

‘toneless standard English’.12 The survey found that the majority of the programme’s 

listeners were middle class. Therefore, Hughes’s pronounced Yorkshire accent and 

gruff voice would have suited the subtle change in the programming towards what 

the Chief Assistant to the Director of Sound Broadcasting called ‘serious (but not 

consistently “highbrow”)’ content.13 The BBC’s report of auditions for poetry readers 

in 1958 reveals conflicting responses to the accents of those auditioned. One is 

described as having a ‘********* ****** *******; ******, ******, *******’ which led 

him to be characterised as an ‘******* ********, *** **** ****** ******’.14 This 

assessment is filled with contradicting sentiment: the ‘*****, ***********’ that the 

reader’s non-RP accent supplies is countered by the implicit criticism that the accent 

is ‘***********’, as well as the implication that the accent makes the reader an 

amateur. Another reader is described as having a ‘‘******** ******* ******* * ******* 

* ****** ******* ****** ** ** ************ ********* ********)’.15 In a 1958 Audience 

Research Report on a programme of Hughes’s poems read by Michael Atkinson, 

Hughes’s work was identified by a retired mathematician as strongly linked with the 

local region of the Yorkshire. The wife of a surveyor noted that ‘** *** * ****** ** **** 

******* ***** **** ******* ******’ implying that not only Hughes’s voice, but, once 

his work was published, his style of poetry also fitted with the new aims of the BBC.16   

 
12 Qtd. in Carpenter, The Envy of the World, p. 158. 
13 Qtd. in Carpenter, The Envy of the World, p. 168.  
14 BBC Written Archives Centre, R19/1,821/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
15 BBC Written Archives Centre, R19/1,821/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
16 BBC Written Archives Centre, R19/2,234/1. The poems read in this broadcast were: ‘Crow Hill’, 
‘Dick Straightup’, ‘Pike’ (unpublished at this time), ‘Witches’, ‘The Retired Colonel’ and ‘Crag Jack’s 
Apostasy’.  Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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Hughes’s success in receiving a contract to read for the BBC encouraged him 

to declare in a letter to his sister, ‘* ****** ***** ** ***** ** ***** ** ********’.17 

Hughes’s declaration was probably based on the success of previous poets such as T. 

S. Eliot whose poetry tours of the 1950s ‘filled football stadiums in Minnesota and 

Texas’, and Edith Sitwell’s equally successful readings which ‘earned her 1,700 

dollars a night’.18 Hughes’s own poetic practice was affected by his sensitivity to the 

sound of poetry, which listening to other poets’ recordings would have aided. Hughes 

was familiar with the style of Eliot’s poetry readings. In The Poet Speaks (1965), he 

describes his reaction to hearing Eliot for the first time:  

 

Eliot’s poems make tremendous effect when you hear them. When I 

first heard them they did and when I was too young to understand very 

much about them, but they had an enormous effect on me. And this 

was an effect quite apart from anything I’d call understanding or being 

able to explain them or knowing what was going on. It’s just some sort 

of charge and charm and series of operations that it works on you.19 

 

Hughes here used Eliot’s readings to differentiate between sound and meaning and 

to explain the importance of sound in his own poetry. These convictions about the 

centrality of sound to the composition practice of poetry also appear in his 

correspondence with Plath. In 1956, Hughes wrote to Plath advising her to read her 

poetry aloud in order to improve her composition, and again he used Eliot as the 

example: 

 
17 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 4 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, May 1956). Text removed due to third party 
copyright for unpublished material. 
18 Sarah Parry, ‘The Inaudibility of “Good” Sound Editing: The Case of the Caedmon Records’, 
Performance Research, 7, 1 (2002), pp. 24-33 (p.26). 
19 The Poet Speaks, recorded by Peter Orr, Argo Records, 1965 [on vinyl record]. 
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As Eliot says that the best thing a writer can do is read aloud poetry as 

much as he can. This should be sound. Silent reading only employs the 

parts of the brain that are used in vision. Not all the brain. This means 

that a silent reader’s literary sense becomes detached from the motor 

parts and the audio parts of the brain which are used in reading aloud – 

tongue and ear. This means that only one third of the mental 

components are present in their writing.20 

 

Hughes makes the essential link between reading aloud and composing poetry. 

Reading, for Hughes, fundamentally affects the quality of the verse produced. Plath 

herself later discussed reading aloud with Peter Orr: ‘Whatever lucidity [my poems] 

may have comes from the fact I say them to myself aloud […] I feel this development 

of recording poems, of speaking poems at readings, of having records of poets, I 

think this is a wonderful thing. I’m very excited by it’.21  

This excitement clearly influenced both Plath and Hughes in their 

understanding of the importance and significance of poetic performance, and the 

processes of poetic composition. Throughout his life, Hughes continued to promote 

reading aloud as helpful for composition. Carol Hughes recalls him walking back and 

forth and reciting aloud as he was writing poetry in order to gauge rhythm and 

sound.22 He later advised his daughter, Frieda, that she must ‘****** ****** ***** [...] 

******* ***** ****** ** * ****** ****** ***** *****. ****** **** ***** *** **** 

 
20 Letters, p. 50 (T.H. to Sylvia Plath, 1956). 
21 Sylvia Plath, The Poet Speaks: Interviews with Contemporary Poets Conducted by Hilary Morrish, 
Peter Orr, John Press and Ian Scott-Kilvert (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1967), p. 170. 
22 Carol Hughes, Letter to the Author, 19 November 2009. 
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******* ** ****** ****** *****’.23 Although he does not overtly refer to it, this 

conception of a sentence as a ‘****** ****** ****** *****’ appears to owe a debt to 

Robert Frost, whom Hughes had heard read in Cambridge in 1957, and specifically to 

his theory of ‘sentence sounds’.24 

Hughes’s debut reading as the poet of The Hawk in the Rain (1957) took place 

in the New York venue where T. S. Eliot had held readings for ‘****** ** *****’.25 In a 

letter to his sister, Hughes notes that he was pleased that his own reading was in one 

of the building’s smaller rooms. By the end of his career, Hughes was acknowledged 

as having an excellent reading voice. He gave countless recorded and unrecorded 

readings. Yet Hughes’s description of his first reading in a letter to Olwyn is riddled 

with anxiety. He creates a direct comparison between himself and the actor who 

introduced his reading. He describes the actor reading ‘***********’; in contrast, 

Hughes portrays his first action in visceral and aggressive terms: ‘‘* ******** ** + *** 

** *** ******* ** *** **** *****. * ***** * ***** **** ***** ** *** ***** ** ***** ***** 

***’.26 To the audience, Hughes would have presented a confident stare, but his letter 

reveals his uncertainty. Hughes then states that, as he begins to read, he feels ‘quite 

composed and completely in control’. He notes, however, that he ‘immediately got 

the most terrible thirst. At the third poem I stopped + very slowly poured water out 

of a huge jug into a tiny paper cup, then took a slow drink. After that I took a drink 

about every fifth poem’. Hughes’s description betrays his unease: the overwhelming 

 
23 Letters to Frieda Hughes, MSS1014, Box 1, Fol. 34 (T.H. to Frieda Hughes, no date, estimated 1973-
79). Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
24 Sylvia Plath, Letters Home 1953-63: Correspondence, ed. by Aurelia Schober Plath, (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1976. This edition London: Faber and Faber, 1978; repr. 1990), pp. 313-314. On Frost’s 
theory, see Robert S. Newdick, ‘Robert Frost and the Sound of Sense’, American Literature, 9 (1937), 
pp. 289–300.  
25 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 6 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes 1958). Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
26 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 6 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes 1958). Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
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thirst caused by nerves, the exaggerated distortions of the physical objects (‘Huge 

jug’, ‘Tiny paper cup’), and his sharp awareness of the number of poems between 

each drink. These elements suggest that during his career Hughes was not always a 

natural or comfortable reader. As I will discuss in Chapter Two, this type of event — 

which marks Hughes’s entry into poetry as a profession — caused Hughes discomfort 

and seems to have affected his understanding of his writing practice in his second 

collection, Lupercal. 

Despite this discomfort, Hughes’s awareness of the sound of his recorded 

voice, and attention to the way other poets read, meant that he developed sensitivity 

to the importance of poetry read aloud. Hughes’s recording of Gawain, which caught 

Carne-Ross’s attention, dates from the mid-1950s. Philip Hobsbaum recalls that 

Peter Redgrove ‘proposed that we should drink as much Beaujolais as we could while 

he recorded our conversation on his Grundig tape recorder’.27 In addition, Hughes 

wrote to his sister in 1955 that a friend had ‘********** ****** ******* ***** ***** 

*************’.28 The attention and commitment of these poets to recorded sound 

was notable in this period; Sarah Parry notes that portable tape recorders only 

became popular with the ‘development of the Dolby A recording processes and of 

portable cassette decks, in the 1960s’.29 In 1963, Hughes borrowed a tape recorder in 

order to improve his writing for radio, telling Olwyn: ‘now I know what it sounds like 

– very delicate business, detecting a phrase or passage which is interesting to read 

 
27 Philip Hobsbaum, ‘The Redgrove Momentum 1952-2003’, The Manhattan Review, Vol. 11, No. 2 
(Winter/Spring 2005), p. 5. The point of this exercise, Hobsbaum notes, was ‘to see if we would get 
inspired as we got drunker and drunker and drunker. [Redgrove] had been reading Rimbaud and had 
misinterpreted that poet’s theory concerning deregulation of the senses’.   
28 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 3 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1955). Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
29 Parry, ‘The Inaudibility of “Good” Sound Editing’, p. 26. The Grundig tape recorder that Redgrove 
owned in the late 1950s would not have been strictly portable as it weighed 10 kg (22lb).  
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but boring to hear’.30 Hughes’s early investment in such technologies indicates his 

interest in recorded sound and its potential.  

Hughes’s suggestion that hearing his own voice played back to him affected 

the way he wrote is indicative of discourses surrounding recordings and literature on 

the radio in this period. George Orwell’s essay ‘Poetry and the Microphone’ was first 

published in 1945 and reprinted in the early 1950s and 1960s. He described the 

contemporary hierarchical relationship between reading aloud and the printed page: 

‘it is no more expected that a poet, as such, will know how to sing or even to declaim 

than it is expected that an architect will know how to plaster a ceiling’.31 Reading 

aloud is depicted as a form of base labour (plastering) that is subservient to the 

intellectual, imaginative output required of composition (architecture). Orwell wrote 

that ‘by being set down at a microphone, especially if this happens at all regularly, 

the poet is brought into a new relationship with his work’.32 In suggesting a 

reciprocal relationship between reading aloud, the audience and the poet, Orwell 

posited that both the listener and the poet would benefit from the experience. 

Continuing this discussion in the 1950s, the BBC Quarterly held a series of 

programmes debating the types of poetry which were suitable for broadcast and the 

effect which broadcasting could have on the writing of poetry. Cecil Day-Lewis’s 

‘Broadcasting and Poetry’ and D. G. Bridson’s ‘Radio’s approach to Poetry’ are two 

examples of these programmes. These were probably prompted by a 1957 report 

which suggested that a poetry committee should be set up to address the absence of 

poetry on the radio. The report stated that ‘********** ********** ******** ******** 

********** ************** ******** ********** ******** ******* ****** ****** 

 
30 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 11 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1963). 
31 George Orwell, ‘Poetry and the Microphone’ 
<http://orwell.ru/library/articles/poetry/english/e_poetry> [accessed 10 April 2012] (para. 4 of 10). 
32 Orwell, ‘Poetry and the Microphone’, para. 4 of 10. 
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******* *****************’.33 The committee established as a consequence included 

Carne-Ross, who commissioned Hughes as a reader. 

By 1976, in the BBC Lunchtime Lecture series, P.H. Newby noted a change in 

the tradition of broadcasting poetry from the 1950s and 1960s. He found that poets 

who had written for radio had changed their career trajectory: ‘poetry . . . is not a 

performing art. The poets like Auden and MacNeice and Henry Reed, have done 

something different for broadcasting – they have written plays; Ted Hughes, Peter 

Porter and Peter Redgrove too’.34 Although Hughes did write many radio plays across 

his career, as well as short stories for radio, the techniques of learning to write for a 

listening audience clearly affected the way he conceived of sound in his poetry. The 

short stories and plays Hughes was writing for radio in the 1960s and 1970s might be 

considered the midwife of the experimental aural playfulness in Crow.35 

  

The Birth of Recorded Sound: Authenticity and the Poet Persona 

To understand the wider discourses of authenticity pertaining to poetry readings and 

recordings, I wish to situate Hughes’s readings, and the assumptions of Hughes’s 

audience, in the historical context of sound recording. In particular, I will consider 

the ways in which the boundaries between the poet-persona, the voice of the poet 

and the poetry become blurred. In his discussion of readings beginning in 1880 

Jason Camlot suggests that cultural confusion between the poet, the voice and the 

poetry persisted for ‘eight decades’ after the birth of recorded sound in 1877.36 The 

 
33 BBC Written Archives Centre, ‘Entertainment Poetry’, File IV 1955-1957, R19/1,821/1. Text removed 
due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
34 P. H. Newby, ‘Radio, TV and the Arts’, BBC Lunchtime Lecture Series, 15 Jan 1976, p. 14.  
35 A series of letters between members of the poetry committee (P. H. Newby, George Macbeth, Owen 
Leeming, Anthony Thwaite) debate the merit of Hughes’s story ‘Sunday’, particularly discussing his 
depiction of animals, violence and cruelty. This correspondence foreshadows the questions that would 
later be asked of Hughes’s Crow. ‘Ted Hughes Talks File 1, 1956-1962’, BBC Written Archive.  
36 Jason Camlot, ‘Early Talking Books: Spoken Recordings and Recitation Anthologies, 1880-1920’, 
Book History, Vol. 6 (2003), pp. 147-173 (p. 149). 
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connection between poetry recordings and personality reinforces a contemporary 

myth that is proving difficult to displace – a myth whose roots we can trace to the 

invention of the phonograph. The early discourses about the phonograph used the 

voice of the speaker as a synecdoche for the entire person. Jonathan Sterne’s The 

Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (2003) finds that ideas about 

sound recording present from its very conception are ‘[s]till in force today’.37   

The phonograph’s ability to capture the previously ephemeral voice for the 

first time created the potential to re-listen and to preserve the voice after death. In 

particular, early experimentation with the recording of poetry altered perceptions of 

the poetic voice. In a letter to Olwyn, Hughes recalled being played recordings in the 

Harvard Library including ‘************************* *********** ******* ******* 

************* ************* ********************* ********* ********* ******* 

******** *********’.38 The excitement around the birth of the phonograph was 

particularly focused on the possibility of capturing poetic ‘genius’. In 1887, Thomas 

Edison sent an improvised version of the phonograph to record Robert Browning and 

Alfred Lord Tennyson; from the very inception of the technology, therefore, it was 

closely linked to poetry.39   

This connection persisted even as the medium developed and became more 

sophisticated. Helen Roach in 1963 argued that poetry recordings were still deemed 

important because ‘the speech of a “Shakespeare” might be captured for those who 

 
37 Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (London: Duke 
University Press, 2003), p. 349. In addition to Sterne’s work, see also Evan Eisenberg, The Recording 
Angel: Explorations in Phonography (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1987); Peter 
Middleton, Distant Reading: Performance, Readership, and Consumption in Contemporary Poetry 
(Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 2005); and Allen S. Weiss, Breathless: Sound Recording, 
Disembodiment, and The Transformation of Lyrical Nostalgia (Connecticut: Wesleyan University 
Press, 2002). 
38 London, British Library, Add MS 88948/1/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
39 Parry, ‘The Inaudibility of “Good” Sound Editing’, p. 25. 
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come later’.40 Why this would be so important in addition to the survival of a 

Shakespeare’s work in its physical incarnation as material printed artefact is a 

question of personality, individuality and authenticity. Concern about the nature of 

these issues of capturing the voice existed from the inception of audio recording. The 

first edition of The Phonoscope journal in 1896, for example, explains that ‘[i]t is by 

the voice that men communicate with each other in all the fullness of their 

individuality. The voice, formerly invisible and irretrievably lost as soon as uttered, 

can now be caught in its passage and preserved practically forever’.41 The ‘fullness of 

individuality’ is summed up in the explanation that the voices of the authors were 

considered to contain ‘the indices of the characters of those originating them’.42 In 

this way, voice is made to stand for individuality and personality much in the way 

that graphology reads handwriting as an indicator of character. 

 Assumptions about the connection between poetry, voice, personality and 

authenticity generated in early-twentieth-century sound recording persist and can be 

perceived in the sound culture of which Hughes’s recordings become a part. Derek 

Furr notes that ‘Studio recording of poets began in earnest in the early 1940s, 

coinciding with advances in direct-to-disc recording, and took place primarily in 

universities and other educational institutions’.43 In 1940, Harry Thornton Moore, 

who between 1940 and 1952 wrote reviews of poetry recordings for the journal 

Poetry, described the contemporary culture as ‘the greatest resurgence of interest in 

spoken verse since the passing of the bards and troubadours’.44  

 
40 Helen Roach, Spoken Records (New York: The Scarecrow Press, 1963), p. 18. 
41 Qtd. in Camlot, p. 148. In reality, the recordings were so fragile that their preservation ‘forever’ was 
unlikely. The original recordings of Tennyson can just about be heard, however, despite the poor 
quality of the recording.  
42 ‘Voices of the Dead’, Phonoscope I (1896), qtd. in Camlot, p. 148. 
43 Derek Furr, Recorded Poetry and Poetic Reception from Edna Millay to the Circle of Robert Lowell 
(New York: Palgrave, 2010), p. 28. 
44 Harry Thornton Moore, ‘Poetry on Records’, Poetry, Vol. 57, No. 1 (October 1940),  pp. 52-55 (p. 
52). 
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The initial association between poetry, poets’ voices and personality was 

increasingly affected by technological advancements which allowed for wider range 

and greater flexibility. Such improvements seem to influence critical commentary 

about the distinctly ‘personal’ nature of the higher quality recorded voice. Thornton 

Moore wrote in his review of ‘Poetry on Records’ in 1941 that ‘The self-reading poets 

stimulate the widest interest because of the excitement of the personal element and 

because the poet, even when he is a poor reader, may provide a special key to his own 

work’.45  This idea still holds currency; a 2008 review of Hughes’s audio recordings 

notes: ‘Nothing beats poetry read by the author him/ herself, even if, like Carol Ann 

Duffy or Andrew Motion, they don't have particularly strong voices’.46 Ira Sadoff 

suggests that this phenomenon is due to our belief in ‘the poet’s “special qualities,” 

an identity, permitting us, in part, to trust and identify with the writer. In the process 

we participate in a fiction’.47 

The pervasive influence of this ‘fiction’ of the voice as a synecdoche for the 

person is most obviously demonstrated when the fiction wars with the reality. For 

example, Philip Hobsbaum, a friend of Hughes and Peter Redgrove, writes of seeing 

Dylan Thomas read: 

 

You have to realize that there were comparatively few pictures of poets 

circulating in those days. Dylan Thomas was familiar to us as a golden 

voice on the radio, but we had no idea what he looked like. So when a 

scruffy wee man with a dog-end hanging from his mouth came in with 

 
45 Harry Thornton Moore, ‘Poetry on Records’, Poetry, Vol. 57, No. 5 (February 1941), pp. 338-340 (p. 
338).  
46 Sue Arnold, ‘A Walk on the Wild Side’, Guardian, 27 December 2008 
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/dec/27/ted-hughes-poetry> [accessed 2 March 2012] 
 (para. 1 of 6).  
47 Ira Sadoff, ‘Hearing Voices: The Fiction of Poetic Voice’, New England Review, Vol. 14, No. 4 (Fall 
1992), pp. 221-232 (p. 222). 
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Gunn — who had not yet assumed his leather biking attire — Redgrove 

exclaimed in quite audible tones, ‘No, that cannot be Dylan Thomas’.48 

 

 In 1957, Hughes wrote to Olwyn about the chairman of the Poetry Center, John 

Bliebtreu, who planned to promote him as a poet by using interview recordings, a 

film of the prize-winning poet’s first impressions of New York and ‘********* ***** 

********** ***********’.49 Bliebtreu particularly stressed that he wanted to use 

Hughes’s appearance in opposition to ‘********** ********* ******* ******’. Hughes 

wrote that he decided to do the readings and decline the rest, stating that Bliebtreu 

confessed that he may have been ‘********** ********** ********** ******* ****** 

********* ********’.50 Hughes’s alteration from ‘poet’ to ‘product’ in this unpublished 

letter is revealing. His initial sentence suggests that the ‘personality’ and the ‘poet’ 

are two different things, implying that the personality is a commercially constructed 

entity. His change to ‘product’ to refer to his poetry echoes his later description of his 

poetic process as a ‘factory’ – a point which I shall discuss in depth in Chapter Three.      

Recent reviews of CD releases and the accompanying images marketing 

Hughes’s poetry recordings reveal the ways in which the poet, his poetry and his 

spoken voice are interconnected in popular consciousness. In 2008, for example, the 

release of two double CDs of Hughes’s recordings inspired a review in The Observer 

titled: ‘Ted Hughes Comes Alive’.51 Carol Bere’s review of this CD and a CD of Plath’s 

recordings suggests that the recordings allow us to experience the poets in ‘the 

 
48 Hobsbaum, ‘The Redgrove Momentum 1952-2003’, p. 25. 
49 British Library, ‘Letters from Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’, ADD MS88948/1/1. Text removed due 
to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
50 British Library, ‘Letters from Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’, ADD MS88948/1/1. Text removed due 
to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
51 Rachel Redford, ‘Ted Hughes Comes Alive’, Observer, 2 November 2008 
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/nov/02/ted-hughes-audiobook> [accessed 1 April 2013] 
(para. 1 of 1). 
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process of becoming’.52 A further 2009 review in The Guardian asks: ‘[s]hould boxes 

containing Ted Hughes CDs, like cigarette packets, carry a government warning? I 

know few voices that exude such cruel, dangerous, predatory intensity as his when he 

describes nature’s most ruthless killers’.53 The Guardian in 2008 makes explicit the 

connection between the description of Hughes’s voice and his writing: ‘Hughes has a 

marvellous voice — angry, gritty, macho, like his writing, but sensitive, too’. The 

reviewer goes on to situate Hughes within the wider ‘type’ that his voice suggests: 

‘with the sort of Yorkshire accent that puts you in mind of tough, laconic miners’.54 

These snippets reveal an understanding of sound recordings as intimately connected 

with the poet himself, fusing the voice, the poetry and the person as though they are 

one entity.  

A selection of covers from records and CDs of Hughes’s recordings begin to 

provide a glimpse of the publisher’s projected persona of Hughes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
52 Carol Bere, ‘Review of The Spoken Word: Sylvia Plath (British Library 2010), ISBN: 978-0-712351-
02-7 and The Spoken Word: Ted Hughes: Poems and Short Stories (British Library and BBC 2008), 
ISBN: 978-0-712305-49-5’, Plath Profiles (11 June 2011), pp. 361-371 (p. 361). 
53 Sue Arnold, ‘Ted Hughes Reading His Poetry’, Guardian, 13 June 2009 
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2009/jun/13/ted-hughesaudiobook-poetry-review> [accessed 2 
March 2012] (para. 1 of 1). 
54 Arnold, ‘A Walk on the Wild Side’, para. 2 of 6. 

Figure 5: The Poet Speaks (Argos, 1965) 
Figure 6: Ted Hughes: Reading his Poetry 
(Harper Collins, 1984) 
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Figure 5 is the cover for the 1965 Argos record The Poet Speaks with Hughes, Peter 

Porter, Thom Gunn and Sylvia Plath. The record cover shows a silhouette which 

seems to bear a resemblance to Hughes. The figure is dark and brooding in the midst 

of the swirling atmosphere above and separated from the couple. The 1984 Harper 

Collins cover has a black background both emanating from and bearing down upon 

Hughes, who is positioned within a natural green landscape. By Hughes’s head the 

black line is jagged, almost like the feathers in a wing, associating the darkness of 

Hughes’s creative output with Crow which, by the time of the publication of this CD, 

was enshrined as his major work. The Poetry in the Making booklet again places 

Hughes in the landscape, this time fishing, a pursuit he followed all his life. This 

collection, published after Hughes’s death, demonstrates the later incarnation of 

Hughes’s public image – older, grey haired and bestowed with the laureateship, even 

though the recording on the CD is from 1963.  

The next part of this chapter will examine the construction, in readings and 

recordings, of Hughes’s popularly accepted persona and the ways in which the 

conscious construction of a voice may challenge inherent notions of authenticity. 

 

Breaking the Sound Barrier: The Voice in Crisis 

Hughes writes that poems which he considers successful are those written ‘at top 

speed’, particularly ‘View of a Pig’, ‘Pike’, ‘Wind’, ‘Jaguar’ and ‘The Thought Fox’.55 

 
55 Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 

Figure 7: Poetry in the Making 
(BBC, 2000) 
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Hughes describes the process of writing quickly as ‘breaking through a sound barrier 

and floating at a speed beyond sound’.56 The choice of violent imagery connects the 

physical movement and speed of the pen on paper in composition with the sound of 

the poem. Hughes notes that this type of rapidly composed poem could withstand the 

‘absolute maximum of vocal thrust’ when read aloud.57 He intimately linked the 

manner in which the poem was composed to the way it would later be publically 

read. Hughes suggests that the quality of the poem and its success as a reading are, 

therefore, inseparable.  

Hughes considers Yeats’s reading in particular as a model of vocal force and 

manner; he describes Yeats reading poetry ‘with such total energy and intensity that 

a short reading would leave him pouring with sweat’.58 He draws on this description 

when considering his own poetry readings: ‘my ideal way of reading a poem was to 

leave myself at the end of it strengthless and shattered, totally wrung out, utterly 

expended’.59 His attention to his physical exhaustion after reading poetry aloud 

echoes the physical description of his first American poetry reading, cited earlier. 

In an unidentified prose piece in the British Library archive (possibly the text 

of a talk), Hughes debates the voice of poetry and finds that poetry is written in a 

‘*********************************************************************’.60 

Hughes connects this compositional voice to reading poetry aloud in the same voice, 

thus implying an intimate intertwining of composition and reading — which his own 

practices of drafting, then reading aloud and walking back and forth bear out. He 

 
56 Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
57 Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
58 British Library, ‘Autobiographical and biographical notes’, Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to 
third party copyright for unpublished material. 
59 Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
60 The British Library contains a few drafts of this text. A single copy of it can also be found in Emory 
University’s archive, ‘Writings by TH, Essay on how to read poetry, photocopy of typescript’, ‘Letters 
to Frieda Hughes, 1971-1997’, MSS1014, Box 2, Fol. 10. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
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writes that people do not read poetry aloud well because they read it in their ‘normal’ 

voice: ‘They read it as if it were instructions on how to operate a washing machine. 

Or as if it were a postcard from a friend on holiday’.61 Hughes argues that poetry 

must, instead, be read in the voice in which it was composed — the voice in crisis.  

He describes this voice as existing in everyday life just beneath the surface of 

ordinary discourse, as well as in poetry. He writes that everyone 

 

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

*******************.62 

 

Hughes’s conceptualisation of the multiplicity of voice is theorized by Pierre 

Bourdieu in Language and Symbolic Power (1992) as ‘the linguistic product offered 

by a socially characterised speaker’.63 Bourdieu argues that the voice is determined 

by the body in space. For example, the voice used in speaking to a friend in a coffee 

shop is different from the voice used to speak to a friend in a professional 

environment. Sarah Parry’s essay about the recording practices of Caedmon Records 

argues that Bourdieu’s theory constructs a ‘schizophrenic linguistic subject who is 

constantly changing voice’. She proposes that rather than changing or ‘abdicating’ 

voices, the subject performs by interiorising ‘multiple social spaces, both determinate 

and indeterminate’ and speaking ‘these spaces simultaneously’.64  

 
61 Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
62 Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
63 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992), p. 38. 
64 Parry, ‘The Inaudibility of “Good” Sound Editing’, p. 28. 
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This is similar to the voice in crisis which is ‘waiting for its moment’ just 

underneath the ‘normal’ voice. Without a crisis, or the correct intensity of emotion or 

type of ‘social space’, people are unable to reach the voice in crisis required to read 

poetry. In Hughes’s assessment, poetic speakers frequently ‘do not know how to put 

the poem’s words “into gear”’ through engaging with the voice of crisis underneath 

their normal voice. 

Hughes further explains that the voice in crisis 

 

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

*********.65 

 

This is apparent in Hughes’s own readings. For example, Christopher Reid recalls 

Hughes’s reading in the Oxford Union in 1970: ‘The drama of Crow itself was harsh 

and shocking, but the voice that conveyed it was mostly subdued. There was a 

tremble, a searching tentativeness, to it’.66 The recording of Crow for Claddagh 

Records in 1973 is also very subdued. Ioan Allen, who recorded Hughes for this 

record, notes that ‘A decade or so before this, most poetry reading was more 

declamatory, c.f. Dylan Thomas. Hughes was able to put more tension into a reading, 

but without the loudness associated with the declamatory style’.67 This ‘declamatory 

 
65 Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
66 Christopher Reid, ‘Ted Hughes as Reader’, in The Epic Poise: A Celebration of Ted Hughes 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1999), p. 228. 
67 Allen, who is now the Senior Vice President of Dolby, explains that ‘Technically, the results were 
superb – so much so that for many years they were used as speech samples for evaluation of recording 
systems at Dolby Laboratories’. Ioan Allen, Interview with the Author, 27 March 2011. 
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style’ is described by Jed Rasula in Close Listening as the ‘incantatory mode’ 

employed, for example, by Alfred Lord Tennyson. Rasula gives the example of Yeats’s 

reading of ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’ as being ‘in the “ore rotundo” mode of 

Tennyson’.68 Hughes wrote to Olwyn in 1957 comparing two recordings by Dylan 

Thomas he had heard at Harvard University when completing his own recording. 

The ‘****’ was ‘*************** ************************** ******* ****** ******* 

******** ************’.69 In contrast to other readers recorded by Claddagh at the 

time, whom Allen describes as ‘much more restrained than Hughes — more of an 

inner confidence, spoken to a confidante’, Hughes ‘spoke at a normal level, but used 

“voice in crisis” as a tool to generate “tension”’.70  

In 2009, I interviewed theatre director David Thacker about a set of 1994 

recordings of Hughes that he produced.71 Thacker’s relationship with Hughes 

stemmed from Thacker’s work on the theatre version of The Iron Man in 1993. 

Following the production, Hughes contacted Thacker to request his help with some 

recordings he was doing for Faber and Faber.  Thacker’s initial reaction to this 

request was to protest that he would feel presumptuous telling Hughes how to read 

his own poetry. Thacker’s unease over instructing Hughes about how to read his own 

poetry speaks to a cultural reverence around poets reading their own work. The act 

implies that we are hearing the most authentic, incontrovertible version of the poem. 

Hughes seems to embody an implicit authenticity in the performance of his poetry – 

the lack of distance between the poet, the poem, the performance and, in a way, the 

very creation of the poem, seem intertwined. The depth of Hughes’s voice and his 

 
68 Jed Rasula, ‘Understanding the Sound of Not Understanding’, in Close Listening: Poetry and the 
Performed Word, ed. by Charles Bernstein (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 237. 
69 British Library, ‘Letters from Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath, 1954-1959’, Add MS 88948/1/1 (T.H. to 
Olwyn Hughes, December 1957). 
70 Ioan Allen, Interview with the Author, 27 March 2011. 
71 David Thacker, Interview with the Author, 2 January 2010. All further quotations from Thacker 
refer to the transcript of this interview. 
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careful delivery often using hyperarticulated syntax have both translated into, and 

come to represent, characteristics of Hughes’s personality. His voice itself seems to 

suggest these aspects, as well as being an expression of them. 

When discussing his theory of reading using the ‘voice in crisis’, Hughes sheds 

light on his views about authorial reading, reading with emotion and readings 

undertaken by actors who cannot lay claim to the status of the ‘Authentic Source’ of 

the text they are performing:72 

 

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

*** [...] ********** ******************* ***************************** 

******************************************************************

*********..73 

 

Although Hughes is not claiming that the actors can access the original inspiration 

for the poem, he believes that they can manufacture authenticity by ‘vividly and 

realistically’ imagining a crisis. An actor’s failure to use this voice leads to ‘the 

dreadful “stagey voice”’. Hughes explains that this ‘fake voice’ can be heard because 

‘********* ************ ************ *********** ************* ************ 

************* ************’. This relates, in part, to the way Hughes conceives of the 

voice in crisis as a register of voice that is always ‘waiting for its moment’ and lies 

beneath the normal voice. Actors can pull on their own experience of this voice in 

order to read with a form of ‘authenticity’. At the 1967 Poetry International Festival 

 
72 Peter Quartermain, ‘Sound Reading’, in Close Listening, p. 225. 
73 British Library, Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished 
material. 
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that Hughes helped to organise, the failure of an actor’s reading in comparison to the 

vivid ‘authenticity’ of the poet reading his own work was noted by a reviewer for the 

Times Literary Supplement: 

 

Pablo Neruda, business-suited, poker-faced, listened to translations of 

his work being mangled by the histrionics of Patrick Wymark (the only 

professional actor called upon to read), and then, as if in protest, shook 

the hall with his own weird, echoing incantations.74 

 

Neruda’s reading is given a prophet-like status in the description of his ‘weird, 

echoing incantations’ which further underlines the claim to a ‘true’ reading. The poet 

appears to be tapping into the original inspiration for the poem in an almost divine 

manner. 

In my interview with Thacker about the recordings, he touched on the tension 

between the carefully edited poem and the myth of idealised spontaneity re-enacted 

in Hughes’s recordings and readings. He explained the process of recording Hughes: 

 

Now, interestingly enough what then happened was that I found myself 

talking to him very much as I would to an actor. [...] [W]hat I’m now 

saying might be a surprise, it might actually be the opposite of what you 

might expect, in that I was quite regularly saying to him ‘No you’re 

performing this poem, you’re performing it and it doesn’t need 

 
74 ‘Performing Poets’, Times Literary Supplement, 20 July 1967, p. 648. 
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performing it’. What I was trying to do was to get him in touch with his 

true voice, his real authentic voice, rather than try to present the poem. 

 

Thacker identified a note of inauthenticity in Hughes’s reading. He expressed an 

anxiety specifically concerning the sense of ‘performance’, suggesting a concealment 

of the authentic by a projected persona.  

Thacker’s reaction to Hughes’s first read through of the poems to be recorded 

in their session can be understood through Hughes’s discussion of how to read 

poetry aloud effectively. Thacker’s assessment that Hughes was ‘performing’ the 

poem suggests that Hughes was failing to realise fully the poem through bodily 

engagement with the original experience which formed the source of the poem’s 

composition. This desire to reconnect with the experience of the poetry in order to 

read it properly and leave himself ‘***** ********* ******* ****** *’, as he 

characterised his early readings, is the reason why Hughes employed Thacker to 

prepare him for the recording.75 

Anne Sexton’s readings are useful to consider in this context. Sexton notes 

that poets must ‘make [their] living reading . . . dead and old poetry’. In an interview 

with Barbara Kelves in 1974, Sexton claimed that giving a reading took ‘three weeks 

out of [her] life’, because the reading was always ‘a reliving of the experience’.76 

Although Sexton’s interviews must be considered critically as self-fashionings in their 

own right, her claim to be ‘reliving’ the raw material of the poem identifies the 

element that an audience wishes to experience when attending a reading. But how 

‘authentic’ is this reliving of the experience?  

 
75 British Library, Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished 
material. 
76 Qtd. in Furr, Recorded Poetry, p. 109. 
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Hughes witnessed Sexton’s reading style first-hand during the Poetry 

International conference that he had helped to organise. The special correspondent 

of the Times Literary Supplement remarked upon the ‘showbiz flair’ of some of the 

poets and described Sexton’s appearance ‘in shocking pink and bearing pendulous 

earrings’. He noted that she ‘read her poems of mental breakdown in a colourless, if 

heavily emphatic manner, and at the first ripple of applause retaliated with blown, 

queenly kisses’.77 Sexton was well known for constructing a persona during readings. 

Jo Gill asks, ‘Is the “I” performed on the stage a scripted, that is, constructed, 

prescribed “I”? Does the speaker’s physical presence and her vocalization of 

experience offer a guarantee of truth?’78 Gill recognises that the major problem of a 

poet performing their persona and offering it as an ‘authentic’ experience of 

themselves is that ‘by offering [the experiences] up in successive readings or 

performances […] the authenticity of the narrative is diffused’.79 Peter Middleton 

identifies this false or deceptive note as embedded within all readings:   

 

[H]ow is it that a poet such as Robert Creeley can read aloud his poetry 

as if he were undergoing the anguish that led to the poem’s 

composition, even though he wrote the poem years earlier and was 

apparently in a good mood a moment ago? Isn’t there almost a 

deception at work when the poet reads a poem with feeling[?]80 

 

Middleton suggests that poetry readings draw on fictions created and disseminated 

through ‘a long history of training and practice of formal oral performance’ and that 

 
77 ‘Performing Poets’, p. 648 
78 Jo Gill, Anne Sexton’s Confessional Poetics (Florida: University Press of Florida, 2007), p. 110. 
79 Gill, Anne Sexton’s Confessional Poetics, p. 110. 
80 Middleton, ‘How to read’, pp. 22-23. 
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this history is ignored because it ‘makes too explicit the artifice behind spontaneity’.81 

This type of vocal coaching appears to be at odds with the fictions surrounding poets 

reading their own work. The poets’ readings are deemed ‘authentic’ because they can 

reach back to the original inspiration for the poem and, thus, provide readings which 

are an expression of that inspiration. The notion explained by Middleton, that poets’ 

readings are in fact likely to be conditioned by vocal training and potentially 

deceiving the audience in their invocation of emotion, begins to undermine the idea 

of a poet reading his or her own work being an expression of authentic feeling and 

inspiration. 

Hughes was consciously attempting to refine his voice in order to appear less 

like a person performing a written poem and more like someone creating words in 

the moment. Thacker explains that their aim was to access ‘the entire Ted 

Hughesness of Ted Hughes as it were. [...] I was encouraging ... there to be ... as little 

as possible difference between the poem and him’. Hughes consciously constructs a 

physical voice and reading which marries with the audience’s expectation of his 

poetic voice and poet persona. Although Thacker perceives this process as a way of 

accessing authenticity, it can just as easily be understood as a way of creating a 

contrived claim to authenticity by coaching and manufacturing a ‘Voice’.  

The ability to access ‘The Ted Hughesness of Ted Hughes’, implies the pre-

existence of a popular construction of the persona of ‘Ted Hughes’. Although 

Hughes’s staging of self lacks the overt theatricality of some of Sexton’s gestures, it 

can nevertheless be conceived in a similar manner. Susan Somers-Willett’s work on 

slam poetry finds that the claim to authenticity in a poetry reading is not only made 

in the subject matter of the poem but ‘the way the identity is performed on stage’.82 

 
81 Middleton, ‘How to read’, pp. 22-23. 
82 Susan B.A. Somers-Willett, The Cultural Politics of Slam Poetry: Race, Identity, 
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This is due to the ‘author’s physical presence’ which ensures that ‘certain aspects of 

his or her identity are rendered visible as they are performed in and through the 

body’.83 Although Somers-Willett’s work specifically refers to the performance of 

voices which are marginalised by race and gender, Hughes’s bodily presence also 

performs his identity simultaneously as a poet published by the conservative 

establishment of Faber and Faber, wishing to be counted in the canon of English 

poetry, and also as an outsider in his accent and mode of dress.    

Recollections of Hughes’s readings consistently emphasise his bodily 

presence. Philip Hobsbaum recalls Hughes in the mid-1950s: ‘Ted ran with a rough 

crowd. [...] There were poets such as Redgrove and myself who wore suits and ties, 

and poets such as Hughes and his associates who, to put it mildly, did not’.84 He also 

noted that one evening Hughes read ‘I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day’ by 

Gerard Manley Hopkins ‘in so vibrantly personal a manner that another young lady 

present took it to be a sonnet of his own recent composition’.85 Christopher Reid 

describes him as ‘a big man, [who] could stoop over a lectern and huddle himself 

around it’.86 Hughes’s bodily presence at a live reading, as well as physically re-

embodying the voice of the poetry by connecting the person to the poetry, provides 

an obvious visual indicator of ‘authenticity’. Peter Middleton, in his essay on the 

poetry of this period, described Hughes as one of the ‘celebrity poets’ and recalls him 

‘striding along in a leather coat looking like a mutant crow ready to read his poetic 

 
and the Performance of Popular Verse in America (University of Michigan Press, 2009), p. 7. 
83 Somers-Willett, The Cultural Politics of Slam Poetry, p. 69. 
84 ‘Ted Hughes at Cambridge’, The Dark Horse, Issue 8 (Autumn 1999), pp. 6-12 (p. 9). 
85 ‘Ted Hughes at Cambridge’, p. 10. 
86 Reid, ‘Ted Hughes as Reader’, p. 229. 
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bestiary’.87 Similarly, the poet Cris Cheek writes of a reading at his school given by 

John Betjeman and Hughes: 

 

[T]hey both stood behind the lectern (Betjeman in a black suit and 

black tie and some brogues, and Hughes in a leather jacket, much 

racier and rock and roll). Betjeman [...] was very affable in his delivery. 

Hughes was sterner, obviously the shift was from a southern, middle-

class, very media-friendly voice of Betjeman to something that I needed 

to tune into a little bit more because of the dialect. And Hughes was 

reading poems like ‘The Thought-Fox’ and some of Crow, and his 

language was obviously much more muscular, much more jammed 

together.88 

 

An Audience Research Report conducted by the BBC (27 August 1958) 

recorded listeners’ responses to a programme of Hughes’s poems read by Michael 

Atkinson. The reviews often connected Hughes to his poems, noting that the poems 

had ‘something of the ruggedness of the Yorkshire moors’ and were ‘deeply felt by a 

country mind’.89 Jeanette Winterson has written that  

 

Hughes uses his own body as a bridge, feeling everything that he writes 

through the shock of being there – he fished the rivers, crouched under the 

 
87 Peter Middleton, ‘The Poetry Review Essay’, Poetry Magazines, Vol. 94, No. 1 (Spring 2004) 
<http://www.poetrymagazines.org.uk/magazine/record.asp?id=13577> [accessed 15 April 2012] 
(para. 2 of 12). 
88 Qtd. in Middleton, Sheppard and Marsh, ‘“Blasts of Language’,  p. 53. 
89 BBC Written Archives Centre, Reading, R19/2,234/1.  
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trees, had the adventure-spirit of a wild man. Then he translated Nature’s 

hermetic language into one we can read.90 

 

The central characteristic that Winterson and the 1958 radio listeners were 

identifying is one of experience. Hughes’s persona in readings is built upon the 

notion that he writes of things he has experienced – whether he writes about them 

straightforwardly or through mythology. His body, clothing, voice and performance 

become symbolic of the association between his persona and his lived experience. In 

contrast to Sexton’s performances, Hughes’s persona tends to be linked to an 

experience/action in the natural world rather than an emotion or psychological state. 

By linking to an experience, and because Hughes does not attempt to re-conjure an 

emotional state, the staging of ‘Ted Hughes’ in poetry readings can withstand repeat 

performances more effectively without appearing inauthentic. In fact, repeating the 

same story of the experience/event behind the poem strengthens the authenticity of 

the performance.  

Thacker’s suggestion of inauthenticity in Hughes’s readings for the 1994 

recording, and his attempt to ‘get him in touch with his true voice, his real authentic 

voice’, are bound up with Middleton’s question regarding the reliving of old emotion 

and Gill’s analysis of the repeat staging of an emotion and persona. The accepted 

version of the Hughes persona that I have sketched above relates to his early poetry.  

Thacker’s concern over the authenticity of Hughes’s reading can be explained by the 

date of the recordings for which Hughes was practising. The recordings for Faber and 

Faber were made in 1994 and the selection spanned his entire body of work up to 

 
90 Jeanette Winterson, ‘Going Back to the Roots’, Guardian, 16 March 2008 
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/mar/16/poetry.tedhughes> [accessed 29 March 2012] 
(para. 7 of 10). 
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that point. The initial experiences that produced some of these poems had taken 

place almost 40 years previously. Thacker’s identification of inauthenticity may 

relate to the length of time since the emotion or memory behind the readings took 

place. 

Thacker’s aim to coach Hughes to foreground ‘the entire Ted Hughesness of 

Ted Hughes’ can be understood as a way of re-accessing the persona which Hughes 

had constructed throughout his career in readings and recordings. A comparison can 

be made between Thacker’s recording in 1994 and a 1960 recording of ‘A Horrible 

Religious Error’. In the printed text the final lines read: 

 

But Crow only peered.  

Then took a step or two forward,  

Grabbed this creature by the slackskin nape,  

 

Beat the hell out of it, and ate it.91  

 

The 1960 recording follows the punctuation of the original and uses hyper-

articulation to emphasise the alliteration in the poem. The 1994 recording is more 

subdued and marginally slower than the earlier one and in the final line Hughes’s 

tone implies the presence of a question mark. This second recording was the result of 

the direction of David Thacker in which the two men attempted to provide the most 

readily available meaning and the entire ‘Ted Hughesness’ of Ted Hughes in his 

authentic voice.  

 
91 Collected Poems (London: Faber and Faber, 2005), p. 231. 
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This later recording presents us with a different version of ‘Ted Hughes’ than 

his earlier recordings. In the 1994 recordings, Hughes’s Yorkshire accent is softened 

and the recordings themselves are quieter and more measured. This Ted Hughes is 

the Poet Laureate nearing the end of a long distinguished career. Ryan Hibbett’s 

essay on Hughes’s Collected Poems characterises the two most extreme versions of 

Hughes as ‘the dashing young genius of the Sylvia Plath years’ and ‘the stouter, 

white-haired poet laureate’.92 In keeping with the second version of Hughes, Thacker 

describes Hughes’s voice as ‘A kind, passionate, deep, generous, intelligent rock. Like 

a sort of prophet of wisdom, deeply in touch with the nature of things’. Thacker 

admits that he finds his impression of Hughes’s voice ‘difficult to separate from [his] 

impression of him as a man’. The fusion of Hughes’s voice and persona at this late 

point in his career is absolute. His voice and persona, built in readings and 

recordings, shaped both the reception of his poetry and the poetry itself. 

 

 

The Effect of Paratexts: Composition in the Moment 

During the spectacle of a poetry reading in which an audience sees and hears the poet 

speaking his own poems, the poetry and the poet tend to become fused in the 

observer’s imagination. The fusion of the work and the poet is assisted by the 

‘paratext’ of the reading. This term was used by Gérard Genette in Paratexts: 

Thresholds of Interpretations (1997). He discusses the term in the context of the 

printed text but his ideas can be usefully applied to readings. In print, ‘paratext’ 

refers to the title, author’s name, dedication, foreword, and so on. For a reading it 

encompasses everything that is not the speaking of the poem. Genette explains that 

 
92 Ryan Hibbett, ‘Imagining Ted Hughes: Authorship, Authenticity, and the Symbolic Work of 
“Collected Poems”’, Twentieth Century Literature, 51 (2005), pp. 414–436 (p. 415). 
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the effect of the paratext is to present the text ‘in the usual sense of this verb but also 

in the strongest sense: to make present, to ensure the text’s presence in the world, its 

“reception” and consumption’.93   

Hughes begins most readings with an introduction to each poem which 

describes the experience that lies at the centre of the text.94 The introductions to 

Hughes’s early poems often include stories about his boyhood in Yorkshire and the 

animals he encountered. This constitutes part of the unacknowledged steering hand 

which affects our understanding of the poetry in a similar manner to the book design, 

typography and foreword of the paratext of a printed volume. Hughes’s introductions 

dictate the ‘reception’ and ‘consumption’ of the poem that follows.95 

Hughes was initially uncomfortable with the effect of these introductions, 

which he describes, in a letter to Olwyn, as ‘********’ for the reason that ‘******* 

********** ***************** ***************** ************ ***’.96 Charles 

Bernstein explains that ‘some of the effects of the chatty introduction before each 

poem is to acoustically cue the performer’s talking voice so that it frames the 

subsequent performance’.97 Hughes suggests that this ‘acoustic cue’ causes 

difficulties which could undermine the effective performance of the poem. He writes 

in a 1958 letter to Olwyn that ‘********** ********** ********** ********** 

********** *********** *********** *********** ************ ************ ***** 

 
93 Gérard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, Literature, Culture, Theory (Cambridge; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 1. 
94Although paratexts are more common in live poetry readings than recorded poetry, some of 
Hughes’s recorded poetry has separate recorded introductions and, in some cases, recorded interviews 
(not live) following the poem. In addition, some of Hughes’s live readings were recorded, including his 
spoken paratexts. Many of the references in this chapter are to typed pieces held in the British Library 
archive and marked as introductions to poetry readings. 
95 Genette, Paratexts, p. 1. 
96 MSS908, Box 1, Fol. 6 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1958). Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
97 Charles Bernstein, ‘Introduction’, Close Listening,  p. 16. 
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*******************************************’.98 Hughes here expresses anxiety 

concerning the stereotype that poetry is ‘clever’ and ‘obscure’ — negative qualities 

that threaten to be consolidated tonally in the expression of the poet’s voice as they 

read the poem. This is countered by a ‘key-change’ between the ‘chatty’ introduction, 

as Bernstein describes it, and the ‘voice in crisis’ in which Hughes believed poetry 

must be read.  

Derek Furr analyses Robert Lowell’s introductory style and reads the 

introductions as spaces in which Lowell can resist criticism of his poetry. Lowell 

worked as a commissioner of recorded poetry at Harvard. Lowell contrasts the more 

extreme critics of his poetry with interpretations by fellow poets that he deems more 

reasonable. He provides two opposing interpretations of his poem, ‘Skunk Hour’, by 

John Berryman and Richard Wilbur, and jokes: ‘That’s the advantage of writing in an 

ambiguous style. [Audience laughter]’. He does not mock the poets’ views, instead 

attributing them to the potential in his work for multiple readings. When describing 

the critic’s view, however, Lowell uses a mocking tone: ‘There’s some amazing 

interpretations, that I was thinking about the Spartan boy who held a wolf under his 

coat and let it gnaw his chest to pieces without making a sound. [Laughter] There’s 

nothing about that Spartan boy in this!’99 Furr concludes that 

 

Berryman and Wilbur offer conflicting but reasonable interpretations, 

and I would argue that Lowell refers to them not simply to get a laugh 

— though getting laughs is part of his strategy here — but to contrast 

them with the ‘critic,’ whose ludicrous interpretation is typical of his 

 
98 MSS908, Box 1, Fol. 6 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1958). Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
99 Qtd. in Furr, Recorded Poetry, p. 49.  
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tribe. [...] [H]e wants us to understand that sometimes a fox is just a fox 

[...] The notion is calculated to put an audience at ease with not fully 

understanding a poem.100 

 

Although Hughes does not tend to use introductions to engage with criticism in this 

manner, his speeches do create a more subtle site of resistance.  

Unlike Lowell, Hughes self-consciously does not address ‘the meaning of the 

poem’. Instead, as he explains in a 1958 letter to Olwyn, he attempts to ‘******* 

********* ************ **********’.101 Hughes establishes a pattern of beginning a 

reading by explaining the experience which constituted the material for the 

subsequent poem. This pattern provides the audience with the raw material of the 

experience before it was shaped into a poetic entity. The paratext therefore aims to 

take the audience back to the initial point of inspiration by providing a glance into 

the working thought-process that brought Hughes to the brink of poetic output. 

Although this would seem to open up and reveal the working process of writing a 

poem and thus create the impression of gaining special insight into Hughes’s 

composition, in fact it conceals far more than it reveals. It mimics the trajectory from 

experience to poem but does not give access to the unformed drafts that lie between 

the original experience and the final poem. Hughes creates the impression that the 

poem appears fully formed out of the initial experience.  

In a 1949 review of poetry recordings for the journal Poetry, Thornton Moore 

takes this fiction to its inevitable conclusion by suggesting that the sound of the poet 

reading his own work provides ‘important registers towards [the] essence’ of the 

 
100 Qtd. in Furr, Recorded Poetry, p. 49.  
101 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 6 (T. H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1958). Text removed due to third party copyright 
for unpublished material. 
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poem.102 In the same manner, Dylan Thomas glossed his own reading practice as 

interpreting the ‘original impulses’ or ‘the first impulse that pumped and shoved’.103 

Furr explains that Thomas ‘attempts to re-enact those rhythms. Memory will fail 

him, Thomas suggests, but the physical act of reading aloud calls forward “inner 

meaning”’.104 Although Thomas presents reading as an act of ‘interpretation’, even 

when reading his own work, his understanding of reading as a re-enactment of the 

‘original’ impulses of the poem’s composition makes a claim of experience and 

authenticity.  

In his essay ‘Sound Reading’, Peter Quartermain highlights the issues that an 

audience’s creation of a fiction of authenticity brings to a reading. If the audience 

conceives of author readings as providing an ‘authoritative and authentic register of 

the poem’s sound – how it should be said in order to keep the meaning straight’, it 

can lead to the problematic idea of a reading as ‘normative, and suggests that a 

“good” reading is timelessly stable, transcendent’.105 Charles Bernstein writes that 

the audience finds it ‘difficult to grasp something that is multiform. It seems ideal to 

us to construct an ideal text or seek an original’.106 Quartermain calls this idea the 

‘archaeological fallacy’.107 At the heart of the fictions that audiences and listeners 

weave around poets reading their own work is the desire to use a recording or 

reading to reach backwards to the original ‘inspiration’ or experience.    

Hughes encourages this ‘archaeological fallacy’ in his spoken paratextual 

introductions to his poetry. The fact that Hughes scripts his introductions challenges 

the fiction woven around poetry introductions and readings. For example, in a 

 
102 Harry Thornton Moore, ‘Poetry on Records’, Poetry, Vol. 74, No. 6 (September, 1949), pp. 367-370 
(p. 367). 
103 Qtd. in Furr, Recorded Poetry, p. 43. 
104 Qtd. in Furr, Recorded Poetry, p. 43. 
105 Quartermain, ‘Sound Reading’, p. 57. 
106 Bernstein, ‘Introduction’, pp. 9-10. 
107 Quartermain, ‘Sound Reading’, p. 57. 
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handwritten preparation for an introduction to a reading of ‘Full Moon and Little 

Frieda’, Hughes writes, ‘************ ********** ********** ********* ******** 

******** ************’.108 In this case, Hughes describes the manner in which 

children learn words, and recalls his daughter looking at the moon: ‘******* ****** 

********************************* **************** ********** ******* ****** *** 

*****************’.109 His use of the word ‘record’ suggests a certain level of 

objectivity that resists the idea of ‘poeticising’ the moment. In this way, the poem 

becomes the preserved moment. The subsequent reading of ‘Full Moon and Little 

Frieda’ enacts this ‘recording’ by including the child’s voice in speech marks. When 

Hughes reads this poem aloud he uses a child-like voice for the child’s exclamation: 

‘“Moon!” you cry suddenly, “Moon! Moon!”’110 Hughes’s reading emphasises the 

vowel sounds by elongating them on the first ‘moon’ and increasing the pace of the 

two further repetitions of the word expressing the child’s excitement. The presence of 

the child’s voice in the poem increases the blurring between the experience and the 

poem and solidifies the nature of the piece as a ‘record’ of a moment.   

 The connection between the experience and the poem constructs the 

impression of composition in the moment. In the memorial volume for Hughes, The 

Epic Poise: A Celebration of Ted Hughes, Irene Worth, an actress who worked with 

Hughes on the plays Oedipus (1968) and Orghast (1971), recollects that he ‘read with 

a skill that cracked open words as though he had just invented them right in the 

centre’.111 David Thacker stated that the aim of the recording was to make it sound 

‘like someone thinking out loud more than anything else, almost as if we’re privileged 

 
108 Add MS 88918/7/2. Although the papers are not dated, the group of papers accompanying it are 
drafted on the back of typescripts of poems from Flowers and Insects (1986). Text removed due to 
third party copyright for unpublished material. 
109 Add MS 88918/7/2. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
110 Collected, p. 182 and Ted Hughes: Poems and Short Stories – The Spoken Word (London: British 
Library Publishing, 2008), [on CD].  
111 Irene Worth, ‘Ted Hughes and Theatre’, in Epic Poise, p. 157. 
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to be in the moment of creation, in the moment of which he is creating this poem, as 

it were, in his imagination’.112 Tom Paulin states: ‘Hughes’s reading voice absorbs 

and dominates, gathers his listeners into itself and won’t let them escape [...] His 

poems are meant to happen in the moment; they are one-off oral events, speech acts 

which distrust the fixity of print’.113 Paulin’s statement embodies the precise 

resistance to interpretation that Hughes’s readings create. Paulin’s notion of ‘one-off 

oral events’ highlights the ‘composition in the moment’ and suggests that each 

reading constitutes a new poem. His use of the words ‘event’ and ‘speech acts’ 

gestures towards the performative element  of live readings and the sense of a special 

insight into the poems that live readings and spoken introductions encourage.  

Significantly for the spatial element of the performative nature of live 

readings, Hughes’s introductions often include the place of composition and a sense 

of the physical element of writing. The information given in notes written by Hughes, 

possibly for a friend, in 1966, that he composed ‘The Jaguar’ while sitting in a 

‘******* ******** ******** ********** *********** ***********’, for example, 

presents the audience with a vivid evocation of the moment of composition.114 

Emphasising the body in space during the composition of the poem re-inserts the 

presence of the author behind the printed page. Further, the ‘event’ of the poem 

suggests a staging of the poem, its existence in the moment or, perhaps more 

accurately, its birth in the moment enacted through the transition from a description 

of the experience to the poem itself.  

 

 

 
112 Interview with the Author, 2 January 2010. 
113 Tom Paulin, Minotaur: Poetry and the Nation State (London: Faber and Faber, 1992), p. 267. 
114 Add MS 88918/7/2. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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The 1977 record cover for the Caedmon recording explicitly associates reading 

aloud with the instant, perfect composition of a poem. The cover depicts Hughes 

sitting in an outside location overlaid with a manuscript image showing very few 

changes [figure 8]. This seems to suggest that the poem has been written in the 

moment of inspiration at which the experience occurred. Further, it appears to imply 

that the poem was then read directly from the written scribbles of the manuscript. 

 The idea of ‘composition in the moment’ can be understood more literally by 

perceiving each recording as a new version of the poem that is created in the moment 

of reading/recording. This is particularly pertinent for a poem like ‘Wodwo’ as it 

contains little punctuation to guide the reader. Peter Quartermain offers a useful 

parallel in his discussion of William Carlos Williams’s poem ‘Landscape with the Fall 

of Icarus’. He describes the effect of the lack of punctuation on the poem: ‘When we 

look at the poem as Williams wrote it, without punctuation, we see that it is actually 

unvoiceable in any completely satisfactory way: the polyvocality, the simultaneity of 

possible, tones, rhythms, and interpretations, is available only to the inner ear, and 

cannot be spoken’.115 ‘Wodwo’ would seem to constitute Hughes’s own ‘unvoiceable’ 

poem; his 1965 reading of the piece for Argos’s The Poet Speaks series with Thom 

Gunn, Peter Porter and Sylvia Plath demonstrates the ways in which Hughes’s lack of 

pronunciation translated into spoken performance. 

 
115 Quatermain, ‘Sound Reading’, p. 22. 

Figure 8: The Poetry and Voice of Ted Hughes 
(Caedmon, 1977) 

Image removed due to third 

party copyright  
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The first lines of ‘Wodwo’ have no final punctuation: 

 

What am I? Nosing here, turning leaves over 

Following a faint stain on the air to the river's edge 

I enter water. Who am I to split 

The glassy grain of water looking upward I see the bed 

Of the river above me upside down very clear116 

  

In the recording, however, Hughes pauses at the end of the first line. In comparison, 

Hughes reads the next line and a half in the poem as a run-on, in keeping with the 

way it is represented in the printed text. Hughes’s reading of the first line implies 

punctuation which is not present in the printed version and lends stress to lines of 

the poem which are not given emphasis in print. His reading also turns phrases, 

which appear to particularly resonant when read silently from the page, into chatty, 

conversational utterances, or he uses a simple, unstressed tone with no change in 

pace for emphasis. For example, the lines ‘for the moment if I sit still how everything 

| stops to watch me I suppose I am the exact centre’ from the published copy of 

‘Wodwo’ appear without commas to imply pauses between sections.117 To transcribe 

Hughes’s reading, however, it is necessary to insert two commas where Hughes’s 

delivery implies them: ‘for the moment, if I sit still how everything| stops to watch 

me, I suppose I am the exact centre’. Whilst the pause of the second implied comma 

appears to emphasise the end clause — ‘I suppose I am the exact centre’ — this line is 

delivered with no change in tone, loudness or pace which deflates its declaration. 

Hughes’s accent in this reading also creates a new interpretation of the printed page. 

 
116 Collected, p. 183. 
117 Collected, p. 183. 
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The phrase ‘stops to watch me’, when read in Received Pronunciation, has much 

longer vowel sounds than Hughes’s reading. The word ‘stops’ is read with a short, 

hard ‘a’ sound instead of a long ‘o’ and the ‘a’ of ‘watch’ is also read in a similar 

manner. This provides a staccato sound which echoes the semantic sense of the line.  

In this way, it could be argued that the ‘polyvocality’ of ‘Wodwo’ is closed 

down by Hughes’s reading of the poem which creates a more regular punctuation and 

lays a ‘definitive’ reading over the printed poem that appears to resist such a reading. 

However, the presence of multiple recordings of this poem by Hughes destabilizes 

this ‘definitive’ reading; the repeated recording of the piece comes to constitute a 

body of audio texts, each marked by slight, yet significant, differences. A 1963 

recording of the poem for the ‘Poetry in the Making’ broadcasts, for example, is read 

in a much more even tone, with very few changes in pace or emphasis.118 In the 1965 

The Poet Speaks recording, the words ‘I am huge’ are spoken in a louder, slower way 

in comparison to the rest of the poem, whereas the 1963 recording does not accord 

them the same emphasis.  

The differences between these recordings could be ascribed to the context in 

which they were recorded. The 1963 piece was part of a series titled Listening and 

Writing for the BBC Schools Broadcasting Department, to aid children aged ten to 

fourteen with creative writing. Prior to reading ‘Wodwo’, Hughes speaks an 

introduction called ‘Learning to Think’; he uses fishing to explain how to relax into a 

certain type of thinking which makes you ‘aware, in a horizonless and slightly 

mesmerized way’.119 Hughes suggests that this exercise can help to write a poem with 

 
118 Ted Hughes: Poetry in the Making – The Spoken Word (London: British Library Publishing, 2008) 
[on CD].  
119 Winter Pollen, p. 60. The recorded series was turned into a printed book in 1967. There is an earlier 
slightly different version of this idea in a broadcast titled ‘The Gentle Art’ recorded 24 February 1961 
for the Home Service. A transcript can be found on microfilm at the BBC Written Archive, ‘Radio 
Talks Scripts pre 1970 WORLD T671’. 
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a single focus; he gives the example of D. H. Lawrence’s ‘Almond Trees’ and his own 

poem ‘Wodwo’. A reading with a more homogenous tone, delivered in a ‘slightly 

mesmerized way’, successfully illustrates the point Hughes was trying to express. The 

context of the reading changes Hughes’s delivery of the poem and thus creates 

multiple interpretations and voicings of a poem which is polyvocal in its printed 

state.  

 

Memorialising Hughes: The Disembodied Voice 

A public memorial service for Hughes took place on 13 May 1999; it was attended by 

the Hughes family, members of the Royal family, poets, scholars of Hughes’s work 

and the general public who applied for tickets. The Hughes scholar Ann Skea 

described the programme: 

 

After the National Anthem and the Collegiate and Royal Procession, the 

service began with the ethereal voices of The Tallis Scholars singing, 

‘Miserere nostri Domine’. Shusha Guppy sang a poem Ted had written 

especially for her; Michael Baldwin, Lord Gowrie, Dr Caroline Tisdall 

and Seamus Heaney spoke and read poems by Ted; Alfred Brendel 

played the Adagio from Beethoven’s Sonata No. 17 in D; and we all sang 

‘The Lord’s my shepherd’ and William Blake’s much loved and very 

patriotic ‘Jerusalem’.120 

 

The final part of the service was a recording of Hughes reading the following passage 

from Shakespeare’s Cymbeline: 

 
120 Ann Skea, ‘The Thanksgiving and Memorial Service for Ted Hughes, Westminster Abbey, 13th May 
1999’ <http://ann.skea.com/THmemor.htm> [accessed 14 January 2011] (para. 14 of 17). 
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Fear no more the heat of the sun 

Nor the furious winter’s rages; 

Thou thy worldly task hast done. 

Home art gone, and ta’en thy wages. 

Golden lads and girls all must 

As chimney sweepers, come to dust 

 

 This reading seems to be the strongest recollection taken from the memorial.  John 

Ezard in The Guardian described it as the emotional ‘centrepiece’ of the service, and 

Skea recalls that ‘The congregation listened in absolute silence, spellbound’.121 The 

use of this recording highlights the voice captured for posterity. Jonathan Sterne 

discusses the prevalence of the motif of embalming in sound history as the body and 

the voice become one in the preserved recorded sound of the spoken voice.122 Skea’s 

description of the reading captures the tensions at the heart of such discourses: ‘it 

was a moment before we realised that this was Ted’s voice. [...] It was an amazing, 

eerie and magical experience’.123 The eerie sense of displacement of the disembodied 

voice without its living, vital persona creates the forceful impact of the moment. The 

extract chosen, although commonly used at funerals, adds to this sense of 

displacement as in the play the dirge is sung over mistakenly identified bodies.  

 The use of a recording of Hughes’s voice created a form of self-eulogy and also 

placed Hughes firmly in the canon of English literature. Ezard notes that the 

Shakespeare extract uses ‘the kind of language that was very close to that which 

 
121 John Ezard, ‘Poet’s Own Words Say Goodbye’, Guardian, 14 May 1999 
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/1999/may/14/johnezard> [accessed 1 April 2012] (para. 11 of 12) 
and Skea, ‘The Thanksgiving’, para. 2 of 17. 
122 Sterne, The Audible Past, p. 346 and pp. 287-333. 
123 Skea, ‘Thanksgiving’, para. 1 of 17. 
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[Hughes] used himself’, and the rest of the programme, along with the service’s 

location in Westminster Abbey, served to place Hughes in an exalted position 

alongside the best poets in the English language. Heaney’s eulogy for Hughes 

referred to Caedmon, T. S. Eliot, Wilfred Owen, William Blake, Emily Dickinson, 

Gerald Manley Hopkins and Shakespeare.  

Hughes’s voice was a synecdoche for Hughes himself. Hughes’s use of and 

changing attitudes to the reading voice has affected the way Hughes’s poetry has 

been received and the way in which Hughes conceived of his own poetry and 

compositional practices. In a memorial poem for Hughes, his friend Roy Davids 

describes his voice, implying the full extent of the mythology surrounding the voice, 

the poetry and the persona: ‘The mingled music of your voice – | like God 

auditioning for Man’.124 

 The recordings Hughes made throughout his lifetime constitute a large, 

previously unstudied body of work which this chapter has placed in the wider context 

of Hughes’s printed poetry, as well as situating it in relation to his own ideas about 

reading aloud developed from the very earliest years of his career. Reading aloud in 

staged readings, as well as for recorded poetry, affected the way Hughes understood 

the composition of his poetry. Hughes’s development of the theory of the ‘voice in 

crisis’ informed his evaluative judgement of the quality of the verse he wrote, which 

makes readings and recordings central to Hughes’s writing process. The act of 

reading aloud is also intimately connected to the development of a poet’s public 

persona which in turn affects discourses of authenticity and identity surrounding a 

poet’s work. For Hughes, the pervasive myths built around his person and voice in 

particular shape our reading of his poetry. The discussions in this chapter concerning 

 
124 Roy Davids, ‘Memories, Reflections, Gratitudes’, in Epic Poise, p.  184. 
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the authenticity implied in the act of reading one’s own work will inform Chapter Six 

which focuses on the claim to the authenticity of experience made in the poetry and 

introductory material of Moortown Diaries. In addition, it has established the way in 

which the professional engagements of a poet, such as poetry readings, can affect his 

creative output which is important for the composition of Lupercal discussed in the 

following chapter.   
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Chapter Two 

The Professional Poet: The Transition from the Drafts of The Hawk in 

the Rain to the Process of Lupercal 

 

In this chapter I examine Hughes’s early composition methods in The Hawk in the 

Rain (1957) and the period of creative sterility he experienced whilst writing his 

second book Lupercal (1960). I focus on the title poem ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ as a 

characteristic example of Hughes’s drafting process in this period. Following on from 

the reassessments begun by Neil Roberts and Heather Clark, this chapter aims to re-

examine the central themes of one of Hughes’s key poems in order to question the 

predominant characterisation of Hughes’s early work as that of ‘blood + thunder’.1 To 

bring new light to the debate, which has been in progress since in the early 1980s, I 

will use the manuscripts drafts to illuminate the poem. These drafts, available since 

2000, add new insights to Hughes scholarship. Only by analysing his writing 

methods via these drafts can we trace the stereotyped development of Hughes from 

minor published poet to the shaman of mud and violence.  

The compositional practices of The Hawk in the Rain differ greatly from those 

of later collections, as I will show. I use Hughes’s lecture on Plath’s manuscripts to 

explore his writing process, by analysing what Hughes describes as ‘condensed’ 

images and the hidden network of images from the preceding drafts which create 

them. Following my analysis of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’, I argue that Hughes’s move 

to America and his simultaneous entry into the busy literary world had a negative 

effect on his writing. Attention to reviews of his first book led to a paralysing self 

 
1 Letters, p. 125 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, June 1958). 
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consciousness about ‘how’ to write and thus produced what Hughes described as the 

‘hard headed’ poetry of Lupercal.2 

As a first collection from a hitherto unpublished poet, The Hawk in the Rain 

(1957) garnered considerable attention and was co-opted into contemporary debates 

about the future of poetry and its relationship with the representation of violence.3 

The collection won the 92 St. Y/Harper’s poetry contest judged by Marianne Moore, 

Stephen Spender and W. H. Auden. It was subsequently published by Faber and 

Faber and was chosen by the Poetry Book Society as one of its 1957 top choices. This 

ensured the collection’s sales and visibility. The book also went on to win the 

Somerset Maugham Award for Poetry in 1960. ‘The Thought-Fox’ won the Guinness 

Award for poetry in 1958, judged by Louis MacNeice, Laurie Lee and Seamus 

O’Sullivan. Terry Gifford summarises the main question hanging over Hughes’s early 

work thus: ‘Was he celebrating life forces, or was he dangerously attracted to violence 

and destructive forces?’4 Hughes also featured in Al Alvarez’s famous introduction to 

The New Poetry (1962) as one of the poets who opposed the ‘gentility’ principle that 

Alvarez identified in Movement poetry.   

 Alongside poems such as ‘The Jaguar’, ‘The Thought-Fox’ and ‘Wind’, the title 

poem of The Hawk in the Rain has played a key part in directing the focus of Hughes 

scholarship towards consideration of Hughes’s use of the natural world. Terry 

Gifford and Neil Roberts contrast it with the freer poems of Moortown (1979), as a 

nature poem ‘overtly controlled and composed by the poet’ written in the 

‘autobiographical mode’.5 Michael Sweeting reads it as part of Shamanistic discourse, 

 
2 Letters, p. 122 (T. H. to Olwyn Hughes, late March 1958). 
3 Essays in Criticism, for example, published pieces which aimed to define the ‘new poetry’. An article 
titled ‘The Middlebrow Muse’ (1957), reviewing Robert Conquest’s anthology New Lines, called for 
more forceful poetry. ‘Poets and Brutes’, also in Essays in Criticism (1962), characterised Hughes’s 
early animal poetry as ‘struggling to contain [the poem’s] ferocity’ (p. 100). 
4 Gifford, Ted Hughes, p. 33. 
5 Gofford and Roberts, ‘Hughes and Two Contemporaries’, p. 104 and p. 105. 
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wherein to dream of an eagle identifies one as a shaman.6 Margaret Uroff 

understands the poem as ‘a battle of human endurance against the murderous force 

of the elements’ and finds that ‘at this point [Hughes] has simply indicated an area of 

violence and wilderness that he leaves undefined’.7 Similarly, Keith Sagar 

characterises the whole collection, and particularly ‘The Hawk in the Rain’, as being 

‘about a man, imprisoned by a single vision [...] looking out through the window of 

his eye at the surrounding Energies’.8 In a later book, The Laughter of Foxes (2000), 

Sagar expands on this idea, writing that the poem ‘pitches us into the thick of the 

battle between life and death [...] [in which] three of the four elements seem to be in 

alliance with death’.9  

Recent critical explorations have diversified discussion of this key poem. 

Heather Clark’s assessment of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ initially appears to echo 

previous criticism, as she writes that ‘The hawk becomes an emblem of humanity in 

its futile attempt to master the elements, while nature is a malevolent force bent on 

extinguishing life’. However, Clark’s argument develops this idea in a different 

direction: ‘The poem’s message has more to do with transience and frailty than with 

power or strength. Hughes’s vision in “The Hawk in the Rain” is tragic rather than 

celebratory’.10 By considering the manuscript drafts of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’, this 

chapter contributes new insights into these reconsiderations of the poem, and 

demonstrates that the material which Hughes rejected during the drafting stage 

might have changed the early reception of the poem.   

 

 
6 Michael Sweeting, ‘Hughes and Shamanism’ in The Achievement of Ted Hughes, p. 77. 
7 Margaret Uroff, Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1979), pp. 77 
and 58. 
8 Keith Sagar, ‘Fourfold vision’, in The Achievement, p. 287. 
9 Sagar, Laughter of Foxes, p. 106. 
10 Heather Clark, The Grief of Influence: Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), p. 112. 
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The Composition Footprint of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ 

In 1988, Hughes wrote a lecture for Sotheby’s Manuscript Department, now printed 

in Winter Pollen, titled ‘Sylvia Plath: The Evolution of “Sheep in Fog”’. In this lecture 

Hughes discusses the development of Plath’s poem ‘Sheep in Fog’ through its drafts, 

and more generally, he testifies to the importance of manuscripts. Hughes notes that 

in the published poem the process of writing is ‘concealed’; he then remarks, 

however, that the final version still retains a relationship with the preceding drafts: 

‘It exploits them, plunders them, appropriates only what it can use, and then, finally 

for the most part, hides them’.11 Hughes notes that the drafts ‘tell everything’ and 

writes that there is information that ‘without them we could not possibly know’.12 He 

views drafts as containing vital information and finds that his understanding of 

Plath’s poem is enriched by analysing the manuscript pages arguing that ‘we 

understand [the poem] far better, because we have learned the peculiar meanings of 

its hieroglyphs’.13 Hughes’s choice of metaphor here is itself illuminating. 

‘[H]ieroglyphs’ most obviously connotes a symbol or picture which requires 

interpretation to understand. The word ‘hieroglyph’, however, is made up of the 

words for ‘sacred’ and ‘I carve’, which implies set-in-stone permanence to the words 

of the draft, despite their transitory status. Hughes then describes the drafts as ‘not 

an incidental adjunct to the poem, they are a complementary revelation’.14 Of further 

interest is the manner in which Hughes connects the drafts of ‘Sheep in Fog’ to 

Plath’s earlier poem, ‘Ariel’. Hughes understands the creative process as including 

not only the drafts of the poem in question, but other poems within the collection, as 

well. This is characteristic of Hughes’s own drafting style. 

 
11 Winter Pollen, p. 206. 
12 Winter Pollen, pp. 199 and 203. 
13 Winter Pollen, p. 206. 
14 Winter Pollen, p. 206. 
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Hughes’s reaction to the publication of The Hawk in the Rain illustrates his 

discomfort with the finality of the published collection. In a letter to his sister Olwyn 

about his response to receiving the prize for The Hawk in the Rain, he expresses his 

anxiety about settling on a final version:  

 

My first reaction was a horrible feeling of guilt at what I had 

committed, and I went to read the poems over to see if they were really 

as dull as I dreaded they were. I immediately saw fifty things I wanted 

to change and I’m appalled that I let most of the poems out in such an 

unfinished state.15  

 

Hughes calls into question the status of the typed, finished, ready-for-publication 

poem. In an interview in 1995, Hughes refers to ‘Hawk Roosting’ from Lupercal 

(1960), noting that ‘there is a word in the middle that I’m not sure about’.16 Even in 

its published state, the poem remains for Hughes a mutable article. This fluidity is 

characteristic of Hughes’s writing process. Plath explains in a letter to her mother 

that, if she had not typed up and sent out Hughes’s manuscript for the competition, it 

would never have been a ‘finished’ piece, as he would ‘rewrite a poem to eternity’.17 

The common composition features of these early drafts expose these anxieties and 

the desire to correct endlessly.   

The material of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ is made up of twenty pages of drafts. 

These drafts contain vital physical evidence of their composition history. The drafts 

are from an unbound notebook which is a duplicate carbon copy book of the type 

 
15 Letters, p. 94 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 23 February 1957), 
16 ‘Ted Hughes, The Art of Poetry No. 71’, The Paris Review, No. 134 (Spring 1995) 
<http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/1669/the-art-of-poetry-no-71-ted-hughes> [accessed 3 
January 2013] (para. 34 of 105).  
17 Plath, Letters Home, p. 313. 
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often used to create receipts; it has numbered pages with one lined page followed by 

one plain page which shares the same number. After being unbound the pages have 

been renumbered by hand [figure 9].  

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Detail from ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ drafts, Atlanta, Emory University, Manuscript and Rare Book 
Library, Ted Hughes papers, 1940-1997,  MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. 

 

In the archive I temporarily rearranged the stack of unbound manuscript drafts into 

the printed number order in which they were originally bound. This action revealed 

that the stack of unbound paper included pages from four different copy books of a 

similar type indicated by multiple pages that were printed with the same number. 

Throughout my research it became clear that the use of multiple copy books to draft 

the same poem was characteristic of Hughes’s process for the first half of his career. 

This is illustrated most clearly by the notebooks of Crow poems which still have their 

pages bound together. The same Crow poems are present in multiple notebooks; 

often the poems are redrafted in the same order in each notebook. ‘The Hawk in the 

Rain’ papers’ new order created by Hughes’s handwritten numbers does not create a 

logical drafting progression for the poem. Thus, in my work, I make use of the 

original printed notebook page numbers to determine the sequence of drafts. The 

drafts of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ were clearly written over an extended period of time 

featuring various physical markers to this effect: different drafts are written in 

different colours of ink, and the numbered pages show clusters of ‘The Hawk in the 

Rain’ drafts many pages apart and separated by drafts of other poems.  

The opening stanza of the published version of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ reads: 

Image removed due 

to third party 

copyright  

 

Image removed 

due to third 

party copyright  
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I drown in the drumming ploughland, I drag up 

Heel after heel from the swallowing of the earth’s mouth,  

From clay that clutches my each step to the ankle  

With the habit of the dogged grave, but the hawk18 

  

Hughes employs a full arsenal of rhythmic sound repetitions using alliterative 

phrases such as ‘heel after heel’ and ‘clay that clutches’, mimicking the ‘drumming’ 

intoned in the first line. The first stanza gives the poem its beating, pulling, dragging 

sensation as the figure battles through the weather. The use of this poetic trope in the 

published piece sparked critical discussion of the use of Anglo-Saxon rhythms in the 

collection, as well as remarks concerning the influence of poets such as Gerald 

Manley Hopkins whose poetry was also indebted to these rhythms.19 In an 

unpublished essay quoted extensively by Sagar, A. S. Crehan writes of ‘The Hawk in 

the Rain’: 

  

It is a return to alliterative poetry that, pounding, brutal and 

earthbound, challenges Latinate politeness of artificial society [...] and 

so drags the Latinate words into its unruly, self-ruling world, that even 

they come to sound northern and Germanic [...] [B]y asserting the 

 
18 Collected, p. 19.  
19 For a debate about the ‘rediscovery’ of Anglo-Saxon poetry by twentieth-century poets see Chris 
Jones, Strange Likeness: The Use of Old English in Twentieth-Century Poetry (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006). Jones argues that Hughes would have had little knowledge of Anglo-Saxon as 
it was not on the Cambridge English tripos. He also suggests that Hughes is most often associated 
with Gawain and the Green Knight which is a Middle English text. However, this argument is flawed 
by his later argument that Heaney could have gained extensive knowledge of Anglo-Saxon from his 
reading of Hopkins. Hughes’s similar extensive reading of Hopkins is well documented. In addition a 
quick glance at Hughes’s library held at Emory University shows that he owned The Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle, The Anglo-Saxon World: An Anthology, Anglo-Saxon Poetry, Beowulf and the Fight at 
Finnseburg; The Essentials of Anglo-Saxon Grammar and A Feast of Creature Riddles: Anglo-Saxon 
Riddle Songs to pick out just a few.   
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naked, deeper rhythms of our  Germanic [...] heritage, Ted Hughes is 

taking the English language back to its roots.20  

 

Roberts takes issue with this form of criticism. He writes in response, ‘[w]hat 

concerns me about this passage is not so much its political subtext (though that is 

hair-raising enough) as its crudity and inaccuracy as an account of Hughes’s verse, 

even at this early stage in his career’. He also finds that D. D. Bradley’s desire to 

situate Hughes in the ‘native’ Anglo-Saxon tradition plays ‘into a dangerous myth 

whose most extreme manifestation has unfortunately been endorsed by one of 

Hughes’s foremost critics and most eloquent champions, Keith Sagar’.21  Instead, 

Roberts sees a balance in ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ between the Anglo-Saxon and the 

Latinate vocabulary and states that all the words relating to the ‘mastery of the hawk 

to which the speaker aspires’ originate from a French/Latin root.22  

The early drafts of the poem help to substantiate Roberts’s argument further, 

displacing the assumptions of critics such as Sagar and Bradley. Immediately 

impressive about the early drafts is the absence of the heavily alliterative sounds 

which have come to characterise the collection as a whole. The first draft shows three 

different openings to the poem with a line drawn under each attempt.  In contrast to 

the published first stanza, the focus of the early draft manifestation of the opening 

stanza is up in the sky, rather than at the visceral level of the earth. It begins ‘*** 

********** *********** ************* ’ and only in the final line of the draft do we 

encounter the beginnings of the poem’s final sonic inflections in the phrase ‘***** 

********’.23 

 
20 Qtd. in Roberts, A Literary Life, p. 25.   
21 Roberts, A Literary Life, p. 25.  
22 Roberts, A Literary Life, p. 25. 
23 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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The second and third attempts at the first stanza open with ‘***** ******** 

************* ********** *********’.24 Hughes then forgoes the imagery of the 

natural world and, instead, describes the hawk as moving ‘******** ******** ******* 

***********’.25 He surrounds the hawk with the vocabulary of human society, 

invoking higher learning and a place defined by a vocation in the societal hierarchy. 

Further lines use imagery to humanise the elements: the hawk is said to be ‘******** 

******** ********* ******** *********’.26 This is hardly the ‘pounding, brutal and 

earthbound’ language that Crehan describes. The particular image of falconry which 

Hughes chooses to develop and persistently write out draft after draft may have been 

cut due to its leash image. Although the image inverts the expected relationship as 

the hawk holds the earth on a leash, the image nevertheless conjures a bound bird 

rather than a masterful one: 

 

A small hawk, in December, in the rain 

Two trees above the hill, pauses, pauses and moves 

With the landscape revolving on the leash of his look 

And swinging wide from his talons.27 

 

Hughes might also have cut the image because of its similarity to Yeats’s ‘Turning 

and turning in the widening gyre | The falcon cannot hear the falconer’.28  

The hawk is later described in the drafts as ‘*** ***** *****’ and ‘* ***** ***** 

***********’. In comparison to the hawk’s ‘************’ divinity, the earth in this 

draft is described in legal jargon: ‘****** ****** ***** ****’. The speaker and the 

 
24 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
25 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
26 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
27 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material.  
28 The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions, 1994), p. 158. 



94 
 

earth are under the yoke of societal regulation, which separates them even further 

from the god-like hawk and underscores the hawk’s ease and the man’s struggle. 

Other references to the state and legislation form a net of imagery around the 

speaker: ‘********   *********** *********** * ************* ******** ********* 

**********’.29 This imagery is then replaced by more mystical language. The lines are 

altered to: ‘****** ****** ******* ****** ****** **** ***************** ****** ***** 

******* ******’. The combination of ‘**********’ and ‘********’ removes the 

legislative tone.30  

The verse beginning ‘A small hawk’ is present in just under half of the drafts 

that make up this poem’s manuscripts. Its continued presence is characteristic of 

Hughes’s composition process at this time. Often a single word is altered in a verse 

only to be changed back in the next draft. The poem as a whole is written out by hand 

twenty times as Hughes circles around his core idea, putting words to it, moulding 

them slightly, and eventually peeling them away. The same page is edited at different 

times, as the shade of the ink of the alterations differs from the shade of the ink of 

the original drafting [figure 10]: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10: Detail from 'The Hawk in the Rain' drafts showing two different shades of blue inks, MSS644, Box 57, 
Fol. 1. 
 

 
29 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
30 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 

Image removed due to third party copyright  
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The central idea of a hawk in violent weather hanging above a figure battling with the 

land does not fundamentally alter from the first draft to the last. However, the 

imagery, the tone and the interaction between the figure and the hawk all change 

minutely and gradually.  

Discussing Plath’s manuscripts, Hughes speculates that she copies out three 

stanzas from a previous draft because ‘[c]opying out the first three perfected verses 

gives her focus’.31 Throughout the drafts of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’, Hughes 

frequently copies out perfected verses over and over, and we can speculate that this 

similarly aided him in finding his focus. These tendencies to write out work and to 

make only minute changes from draft to draft mark Hughes’s drafting style as that of 

a ‘papier schreiber’ or, in direct translation, a ‘paper writer’ — someone who thinks 

through writing.32 The composition occurs on the page rather than in the mind; each 

rewritten line represents the poet thinking through alternative words and phrases by 

physically writing them out.  

As an example of Hughes’s obsessive drafting process, the line in the finished 

poem ‘steady as a hallucination in the streaming air’33 first appears as a recycling of 

the reference to the ‘avalanche of air’: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
31 Winter Pollen, p. 204. 
32 Wim Van Mierlo, ‘Seminar on Modern Literary Manuscripts’, London Rare Book School, 2-6 June 
2012. 
33 Collected, p. 19. 
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      Figure 11: Extract from draft of 'The Hawk in the Rain', MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. 

 

Although this is an extreme example of the minute changes and development of a 

single line of the poem, it serves as a microcosm of Hughes’s drafting process in this 

period. 

Hughes’s lecture on Plath’s manuscripts, ‘The Evolution of “Sheep in Fog”’, 

provides an insight into what I have referred to in this chapter as Hughes’s 

‘condensed’ images. These are tropes which were worked through using developing 

metaphors over a series of lines in the early drafts but often survive in the final piece 

only as single-word echoes. The term ‘condensed images’ is taken, in part, from 

Hughes’s lecture, which discusses this technique by tracing the way in which Plath, 

working through and rejecting various mythical tropes, retains ghosts of them in the 

final poem. Hughes highlights, for example, the drafts’ references to the myths of 

Phaeton and Icarus. Hughes posits that these myths exist in the final poem in the 

lines — ‘The train leaves a line of breath. | O slow | Horse the colour of rust’ — which 

‘fuses the train and its line of breath with her horse’.34 Similarly, in ‘The Hawk in the 

Rain’ the metaphor of the ‘********’ in the ‘********’ in the early drafts survives in 

the psychological disturbance of the word ‘hallucination’. The published condensed 

 
34 Winter Pollen, p. 201 and Sylvia Plath, Collected Poems (New York: Harper & Row, 1981), p. 262. 
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image (‘dogged grave’) in the final line of the first stanza is the culmination of ‘*** 

******** ******* ****** ******* ***’ and ‘****** | ******** ******** ****** ****** 

**********’ which occur in early draft versions of the poem.35    

In the drafts, Hughes also toys with Romantic imagery and language to 

describe the hawk. The association between birds and the spirit is much older than 

Romantic poetry, but the Romantics are particularly well known for poems where a 

bird is a synecdoche for ‘an etherealized spirit’ and for ‘the poetic I itself’.36 In the 

drafts of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’, Hughes describes the bird as a ‘bright spirit’ — a 

metaphor which echoes Shelley’s ‘Hail to thee, blithe spirit! | Bird thou never wert’, 

as well as Keats’s famous use of ‘bright’ in ‘Bright Star’.37 Continuing his use of ‘spirit’ 

to stand in for ‘bird’ or ‘hawk’, Hughes refers to the hawk as ‘****** * ********* 

****** ****** ******!’ Thomas Gannon notes that in nineteenth-century British 

poetry, abstract concepts such as ‘love’ and ‘fancy’ are often winged.38 Hughes’s use 

of exclamations is also characteristic of Romantic poetry. 

 The use of this Romantic language causes contradictions to appear in the 

manuscripts. The substitutions in the following quotation reverse the original 

concept: 

 

          ******* 
************************************** 

            ****** 
************************************** 

 
35 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
36 Thomas C. Gannon, Skylark Meets Meadowlark: Reimagining the Bird in British Romantic and 
Contemporary Native American Literature (Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), p. 138. I 
will discuss in detail Hughes’s engagement with Romantic ideas and particularly with the skylark in 
Chapter Three and further in Chapter Six. 
37 Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, p. 304 and John Keats: Complete Poems, ed. by Jack Stillinger 
(Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1978; repr. 1982), p. 247.  
38 Gannon, p. 3. 
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The substitution of pity/praise, doomed/crowned exposes the ambiguity in the 

relationship between the figure and the hawk. Although Hughes moves away from 

this Romantic rhetoric and imagery, the idea of conflict present in the substitutions 

is retained in the descriptions of the bird’s effortless flying, as contrasted with the 

speaker’s imagining of the moment that the hawk is ‘hurled upside-down’ as it ‘meets 

the weather’.39 

Compressing images and ideas into shorter charged phrases gives the poem its 

taut thrumming tone, as much as Hughes’s sound choices. The image of an angel in 

the poem’s drafts only survives finally as ‘the round angelic eye’.40 This is one of the 

most prevalent and enduring images throughout the drafts. The use of angel imagery 

is a development of the Romantic trope of referring to birds as spirits found in the 

early drafts. Gannon notes that in Romantic literature ‘angels are really metaphorical 

epiphenomena of real birds’.41 The first use of the angel image in the drafts of ‘The 

Hawk in the Rain’ is: ‘************************* | ********** ****** ***** ******* 

****** *******’.42 This image is developed over and over in the drafts of the middle 

period of composition.  

In an interview for the BBC in the 1992 Hughes explains that this angel image 

was not simply a trope with which he toyed and eventually abandoned, but rather a 

metaphor to create cohesion between his animal poems in his first two collections. 

The presence of this image in the drafts of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ becomes, 

therefore, a revealing deletion in the published poem. Hughes states in the interview: 

‘*******************************************************************************

 
39 Collected, p. 19. 
40 Collected, p. 19. 
41 Gannon, Skylark Meets Meadowlark, p. 145. 
42 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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*******************************************************************************

*******************************************************************************

****************.’. He elaborates: 

 

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

*******************.***********************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

**************************************..43 

 

Hughes refers directly to his composition process and the notion of an echo of the 

earlier drafts still blueprinted onto the final version. His phrase ‘**** ***** 

*********************************’ appears to refer to his process of compressing 

longer more developed or ‘obvious’ images into two-or three-word charged phrases. 

His intention for a series of angels, he states, is now only present in the stillness of 

his poetic animals. 

In his lecture on Plath’s ‘Sheep in Fog’, Hughes concludes that the condensed 

images, and the drafts themselves as a whole, reveal the poem’s ‘weird life, sonority, 

its power to affect us’.44 The word ‘sonority’ recalls his own progression in ‘The Hawk 

 
43 ‘Ted Hughes in conversation with Clive Wilmer’ (23 March 1992), MSS644, Box 11, Fol. 31. Text 
removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
44 Winter Pollen, p. 207. 
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in the Rain’ towards the alliterative sounds and, concurrently, towards his own 

compressed images. So we find that the hawk’s ‘angelic eye’ holds an unusual charge, 

or to use Hughes’s phrase, a ‘weird life’ within the poem. Hughes’s decision to 

juxtapose this angel reference next to the damning prophesy that the hawk’s final 

destiny is one day to ‘meet the weather’ in a fatal collision stages the dramatic 

encounter between the hawk’s alien, unknowable, angelic eye and the earth. The 

condensed image holds within it a network of draft upon draft which conceals the 

hawk’s place in the mural of angels.        

  This type of alteration in the manuscripts makes the draft poetry of The 

Hawk in the Rain very different from its final published form, which Hughes later 

described as ‘miserably splashed all over’ with ‘blood & thunder’.45 Had the earlier 

imagery and the static mural of angels been retained, they would have tempered the 

‘blood and thunder’, and, whilst it would not have forestalled all questions 

concerning the violence in the collection, it would certainly have nuanced the debate. 

Like Roberts, Clark takes issue with Sagar’s criticism of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’: 

‘Although Keith Sagar claims that in the poem “Art is bringing resolution to what 

without it would remain in uproar” [...] the hawk’s impending fate suggests that 

nature resists resolution, that “uproar” will always trump artifice’.46 The trajectory of 

the drafts from metaphors and similes related to human society towards the use of 

natural imagery suggests that Hughes rejected poetic tropes couched in constructed 

or ‘artificial’ systems, instead choosing nature’s ‘uproar’.  

 The information with which these drafts furnish us aids our understanding of 

Hughes as a poet who was in the process of establishing himself, still using 

traditional poetic constructions and writing within a tradition of poetry with which 

 
45 Letters, p. 125 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, June 1958). 
46 Clark, The Grief of Influence, p. 112. 
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he was familiar. They also reveal a poet who was still unsure of himself, employing 

sets of imagery and abandoning them, drafting and redrafting obsessively. This 

anxiety became a major factor of his Lupercal period.  

 

On ‘being and working in full public view’ 

Hughes’s transition from a barely published poet, trying to gain a foothold in the 

BBC, to the professional poet of the prize-winning collection The Hawk in the Rain, 

happened quickly. His sudden entry into the circus of literary promotion 

orchestrated by the Poetry Center’s John Bliebtreu had a profound effect on the 

writing of Lupercal (1960).  The poetry of The Hawk in the Rain was composed over 

a fairly long period and, although Hughes had begun to publish poems in magazines 

prior to the book’s publication, for the most part the poems were composed 

separately from the atmosphere of critical attention and expectation of the world of 

publishing. Hughes described the change as adjusting from ‘working from 

concealment’ to ‘being and working in full public view’.47 When Hughes embarked on 

Lupercal, he was, for the first time, not just trying to write individual poems, but a 

second book of poems to live up to the success of the first. The writing intentions and 

processes of the Lupercal poems were markedly different from those of The Hawk in 

the Rain, and this process began with an intense period of writer’s block. I turn to 

Hughes’s letters in this period, published and unpublished, when Hughes began to 

think self-consciously about the practice of writing and engaged with the reviews of 

his first collection. 

 In Hughes’s correspondence at this time, discussion proliferates about the 

process of writing poetry, or more particularly, Hughes’s inability to write poetry. In 

 
47 ‘Ted Hughes, The Art of Poetry’, para. 40 of 105. 
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October 1957, he noted to Lucas Myers that he had not written since July, and 

explained that he sat ‘for hours like the statue of a man writing. [...] I have never 

known it so hard to write’. His conclusion was that he had ‘never, of course, tried to 

write before’.48 This key observation suggests that writing had become a self-

conscious practice. Over six months later, Hughes wrote again to Myers, analysing 

his long period of creative stagnation: 

  

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

************************. [.]49 

 

These reflections were influenced by the reviews of his first collection and his first 

taste of promoting himself as a poet. In his letters to Olwyn during this period, 

Hughes dissected the reviews of The Hawk in the Rain and included clippings of all 

the pieces. He paid close attention to the negative aspects of the reviews, 

misrepresenting their general tone to others in his letters. In 1995, Hughes reflected 

that ‘Now I read those reviews and they seem quite good. So it was writer’s paranoia’. 

He further noted that ‘The shock to a person who’s never been named in public of 

being mentioned in newspapers can be absolutely traumatic’.50 Assessing these 

reviews, Roberts characterises them as focusing ‘mostly on what was distinctive, 

 
48 Letters, p. 110 (T. H. to Lucas Myers, October 1957). 
49 ‘Letters to Lucas Myers’, MSS865, Box 1, Fol. 3 (T.H. to Lucas Myers, April/May 1958). Text 
removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
50 ‘Ted Hughes, The Art of Poetry’, para. 40 of 105. 
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original and strong in the book’, despite its having been, in Roberts’s opinion, ‘An 

extremely uneven volume with a number of poems that it would be easy to mock’.51  

Hughes was aware of the way in which these reviews affected his writing. In 

May 1958, he wrote to Olwyn that reading the reviews of The Hawk in the Rain 

meant that he was unable to write ‘*****************’.52 The reviews also encouraged 

a greater self-consciousness about his writing: ‘********** ********** ********  

*******************************************  ***************** ********** 

********’.53 The Hawk in the Rain was still being reviewed almost a year after 

publication, forcing Hughes to be in constant communication with his previous 

collection of poems and the weaknesses thereof, thus heightening his ‘self-criticism’.  

Hughes often focused on the manner in which reviewers made reference to 

each other’s pieces, expressing uneasiness about the circular, self-perpetuating 

review factory which appeared to have less to do with his poetry than with the 

writings of other reviewers. After reading a positive review, he observed: ‘I’m sure I 

shall be attacked soon. Fulsome praise of one reviewer provokes 3 others to malice’.54 

In a later letter in 1960, he described reviews as having an ‘exposed public tribunal 

atmosphere’.55 These reflections tied in with his sudden immersion into the life of a 

professional poet through his entry into the world of literary publishing and 

promotion. Reflecting on this experience in an interview in 1995, Hughes stated: ‘I 

think it’s the shock of every writer’s life when their first book is published. The shock 

of their lives. One has somehow to adjust from being anonymous [...] to being and 

 
51 Roberts, A Literary Life, p. 42. 
52 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 6 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, May 1958). Text removed due to third party 
copyright for unpublished material. 
53 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 6 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1958/59). Text removed due to third party copyright 
for unpublished material. 
54 Letters, p. 125 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, June 1958). 
55 Letters, p. 156 (T.H. to David Gerard, 2 February 1960). 
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working in full public view’.56 Soon after Hughes and Plath arrived in America the 

Poetry Center and Harper Brothers put on a reading and reception for The Hawk in 

the Rain a part of the Poetry Center’s program to promote Hughes in America. 

Hughes described it as ‘********* ******************* *********** ******** 

*********** ******** [...] *********** *************** ************ ********’.57 

Hughes remained uncomfortable with these kinds of events throughout his life.58 He 

described the ‘literary life’ as akin to entering ‘small windowless cell, empty, under a 

stunning spotlight, and left to your own devices in the knowledge that millions of 

invisible eyes are watching through the walls’.59 His discomfort was clearly linked to 

the celebrity aspect of the publishing world, the autographs and being examined. He 

even described one woman in America as ‘goggling her eyes’ after he signed her copy 

of The Hawk in the Rain, his descriptive focus on her eyes exposing his anxiety about 

being watched or appraised.60 He noted that suddenly becoming a public figure ‘had 

an enormous effect on me. My impression was that I had suddenly walked into a wall 

of heavy hostile fire’.61  

In 1961, John Irving conducted an audio interview with Hughes for the 

‘Overseas Services’ on the topic of ‘Writing in Britain Today’. Figure 13 shows Irving’s 

report on the session. 

 
56 ‘Ted Hughes, The Art of Poetry’, para. 40 of 105.  
57 Add Ms 88948/1/1 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 8 July 1957). See Chapter One for further extracts from 
this letter. Bliebtreu suggested making a film about Hughes’s impressions of New York, doing 
recorded interviews and placing stories about Hughes in popular magazines; Letters, pp. 111-112 (T. 
H. to Daniel Huws, Late October 1957). Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished 
material. 
58 See: Ted Hughes and Keith Sagar, Poet and Critic: The Letters of Ted Hughes and Keith Sagar, ed. 
by Keith Sagar (London: The British Library Publishing Division, 2012) for frequent references to his 
discomfort with readings, festivals and public appearances throughout his career. 
59 Letters, p. 171 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, early December 1960). 
60 Letters, p. 112 (T. H. to Daniel Huws, Late October 1957). 
61 ‘Ted Hughes, The Art of Poetry’, para. 40 of 105. 
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Figure 12: Ted Hughes Talks File 1, 1956-1962’, BBC Written Archive 
 

 

This report indicates that it was the idea of ‘***********’ and ‘********’ which caused 

Hughes to become taciturn in response to the questioning, perhaps as a result of the 

period in America where he was asked to  ‘********’ himself ‘******* ***** *****’.62 

Middlebrook explains that, when promoting Lupercal in England, Hughes was ‘Aloof 

from shop talk and seemed to take a dislike to literary hobnobbing’.63 The producer 

of ‘Overseas Talks’ wrote to Irving that ‘****** ********* ********** ****** ******** 

**************’ and wondered ‘**** ******* ** ******’, implying that the poet’s 

previous interview and broadcast history had suggested he would have been a good 

choice for the programme.64  

Later, in a 1970 interview with Ekbert Faas, Hughes reflected on the period of 

writing Lupercal and noted that:  

 

 
62 Add MS 88948/1/1 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes 8 July 1957). Text removed due to third party copyright 
for unpublished material. 
63 Middlebrook, Her Husband, p. 133. 
64 ‘Ted Hughes Talks File 1, 1956-1962’, BBC Written Archive. Text removed due to third party 
copyright for unpublished material. 
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Almost all the poems in Lupercal were written as evocations to writing. 

My main consciousness in those days was that it was impossible to 

write. So these invocations were just attempts to crack the apparent 

impossibility of producing anything 65  

 

Hughes’s earlier letters to Olwyn indicated that he was consistently trying to ‘******’ 

this ‘***** ****** ****** *** *******’ by trying different types of writing and planning 

poems in sequences. For example, he writes in a letter to Olwyn in 1958: 

 

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

*******************.****************.66  

 

At this time, Hughes was also setting exercises for Plath to aid her in breaking 

through her own period of poetic sterility. Uroff explains that Hughes suggested she 

should ‘concentrate on a topic, explore its associations, hand it over to a speaker or a 

persona, then put it aside, and come back to it and write a poem’.67  

 Hughes discussed the process of writing some of the poems in Lupercal with 

Ekbert Faas in 1970. He described writing ‘To Paint a Water Lily’ as ‘like writing 

through a long winding tube, like squeezing language out at the end of this long 

remote process’.68 Hughes stated that he countered the composition of ‘To Paint a 

 
65 Faas, The Unaccommodated Universe, p. 209. 
66 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 6 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1958). Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
67 Uroff, Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath, p. 115. 
68 Faas, The Unaccommodated Universe, p. 208. 
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Water Lily’ by writing ‘View of a Pig’, explaining that it was ‘an impatient effort [...] to 

write in absolutely the opposite way’ which ‘immediately struck [him] as a whole way 

of writing that was obviously much more natural for [him] than that water-lily-

style’.69 ‘To Paint a Water Lily’ is certainly not a ‘sentimental’ or ‘romantic’ poem as it 

re-imagines a typical water lily scene as a ‘furious arena’, a Darwinian battle for 

survival. However, the use of the couplet form, rhyme and lines such as ‘Rainbow 

their arcs, spark, or settle | Cooling like beads of molten metal’ contrast with the 

plainer language of ‘View of a Pig’: ‘It was just too dead. Just so much | A poundage 

of lard and pork’.70  

The pressure of writing a book of poems was taking its toll on his writing. As 

late as 1959, Hughes wrote to Olwyn, ‘it still hasn’t got the composition I want, as a 

book, it’s important to make an interesting book, I think’. He continued that ‘****** 

******* ******* ******** ******************* *************** ********* ********* 

********’. 71 Reflecting on the manner in which the Lupercal poems were composed 

and his struggle with writer’s block, he complained: 

 

The disadvantage of writing a poem here + a poem there, on this + on 

that, is that not until you begin writing does your deeper mind begin 

working on this particular poem, + you have written nonsense + 

conformed yourself before the real poetry begins coming up[.]72 

 

The composition of the poetry leading to the published piece and the challenge of 

creating a cohesive book caused Hughes to think differently about the process of 

 
69 Faas, The Unaccomodated Universe, p. 209. 
70 Collected, p. 70 and p. 76. 
71 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 6. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
72 Letters, p. 121 (T.H. to Lucas Myers, March 1958). 



108 
 

writing poems. He referred to the poetry as being ‘stiffly and coldly written’ and 

discussed the qualities that make a poem last in a 1958 letter to Olwyn: ‘I think depth 

+ wholeness of sentiment is the only important matter in any art — the only 

permanent thing [...]. Only the sentiment, affection lasts’.73 This might seem odd for 

the poet whose work by this point had been accused of violence and nihilism, to 

consider ‘sentiment’ as the central most important poetic element. Generally, 

Hughes found the Lupercal poems to be lacking in that ‘sentiment’ and: 

 

a little out of favour. They are hard-headed. I have tried so hard to take 

nothing for granted in matters of cadence + rhythm, that sentiment + 

warmth has seemed like a proscribed outlaw. In an effort to express 

myself trenchantly + controlledly, I have kept out softness. 

 

Despite this damning criticism of his own book, a few poems did remain in 

favour with Hughes, and ended up as some of the most celebrated of his canon; none 

more so than ‘Pike’. Leonard Baskin’s 1978 bronze of Hughes shows him with two of 

his most iconic, enduring images: a crow and a pike. Hughes himself marked ‘Pike’ as 

different from his other poems. He noted that he wrote it after ‘View of a Pig’, but 

that unlike ‘View of a Pig’, ‘Pike’ became ‘much more charged with particular 

memories and a specific obsession’.74 ‘Pike’ combines the menacing ‘Prehistoric 

bedragonned times’, ‘Jaw for heads, the set stare’ of the creatures in ‘To Paint a 

Water Lily’ with the plainer diction of ‘View of a Pig’. Lines such as ‘Pike, three inches 

long perfect | Pike in all parts’, use short plain words, employing the ‘short vowels 

 
73 Letters, p. 122 (T. H. to Olwyn Hughes, Late March 1958). 
74 Faas, The Unaccomodated Universe, p. 209. 
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flanked by abrupt consonants’ which Roberts identifies as characteristic of ‘View of a 

Pig’.75 

Although Hughes did not consciously alter his drafting style radically until he 

composed Crow, ‘Pike’ represents the direction Hughes wished his poetry to take. As 

Hughes’s writing developed, he began to prefer those poems that were written 

quickly and needed very little redrafting. This would become central to the process of 

writing Crow, as I will analyse in detail in Chapter Four.  As I discussed in Chapter 

One, Hughes described ‘Pike’ as written at ‘** ******’, meaning it could withstand the 

‘********* ******* *******’ when read aloud.76  

Hughes worried about his third book: ‘******* ******* ********* ********. 

******** ********* ********’.77 Reflecting on this period of uncertainty in 1995, he 

suggested that his entry into the professional life of a poet and all the reviews of his 

poems:  

 

enormously accelerated my determination to bring my whole operation 

into my own terms, to make my own form of writing and to abandon a 

lot of more casual paths. If I’d remained completely unknown, a writer 

not commented on, I think I might have gone off in all kinds of other 

directions.78 

  

 
75 Roberts, A Literary Life, p. 47. 
76 Add MS 88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
77 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 8 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1959). Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
78‘Ted Hughes, The Art of Poetry’, para. 40 of 105.  
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He noted at the time of writing ‘Pike’ that there was some of this desired new style ‘** 

****** ****** ***** *** ***’ in the poem.79 Following the publication of Lupercal, and 

as Hughes began to write the poetry that would make up Wodwo he reflected: 

 

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

******************************************************************

*******************.***********************************************

*****************************************************. [.]80 

 

Hughes began writing Wodwo with a sense of maturing from a young poet to a more 

established voice. In the following chapter I will address the way in which his method 

of composition altered. Using as a case study the drafts of ‘Skylark’, which were 

composed over a period of many years and span the death of Sylvia Plath, I will 

examine how Hughes’s composition process directs his understanding of the type of 

poetry he wanted to write and his search for an original voice that evolved into Crow.

 
79 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 8 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1959). Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
80 MSS980, Box 1, Fol. 9 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 1960). Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
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Chapter Three 

The Evolution of ‘Skylarks’: A Case Study 

 

‘Skylarks’, first published in Wodwo (1967), is bound up with Plath’s death. Although 

it is not an autobiographical poem in the manner of Birthday Letters, the process of 

composition was affected by the event in a way that is unique in Hughes’s oeuvre. 

This chapter analyses the development of ‘Skylarks’ through its extant drafts, 

challenging Hughes’s assertion that the poem was written in 1965-66 and arguing for 

composition over the years 1960/61-1966. Hughes identified various pieces as early 

prototype poems for ‘Skylarks’ which he labels as ‘matrix’ poems. One such poem is 

‘Warm Moors’ which has drafts dated 1961/62. Most of the drafting of ‘Skylarks’ 

occurred in the mid-1960s as Hughes worked through various ‘matrix’ poems. One of 

these poems, ‘Ode to Indolence’, explores Hughes’s lethargy in the face of 

composition and betrays his anxiety over the difficulty of writing poetry since, as he 

explains in ‘Notes on published works’, Plath’s death had ‘*******’ his ‘***********’ of 

composition.1 The next matrix poem, ‘Against Larks’, extends this concern over 

writing into a frustrated interaction with Romantic poets and traditional notions of 

the ease of inspiration and inspiring poetic subjects.  

Hughes’s response to these subjects is recorded in drafts which foreground the 

subject of writing and which represent larks in a manner entirely antithetical to that 

of Percy Bysshe Shelley. The notebooks containing ‘Skylarks’ material also hold 

unpublished poems which engage more explicitly the theme of writing, the 

unpublished poem titled ‘Why write’, for example. These demonstrate Hughes 

drafting poems in dialogue with one another to work through ideas. Finally, the 

 
1 MSS644, Box 115, Fol. 25. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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afterlife of ‘Skylarks’ shows Hughes restoring deleted draft material as the poem 

continues to evolve beyond publication. Hughes then shapes some of the abandoned 

material from the drafts of ‘Skylarks’ into a poem published in the epilogue of 

Gaudete in 1977. The notebook containing this redrafted material interacts with 

material from ‘Skylarks’ and with elegiac mourning poetry which would eventually 

inform his writing of Birthday Letters.  

The archive of Hughes’s papers held at Emory University reveals that 

‘Skylarks’ has a complex composition history. The poem appears in many different 

drafts: loose drafts written on scraps of paper and in four other separate notebooks. 

The earliest fragment related to ‘Skylarks’ is in the stack of unbound notebook pages 

which relate to The Hawk in the Rain (see Chapter Two). There are four main 

notebooks containing draft material for ‘Skylarks’. ‘Notebook 1’, a large notebook 

originally dating from the 1940s, contains prose written in Hughes’s early neat hand 

[figure 13].2 The notebook has then been turned upside down and poetry has been 

written from the back to front in Hughes’s more characteristic later hand. The 

notebook has been torn in two. The second notebook has been labelled the ‘Wodwo 

Notebook’ and is a small flip notebook containing drafts of many Wodwo poems 

[figure 13].3 The third notebook, ‘Notebook 8’, is a large duplicate carbon copy book 

dated by archivists at 1965-66; this contains the final drafts of ‘Skylarks’.4 The last 

notebook is ‘Notebook 22’ which is a small lined copybook, with a very small amount 

of ‘Skylarks’ draft material. The notebook has been dated by archivists as prior to 

1978. The presence of ‘Skylarks’ draft material suggests it has a span of at least 1965-

1978. The existence of numerous notebooks spanning different dates, in a similar 

 
2 MSS644, OBV1.  
3 MSS644, Box 59, Fol. 53. 
4 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7, Notebook 8. 



 113 
   
   

 
 

manner to the multiple notebooks for the drafts of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’, suggest 

that Hughes did not completely fill one notebook before moving onto the next. It 

seems likely that he worked on several notebooks simultaneously, often copying the 

order of drafted poetry exactly from another notebook. In this chapter, I will be 

referring to these notebooks as ‘Notebook 1’, ‘Wodwo Notebook’, ‘Notebook 8’ and 

‘Notebook 22’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: Comparison between the sizes of ‘Notebook 1’ (left) and ‘Wodwo Notebook’ (right). 
 

While writing Lupercal in 1958-59, Hughes had been experiencing a long 

period of writer’s block and was dissatisfied with the poetry which he produced 

during this period. Wodwo (1967) is an unusual book. The collection is difficult to 

assess as a whole as it includes poetry and short stories, a combination that is unique 
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in Hughes’s work. It was also written over a long period of time; the earliest poems 

date back to the late ’fifties and early ’sixties, and some have even been identified as 

containing similar elements to Crow.5 Most of the poems were already written before 

Plath died, but some key poems were composed afterwards.6 All these elements make 

Wodwo a strange, mixed collection of work.  

 In the introduction to the collection, Hughes suggests that the book should be 

read as a ‘single adventure’. The first section represents issues before an ‘event’, the 

second section details the stories constituting this event, and the third section 

describes the aftermath of this event.7 Roberts posits, however, that this concept was 

‘imposed on the book retrospectively’, influenced by Hughes’s later reading about 

shamanism.8 Roberts also comments that the notion of an ‘event’ has been seized on 

by those desiring to pin an autobiographical reading onto the collection. These 

readers identify the ‘event’ as Plath’s death. Roberts uses the composition dates of 

the poetry to argue, persuasively, that as most of the collection was written prior to 

Plath’s death, this cannot be the ‘event’ in question. I argue, however, that in the case 

of ‘Skylarks’, the biographical detail is important for understanding the composition 

history of Wodwo, because of the manner in which it affects Hughes’s understanding 

of writing and his compositional process. 

Hughes asserts in his prose piece ‘Notes on published works’ that he ‘***** 

******* ******* ******* ******* ***** *****’.9 However, alternative information 

provided by Hughes and physical traces in the archive indicate that the poem was 

written over a period of many years. In the catalogue Hughes created for the sale of 

 
5 For example, Roberts suggests that in ‘Theology’ Hughes ‘suddenly seems to come up with the form, 
tone, attitude and idiom of the Garden of Eden poems in Crow’. Roberts, A Literary Life, p. 61.   
6 For example, ‘The Howling of Wolves’, the drafts of which I will discuss in Chapter Four. 
7 ‘Author’s note’, Wodwo (London: Faber and Faber, 1967. This edition London: Faber and Faber, 
1971, repr. 1989), p. 9.  
8 Roberts, A Literary Life, p. 57. Hughes read Mircea Eliade’s Shamanism in 1964, for example. 
9 MSS644, Box 115, Fol. 25. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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his papers to Emory University, he stated: ‘************** ******* *********** 

****************************’.10 Unfortunately, we cannot know to which draft 

Hughes was referring, as the relationship between Hughes’s catalogue and the 

current order of the papers was not retained. The physical evidence of the papers, 

however, supports Hughes’s early dating. Some of the loose paper drafts of an early 

version of ‘Skylarks’ are written on the back of envelopes postmarked with dates 1961 

and 1962 [figure 14]. Whilst it is not inconceivable that Hughes could have used old 

envelopes lying around years later for scrap paper, it is highly unlikely that he would 

have transported old envelopes to Ireland in 1965 where he later claimed to have 

written the poem. Thus the physical evidence can be used to suggest that Hughes’s 

earlier date of 1960 can be taken to mark the earliest germs of the composition of 

‘Skylarks’. 

 
 
Figure 14: MSS644, Box 60, 
Fol. 11 envelope March 1961 
from Hughes’s parents, with an 
early version of ‘Skylarks’ 
drafted on verso. 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 Original Catalogue, held at Emory University but not catalogued into the archive. There is a copy 
held by the British Library: Add MS 88918/144/1, ‘Content of Hughes archive’. Text removed due to 
third party copyright for unpublished material. 

Image removed due to third party copyright  
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In the original archive catalogue, written by Hughes for Emory University, he 

refers to an early version of ‘Skylarks’, titled ‘Against Larks’, as a ‘matrix poem of 

Skylarks’. This suggests that ‘Against Larks’ should be understood as an early 

prototype poem for ‘Skylarks’. Hughes understands the process of writing ‘Skylarks’ 

as incorporating early poetic explorations of its major themes and preoccupations. 

The archive contains a couple of other ‘matrix’ or foundation versions of the poem 

which contribute to the final piece. These pieces, which make up a final composite 

poem, are titled ‘Warm Moors’, ‘Ode to Indolence’, ‘Larks’ and ‘Against Larks’.11  

This idea of a composite poem is addressed by Hughes in his analysis of the 

evolution of Plath’s drafts: Hughes reads Plath’s poem ‘Sheep in Fog’ as interacting 

with her earlier poem ‘Ariel’. Hughes places ‘Sheep in Fog’ after ‘the astonishing, 

sustained soaring defiance of the previous eight weeks has failed’.12 These eight 

weeks are the Ariel composition period and are followed by twelve final poems which 

Hughes felt were different in tone from those before. Hughes notes that ‘Sheep in 

Fog’ belongs to both groups. He describes it as: ‘the last poem of the first group [i.e. 

Ariel], in its first version, and the first poem of the last group in its final version’.13 

Hughes’s reading of ‘Sheep in Fog’ invites a similar approach to ‘Skylarks’ which 

changes so much in tone across its various drafts and ‘matrix’ poems. The early drafts 

of ‘Skylarks’ seem to belong to a different mood and mode of writing, produced by 

the ‘old factory’ in the years before Plath’s death. The later drafts exhibit a different 

intention for the poem in its poetic process, its tone and formal construction. 

 
11 ‘Warm Moors’ was also published in its own right in Critical Quarterly and is printed in 
‘Uncollected (1960-1967)’, Collected Poems, p. 110. 
12 Winter Pollen, p. 198. 
13 Winter Pollen,  p. 192. 



 117 
   
   

 
 

Dating the drafts to 1960/61 is important to our understanding of the 

development of Hughes’s compositional style. When discussing the order of 

composition of the Wodwo poems in ‘Notes on published works’ Hughes wrote that 

‘********************* ********** ********* ********** ******** ****** ******* 

*************** **************** ******* ********* *** ********* ****** ***** 

************************’.14 Hughes’s metaphor is revealing. Although he writes of 

beginning again with a different poetic ‘product’, it is the ‘factory’ that has been 

demolished, meaning the method or production of the poem. This became 

increasingly significant in the writing of Crow as I will discuss in the next chapter.  

One of the earliest lark references in Emory University’s archive papers occurs 

in the unbound notebook papers of The Hawk in the Rain drafts.15 An unpublished 

fragment reads: 

  

 ***************************** 

 ********************************************  

*********************** 

***************************** 

*********************16 

 

In this fragment we clearly have early elements of the ‘Skylarks’ poem. The published 

poem reads: 

 

The lark begins to go up 

 
14 MSS644, Box 115, Fol. 25. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
15 These papers are described in my first chapter in reference to ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ drafts. 
16 MSS644 Box 57, Fol. 1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished work. Text 
removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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Like a warning 

As if the globe were uneasy - 

Barrel-chested for heights 

Like an Indian of the high Andes,17 

 

The vocabulary of ‘****************’ is found in the published poem as ‘Barrel-

chested for heights’, and the ‘**** ****’ is present in the published version as the 

metaphor of flames flying from a bonfire to describe the lark: ‘Like those flailing 

flames | The lift from the fling of a bonfire’.18 Most striking about this very early 

fragment is its central focus solely on the lark as well as the general impersonality of 

the verse. Although the human ‘imagination’ is referenced, it is accompanied by ‘the’ 

which generalises and depersonalises the concept. These shifts between the 

lark/landscape and the personal characterise the development of ‘Skylarks’ as a 

whole. 

  

 ‘Warm Moors’: The Earliest Matrix Poem 

 ‘Warm Moors’ is the earliest ‘matrix’ poem of ‘Skylarks’. The poem was published in 

1966 in Critical Quarterly, and although Hughes included it in a draft contents list 

for Wodwo, it remained uncollected until the Collected Poems was published in 

2003.19 Describing a lark’s flight and singing above a moor, the poem is written in 

regular three line stanzas, with the first and tenth lines longer in length to 

complement the sense of the line. The drafts of the poem are written on envelopes 

postmarked 1961/62, and can thus be considered as belonging among the earliest 

 
17 Collected, p. 173. 
18 Collected, p. 173. 
19 A draft contents list for Wodwo, under the title The Rain-Horse, can be found at the back of 
Notebook 8, MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7.  
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poetic manifestations of the ideas and preoccupations that would constitute 

‘Skylarks’.  

 The drafts of ‘Warm Moors’ reveal fascinating shifts in the central subject of 

the poem. The published version of ‘Warm Moors’ opens with a long line, in which 

the structure echoes the descriptive panorama of the moor’s horizon: ‘The moorline 

fumes like a pane of ice held up to the thawing blue’.20 In contrast, all but one of the 

early drafts of the poem begin with an image of the lark itself: ‘****** ***** *** ** 

***** ****** ***** *’.21 This anthropomorphic image centres the poem on the 

physical body of the lark rather than on the wide panorama of the moor. The simile is 

undeniably awkward; however, the unusual choice of image is explained by one of 

the very earliest drafts of the poem.22 This first draft reverses the subject of the image 

so that the subject is a person and the lark is employed as imagery for that person. It 

reads: ‘‘*********************************’’.’ This significant alteration of subject 

occurs only in this first draft and reveals important information about the hidden 

evolution of ‘Skylarks’. The poem continues to describe the lark and its flight, but the 

opening line’s use of the lark as an image to describe a person means that further 

description of the lark is inextricably linked to further description of the figure. 

The draft then appears to shift its subject away from the figure to the lark 

itself. In line two, the lark is described as undergoing a transition: ‘****** ** *** 

************* ********* ******** ****’. Whilst this could be interpreted as referring 

to a sudden animation in the face or voice of the person, following this description, 

 
20 Collected, p. 110. 
21 MSS644, Box 60, Fol. 11. Every subsequent reference to drafts of ‘Warm Moors’ refers to this 
manuscript, unless otherwise stated. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished 
material. 
22 Although it is often difficult to declare absolutely that a draft is the first draft, in this case the textual 
evidence seems convincing. 
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Hughes’s close focus on the lark suggests he has abandoned his initial aim of 

describing the figure: 

 

 ******************************* 

 ************************************ 

 **************************************** 
         ***************** 

        **********  

 

 ******************************* 

 

The lines which follow in the draft, however, reassociate the description with the 

person-subject of the poem. Hughes compares the lark’s flight which he has just 

described, to the person ‘***********’, connecting the busy movement of their ‘****** 

********’ to ‘**********’. The lark becomes a symbol of the subject’s life, building a 

‘stair’ and climbing upward and inscribing the figure’s ‘song’ as it goes. In this way, 

Hughes’s apparently disconnected description of the lark is once more a metaphor 

for the human.  

The image of the lark ‘chiselling’ the stone with its song centres the poem 

finally on the idea of creativity and composition. The lark/person’s song is not only 

thrown out to the air but set into the stone that builds the climb of the subject’s ‘first 

forty years’. A lark’s singing, usually understood as a natural and unmediated 

pouring forth of song, is here described as a slow and deliberate inscriptive process. 

Further, because of the specific decision to use bird song which is traditionally 

associated with creativity, inspiration, and particularly poetry, the poem engages 

with this difficulty of creative production.  
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The poem appears to be addressing the struggle to make a permanent mark of 

a life’s every day to-ing and fro-ing, as the stone surface being chiselled on is 

described as made of air. The metaphor of chiselling stone suggests anxiety 

concerning the permanence of creative production. In later drafts, this line becomes: 

‘********** | ***********************’. The song is a mark of the identity of the 

figure who scrawls their name, in the simplest act of staking a claim to identity in the 

face of the anonymity of the world. In addition, the lines gesture towards the signing 

of a name on a grave stone as the final mark of identity. As we are not privy to the 

name inscribed, the poem performs both an assertion and an erasure. The lark’s song 

seems to be creating something set in stone but only sings and climbs into the air, 

just as the ‘************’ and the name of the subject remain unrecorded.  

The poem ends on this image of erasure. The final stanza of the first draft 

begins: ‘************************* | ****************************’. The sky is 

empty of the lark and its song. Extending the metaphor of erasure, the draft ends by 

returning once more to the person-subject of the poem: ‘******************** 

******************** | *******************’. The words expand and disappear into 

the empty sky, utterly impermanent. The mention of the person expands into 

everything but remains ‘********’. This version of the poem records this process of 

becoming invisible — conjuring stone momentarily out of air before the lark is 

swallowed by the sky and the earth returns to ‘*************’. Even the creation of 

the poem cannot reverse the erasure. It conceals and deletes what it attempts to 

record.     

The shift from the first draft to the final version depersonalises the poem. The 

‘you’ subject is all but removed: the lark is no longer a metaphor for the person but 

rather the descriptive centre of the poem. The only line in the published ‘Warm 

Moors’ which retains ‘you’, albeit in the depersonalised sense of ‘one’, is: ‘Till your 
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eye’s gossamer snaps and your hearing floats back widely to earth’. This line is also 

re-used in ‘Skylarks’. The final lines of ‘Warm Moors’ are also recycled in the 

published ‘Skylarks’, but the lines are devoid of the contextual descriptions of anxiety 

over creativity and erasure present in the ‘Warm Moors’ drafts. The movement in 

‘Warm Moors’ from the personal to the impersonal and the anxiety concerning poetic 

inscription and permanence are central features of the developments across the 

drafts of ‘Skylarks’. 

Hughes continued to draft ‘Warm Moors’ in ‘Notebook 1’, which is dated as 

containing compositions ranging between 1949 and 1966. These drafts contain a 

considerable volume of new material which does not appear in the previous drafts of 

‘Warm Moors’, and is not retained in the published poem. In fact, the only item 

carried forth from the earlier loose leaf drafts into ‘Notebook 1’ is the opening line of 

the published poem: ‘The moorline fumes like a pane of ice held up to the thawing 

blue’ [see figure 15].23 The drafts are more expansive and erratic than the loose leaf 

drafts, perhaps due to the notebook’s regularised large format paper in comparison 

to the small irregular sized envelopes of the loose leaf drafts.24 In the notebook 

drafts, Hughes’s pen appears both to scrawl and strike out rapidly [figure 15].  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
23 Collected, p. 110. 
24 See figure 1 for paper comparison between ‘Notebook 1’ and ‘Wodwo Notebook’. 

Image removed due to third party copyright  

Figure 15: Notebook 1, Emory, MSS644,  
OBV1. Draft of ‘Warm Moors’. 
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These drafts have a different poetic style and tone from the earlier loose leaf drafts. 

They contain esoteric references typical of Hughes’s late 1960s poetry. The drafts 

indicate that, despite having written the poem ‘Warm Moors’ to a standard which 

Hughes deemed publishable, he had not yet exhausted the flight of a lark and its 

symbolic connotations as a poetic theme. In ‘Notebook 1’, Hughes’s attempts to 

extend and broaden the short poem ‘Warm Moors’ into a longer poem with 

mythological references to ‘************’ and ‘**********’ builds the foundations for 

the long poem ‘Skylarks’.25 Rather than continue to edit and extend ‘Warm Moors’, 

Hughes accepts the more concise earlier manifestation and begins to write a different 

‘matrix poem’ for ‘Skylarks’ titled ‘Ode to Indolence’. 

 

Engaging with Literary Larks in the Matrix Poems ‘Ode to Indolence’ and 

‘Against Larks’ 

 In Birds in Literature, Leonard Lutwack suggests that birds have ‘a wider range of 

meaning and symbol in literature than any other animal’, and that the particular 

appeal of birds to poets is their song as ‘a kind of incipient communication on the 

verge of breaking into words. Poets recognise in the song of a bird their own struggle 

to express meanings and feelings’.26 This struggle is central to Hughes’s conception 

of the lark in ‘Skylarks’, both in the poem’s subject matter and in his lengthy effort 

across the drafts. His choice of the lark suggests a conscious decision to engage with 

Romantic poetry. Lutwack notes that ‘For English poets the skylark became more 

important than the nightingale. This change may be noted as early as 1804 in a 

passage from Blake’s Milton in which the skylark takes precedence over the 

 
25 MSS644, OBV1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
26 Leonard Lutwack, Birds in Literature (Florida: University of Florida Press, 1994), p. ix and p. 12.  
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nightingale as the leader of the “Choir of Day”’.27 As such, in writing about a skylark, 

the bird’s image ‘is as much a product of book illustrations and cultural praise as it is 

sheer observation, and [...] the song is filtered through the many verbal 

descriptions’.28 Hughes must engage with these past images and their discourses on 

inspiration in order to write a new kind of ‘Skylarks’ poem as he tries to create a new 

‘factory’ of poetic process for himself. 

Chapter Two has already touched on the tendency in Romantic poetry to refer 

to birds as ‘spirits’ or ‘angels’. Shelley’s lark is conspicuously incorporeal and always 

just out of sight; the reality of its physicality is hidden not only in language by 

referring to it as a ‘sprite’, but also literally as the poem is filled with clouds and a 

darkening purple sky.29 David Perkins suggests that Shelley’s lark, by being invisible, 

also becomes ‘disembodied’ or ‘unbodied’, as Shelley describes it.30 Thomas Gannon 

argues that this disembodiment means that the bird is ‘less real and a more 

supernatural entity best fit for introspective psychomachia’.31 Unlike the Romantics’ 

larks, Hughes’s lark is focused on the bird’s physical presence. He describes the bird 

as having ‘A whippet head, barbed like a hunting arrow || But leaden | With muscle’, 

and as they fly, their wings are ‘almost torn off backwards’.32 Daniel Hoffman 

suggests that the published form of ‘Skylarks’ ‘abandons stanzaic and metrical 

conventions for line-breaks and the spacing of bursts of lines’ to echo the erratic 

flight of the lark.33  

 
27 Lutwack, p. 51. 
28 Gannon, p. 124. 
29 Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, p. 306. 
30 David Perkins, Romanticism and Animal Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 
p. 142. 
31 Gannon, p. 124. 
32 Collected, p. 173 and p. 175. 
33 Daniel Hoffman, ‘Talking beasts: The “Single Adventure” in the Poems of Ted Hughes’, in Critical 
Essays on Ted Hughes, ed. by Leonard M. Scigaj (New York: G. K. Hall, 1992), p. 151. 
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The appropriation of the lark as a symbol means the bird can be ‘endowed 

with spontaneity, unity of being, unconsciousness of death, immortality, and 

immediacy to the divine’.34 Hughes’s poem attacks Shelley’s representation of the 

process of creativity through the symbol of the lark. Shelley’s lark is able to produce 

‘profuse strains of unpremeditated art’.35 In contrast, Hughes’s description of the 

lark’s singing as ‘Squealing and gibbering and cursing’ and ‘long cutting screams 

buckling like razors’ could hardly be further from Shelley’s: ‘music sweet as love, 

which overflows her bower’.36 For Hughes’s larks, flying and singing are a struggle; 

the larks scream their battle with gravity and are associated with death, being 

‘Obedient to death as to a dead thing’. This could also refer to Hardy’s ‘Shelley’s 

Skylark’ which imagines the lark as an ordinary bird which died and the ground 

where it might have fallen: 

 

Though it only lived like another bird 

And knew not its immortality 

Lived its meek life; then, one day, fell – 

A little ball of feather and bone[.]37 

 

The ‘unpremeditated art’ of Shelley’s skylark is at direct odds with Hughes’s battle in 

draft after draft to compose a poem. Hughes’s poem thus embodies this difficulty 

through describing the lark’s struggle.  

 Shelley posits that the skylark can sing freely because of its ignorance of ‘pain’ 

and ‘love’s sad satiety’.38 The unmediated process of the larks in Hughes’s draft is 

 
34 Perkins, Romanticism and Animal Rights, p. 142. 
35 Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, p. 304. 
36 Collected, p. 175 and Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, p. 305. 
37Thomas Hardy: The Complete Poems, ed. by James Gibson (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), p. 101. 
38 Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, p. 306. 
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concealed from the speaker: ‘*******. ********* ****** ******* ****** ***** *** 

****** ******’.39 In a nightmarish reversal of Shelley’s presentation of the skylark as 

producing ‘unpremeditated art’, in Hughes’s poem, removing both the emotion and 

craft behind art leads to the image of the air ripping ‘in and out’ of the larks to 

produce song. It also situates successful composition in visceral terms of the body in 

pain. Hughes’s description is both derisive and envious of the lark’s physical 

composition divorced from intellectual struggle. The speaker hypothesises that the 

birds ‘***********************’, making every breath a creative act. Creativity and 

breath are entwined in the word ‘inspiration’. In ‘Notebook 22’, Hughes further 

attempts to capture the ‘unpremeditated’ nature of the lark’s song by describing the 

birds as unconscious mechanical objects: ‘*****************’.40 

Hughes’s poem further engages with, and resists, Shelley’s poem in its 

notation of the lark’s song. The lark’s singing is described as: 

 

  ***** 
 ***************************41    

 

These deletions show that initially the song was represented predominantly as a 

desperate cry for help, perhaps enacting the speaker’s own cry for creativity. 

However, the cry is finally notated as a mixture of ‘joy’ and ‘help’. This seems to be 

referring to Shelley’s ‘To a Skylark’, whose music is described as ‘Joyous and clear 

and fresh’.42 Further, Shelley writes ‘I know not how thy joy we ever should come 

near’, suggesting the impossibility of experiencing and writing anything like the 

 
39 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
40 MSS644, Box 58, Fol. 5. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
41 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
42 Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, ed. by Donald H. Reiman and Neil Fraistat, 2nd edn (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 2002), p. 305.   
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lark’s ‘joy’ or ‘song’.43 Hughes’s line could be both a notation of what he perceives in 

the lark’s song and an appeal to the lark to aid him in his own song.  

He could also be drawing on another fraught and ambiguous rendering of the 

lark’s song: Isaac Rosenberg’s poem ‘Returning, We Hear the Larks’ with which 

Hughes would have been familiar. Hughes’s enthusiasm for war poetry would have 

naturally led him to read Rosenberg, alongside Owen and Sassoon. Philip Hobsbaum 

notes ‘He borrowed my much-thumbed copy of Isaac Rosenberg, and I didn’t get it 

back until after his first visit to the USA’.44 In addition, ‘Returning, We Hear the 

Larks’ was anthologised in Brian Gardner's Up the Line to Death (1964), and in I. M. 

Parsons’s Men Who March Away (1965). Emory’s holdings of Hughes’s library show 

that Hughes owned Men Who March Away (1965), which he reviewed in August 

1965 and The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg (1984). Rosenberg’s poem states, 

‘But hark! joy – joy – strange joy. | Lo! heights of night ringing with unseen larks. | 

Music showering our upturned list’ning faces’.45 The larks are still associated in the 

traditional manner with joy, but here it is a ‘strange joy’. The poem explains the 

mixed sentiment: ‘Death could drop from the dark | As easily as song — | But song 

only dropped’.46 Fear, anticipation and danger are intertwined with the lark’s song 

just as Hughes’s lark oscillates between an expression of joy and a cry for help.  

In ‘Notebook 8’, Hughes finds that the lark ‘*********** ****** **** ******* 

********************’.47 He cannot see Shelley’s ‘art’ or ‘music’ in the bird. Instead, 

the lark makes Hughes’s speaker feel his idleness and causes the poet to rail self-

reflexively about his inability to write a poem for the lark. He finds the weight of the 

 
43 Shelley, Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, p. 306. 
44 ‘Ted Hughes at Cambridge’, p. 11.  
45 The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg: Poetry, Prose, Letters and Some Drawings, ed. by 
Gordon Bottomley and Denys Harding (London: Chatto and Windus, 1937), p. 80. 
46 The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg, p. 80. 
47 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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tradition of the poetic lark too great in the face of his poetic indolence and crisis of 

how he should write poetry and what poetry should foreground.  

At the heart of ‘Skylarks’ is the interplay between appearing to reject poetry at 

the same time as the poet is producing it. The early matrix poem ‘Ode to Indolence’ 

refers to Keats’s 1819 ‘Ode on Indolence’. The ode is generally considered less 

successful than its better known companions: ‘Ode to a Nightingale’, ‘Ode on a 

Grecian Urn’ and ‘To Autumn’. In ‘Ode on Indolence’, the poet is visited by ambition, 

love and poesy, and in the end rejects all of them for ‘drowsy noons | And evenings 

steep’d in honied indolence’ which are ‘shelter’d from annoy’.48 Hughes’s ‘Ode to 

Indolence’ also focuses on an external visitation to highlight the speaker’s indolence. 

The lark’s association with Romantic poetry and inspiration make it a symbol of 

ambition, love and poetry combined.  

Hughes’s draft matrix poem ‘Ode to Indolence’ begins with a frustrated 

outburst about being unable to write a poem about the lark. The speaker’s heaviness 

and inactivity can be viewed as a negative reflection of the energy of the lark’s flight. 

The figure in the poem who lies on the bank lethargically and watches the lark’s 

progression ‘**********’ and ‘*****************’, is the manifestation of the poet’s 

inability to write an effective poem, which sits at the heart of the poem itself. This 

interaction with Keats’s poem, which appears to reject poetry and inspiration, is 

revealing when considering the dialogue Hughes took up with Shelley’s symbol-laden 

lark. Even though, paradoxically, in rejecting the central pillars of poetry Keats has 

written a poem in the Romantic tradition. 

 
48 John Keats: Complete Poems, p. 285. 
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The trope of suggesting that a poem cannot be written, as the poet is 

producing the poem, is common among Romantic poets. Shelley compares the lark 

directly to a poet and commands the bird in the final stanza: 

 

Teach me half the gladness 

That thy brain must know; 

Such harmonious madness 

From my lips would flow, 

The world should listen then, as I am listening now.49 

 

The poem itself enacts Shelley’s desire to write a poem as beautiful as the lark’s song. 

In opposition to this, Hughes was striving to write a poem about larks, struggling to 

engage with a traditional ‘poetic’ subject matter when his observations lead him to 

write: ‘************** | ***********************’.50 Rather than the lark being a 

cipher for his inspiration in ‘Skylarks’, he finds, in a line that owes a debt to his 

earlier matrix poem ‘Ode to Indolence’, that his ‘************ | ****** ******* 

***************’.51 In contrast, Shelley suggests that a poet must be inspired by a lark 

as ‘*************** | ***************’.52 

These source poems for Hughes’s ‘Skylarks’ underline the irony present in 

Hughes’s frustrated outburst in the drafts about his difficulty in writing the poem: 

 

*********************** 

**************************** 

 
49 Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, p. 307. 
50 Collected, p. 175. 
51 Collected, p. 175. 
52 Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, p. 306. 
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************************** 

*************************** 

 

****************************** 

************** 

*************************** 

*******************************53    

 

These opening lines foreground the process of writing itself. Not only has Hughes by 

this point already written a poem (‘Warm Moors’) about larks, the presence of these 

lines shows him writing a poem about larks even as he declares that ‘******** 

********** **************************’. Obviously ‘Somebody else’ has already, 

famously, written the lark’s poem.  

Hughes’s self-reflexive foregrounding of the process of writing in his assertion 

that ‘************************************’ is developed in a later draft in 

‘Notebook 1’. In this late draft, the poem is finally beginning to look cleaner and is 

titled ‘Against Larks’. Hughes further highlights both the self-conscious writing 

process and the poem’s narrator. The second stanza, which is still written as an even 

four-line verse, describes the lark and contains a self-reflexive insertion:  

 

 *************************************************** 

 ************************* 

 ********************************************* 

 ****************************************************54 

 
53 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
54 MSS644, OBV1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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Hughes’s assertion shows the figure composing the poem in the moment as he 

watches the lark’s flight. Within the narrative of the poem, the act of the figure 

writing is performed in the statement that follows.  

The meaning unfolds in the process of writing and is re-enacted as the reader 

reads it. As well as revealing the underlying focus of the poem to be writing itself 

through the act of describing the lark’s flight poetically, this trope can be understood 

in the wider context of Romantic poetry. In a discussion of Wordsworth, Ralph Pite 

notes that ‘By emphasizing the circumstances of these poems, Wordsworth makes 

them appear occasional – prompted by a moment in time and place, and to be 

understood by keeping that situation in mind’.55 Pite is referring to Wordsworth’s use 

of long specific titles, such as ‘Lines Written a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, on 

Revisiting the Banks of the Wye during a Tour, July 13, 1798’. However, the idea of 

making a poem ‘appear occasional’ is enacted here by Hughes, both in his statement 

‘*************’, and in his references to the poet lying on a bank and staring up at the 

larks. Hughes also specifically noted that he wrote the poem in the west of Ireland in 

1965-66. This kind of specificity of date and place of composition would later become 

more important during the writing of Moortown Diary. 

In ‘Ode to Indolence’ the lark’s flight is described as it affects the narrator 

figure. This centres the poem on the narrator in a similar manner to ‘Warm Moors’. 

The larks actively influence the speaker’s conception of himself: ‘************ 

************ ******************’.56 The speaker is a key element of the poem, not 

simply as an observer, but as a figure interacting with the landscape. ‘Ode to 

 
55 Ralph Pite, ‘Wordsworth and the natural world’, in The Cambridge Companion to Wordsworth, ed. 
by Stephen Gill (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 180-195 (p. 181). 
56 MSS644, OBV1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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Indolence’ foregrounds the narrator figure much earlier in the poem than the final 

‘Skylarks’. The figure appears in the first section. In contrast, the narrator does not 

appear until the fifth section of the published poem. Hughes depersonalised the 

poem, stripping away the presence of the narrator in draft after draft.  

In the ‘Wodwo Notebook’ and ‘Notebook 8’, the speaker stops fishing to look 

up at the larks: ‘********************* | ********************************* | 

**************’.57 Hughes’s ‘vision of the still water’ prompted by fishing can also be 

found in his advice to young writers in Poetry in the Making. He suggests that 

writers should focus on a fishing float so that ‘all the nagging little impulses [...] 

dissolve’ and ‘you enter one of the orders of bliss’ where the ‘imagination can work 

freely’.58 Although Hughes describes himself performing this action, the lark keeps 

intruding upon his concentration. Instead, Hughes writes a poem about not being 

able to write a poem, centring the drafts on the process and struggle of writing. By 

eradicating much of the description of his irritation with the lark, as well as removing 

his outbursts about not being able to write a poem, the description of the larks in the 

published poem seems unduly aggressive and bolsters the impression that Hughes 

writes about a violent natural world.  

The figure’s reflection is closely linked to the natural world, but rather than 

deriving comfort or inspiration from it, the drafts follow a more negative path of 

focusing anxiety on, and questioning the façade of, nature’s assurances of certainty. 

The ‘Wodwo Notebook’ and ‘Notebook 8’ both contain drafts of the following stanza, 

which means it was deemed of sufficient quality or importance to be copied out and 

redrafted: 

 
57 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
58 Ted Hughes, Poetry in the Making (London: Faber and Faber, 1967. This edition London: Faber 
and Faber, 1969; repr. 2008), p. 60. 
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 ******************** 

 **************************** 

 ******************* 

************************ 

 

******************************59 

 

The speaker mistrusts the apparent solidity of the earth and would rather that 

walking on it be as difficult as the struggle of the lark’s flight he watches. He wants 

the landscape to embody his emotions, in a similar manner to the way in which the 

landscape is often presented in Romantic poetry, or in the literary trope of pathetic 

fallacy. He finds that his current physical place on the earth ‘****************’ and 

wants to ‘*********’’. This mistrust of the physical world, and the desire to wake up 

and find things different from the reality he perceives, all suggest that an event has 

altered the speaker’s understanding of the world and cast it into uncertainty.  

In the drafts of Wodwo Notebook, these reflections are more anguished than 

in previous drafts. The speaker addresses an absent second person:  

 

  ***************************** 

  ****************** 

  ************************** 

  [. . .] 

 

            *************** 
 

59 MS644, Box 59, Fol. 53. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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 ****************************************\*** 

           ******* 
****************** 

**************************************60 

 

Nature is being transfigured into a fraught, dangerous relation between two people. 

This association of the lark and ‘you’ harks back to the figure in ‘Warm Moors’, but 

this time the address is direct rather than descriptive. The apostrophe to ‘you’ and 

the suggestion of addressing a memory rather than the immediate present in the 

above quotation is similar to the method employed in Birthday Letters. Other similar 

moments in the drafts of ‘Skylarks’ express a tone of guilt prevalent in Birthday 

Letters. This kind of address and tone is also found in Howls and Whispers, 

particularly in a poem titled ‘The Offers’ where Plath’s ghost admonishes Hughes’s 

persona: ‘This time don’t fail me’.61 Similarly, in the ‘Skylarks’ drafts, Hughes’s figure 

struggles through the landscape on leaden legs to the refrain of ‘Too late, too late’. 

This refrain in the published poem is attached to the lark’s flight in the lines, ‘its 

heart must be drumming like a motor, | As if it were too late, too late’, but the drafts 

read: ‘******************* | *************************’.62 Considering the 

composition history of ‘Skylarks’, it seems likely that the event causing these 

reflections could be Plath’s death. 

The description of the lark’s heart as ‘drumming like a motor’ is most likely a 

condensed echo from the drafts of Hughes’s description of the lark as having ‘******* 

*****************’ that cast a shadow.63 Tim Kendall has noted that ‘War is the 

 
60 MSS644, Box 59, Fol. 53. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
61 Collected, p. 1183. 
62 Collected, p. 174 and MSS644, Box 59, Fol. 53. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
63 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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abiding concern of Hughes’s poetry’, reading the influence of Wilfred Owen, Keith 

Douglas and the experiences of Hughes’s own family history in Hughes’s work. As 

such, although Kendall finds that Hughes attempts to pull away from writing of war 

in Wodwo by understanding specific conflicts as a ‘local instance of some archetypal 

and organic pattern’, the presence of spitfires in a poem about nature remains 

characteristic of Hughes.64 This image also fits with Rosenberg’s conflation of larks 

and dropping bombs, although, as Hughes acknowledges in the poem’s draft, the 

spitfires were on the allies’ side.  

The type of war reference employed by Hughes in the drafts is not typical of 

his poetry and further suggests the poem’s connection to Plath. When contemplating 

the lark’s flight the figure exclaims: ‘****************** | ************** | ***** 

************************’.65 By this point in the composition of ‘Skylarks’, Hughes 

would have edited Ariel for publication and have been aware of Plath’s engagement 

with fascism and Nazism as poetic tropes. Plath’s poem ‘Daddy’ was published in 

October 1963 and read for an interview with Peter Orr in October 1962. In the 

interview, Orr particularly mentions Plath’s use of these tropes and questions her 

about the unusual presence of ‘Dachau, Auschwitz and Mein Kampf’ in her work, in 

light of her American background. Many later critics, such as George Steiner, would 

also address this contentious issue.66 In contrast, Hughes was linked via his father to 

the First World War, and it was this war which shaped Hughes’s mythology rather 

 
64 Tim Kendall, Modern English War Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 197 and p. 
213. 
65 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7, Notebook 8. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished 
material. 
66 Some examples of the criticism on this subject include: Christina Britzolakis, Sylvia Plath and the 
Theatre of Mourning (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999); Susan Gubar, ‘Prosopopoeia and Holocaust 
Poetry in English: Sylvia Plath and Her Contemporaries’, The Yale Journal of Criticism 14, No. 1 
(2001), pp. 191-215; Jacqueline Rose, The Haunting of Sylvia Plath (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1992); Al Strangeways, ‘“The Boot in the Face”: The Problem of the Holocaust in the Poetry of 
Sylvia Plath’, Contemporary Literature 37.3 (Fall 1996), pp. 370-390. 
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than the Second. In this light, Hughes’s specific use of the word ‘nazi’, which is 

unusual for his poetry, could be engaging with Plath’s poetic framework in order to 

shape a poem whose composition straddled her death. The point sustains my 

repositioning of the composition of ‘Skylarks’ around the ‘events’ concerning Plath in 

this period.   

Hughes’s reference to Nazism suggests that the lark’s creative singing is 

somehow driven by force. It is in their genetic makeup that they must sing, even as 

they fight upwards. The creative impulse is in conflict with the difficulty inherent in 

the process of composition. Various impulses are at war: Hughes’s inability to write a 

poem about the lark, his description of how the lark’s flight and singing make him 

feel his own indolence more keenly, and yet on the other side his repeated attempts 

over four different notebooks, many matrix poems and over four years of writing to 

compose a skylark poem. This suggests that the poem itself is a vehicle and metaphor 

or allegory for its subject. The difficult process of writing ‘Skylarks’ is the subtext of 

its representation of the lark’s song and flight. The drafts in ‘Notebook 1’, ‘Notebook 

8’ and the ‘Wodwo Notebook’ explicitly show Hughes’s hidden wrestle with his 

subject matter.  

Rather than deeming this an autobiographical poem in the strictest sense, I 

would argue that the elements of the drafts that Hughes worked through and finally 

removed suggest that he was grappling with something that had caused a significant 

alteration in his creative process and understanding of that process. In Hughes’s own 

words: ‘*************************’ and ‘******** *********** ******** ****** ***** 

******* ******** ****’.67 Roberts notes that the poems that Hughes wrote soon after 

Plath’s death — ‘Song of a Rat’ and ‘The Howling of Wolves’ — are ‘radically different 

 
67 MSS644, Box 115, Fol. 26. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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both thematically and stylistically from Hughes’s previous animal poetry’.68 Hughes’s 

early version of the poem, ‘Ode to Indolence’, belongs to his earlier animal poetry 

and is similar to what he was writing in the early-to-mid 1960s, as it is written in 

regular four line stanzas. The progression from ‘Warm Moors’, which was begun 

before Plath’s death, through ‘Ode To Indolence’ and ‘Against Larks’, to ‘Skylarks’ 

was the beginning of Hughes trying to examine his own creative indolence in the face 

of traditionally ‘poetic’ Romantic subjects as he moved towards a new understanding 

and method of writing poetry.  

Understanding Hughes’s fraught representation of the lark’s flight as, in part, 

a depiction of his own creative battle with this poem, goes some way towards 

explaining the tone of Hughes’s ‘Skylarks’. Its negative portrayal of the struggle of the 

lark’s song and flight is not just an attempt to represent a lark more realistically in 

response to Shelley’s idealised lark, but also an allegory of the difficulty of writing the 

poem. Embedded within lines such as ‘maybe the whole agony was for this’ is the 

process of having written the poem. 69 The stripping away of the personalised 

narrator figure and the ‘you’ addressee, plus the application of metaphor after 

metaphor to try to capture the lark, is the ‘agony’ which culminates in the final poem. 

The process of writing the poem was a battle, developing imagery and fighting 

indolence at every stage. This is echoed in the lark’s song: ‘The larks carry their 

tongues to the last atom | Battering and battering their last sparks out at the limit’.70 

The evolution of the drafts of ‘Skylark’ is paramount to understanding the poem it 

becomes. 

  

 
68 Roberts, A Literary Life, p. 64. 
69 Collected, p. 175  
70 Collected, p. 175. 
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The Afterlife of ‘Skylarks’ 

 ‘Skylarks’ was republished in Selected Poems: 1957-67 and in Selected Poems: 1957-

1981. In an unpublished letter in Emory University’s archive, Hughes writes to Faber 

and Faber requesting changes to the poem between the two volumes. The letter is 

dated circa 1972 and explains that Hughes wanted ‘****** ****** ******* ***** **** 

****** ***** *****’.71 In the case of ‘Skylarks’, even the act of publishing and creating 

a printed ‘final’ version did not halt the composition process for the poem. Hughes 

questioned the stability of any ‘final’ poem and seemed to perceive it as a mutable 

item. He called The Hawk in the Rain poems ‘unfinished’ and saw ‘fifty things [he] 

wanted to change’.72 The ‘old parts’ Hughes wanted to insert into the Selected Poems: 

1957-1981 were part of his original drafts for ‘Against Larks’, which was the closest 

‘matrix’ poem to the final ‘Skylarks’. This indicates that the composition history of 

‘Skylarks’ stretched beyond its 1967 publication in Wodwo. The poem continued to 

evolve.  

The first published version of ‘Skylarks’ ends with the following lines: 

 

 Weightless, 

 Paid-up, 

 Alert, 

 

 Conscience perfect.73 

 

 
71 MSS644, Box 53, Fol. 2. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
72Letters, p. 94 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, 23 February 1957). 
73 Wodwo, p. 171. 
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In the later poem, published in Selected Poems: 1957-1981, Hughes’s requests for 

insertions have been applied and the poem ends: 

 

Manacled with blood, 

Cuchulain listened bowed, 

Strapped to his pillar (not to die prone) 

Hearing the far crow 

Guiding the near lark nearer 

With its blind song 

That some sorry little wight more feeble and misguided than thyself 

Take thy head 

Thine ear 

And thy life’s career from thee. 74  

 

In an erratic shift the original final stanza which described the larks floating down 

finally after the trauma and tension of their ascent is displaced by this myth-centred 

stanza. This final stanza, drafted in the mid-to-late 1960s, is typical of the direction 

Hughes’s poetry would take. Mythology would come to dominate his poetry in the 

1970s in collections such as Crow (1970), Prometheus on his Crag (1973) and Cave 

Birds (1978). The specific use of the Irish myth of Cuchulain can probably be 

attributed to the place of composition, as Hughes explained that he wrote most of 

‘Skylarks’ in Ireland. The lark is displaced by the crow, which is presented in the 

position of guide. The final note in ‘Skylarks’ is not the lark or the poet figure, but the 

crow beginning its ‘blind song’. The voice that Hughes retrospectively chose to usher 

 
74 Collected, p. 176. 
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in a new chapter of his poetry was that of the crow. The decision in 1972 to include 

this stanza, after Crow had been published, suggests that it is possible to follow a 

thread of development which connects Hughes’s collections. 

 This thread of connection extends to Hughes’s volume Gaudete (1977). 

Hughes redrafted imagery material from the ‘Skylarks’ notebooks for a later poem 

‘The lark sizzles in my ear’ in the ‘Epilogue’ section of Gaudete. The epilogue poems 

of Gaudete are short lyric poems which address the natural world, a goddess figure 

and feelings of alienation. They seem often to be poems which yearn or search for 

something just beyond their grasp; this is typical of religious or elegiac poetry. 

Jonathan Bate considers the epilogue poems as the first instance of Hughes moving 

away from mythological writing and towards elegiac writing. He compares the 

epilogue lyrics to Hardy’s poems for Emma and views them as the starting point for 

Hughes’s progression towards Birthday Letters.75  

An image which Hughes rejected for ‘Skylarks’, that reappears in the later 

Gaudete poem, compares the lark to a fuse. It centres on the sound and image of the 

word ‘sizzle’. When drafting ‘Skylarks’ in the ‘Wodwo Notebook’, Hughes writes and 

then crosses out: ‘**** ****** ****** ***** * | ************** *****’.76 He tries the 

same image twice more on the same page with minute changes. On the next page of 

the notebook the beginning of the published ‘Skylarks’ appears as, ‘***** **** **** 

***** *** | ***** * ***** | **** *** ***** ***** ***’, but further down the page the 

reference to electricity recurs: 

 

        ******* 
 ************************* 

 
75 Jonathan Bate, ‘The Complete Being of Ted Hughes’, ‘From Cambridge to Collected’, Conference at 
Pembroke College, Cambridge, 15 September 2010. 
76 MSS644, Box59, Fol.53. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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The larks are then again described as a fuse which sizzles ‘*******************’. In 

‘Notebook 8’ these references continue as the larks are portrayed as ‘******** * **** 

*********’ and the image is once more retained and extended: ‘****** **** ******* | 

******* ******** ****** | ******* ****** *****’.77 The imagery for the lark has been 

re-appropriated for the poem’s speaker. This image survives in the final published 

poem only as an echo in the line ‘Battering and battering their last sparks out at the 

limit’.78 Despite being discarded, however, the image continues to have a life after the 

publication of ‘Skylarks’. It reappears in draft material in ‘Notebook 22’, which 

contains drafts of many poems which are printed in the epilogue of Gaudete. 

‘Notebook 22’ also contains a small amount of draft material for ‘Skylarks’ itself. The 

published poem in Gaudete is as follows: 

 

  The lark sizzled in my ear 

  Like a fuse – 

   

  A prickling fever 

  A flush of the swelling earth –  

 

  When you touch his grains, who shall stay? 

 

  Over the lark’s crested tongue 

  Under the lark’s crested head 

  A prophecy 

 
77 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
78 Collected, p. 175. 
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  From the core of blue peace 

   

  From the sapphire’s flaw 

 

  From the sun’s blinding dust79 

 

The first two lines and the fifth to seventh lines are all taken from previous draft 

material for ‘Skylarks’. The poem is, thus, similarly to ‘Skylarks’, a composite poem.  

Some of the unpublished poems in Notebook 22 drafted alongside the 

epilogue poems of Gaudete seem to occupy a place between that collection and the 

poems of Birthday Letters. These unpublished lyrics are more overt meditations on 

mourning than Hughes was comfortable with publishing at this point. The poems 

contain an overwhelming sense of guilt and grief, such as the following excerpt: 

 

  ********************* 

********* 

********* 

************************* 

***************************80 

 

This poem echoes in lines from Birthday Letters poem ‘The Hands’ which read: ‘The 

fingerprints inside what I did | And inside your poems and your letters’.81 Another 

 
79 Collected, p. 359 
80 MSS644, Box 58, Fol. 5. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
81 Collected, p. 1162. 
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unpublished epilogue poem in ‘Notebook 22’ writes directly of the mourning process: 

‘***************** | ************** | ****************** | ********** | ******* **** 

************’.82 Bate has examined in detail the epilogue poem ‘Waving goodbye 

from your banked hospital bed’, reading it as an elegy which shifts from one elegised 

subject (Susan Alliston) to another, positing Plath as the final subject of the poem. 

This reading is supported by the manuscript drafts of Birthday Letters which 

connect the two women’s deaths. An unpublished poem in the British Library makes 

reference to the figure in the poem spending the night of Plath’s death with Susan 

Alliston in what was Hughes’s and Plath’s marriage bed. In this poem, he links 

Alliston’s death with Plath’s: ‘******** ******* ****** ****** | ******* ****** ****** 

**** ****** ***** | ****** ******** ****** *’.83 The poem ‘The lark sizzles in my ear’ 

is drafted in ‘Notebook 22’, amid these more open poems of grief connecting 

‘Skylarks’, Gaudete and Birthday Letters.  

The epilogue poem ‘The lark sizzles in my ear’ fits with these mourning 

poems, despite being more obscure. The line in the published Gaudete poem, ‘the 

core of blue peace’, was drafted in a few different forms in the ‘Skylark’ drafts 

including, ‘****** ******** ******** ******’, in which the larks’ fevered song and 

flight brings them close to an experience of death. In the epilogue poem, the line 

‘From the sapphire’s flaw’ seems to be a forerunner to the final poem in Birthday 

Letters, ‘Red’, in which Hughes writes: ‘But the jewel you lost was blue’. As such, the 

poem is a link in a chain of poems from the first unpublished fragment in The Hawk 

in the Rain notebook drafts up to Birthday Letters.  

 
82 MSS644, Box 58, Fol. 5. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
83 ‘B. L. Notebooks and drafts III’, ADD MSS88918/1/6. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
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In the composition of ‘Skylarks’ we can find the germ of the argument which 

Crow develops about poetic subjects and inspiration. Hughes’s struggles over the 

years of writing ‘Skylarks’ with the difficulty of writing poetry and what it means to 

be a poet, lead him towards Crow, the first of his collections to take a strong cohesive 

theme and to create a studied manner of composing poetry. With the advent of 

Cuchulain in ‘Skylarks’, the mask of mythology and the mask of poetic process of 

Crow begin to conceal what the drafts of ‘Skylarks’ expose. 

 

 ‘Why Write’? 

The notebooks containing ‘Skylarks’ draft material reveal further evidence that the 

process of writing was an ongoing preoccupation for Hughes at the time of 

composing the poem. Surrounding the drafts of ‘Ode to Indolence’ and ‘Against 

Larks’ in ‘Notebook 8’ are poems directly concerned with writing. These unpublished 

poems are titled ‘The Writer’, ‘Why Write’ and ‘How to Write Verse’.  

‘The Writer’ is made up of four stanzas which describe unproductive places or 

animals, using the theme and tone of the matrix poem ‘Ode to Indolence’. The 

atmosphere of this poem is one of stillness; an orchard is described as ‘useless’ and a 

gateway as ‘empty’. As in ‘Skylarks’, the poem refers to a bomber plane, but the plane 

is lethargic: it ‘*****************************’ ‘******************’ and even the 

‘fever’ of its body is likened to the traffic jams heading slowly towards holiday 

destinations as ‘** ********* | *******************’. The third stanza takes up the 

bird metaphor of ‘Skylarks’: 

 

 *********************** 

******************************** 

*********************************** 
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**************************.84  

 

Just like the larks, the swallows are ‘torment’ to the writer who titles the poem. 

Although the writer of the title has composed a poem about the summer scene before 

him, it is a static world filled only with the swallows ‘*********’. The title of ‘The 

Writer’ seems to contain a trace of irony as the poem has very little momentum and 

is filled with surfaces and emptiness.  

  ‘Why Write’ is the second poem in the notebook directly addressing the 

process of writing poetry. The title could signal an affirmation of the practice of 

writing, but appearing as it does amid these poems filled with lethargy or keen 

frustration with the writing process, this seems unlikely. I reproduce the poem in full 

below: 

 

   ********** 

******************************* 

************************ 

******************************* 

 

*************************** 

*********************************** 

************************* 

*********************************************** 

 

                   ****** 

 
84 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7, Notebook 8. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished 
material. 
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************************ 

**************************** 

************************************************** 

       ***************** 

******************* 

 

                ** 
********************************************* 

***************************** 

*************************** 

************************* 

 

                *** 
*********************** 

 

********************************************* 

************************************************ 

********************* 

************************************************** 

        ********** 

 

                  ******        ******** 
******************************************** 

 

************************************************85 

  

 
85 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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It is clear from this poem that Hughes is fundamentally questioning the reason for 

writing poetry. In the first two stanzas, the speaker of the poem describes the natural 

world before him. The poem then shifts: Hughes first writes ‘*********** ******* 

****** *’, before altering it to ‘***** ****** ******’ This implies that the poet must 

not simply record and describe a moment in time or a scene, but write it, poeticising 

the structure, form and language. This idea of documenting versus writing will 

become important for Hughes when writing Moortown Diary. 

 Following this question the descriptive imagery of: ‘******* ***** ******* 

***** ******* ***********’ creates an evocative, though atypical, comparison to 

describe the bird’s movement. Hughes questions the reader if they prefer the line ‘*** 

****** ******* ******* *******’, in comparison to the preceding less palatable image 

of the blackbird which moves like a rat. He alters ‘*** ******* 8**** ****’ to ‘***** 

8**** ******’ (my emphasis). Hughes questions the type of language the reader 

expects and stakes claim for his, perhaps less attractive words, in contrast. 

 The penultimate stanza is filled with negative description: the cherry blossoms 

are unopened, the swifts and swallows have not yet returned, and spring is delayed. 

The Romantic world is pregnant with poetry and description, but this is not quite yet 

delivered. This piece is the poem before the poem. The actual poem would be about 

hatched blackbirds, opened blossoms, skies filled with birds and the abundance of 

spring. This poem asks why that poem should be written.  

The poem showcases a heavy feeling of pointlessness. The thrush in the poem 

is ‘****** ** **** |*** ***** ***** ***** | ***** ***** ******* *****’. Hughes engages 

with his concerns in this period surrounding the creation of an original voice. He 

asks what makes this poem about the thrush different from a poem another year 

about the same scene. The unchanging thrush’s unchanging song is used to negate 

the creative impulse rather than inspire it. There is also an echo of Hardy’s ‘The 
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Darkling Thrush’ in which the thrush ‘Had chosen thus to fling his soul | Upon the 

growing gloom’.86 These unpublished poems which surround the drafts of ‘Skylarks’ 

indicate more overtly Hughes’s struggle with the correct way in which poetry should 

be written and what it should address.  

 This process of questioning the appropriate language and subject for poetry 

would eventually lead Hughes towards the language of Crow. As Kendall has argued, 

the imagery of Hughes’s earlier collections uses the language and subject matter of 

trench poetry to treat themes which do not require its intensity. As Hughes searches 

for a language and a subject which match in intensity, he responds to Romantic poets 

who wrote extensively about inspiration and the role of poetry. In the years following 

Plath’s death up to the publication of Lupercal Hughes wrote very little and his 

question at this time and particularly throughout the drafts of ‘Skylarks’ seems to be 

‘Why write’? 

 

 

 

 

 
86 Hardy, The Complete Poems, p. 150. 



 149 
   
   

 

Chapter Four 

Searching ‘for the right masks’: Tracing the Compositional Processes of 

Crow 

 

In the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, Hughes began writing poetry that was 

heavily influenced by the stories of mythology. Drawing on the argument of the 

previous chapter, I propose that Hughes’s increasingly depersonalised poetry leads 

him towards writing about autobiographical events ‘obliquely, through a symbol’.1 

The compositional processes involved in the creation of Crow have been almost 

entirely unexplored in critical discourse. Studies have instead focused on Hughes’s 

use of trickster mythology, the collection’s apparent bleakness and its cultural 

context, for example. By analysing ‘The Howling of Wolves’, which in its early drafts 

addresses Plath’s death, I suggest this stylistic decision to depersonalise his verse 

feeds into Hughes’s strategy of using myths, such as trickster stories, which have no 

discernible author. Further, this ‘authorless’ mythology is bound up with Hughes’s 

self-conscious decision to compose poetry in a particular way. Hughes often located 

inspiration in sources outside of his conscious control, in dreams, for example, and 

described external physical sensations, such as feeling like he had received a blow to 

the head, that accompanied successful composition of certain Crow poems. The 

rapid method of composition which Hughes privileged in the Crow period is in 

keeping with his conception of the practice of a prophet, shaman or automatic writer 

which dominated Hughes’s critical writing at this time. The combination of these 

elements suggests the type of composition which Hughes was seeking in this period.  

 
1 Letters, p. 719 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, 18 July 1998). 
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Since the opening of Hughes’s archive, we have access to Hughes’s manuscript 

drafts for Crow and can begin to assess the way in which Hughes mythologized the 

creation of this collection. I will examine in detail the draft of ‘A Horrible Religious 

Error’ which Hughes singled out as composed in this rapid, inspired manner. I will 

also discuss the drafts of ‘Littleblood’, which has a longer drafting process. In doing 

so, I will posit that Hughes’s apparently radical break in style in the poetry of Crow is 

a continuation of his poetic development from Wodwo, and is concerned with the 

‘mask’ of mythology and the ‘mask’ of compositional style.  

Crow is one of Hughes’s most famous volumes. It is also his most 

controversial, garnering both praise and criticism. Although it polarised critics, it 

remains a landmark collection in Hughes’s career and in twentieth century poetry in 

general. Criticism of Crow is exceptionally diverse; this diversity can be attributed to 

what Margaret Dickie calls its ‘clamor of conflicting styles’.2 Rand Brandes 

summarises the collection as expressing ‘the heaviness of History, with its perceptual 

genocides and wrong turns’ as ‘mass graves litter the landscape. DNA, with its 

Darwinian determinism, intertwines with self-fulfilling prophesies of Christianity in 

a danse macabre’.3 The ‘conflicting styles’ have produced criticism such as ‘Crow and 

the cartoons’, ‘Depression and Ted Hughes’s Crow, or through the Looking Glass and 

What Crow Found There’, ‘Wotan and Hughes’s Crow’, ‘Crow or the Trickster 

Transformed’.4 These essays address the influence of Germanic and North American 

 
2 Margaret Dickie, ‘Ted Hughes: The Double Voice’, Contemporary Literature, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Spring 
1983), pp. 51-65 (p. 57). 
3 Rand Brandes, ‘Ted Hughes: Crow’, A Companion to Twentieth Century Poetry, ed. by Neil Roberts, 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), p. 513. 
4 David Lodge, ‘Crow and the cartoons’, Critical Quarterly 13 (Spring 1971), pp. 37-44; Paul Bentley, 
‘Depression and Ted Hughes’s Crow, or through the Looking Glass and What Crow Found There’, 
Twentieth Century Literature , Vol. 43, No. 1 (Spring, 1997), pp. 27-40; John C. Witter, Wotan and 
Hughes’s Crow’, Twentieth Century Literature, Vol. 26, No. 1 (Spring, 1980), pp. 38-44; Jarod 
Ramsey, ‘Crow or the Trickster Transformed’, The Massachusetts Review, Vol. 19, No. 1 (Spring 
1978), pp. 111-127. 
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mythology, critical theory and psychology, and represent a tiny proportion of the 

diverse and divided criticism.    

As with many of Hughes’s collections, Crow is not a stable text. Originally, it 

was accompanied by illustrations by Leonard Baskin. In 1972, it was reprinted 

without the illustrations and with seven additional poems; in 1973, a special edition 

with three extra poems was produced; and, in 1997, Hughes recorded a spoken 

version that included several poems from other collections, a printed version of the 

story of Crow on the slipcase and omitted several poems which had appeared in the 

early publications of Crow [figure 16].5 In addition, critics have viewed poems in 

Wodwo as early prototypes for Crow, and pieces acknowledged by Hughes to be 

Crow poems also occur in later collections.6 Further, many drafts of unpublished 

poems exist in the archives. This multiplicity of poems – published, unpublished, 

added or removed for publication – ensures that studying Crow as a fixed, complete 

collection is problematic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 The American edition also contained seven extra poems, including ‘Lovepet’ which was never 
collected in a British version, Crow (New York: Harper & Row, 1971).  
6 ‘Crowcolour’ was collected in Moortown and ‘Bride and Groom Lie Hidden for Three Days’ was 
identified by Hughes as part of the Crow saga, and was read by Hughes in a recording of Crow, but 
was published in Cave Birds. 

Figure 16: 1973 recording of Crow 

Removed for third party copyright  
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 The fluidity of the collection is also inherent within its own format. The full 

title of the collection is From the Life and Songs of the Crow. This volume collects 

only a part of a whole planned saga that was never completed. Neil Roberts writes 

that the presence of various narratives for a full epic and various ‘rumours’ about the 

collection serve to ‘destabilise a reading of it’.7 In Hughes’s notebooks and letters, 

and later in readings of Crow, Hughes would explain his vision for the completed 

collection. The following is from a notebook containing Crow poems: 

 
  *************************  

(A) *************************** 
(B) *********************************** 
(C) ******************************************** 
(D) ************ 
(E) ********************************************************* 
(F) ****************************** 
(G) ************************* 

(H) ************************************************* 
(I) ********************** 

*********************************** 
**************8 

 

This plan is one of many; Roberts suggests that the multiplicity of explanations 

shows that ‘Hughes’s own views about the essential nature of the project seem to 

have varied over time’.9 Although many critics have used the various stories to 

inform their criticism, Hughes admits that ‘the story is not really relevant to the 

poems as they stand’.10 Later, in a letter to Sagar, Hughes reversed this opinion and 

suggested that the stories should have been included in the publication, but this was 

in reaction to what he perceived to be ‘misreadings’ by critics.11 Jarod Ramsey notes 

 
7 Roberts, A Literary Life, p. 72. 
8 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 9. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
9 A Literary Life, p. 73. See Roberts for further details of Hughes’s various plans for the saga. In 
addition, Keith Sagar published some of these ideas with Hughes’s permission in The Laughter of 
Foxes.  
10 Faas, The Unaccommodated Universe, p. 206. 
11 Sagar, Laughter of Foxes, p. 172. 
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that ‘Hughes has spoken frequently in interviews and readings — not always very 

helpfully — about the imaginative matrix that gave birth to the Crow poems’.12 

Certain intentions laid out in these plans allow us to trace particular fault-lines in the 

collection. Roberts’s use of two particular stories in Ted Hughes: A Literary Life 

shows how they can be used successfully to illuminate the collection.13 However, as 

none of these plans was carried to full fruition and the sources are often 

contradictory, Hughes’s earlier comments made contemporary to the publication of 

Crow suggest that for understanding the published collection these stories are less 

useful than they might at first appear.  

 One of Hughes’s plans, which he did not explain at readings and which only 

became common knowledge with the publication of his letters in 2007, indicates that 

originally the sequence was conceived as an Orpheus myth. Hughes rejected this plan 

because ‘I thought it would be too obvious an attempt to exploit my situation – I was 

too conscious of that obviousness’.14 This letter confirmed what many critics have 

assumed: that Crow began as a way to work through Plath’s death. Heather Clark 

explains that this side of Crow has been studiously ignored by critics in favour of 

more esoteric readings; her own work examines the extent to which Hughes engages 

with Plath’s poetry throughout the collection.15 My intervention into these debates 

examines the significance that Hughes’s dialogue with Plath’s poetry may have had 

on the way the poems were written. My research uses the drafts to test Hughes’s 

claims about his working processes in Crow. In doing so, I explain the appeal of 

these particular compositional practices to Hughes at this time.  

 

 
12 Ramsey, The Achievement, p. 175. 
13 Roberts, A Literary Life, pp. 71-84. 
14 Letters, p. 723 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, 18 July 1998). 
15 Clark, Grief of Influence, p. 187. 
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Oracular Composition: The ‘Shock’ of Crow 

 

The term [inspiration] seems always to occupy a crucial, liminal, 

uncomfortable, and often exasperatingly mobile place in conceptions of 

the process of composition: it names a space in which distinctions of 

self and other, agency and passivity, inner and outer, the psychic and 

the technical, become deeply problematic.16  

 

Hughes’s archive allows us, for the first time, to assess the mythology of inspiration 

and composition that Hughes produced around the creation of Crow. Margaret 

Dickie Uroff comments that ‘Hughes would have us believe that he himself was 

spellbound when he wrote [the poems], and that the poems simply erupted on the 

page from that deep level of psychic experience shared by the poet and the 

conjurer’.17 Crow exhibits Hughes’s interests in the oracular, prophet-like 

composition associated with shamanism and Carl Jung’s ideas about the collective 

unconscious. Hughes started reading Jung before he began his National Service aged 

eighteen, and continued to read his work; he referred to Jung’s autobiography in an 

article for the New Statesman in 1964, for example.18 Hughes was not alone in his 

interest during the 1960s. Although working in an American tradition, the beat poets 

were experimenting with free association, stemming from ideas developed much 

earlier during the 1930s and 1940s. Closer to Hughes, and in some cases his friends, 

 
16 Timothy Clark, The Theory of Inspiration composition as a crisis of subjectivity in Romantic and 
post-Romantic writing (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), p. 283. 
17 Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes, p. 203. Uroff’s book was published in 1979 and the archives were not 
open to researchers until 2000. 
18 Letters, p. 679 (T.H. to Nick Gammage, 7 April 1995). 
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poets such as Robert Bly, Gary Snyder and James Wright were similarly inspired by 

Eastern mysticism, Shamanism and Jung.  

 Finn Fordham posits that the most striking aspect of composition which is 

located in an external force is that ‘[t]he renunciation of the self in this process is a 

renunciation of conscious intention and also a surrender of any clear concept of the 

product: the goal of writing is instead the process itself, a particular way of 

producing’.19 I argue that the drafts of Crow exhibit precisely this obsession with ‘a 

particular way of producing’ – an obsession which results from placing the agency of 

creation outside of the author. In the previous chapter I drew on a specific instance 

of Hughes’s engagement with Romantic poetry and inspired composition and the 

manner in which this affected his understanding of, and frustration with, his own 

writing. A slightly different understanding of composition which exerted a strong 

influence on Hughes’s writing at this point was an understanding of the origin of 

writing as located outside of the author. Although the concept of a ‘muse’ prevalent in 

discourses of Romantic inspiration also appears to suggest that the writers owe their 

work to forces outside themselves, the dominant cultural narrative still lies with the 

idea of lonely genius and strongly locates the composition process within the 

individual.20  

Parallel to the Romantic conception of the muse, Arthur Rimbaud’s ‘je est un 

autre’ represents a discourse where ‘writing comes to be understood as issuing from 

somewhere other than the self, and producing not a reduplication of the self, but a 

mask’ (my emphasis).21 Fordham’s study of the status of the self in the act of 

 
19 Finn Fordham, I Do I Undo I Redo: Textual Genesis of Modernist Selves in Hopkins, Yeats, Conrad, 
Forster, Joyce, and Woolf (London: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 11. 
20 See Fordham, I Do, I Undo, I Redo, p. 9: ‘The writer at work [...] provides an enduring romantic 
emblem of a central and arguably bourgeois aspiration of the human, which is to produce themselves 
if possible out of themselves, magically, like a rabbit from a hat’. 
21 Fordham, I Do , I Undo, I Redo,  p. 8. 
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composition explains that the condition for producing this mask of composition lies, 

paradoxically, in a degree of self-effacement: 

 

A different attitude to processes of producing text locates the origin of 

the drives behind composition as originating somewhere other than the 

self. An example of this attitude — romantic in its own way — can be 

found in Surrealist and Yeatsian pursuits and theorizations of 

automatic writing. Writing appears from somewhere unknown — 

perhaps deep within — and a renunciation of the conscious self as 

origin is required for such a process of emergence to take place.22 

 

Derek Attridge argues for a combination of the Romantic discourse of creativity 

situated in the individual with the idea of inspiration that places it outside of the 

author. He explains: ‘The coming into being of the wholly new requires some 

relinquishment of intellectual control, and “the other” is one possible name for that 

to which control is ceded, whether it is conceived of as “outside” or “inside” the 

subject’.23 At this point in Hughes’s career, locating creative agency outside himself 

and documenting incidents of receiving inspiration suddenly, and often violently, is 

central to his conception of the Crow project.  

One of the most famous instances of an author attributing inspiration to an 

external source is Georgie Yeats’s automatic writing. When Georgie Hyde-Lees, 

Yeats’s future wife, was initiated into the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn in 

1914, she chose the name ‘Nemo’, meaning no one.24 The process of automatic 

 
22 Fordham, I Do, I Undo, I Redo,  p. 11. 
23 Derek Attridge, The Singularity of Literature (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 24. 
24 Margaret Mills Harper, ‘Nemo: George Yeats and Her Automatic Script’, New Literary History, Vol. 
33, No. 2, Anonymity (Spring 2002), pp. 291-314 (p. 291). 
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writing which she and Yeats undertook required a certain level of self-effacement and 

located the voice of her writing in various external figures such as Thomas of 

Dorlowicz and Anne Hyde.25 Hughes wrote to his sister in 1958 that he was reading 

‘the Journals of the Psychical Research Society – 1880 onwards’, which contained 

‘the most wonderful accounts of hypnoses, automatic writings, ghosts, double 

personalities etc’.26 In 1961, he wrote to Lucas Myers that he had ‘started a regular 

invocation of power’ which resulted in 150 outlines for poems in a month.27 Hughes 

and Plath practiced similar types of exercises using the Ouija board, from which a 

spirit named ‘Pan’ is said to have instructed them to write poems on certain subjects 

— for example, Hughes’s ‘The Otter’ and Plath’s ‘Lorelei’. Hughes wrote to Sagar in 

1998:  

 

About Otter: Yes, Pan asked me to write it, where upon I dutifully wrote 

part I. [...] Later on — days, couple of weeks — I was writing something 

else, [...] when I became aware of a written scroll hanging somewhere 

in the air just to my right [...] I copied the words down — and the whole 

poem came out as it is in part II, exactly as it is, I think. 28 

 

In Hughes’s analysis of Plath’s writing methods for her most successful 

poems, he exposes his desires for his own writing at this point. He uses language 

which places Plath in a category close to that of George Yeats: ‘Her poetry escapes 

ordinary analysis in the way clairvoyance and mediumship do’.29 For obvious 

 
25 For more on the figures speaking through George Yeats and on the level of her agency in the process 
of automatic writing see Margaret Mills Harper, ‘Nemo’. 
26 Letters, p. 123 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, late March 1958).  
27 Letters, p. 179. 
28 Letters, p. 721 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, 18 July 1998).  
29 Ted Hughes, ‘Notes on the Chronological Order of Sylvia Plath’s Poems’, Tri-Quarterly 7 (1966), pp. 
81-82 (p. 82). 
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reasons, many critics of Plath’s work have taken issue with Hughes’s presentation of 

her writing methods, finding that he creates her as ‘a passive observer of her own 

creativity with no real agency of her own’.30 It was not only Hughes who was eager to 

categorise Plath’s writing in this way; some of this type of understanding can, in part, 

be ascribed to gender stereotypes. Clark discusses Robert Lowell and Al Alvarez’s 

mythologizing of her work along similar lines, for example.31 Anthony Libby notes: 

‘Most of the different versions of Plath in The Art of Sylvia Plath agree in resorting to 

words like “magic”, “ecstatic”, “mystic”, “oracular”, “prophetic”, and  “visionary”’.32  

Although Hughes’s description of Plath as having ‘free and controlled access 

to depths formerly reserved to the primitive ecstatic priests, shamans and Holy men’ 

also draws on figures whose agency lies outside of themselves, it gives Plath a type of 

masculine power and creativity that Hughes himself privileged and coveted at this 

time.33 Clark finds that Hughes’s ‘reluctance to grant Plath agency as a writer stems 

not so much from chauvinism, but from his own beliefs about poetic inspiration’.34 

Hughes had seen evidence of the transformation in composition method in Plath’s 

work from slow, laboured writing to the extraordinary bout of productivity that had 

allowed her to compose so many of the Ariel poems in such a short space of time. 

Hughes’s praise of Plath reveals his own preoccupations; he was searching for a kind 

of automatic writing or oracular composition, and this pursuit was developed by his 

increasing interest in shamanism after Plath’s death. 

 In the period of writing Crow, Hughes was beginning to examine shamanism 

more closely. He reviewed Mircea Eliade’s seminal book Shamanism in The Listener 

 
30 Clark, Grief of Influence, p. 172. 
31 Clark, Grief of Influence, pp. 173-178. 
32 Anthony Libby, ‘God’s Lioness and the Priest of Sycorax: Plath and Hughes’, Contemporary 
Literature, Vol. 15, No. 3 (Summer 1974), pp. 386-405 (p. 386). 
33 Hughes, ‘Notes on the Chronological Order’, p. 82. 
34 Grief of Influence, p. 175. 
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on 29 October 1964, and in the same year wrote to Lucas Myers that ‘your (& my) 

obsession with physical disintegration, being torn into fragments & fitted together 

again, is the great shaman initiation dream’.35 In this interest, he was joined by Gary 

Snyder and Robert Bly, who perceived the poet’s role in society as being a ‘relative of 

the shaman’.36 Some of the various sagas intended for Crow end in a shamanic-type 

disintegration followed by rebirth. The obliteration of the self which marks the call to 

shamanism is echoed in the poetic process of automatic writers and the oracular 

composition that Hughes suggested characterised Plath’s writing. The shamanic 

initiation dream is also intimately connected with death, not just the ‘boiling, 

devouring, burning, stripping to the bones’ of the shaman himself, but also, if he 

refuses the call of his dream, ‘he dies... or somebody near him dies’.37  

Many of the stories and poems Hughes wrote in this period were inspired by 

dreams. In addition to the influence of these shamanic texts, Jung’s understanding of 

the collective unconscious also privileges dreams. Jung writes of discovering the 

‘collective unconscious’: 

 

As early as 1918, I noticed peculiar disturbances in the unconscious of 

my German patients which could not be ascribed to their personal 

psychology. Such non-personal phenomena always manifest 

themselves in dreams as mythological motifs which are also to be found 

in legends and fairy tales throughout the world. I have called these 

mythological motifs the archetypes: that is, typical modi I which these 

collective phenomena are experienced[.]38 

 
35 Letters, p. 235 (T.H. to Lucas Myers, 28 August 1964). 
36 An Interview with Robert Bly’ by Joseph Shakarchi, The Massachusetts Review, Vol. 23, No. 2 
(Summer 1982), pp. 226-243 (p.232). 
37 Faas, p. 206. 
38 Carl Jung, Essays on Contemporary Events (London: Keegan Paul, 1947), p. x. 
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In Myth, Mircea Eliade highlights Jung’s statement that these archetypal images are 

‘present in all peoples, though resting in a state of potentiality and may become 

activated in dream of myth at any given moment’.39 In a letter to János Csokits, 

Hughes described one of the stories in Wodwo which was written from a dream, 

using the language of both shamanic and Jungian discourse, as the ‘invitation or 

importuning of a subjective world, which I refuse. [...] And I paid for it quite 

heavily’.40 It is difficult to know exactly to what Hughes is referring here. It is likely, 

given the shamanic context, that it refers implicitly to Plath’s death, or at the very 

least he is referring to a large rupture or estrangement in his life. In the same letter, 

Hughes also described one of his short stories as ‘a prophecy’ and seemed to believe 

it foreshadowed Plath’s death: ‘The Suitor is me, the man in the car is me, the girl is 

Sylvia, the stranger is death’.41 These dreams, and the significance he gave to them in 

light of Plath’s death, show that Hughes was thinking and writing in terms of 

shamanistic prophetic discourse and placing the agency for inspiration outside his 

conscious control. 

Discussing Crow in a 1970s interview with Ekbert Faas, Hughes associates its 

writing with the poetry he was creating aged nineteen, such as ‘Song’. He 

mythologizes his work at that age as a kind of Edenic lost method of writing which he 

describes as ‘a particularly natural and easy way of writing’, resulting in a ‘plain, 

rough, almost flat way of going on’.42 Hughes stated in a letter to Nick Gammage that 

‘Song’ ‘arrived in June 1949’.43 Similarly, Hughes described the poems of Crow as 

having ‘arrived’ with little clear agency or intention from the author himself: ‘they 

 
39 Jung, ‘Myth and Mythical Thought’, in Myth, Alexander Eliot (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1976), p. 16. 
40 Letters, p. 274 (T.H. to János Csokits, 6 August 1967). 
41 Letters, p. 274 (T.H. to János Csokits, 6 August 1967). 
42 Faas, p. 213. 
43 Letters, p. 679 (T.H. to Nick Gammage, 7 April 1995). 
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wrote themselves quite rapidly’ (my emphasis).44 The process of rapid composition is 

privileged by Hughes. Timothy Clark explains that, when authors experience 

‘inspired’ composition, it ‘may seem to be effortless, even automatic. The writer is 

often astonished by what he or she has written, yet the result is also seen as a matter 

of personal credit. [...] Inspiration also comprises the claim that an inspired text is of 

superior value.’45 The poems which Hughes composed in this rapid, inspired manner 

are the poems which, he suggests in his letters, are the most successful.46 

Hughes noted that after writing some of the Crow poems he was left with the 

feeling of ‘having done something ... tabu’ [sic]. He explained that the poems ‘were 

usually something of a shock to write’.47 The use of the word ‘shock’ implies a 

physical force inherent in the composition of these poems. At another point in the 

interview, Hughes described the poems as having ‘kinaesthetic roots’.48 The ‘shock’ 

sensation of writing the poem and Hughes’s focus on the physicality of composition, 

builds a picture of Crow as a collection written in an unconscious, compulsive 

manner similar to a ‘primitive’ prophet retelling myths.  

Hughes’s description of the process of composing ‘Song’, which created a 

‘plain, rough, almost flat way of going along’, is echoed in the ‘super-simple’ language 

which he aimed for in Crow. As we see in the final verse of ‘Song’: 

  

O lady, consider when I shall have lost you  

The moon’s full hands, scattering waste,  

The sea’s hands, dark from the world’s breast,  

The world’s decay where the wind’s hands have passed,  

 
44 Faas, p. 207.  
45 The Theory of Inspiration, p. 3.  
46 Letters, p. 632 (T.H. to Anne-Lorraine Bujon, 16 December 1992). 
47 Faas, p. 207. 
48 Winter Pollen, p. 242. 
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And my head, worn out with love, at rest  

In my hands, and my hands full of dust,  

   O my lady. 

 

Hughes associates the process of writing with the success or failure of the poetry and 

contrasts it against writing in a ‘more deliberate way’.49 Elaborating on this idea of a 

‘deliberate way’ of writing poetry in the notebooks filled with Crow-drafts, Hughes 

wrote a note to himself: 

 

**************************** ******************* ********** 

********************* ********** ************************* 

************************ ****************** ****************** 

********************* ******** ********** *************** ********** 

************** 50 

 

This idea of over-complicating the language and vision of poetry is pertinent to 

Hughes’s assertion in a later interview that his aim was to reach a ‘super-simple’ 

language.  

 Hughes’s interest in ‘simple + plain’ language — style which Jarod Ramsey 

revealingly classes as ‘colloquially primitive, casual in the manner of transcriptions of 

aboriginal narratives’ — is influenced by his work on translation in this period.51 

Various critics have noted the influence of Eastern European poets on Crow, but new 

work by scholars working with linguists has illuminated the effect of the process of 

 
49 Faas, p. 212. 
50 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 9. This idea of ‘poeticising’ a clear vision was also important for Hughes’s later 
collection Moortown Diaries which I will discuss in depth in Chapter Five. Text removed due to third 
party copyright for unpublished material. 
51 Ramsey, p. 176. 
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translation on the poems.52 In an interview for Paris Review in 1995, Hughes 

suggested that the idea of translation was important to the change in Plath’s poetic 

process in Ariel: ‘One of the hidden supply lines behind Ariel was the set of Neruda 

translations that Bill [Merwin] did for the BBC at that time. I still have her copy. It 

wasn’t just Neruda that helped her. It was the way she saw how Bill used Neruda 

[sic]’. W. S. Merwin’s translations of Neruda’s Twenty Love Songs and a Song of 

Despair were published alongside the original Spanish version, thus allowing the 

reader to transpose the two, word-for-word. Hughes also owned an additional 1967 

translation of this work by James Wright and Robert Bly, which also published the 

English alongside the Spanish.53 Word for word translation is important to Crow.   

In 1965, Hughes and Daniel Weissbort founded the journal Modern Poetry in 

Translation in order to bring non-English language poetry to a wider audience. Their 

magazine was part of what Hughes described in 1983 as a ‘unique tidal wave of 

poetry in translation that swept through English’ in the 1960s and early 1970s.54 

Studies now show that the number of little magazines publishing European poetry in 

translation more than doubled compared to the same period in the 1950s.55 

Reflecting on the boom, Hughes suggested that in the post-war period 

  

[o]ne can easily understand the suddenness of the need to 

communicate, to exchange dreams and revelations and brain waves, to 

 
52 For further critical work on Hughes and translation see: Neil Roberts, ‘Hughes as translator’, A 
Literary Life, pp. 179-196; Terry Gifford, ‘Ted Hughes, Translation and Ecopoetics’, Modern Poetry in 
Translation, Series 3, No. 10, pp. 76-81; Daniel Weissbort, Ted Hughes and Translation (Nottingham: 
Richard Hollis, 2011). 
53 This edition, published by Robert Bly’s Sixties Press, is held at Emory University and is inscribed to 
Hughes: ‘Thanks for the visit, which was a joy’. 
54 Ted Hughes, ‘Introduction’, Modern Poetry in Translation: An Annual Survey (Manchester: 
Carcanet, 1983), p. 9. 
55 David Miller and Richard Price, British Poetry Magazines 1914-2000: History and Bibliography of 
‘Little Magazines’ (London: The British Library, 2006), p. 123. 
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find a shared humanity on the level of the human heart. The flux of 

poetry in translation followed inevitably’. [...] [T]he mood of doom 

found a strange kind of hope in the poetry of other nations, or perhaps 

simply in the poetry of humanity felt as a whole, as a single threatened 

creature.56 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: the first imprint of Modern Poetry in Translation, which Hughes described as ‘a flimsy 
newspaper (the first issue was on rice paper) that would never seem to demand more than a cursory 
scanning, and wouldn’t much resist being thrown away. Functional, current, disposable’. 
‘Introduction’, Modern Poetry in Translation, p. 11. 

 

Hughes was a co-translator, receiving the literal translation from a native 

speaker and working it into a more readable form. Hughes stated in the editorial for 

the first issue of Modern Poetry in Translation that the editors were seeking literal 

translations, and wrote later that ‘[w]e feel more strongly than ever that the first ideal 

is literalness, insofar as the original is what we are curious about. The very oddity 

 
56 ‘Introduction’, Modern Poetry in Translation, p. 10. 
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and struggling dumbness of word for word version is what makes our own 

imagination jump’.57 Tara Bergin argues that this valorising of the literal translation 

heavily affects the aesthetic of Crow: 

 

[The literal translations’] focus on meaning, their unrhyming form, 

simplistic vocabulary, slightly irregular un-English syntax, their dashes 

and slashes and alternative words, all appeared to reach towards the 

core of the poem, stripping back all poetic superfluities. The point is 

that ‘the literal’ had begun to assume a metaphorical status for Hughes, 

symbolizing an ideal poetic form; one which in its brokenness was 

more truthful and more real than anything he was encountering in 

England at the time.58 

 

Hughes’s encounters with these literal translations of the stark Eastern European 

poetry contributed to his use of odd syntax, removal of punctuation and repetitions, 

for example. Bergin suggests that these tropes ‘roughen his text, creating a 

spontaneous, urgent, highly energized, unfinished effect’.59 Echoing the vocabulary 

he used to characterise Plath’s manuscripts, Hughes described the translated poetry 

as texts where ‘the poetic texture of the verbal code has been cancelled’, leaving only 

‘hieroglyphic objects and events’.60  

Some of the drafts of the Crow poems have an accompanying note of the exact 

time and place they were written. ‘A Childish Prank’ is noted as ‘** *** ******’.61 The 

 
57 Editorial for Modern Poetry in Translation, 3 (1967), pp. 1-2 (p. 1). 
58 Bergin, p. 20. 
59 Bergin, p. 20. 
60 Ted Hughes, ‘Introduction to Popa’, Collected Poems, trans. by Anne Pennington and Francis Jones 
(London: Anvil, 1997), pp. xxvi and xxiv.  
61 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 9. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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first draft of ‘Lineage’ also includes draft verses that were published as ‘That 

Moment’. The beginning section of ‘Lineage’ is noted as having been written at ‘11pm’ 

and the end section at ‘11:30pm’.62 Hughes also recalled that he wrote ‘A Horrible 

Religious Error’ on 20 March 1969 on the train returning from Manchester.63  

Hughes links the poems to their precise moment of production in time, and often in 

space. In addition to annotating the poetry drafts, in a set of small notebook pages 

(possibly dated 1966) Hughes wrote the locations and the dates of when he 

composed certain poems from across his career [figure 18]. Helen Melody suggests 

that his ability to recall such information in detail shows ‘a strong sense of place 

aligned in his creative process’.64 This sense of place would become particularly 

important for Hughes’s composition of the farming poems of Moortown. For Crow, 

these annotations highlight the temporal aspect. Hughes’s noting of the time of the 

beginning and end sections of ‘That Moment’ is in keeping with his privileging of fast 

composition. In addition, given Hughes’s interest in horoscopes and his belief that 

certain days were auspicious for publication, it could be that Hughes was noting the 

time and place to look for patterns. 

 
62 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 9. 
63 Letters, p. 340 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, November 1973). 
64 Helen Melody, ‘The archive as an extension of self: what we can learn about Ted Hughes from 
archival collections’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 3, Issue 1 (2013), pp. 42-46 (p. 45). 
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Figure 18: Notes within Add MS 88918/7/2, Edward James Hughes Papers, British Library. 
 

The archives show that, in comparison to earlier collections, the Crow poems 

have considerably fewer drafts. Hughes’s ideal for the style and method of writing 

Crow is not successful for every poem. He singled out ‘A Horrible Religious Error’ in 

a few of his letters as embodying the type of poem he was aiming to write.65 It was 

also the final Crow poem he wrote, despite being placed in the middle of the 

collection for publication.66 He described it as ‘a sort of fable of the idea of the 

confrontation in the style’. The aim was ‘to reduce my style to the simplest clear 

cell’.67 He associated the poem with the physical ‘shock’ of writing these particular 

 
65 For example, Letters, p. 632 (Hughes to Anne-Lorraine Bujon, 16 December 1992). 
66 Letters, p. 340 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, November 1973).   
67 Letters, p. 340 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, November 1973). 

Image removed due to third party copyright 
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poems: ‘When I wrote the last line – all very rapidly, on a train – I received a terrific 

blow to the head, from nowhere. Nobody near me’.68 

 ‘A Horrible Religious Error’ has two extant drafts. One is in a duplicate carbon 

copy book with printed numbered pages and one is a page pulled from a small book 

made for accounts, with red lines delineating vertical columns for totals.69 As the 

written content of each is very similar, in this case the material form of the drafts 

provides the chronological information. The writing in the very small account book 

paper is very cramped and tiny due to the physical dimensions of the notebook; this 

is therefore the earlier of the two drafts. The second draft in the copy book is larger, 

the format allowing ease of redrafting, and the rest of the notebook is filled with 

Crow drafts. This follows the pattern of Hughes’s earlier drafts, where he copied sets 

of drafts in the same order in which he originally wrote them into a second larger 

format book for redrafting. The portable size of the first draft’s notebook also accords 

with Hughes’s recollection of having written it on the train, as the size of the second 

notebook would have made it impractical. 

 ‘A Horrible Religious Error’ is one of the set of Crow poems which rewrites or 

reinterprets biblical stories. Richard Kearney suggests that discourses of inspiration 

often stem from an understanding of the Fall as the origin of the creative drive.70 The 

poem opens: ‘When the serpent emerged, earth-bowel brown, | From the hatched 

atom’.71 It goes on to describe man and woman bowing down to the serpent and ends 

with Crow eating it. The first draft conforms to Hughes’s preferred drafting process 

for Crow. There are very few alterations, and those alterations are deletions rather 

 
68 Letters, p. 307 (T.H. to John and Nancy Fisher, September 1970). 
69 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 5 and Box 61, Fol. 19. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
70 See Richard Kearney, Poetics of Imagining: From Husserl to Lyotard (London: Harper Collins, 
1991), p. 2. Kearney suggests that discourses of inspiration focus either on the Fall or on the 
Promethean theft of fire.  
71 Collected, p. 231. 
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than additions, with the exception of the alteration from ‘***** ******* *******’ to 

‘***** ****** ****’.72 The first draft of the poem is very close to the final published 

poem. The only significant change is a later addition in a different pen of an extra 

line at the end. Instead of ending with Crow’s sudden violent action against the 

serpent — ‘Beat the hell out of it, and ate it’ — the draft ends on a lighter, ironic note: 

‘*********************’.  

Hughes uses this phrase to title the second draft. This draft appears to have 

far more revisions than the first, but on closer inspection many of these revisions are 

revealed to be reasonably superficial. There are none of the edits which characterise 

Hughes’s earlier more heavily drafted works: there are no additional stanzas added 

and no developed images abandoned. Hughes alters ‘***** ******* ******* ****** 

*******’ to ‘******* ******** ******** *****’, for example. These kinds of alterations 

only minimally alter the sense and sound of the poem. ‘*********’ adds dynamism by 

replacing the static ‘**********’, but the narrative result of the line is the same: the 

snake is held by the neck by Crow. Similar changes can be found in other Crow 

poems with one or two drafts. ‘Two Legends’, for example, is also drafted completely 

in the first draft except for one word in the line: ‘Black the nerves, black the brain | 

With its doomed visions’. In the published poem, ‘doomed’ is replaced by ‘tombed’, 

which retains the sound, though not the sense, of the word substituted.73 

‘A Horrible Religious Error’ is one of the poems which Hughes regularly chose 

to perform at readings or to record; it appears in recordings contemporary to the 

collection’s publication in 1970 and in the 1990s. It works well at readings partly 

because of the shock value of the rewriting of a biblical narrative which ends with 

crow eating the serpent, but also because of the effect of its sound patterns combined 

 
72 MSS644, Box 61, Fol. 19. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
73 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 5. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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with Hughes’s distinctive accent. The aural element is the only significant alteration 

Hughes makes to the poem, whilst keeping the same narrative as he originally 

drafted. Between the first and the second draft he alters the lines: 

 

   ********************************* 

************************** 

      ********  *************************** [**** ****] 

 ******************************* 

 

  To: 

           ***            ****      ************** 
***********************************      *********** 

*********************** 

   ***     ************************************ 

********************************* 

 

The alteration from ‘*********************’ to ‘********************’ picks up on the 

‘f’ sounds in the following line. It is likely that this alteration inspired the major 

change from ‘********************’ to ‘Flexing on the double flameflicker tongue’, 

which uses the ‘f’ sounds again. The ‘f’s of the snake’s forked tongue then become 

repeated ‘s’ sounds which mimic the hissing of the snake.  

 Although Hughes’s previous collections were attentive to the aural quality of 

verse, Crow draws quite particularly on ideas about oral poetics. The changes to ‘A 

Horrible Religious Error’ would be in accordance with oral mythologies which use 

sound patterns to aid recollection as well as stripping the language back to its basic 

form and regularly employing repetition, chanting rhythms and detailed description 
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of physical violence.74 Hughes’s aim of writing in an immediate, unmediated manner 

is only undercut by the attention paid to the sound patterns of the poem which 

emphasise the collection’s deliberate attention as a whole to oral trickster myths. 

Hughes’s description of being taken over by poems which arrived fully formed 

suggests that the key to understanding the Crow poems lies in the poetic process of 

writing them, of placing authorial agency outside conscious composition. This type of 

composition which moves towards renouncing the author’s conscious agency also 

suggests the removal of authorial responsibility. I would argue that this begins to 

explain one of the reasons why Hughes was drawn towards mythology in this period. 

Crow encompasses universalising myths about human experience through cultural 

mythologies: trickster myths, old wives’ tales, biblical and classical stories. These 

tales tend to have no clear author. It could, therefore, be argued that these kinds of 

authorless narratives allow Hughes the freedom to compose in a similarly authorless 

manner, free from his own biography. They allow Hughes to be one step removed 

from authorship, and in order to be authentic they require the method of rapid, 

prophet-like composition that Hughes was trying to develop in this period. In theory, 

rapid composition with little revision removes the craftsmanship, the human, skilled 

element from the process, leaving only the unfiltered, unmediated poem. In a period 

when his life was increasingly under public scrutiny, Hughes was removing the idea 

of ‘Ted Hughes, poet and widower of Sylvia Plath’, from his poetry.       

Various commentators have accused Hughes of using mythology as a way to 

avoid engaging socially, politically and historically with the contemporary world. For 

example, Denis Donoghue states that Hughes’s poems ‘retreat from the genuine 

perplexities of history, time and society by recourse to an aboriginal world, nature 

 
74 Walter Ong, Orality and Literature (London: Methuen, 1982), p. 44. 
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free from the experience of history’.75 Sean O’Brien derisively comments in The 

Deregulated Muse: ‘What might be called the argument from eternity will propose 

that he has set his sights higher, or deeper, on the core of experience, on the wheel of 

creation as a whole, on time rather than history’.76 The argument that Crow is a 

retreat from history is pertinent, but rather than viewing mythology as a retreat from 

social history and politics, it is more accurate to maintain that mythology allows 

Hughes to remove himself from his personal history and context at the time of 

writing Crow.77 This is the appeal of looking for ‘for the right masks’.78 

 

‘The right masks’: Addressing Autobiography through Symbols 

Clark posits that Crow may have been Hughes’s ‘mask’ to hide the fact he was writing 

about autobiographical events. However, she does not explore the manner in which 

this mask functions as a tool at the heart of writing the collection, as well as simply to 

obscure biographical material.79 The composition of the poems written immediately 

after Plath’s death can shed light on Hughes’s processes of concealment in Crow. 

Clark’s reference to a ‘mask’ is taken from a letter written by Hughes to his daughter, 

Frieda:  

 
75 Denis Donoghue, Untitled review of The Art of Ted Hughes by Keith Sagar, New Republic, 31 
January 1976, p. 30. 
76 Sean O’Brien, The Deregulated Muse: Essays on Contemporary British and Irish Poetry 
(Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Bloodaxe Books, 1998), p. 37. 
77 See: Terry Eagleton, ‘Myth and History in Recent Poetry’ in British Poetry Since 1960: A Critical 
Survey, ed. by Michael Scmidt and Grevel Lindop (Oxford: Carcanet Press, 1972), pp. 233-239. 
Hughes notes that myth and the occult are open ‘to all that can happen on every level of human 
awareness. And it holds that what happens on one level affects all the other levels with real 
consequences’, Winter Pollen, p. 88. Thus, for Hughes, using the mythic form is a way of attempting 
to affect the politically, culturally and historically involved world. Poetry and myth are Hughes’s 
method of ensuring that he does not ‘watch the whole world gradually disintegrate without lifting a 
finger, without offering a single alternative plan, as if all history were over, and the course of our lives 
no longer in our hands’ in Ted Hughes, ‘Myth and Education’, Children’s Literature in Education, No. 
1, (1970) pp. 55-70 (p. 60).  
78 Letters, p. 678 (T.H. to Frieda Hughes, 12 February 1995). 
79 Clark’s study successfully demonstrates Hughes’s linguistic engagement with Ariel and Plath’s 
earlier poetry as well as explaining the idea of Hughes battling with issues of poetic rivalry particularly 
located in the feminine. 
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The problem about writing directly of recent experiences is — the 

memory is simply too unfinished. [...] At the same time they will find 

expression through some image that seems to have nothing to do with 

them — i.e. where you can deal with them because they are disguised. 

[...] [I]f at the time you write a story about witches + demons or 

mechanical dogs, it would be full of wild feelings + you would feel the 

release. The emotions of a real situation are shy, but if they can find a 

mask they are shameless exhibitionists. So — look for the right masks, 

cast about and experiment a feeling is always looking for a metaphor of 

itself in which it can reveal itself unrecognised.80 

 

In addition, a reflective letter, written the year Hughes died, makes this idea more 

explicit: ‘In poetry, I believed, if the experience was to be dealt with creatively, it 

would have to emerge obliquely, though a symbol [...] I can see that it began to 

emerge in exactly this fashion in Crow’.81 At the point of writing this letter, Birthday 

Letters had been published, and Hughes was re-examining his early dismissal of the 

confessional techniques of Lowell, Snodgrass and Sexton. He noted that earlier in his 

career he believed their poetry to be somehow ‘not truly creative’.82 His self-

conscious reflection on the poetic process of representing emotion directly influences 

his writing practice at this time.  

Although not a Crow poem, ‘The Howling of Wolves’, written soon after 

Plath’s death, is understood as one of the poems which relates most directly to this 

 
80 Letters, p. 678 (T.H. to Frieda Hughes, 12 February 1995). 
81 Letters, p. 719 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, 18 July 1998). 
82 Letters, p. 719 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, 18 July 1998). 
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time.83 The drafts of the poem confirm the autobiographical connection and reveal a 

different, more personal poem lying beneath the oblique, fractured published text. 

The drafts also expose the poem’s links to the much later poem from Birthday 

Letters, ‘Life after Death’. 

 In Emory University’s archive there are six handwritten drafts and three 

typescripts of ‘The Howling of Wolves’.84 The handwritten drafts are written on the 

back of the typescript for Hughes’s play The Calm. The play was never produced, but 

its typescripts had a creative afterlife as they were used as drafting paper for Wodwo 

poems and Ariel poems. I came across an unusual manuscript when analysing the 

order of the drafts. The draft had only one alteration, but the poetic content indicated 

it as the earliest material. This is very unusual practice for Hughes at this point. It 

appears that Hughes had composed the earliest version of the poem entire before 

going on to redraft and develop different ideas and sections.85 

The first draft was written in five-line stanzas, a form which persisted through 

half the drafts before breaking down into the fractured form of the published poem: 

The published poem begins: ‘Is without world. || What are they dragging up and out 

on their long leashes of sound | That dissolve in the mid-air silence?’86 The first draft 

has a similar style to the poems of the unpublished Gaudete epilogues or Birthday 

Letters. It makes heavy use of the first person and is confessional in tone: 

 

  *************************************  

 
83 ‘Ballad of a fairytale’ could also be in this category as it relates to a dream of Hughes’s that he 
remarked ‘was full of features that only made sense after Plath’s death’ and certain deletions suggest 
that it directly dealt with this event. This poem was also revised in Remains of Elmet as ‘Angel’. 
84 All references to the drafts of this poem are: MSS644, Box 59, Fol. 68.   
85 The only other explanation is that the archive could be missing earlier drafts of which this page is a 
fair copy, but this seems unlikely considering the number of extant drafts and typescripts for this 
poem. 
86 Collected, p. 180. 
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***************************************** 

  ********************************** 

  ************************************** 

  ***************************************** 

 

This is nearly unrecognisable as a Hughes poem. The lines seem like versified 

thoughts, as they lack the type of imagery and sound rhythms still typical of Hughes 

at this point. Only the first line’s repetitive ‘w’ sounds indicate similar technique to ‘I 

imagine this midnight moment’s forest’; the following lines fail to develop this 

pattern.87 These kinds of lines provide evidence that this is potentially the first draft 

of the poem. The next draft alters the lines as follows: 

 

  *************************************** 

********************************** 

************************************** 

 

These lines are depersonalised: ‘I’, ‘me’, ‘myself’ have been removed and the lines are 

less like versified prose. The grammatical structures necessary for full sentences have 

fallen away. The word ‘himself’ is implicit at the end of the final line. In comparison, 

in the first draft Hughes chose to use the full phrase, ‘******* *******’, for example.  

 The zoo referred to in these early drafts is Regent’s Park Zoo. The final few 

drafts of the poem show Hughes testing out titles for the poem. Two potential titles 

were ‘The Horrors of Music’ and ‘Primrose Hill’. Primrose Hill was the area in which 

Hughes had a flat in at this time, and it also covers Fitzroy Road — the place where 

 
87 Collected, p. 21. 
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Plath lived for the last months of her life. In addition, this area encompassed the 

Chalcot Square flat in which Plath and Hughes lived (February 1960-August 1961) 

and in which Frieda was born (1 April 1960). Hughes and Plath later rented this flat 

to the Wevills. This was an area fraught with particular associations and memories. 

Originally titling the poem ‘Primrose Hill’, Hughes makes it explicit that ‘The 

Howling of Wolves’ draws on the particular experience of the flat’s location. 

When describing the location of their flat in Chalcot Square, Plath particularly 

connected it to the sounds which reached it from Regent’s Park Zoo: ‘[the flat is] up 

by Primrose Hill and the zoo, that’s one of the reasons we like it so much, we are 

always going to the zoo with the baby and so forth. We can hear the seals barking in 

the summer’.88 The experience of aural proximity to the zoo becomes significantly 

different after Plath’s death. Instead of listening to the seals barking and making 

family visits to the zoo, Hughes and his children now listen to the wolves howl. The 

drafts refer overtly to this experience which Hughes later revisited in a Birthday 

Letters poem, ‘Life after Death’.89 

 The first draft also highlights the setting of the poem, stating that the cries of 

the wolves ‘******** ************’. In comparison, the published poem does not 

make reference to any inside spaces or zoos, and the wolves of the published poem 

are in the wild where ‘The night snows stars and the earth creaks’.90 A version of this 

snowy world also occurs in the early drafts, but it is only an imaginary presence 

which the poet constructs in his mind: ‘A************************** ***** 

************ | ********* ****** ********* | ******* ******** ******* ****** ***** 

 
88 ‘Interview with Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes’ The Spoken Word: Sylvia Plath, [on CD]. The full 
unedited text of this interview can be found in the BBC Written Archive, transcript of ‘Two of a kind – 
Poets in Partnership’, 18 January, 1961, FILMT616 ‘Radio talk scripts pre 1970’ TWO-TYC. 
89 Collected, p. 1160. 
90 Collected, p. 181. 
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*******’. The white world outside is a blank dreamscape which beckons the poet. The 

second draft makes this connection more obvious: 

 

        ****************        ******* 
  ******** ^ ************************** 

  ************************ 

  ***************************** 

  ****************************************** 

 

The white oblivion of snow allows the figure to let go once he has fallen down and 

given up, too weak to go on. This idea is developed into a line which echoes John 

Clare’s poem ‘I am’: ‘I long for scenes where man has never trod; | A place where 

woman never smil’d or wept’. Hughes writes: 

 

******************* 

************************************************** 

   ************************ 

                                                 ***** 
****************************************** 

    

 The blanket of snow and the desire for a depopulated blank landscape centre 

this poem on nothingness or absence. The arresting question in the second line of the 

published poem, ‘What are [the wolves] dragging up on their long leashes of 

sound[?]’, is answered in the drafts: ‘********** ********** ********* ****** ***** | 

******** ******** ********* ********** *****’. The drafts exhibit anxiety over what 

happens when ‘************************’, and the fear the poem uncovers is that the 

world is based on nothingness. The opening line of the published poem — ‘Is without 
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world’ — suggests a poem of absences; the howls of the wolves ‘dissolve in the mid-

air silence’.91 The drafts are more explicit: ‘******* ****** *******’ as the wolves’ 

howls untangle ‘******* ******* ******’, exposing ‘******** ******** ****** **** 

****’.  

 This nothingness is emphasised in the published piece through the careful 

removal of the first-person voice and personal references. In this way the poem 

echoes the development of ‘Skylarks’ in the drafts composed after Plath’s death. ‘The 

Howling of Wolves’ begins as a poem written in five-line stanzas in a personal 

register similar to the poems of Birthday Letters and ends as a symbolic, irregularly-

formed poem. This disjunction can be felt in the final poem; it leads Margaret Dickie 

to draw attention to the commentating voice often present in these Wodwo poems. 

This voice is perceived as intrusive, particularly in ‘The Howling of Wolves’, which 

Dickie finds to be ‘under-cut by the human commentator’ in the line which observes 

that the wolf ‘howls you cannot say whether out of agony or joy’. Dickie argues that in 

many of the poems of Wodwo, ‘the particularity and horror of the surrealistic vision 

are dispelled by the commentator’s generalizing language’.92 The drafts reveal that 

the discrepancy which Dickie finds jarring is the last vestige of the first-person voice 

which was the centre of the early drafts of this poem. The voice was not a distanced 

abstract commentator but the central subject of the drafts. 

The trajectory of these post-Plath poems is important for the development of 

the voice Hughes adopts in Crow. The manuscripts reveal the blank, terror-filled 

setting of nothingness which lies in the snow at the heart of the poem. Both ‘Skylarks’ 

and ‘The Howling of Wolves’ begin as poems with a personal voice centred on the ‘I’, 

and through many re-drafts they are condensed to a symbolic poem. The process of 

 
91 Collected, p. 180. 
92 ‘Double Voice’, p. 55.  
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drawing back from writing in a more confessional style and moving towards an 

abstract subject matter allows Hughes to write the poetry of Crow; it begins its life in 

the symbolic vein without first using the direct personal style.   

In a pair of unpublished Crow poems Hughes drew on metaphors of writing to 

address the idea of concealment in symbols: 

 

  **************************** 

************** 

******************* 

************************ 

******************************* 

********************************* 

 

******************************93 

 

In this unpublished poem, the Crow figure is a ‘********’. The metaphor could be an 

indicator of the identity of the author as seals were often marked with a monogram, 

and yet also a barrier sealing the enclosed letter away. The contents of the letter and 

the sender are concealed from the reader. Crow has ‘***********’, who in this case 

could stand for a form of Logos, a divine referent behind all words, unifying them 

with a definitive meaning and coherent system. As it is, the reader is left only with 

absences. The poem has no final punctuation and the content of the letter remains 

hidden.  

 
93 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 5. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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The second poem of the pair, which was drafted next to ‘Crow hardened in the 

world wind’ in the notebook, takes road signs as its main image:  

 

************************************ 

******************************* 

 

****** 

*************************************** 

 

********************************94 

  

The poem appeals for readers not to look in detail for meaning. It states that Crow is 

‘************************’, making the bird a symbol designed for a multiplicity of 

meanings, even opposite meanings. Crow is a symbol which only refers to itself in an 

endless circle of self-reference. In ‘The Battle of Osfrontalis’, Crow attempts to hunt a 

hare by literalising words as weapons and turning them into guns and bombs. The 

hare, however, transforms itself into natural and cosmic things which confound 

Crow’s words:  

 

Crow turned the words into shotguns, they shot down 

      The starlings. 

The falling starlings turned into cloudburst95  

 

 
94 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 5. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
95 Collected, p. 214. 
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Hughes highlights the possibility of simultaneous meanings and quicksilver 

transformations which can turn seemingly innocent words into nightmares. Dickie 

suggests that ‘this over-determined language is the most suitable medium for Crow 

since it reveals the exhaustion of expression, the eventual emptying out of meaning, 

the self-consumption of words’, and further that ‘Crow might have been a 

masterpiece in the literature of exhaustion had Hughes been content to dramatize 

the standoff between Crow and words’.96 The two unpublished poems, and the many 

others in the collection which deal with the difficulty and inherent untrustworthiness 

of language, address the idea of language as a mask and the impossibility of using 

language to express a truthful reality.97 

One of Hughes’s initial plans for the collection was for Crow to develop a 

conscience and become a man. I understand these kinds of poems as signalling the 

point at which the symbolic ‘mask’ of Crow begins to slip. The biography which 

Hughes was trying to express ‘obliquely, through a symbol’ comes close to the surface 

as he engages with imagery which was associated with Plath and her mental health.98 

In order to illustrate this possibility, I will focus on the composition of the final poem 

of the published collection, ‘Littleblood’.  

 

Listening to ‘Littleblood’ 

Signs of morality and conscience are common to most trickster cycles. Analysing the 

psychology of the trickster, Jung concludes that: ‘In the history of the collective as in 

 
96 ‘Double Voice’, p. 58. 
97 Poems such as ‘The Battle of Osfrontalis’ which was one of the earliest published Crow poems as it 
was also published in A Few Crows (1970).  
98 Letters, p. 719 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, 18 July 1998). On Plath and mental health see: Lynda K. 
Bundtzen, ‘Plath and Psychoanalysis: Uncertain truths’, in The Cambridge Companion to Sylvia 
Plath, ed. by Jo Gill (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) pp. 36-51; Edward Butscher, 
Sylvia Plath: Method and Madness (Tucson, Ariz.: Schaffner Press, 2003) and Christina Britzolakis, 
Sylvia Plath and the Theatre of Mourning (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
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the history of the individual everything depends on the development of 

consciousness. This gradually brings liberation from imprisonment in 

unconsciousness and is therefore a bringer of light as well as healing’.99 Critics have 

identified a selection of poems ‘tentatively scattered’ throughout the collection in 

which Crow develops signs of a conscience.100 Gifford highlights ‘Crow and the Sea’ 

and ‘Crow on the Beach’.101 Sagar chooses ‘Dawn’s Rose’ as encapsulating the ‘spirit 

of Crow’, but also notes that this is problematic as it is ‘too musical, its imagery too 

traditional’ to be typical of Crow as a collection.102 Heaney writes that ‘Littleblood’ is 

the moment when ‘grace has entered into the Crow-cursed universe’.103 The 

published ‘Littleblood’ is the final poem in the collection, though not the last poem 

that was written. 

 There are two sets of ‘Littleblood’ drafts in the Emory archive. One set 

contains one autograph manuscript and two typescripts. The typescripts are vastly 

different from each other: one is 34 lines long and the other only 12. There are also 

drafts of ‘Littleblood’ in ‘Notebook 6’, which is an undated duplicate notebook with 

missing covers, suggested by archivists to date circa 1964-1967. This notebook 

contains mostly Crow poems. The drafts of ‘Littleblood’ are next to drafts of ‘Crow 

and the Sea’ and ‘Crow on the Beach’. ‘Littleblood’ is subject to more alterations than 

many of the Crow poems including those drafted alongside it.  

Hughes discusses the composition of ‘Littleblood’ in a letter to his son in 1998, 

most likely after re-encountering the manuscript when preparing his papers for sale. 

He explains that his writing process changed part way through the drafting: 

 
99 Carl Jung, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, Vol. 9, Part 1, trans. by R.F.C. Hull 
(London: Routledge, 1959), pp. 271-272. 
100 Gifford, Hughes, pp. 41-42. 
101 Gifford, Hughes, pp. 41-42. 
102 The Art of Ted Hughes, p. 103. 
103 Heaney, ‘Omen and Amen: On “Littleblood”’, Epic Poise, p. 409. 
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Only a page or two of manuscript. First part is just free-fall flip-flapping 

effort to find I’m not quite sure what. Then I made the conscious effort 

to ‘listen’ instead of to ‘invent’. Without any change in the speed of 

writing – but with a noticeable change in the form of handwriting – I 

then wrote out the whole poem exactly as it is.104 

 

In this description, Hughes is referring to the rapid, oracular drafting form he was 

seeking in Crow. He chooses to ‘listen’, which locates the drafting process outside 

himself as author and puts aside the creative agency of inventing.  

The drafts partially substantiate Hughes’s claim. The revisions are more 

substantial than he admits in his letter. There are two handwritten drafts of 

‘Littleblood’, one loose leaf and one in a notebook. In line with Hughes’s drafting 

process of this period, the loose leaf draft would be the first draft; the content of the 

manuscript supports this trend. The draft that Hughes refers to in the above letter is, 

therefore, the second draft. Hughes’s ‘listening’ is the result of having previously 

tuned his ear by writing the first draft of the poem. In addition, the first few stanzas 

which do not fit with Hughes’s desired drafting style and which are removed from the 

final published piece are still carried forward into the first typescript. However, 

Hughes did not discard the verses immediately. As he writes in a letter to Assia in 

1968 about cutting the poem: ‘I************ ************** ************ ****** 

********’.105 Although the second half of the draft in question [figure 19] does contain 

fewer revisions than the first part, the deleted stanzas, which did not fit with 

 
104 Letters, p. 736 (T.H. to Nicholas Hughes, 10 October 1998). 
105 Letters to Assia Wevill, 1955-1970, MSS1058, Box 1, Fol. 47.  
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Hughes’s desired writing method, were obviously more important than Hughes 

subsequently admitted.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19: First draft 'Littleblood', MSS644, Box 61, Fol. 25.     Second draft ‘Littleblood’, MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 5 
 

The deleted opening stanzas of ‘Littleblood’ differ from the published poem 

which opens – ‘O littleblood, hiding from the mountains in the mountains | 

Wounded by stars and leaking shadow’ – in their particular use of sea 

imagery.106  The poem is drafted next to two Crow poems which also directly address 

the sea. Like ‘Littleblood’, ‘Crow and the Sea’ and ‘Crow on the Beach’ are poems 

where Crow begins to develop a conscience. They are similar poems, drafted one 

after the other, and could almost be two halves of the same poem. In these poems, 

Crow faces the sea, questions his own existence, and feels empathy towards 

something outside of himself. In ‘Crow and the Sea’ the vastness of the sea impresses 

upon Crow a sense of his own insignificance: ‘He tried just being in the same world 

 
106 Collected, p. 258. 

Removed for third party 

copyright 

Removed for third party 

copyright 
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as the sea | But his lungs were not deep enough’.107 In his essay on ‘Crow on the 

Beach’, Hughes notes that ‘The hopeful sign is that he recognises pain’.108  

 Across his career, Hughes uses the sea as an image. However, it does not hold 

for him the same kind of developed personal mythology as it did for Plath.109 He 

admits in Birthday Letters, ‘I knew not much more | About Westcountry beaches 

than you did’.110 His early references to the sea tend to be single images, rather than a 

developed theme. Some of the early references in Hughes’s poetry are a direct 

reaction to Plath’s poems; ‘Relic’, for example, picks up many themes from ‘Mussel 

Hunter at Rock Harbor’.111   

The sea is an important part of Plath’s poetic preoccupations. She spent a lot 

of her early childhood in Nauset and many of her early memories relate to the sea. 

Two years after her father died, her family ‘moved inland’.112 Anne Stevenson notes 

that: ‘the family’s move away from the sea dramatically sealed [Plath’s father] in a 

moonstruck, glassed-in compartment of Sylvia’s imagination, where he evolved into 

his godlike/devillike manifestations, stripped of reality’.113 Plath herself writes in 

‘Ocean 1212-W’:  

 

My father died, we moved inland. Whereon those nine first years of my 

life sealed themselves off like a ship in a bottle — beautiful, 

inaccessible, obsolete, a fine, white flying myth.114 

 
107 Collected, p. 252. 
108 Winter Pollen, p. 242. 
109 Plath and Hughes shared a preoccupation with the environmental damage to the sea. They had 
read Rachel Carson’s Under Sea Wind (1952) and The Sea Around Us (1951) and the famous Silent 
Spring (1963). 
110 Collected, p. 1143. 
111 For further discussion of the connection between these two poems see Clark, Grief of Influence, pp. 
118-120. 
112 Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams, (London: Faber and Faber, 1979), p. 124. 
113 Anne Stevenson, Bitter Fame: A Life of Sylvia Plath (London: Penguin, 1990), p. 12. 
114 Johnny Panic, p. 124. 
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Several of Plath’s poems use the trope of the sea or drowning to break into the ‘white 

flying myth’ and return to a lost father figure. She explores this fraught symbol in 

poems such as ‘Full Fathom Five’, ‘Lorelei’, ‘Suicide off Egg Rock’, ‘Mussel Hunter at 

Rock Harbor’, ‘Green Rock, Winthrop Bay’ and ‘Berck-Plage’. Sea imagery is also 

important in ‘Daddy’, stanza three of which reads: 

 

  And a head in the freakish Atlantic, 

Where it pours bean green over blue 

In the waters off beautiful Nauset. 

I used to pray to recover you. 

Ach, du.115 

 

In the introduction to Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams, Hughes notes that 

‘Ocean 1212-W’ was written in the period when Plath was working on the Ariel 

poems, further connecting the sea, her childhood, her father and Hughes in terms of 

creative production. In ‘Ocean 1212-W’, she writes: ‘I sometimes think my vision of 

the sea is the clearest thing I own’.116 This close association of Plath, the sea, her 

father and death has particular resonance most explicitly in Birthday Letters, but 

also in Crow. ‘Crow and the Sea’, ‘Crow on the Beach’ and ‘Littleblood’ contain sea 

metaphors. Considering the status of Crow as a text marked out as Hughes’s attempt 

to work through Plath’s death, these sea metaphors hold a new importance. In these 

poems, Hughes’s drafting style is notably different from that employed in a poem like 

‘A Horrible Religious Error’.  

 
115 Collected Poems Plath, p. 222. 
116 Johnny Panic, p. 117. 
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 Immediately striking about the images cut from the drafts of ‘Littleblood’ is 

the presence of large, hidden sea animals which lurk in the depths of this poem. 

There is a sense of darkness and of a lack of consciousness in the creatures. The 

opening stanza in the drafts of ‘Littleblood’, which has a line struck through it 

diagonally as well as the crossing out represented below, reads: 

   

  ******************************* 

********************************************** 

******************************************* 

*********************************** 

**************************************** 117 

 

The whale is ‘hot’, attesting to its status as a mammal, but also highlighting the 

strangeness of such a creature having its habitat in the ocean. Hughes’s description 

also recalls Plath’s ‘Medusa’. The poem uses the sea and menacing creatures which 

lurk in the ‘keel’s shadow’. Plath’s poem also chooses the word ‘hot’ in the phrase ‘hot 

salt’.118 In an interview with Plath and Hughes, ‘Two of a Kind’, Plath explains that 

after hurricanes there would be sharks washed up in her grandmother’s garden, and 

as a consequence ‘the image of this sea has been with me ever since’.119  

Plath’s ‘Medusa’ ends with ‘eely tentacles’ which threaten to entrap the 

speaker.120  Hughes’s anemone, similarly, also has ‘arms’ which threaten to catch 

 
117 MSS644, Box 57, Fol. 5. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
118 Collected Poems Plath, p. 225. 
119 ‘Interview with Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes’, The Spoken Word: Sylvia Plath, [on CD]. The full 
unedited text of this interview can be found in the BBC Written Archive, transcript of ‘Two of a kind – 
Poets in Partnership’, 18 January 1961, FILMT616 ‘Radio talk scripts pre 1970’ TWO-TYC. 
120 Collected Poems Plath, p. 226 
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Littleblood. The menacing and duplicitous nature of the anemone is also highlighted 

by Hughes’s animal poem for children, ‘Sea Anemone’: 

 

For such a dainty face  

A touch is like a danger.  

[...] 

Many a friend, many a stranger,  

Many an enemy  

Melts in my embrace.  

I am anemone. 

 

Hughes had also used the image of an anemone to highlight the complexities and 

even paradoxical connotations of poppies on Remembrance Day in Wodwo: ‘Let 

England close. Let the green sea-anemone close’.121 There is a strong sense of 

deception and unease in the draft stanza quoted above; Hughes’s phrase ‘****** 

***** **************’ almost implies comfort, similar to his animal poem in which 

prey ‘melt’ in the ‘embrace’ of the creature; the shark, although sleeping in a peaceful 

aspect, is in thrall to the ‘******** *** *********’; the cool sea then becomes a 

‘************’, with all its menacing connotations. 

 A later typescript of the poem redrafts the above stanza as follows: 

 

  ******************************** 

************************* 

****************************** 

 
121 Collected, p. 166. 
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***************************************** 

************************************** 

****************************************** 

************************ 

*************************** 

****************** 122 

 

This typescript has reworked the material with a different focus; now the figure of 

Littleblood is hiding in the sea. The return to the sea is envisioned as a return to 

something lost: ‘******** *********** ********’. The metaphor of hiding suggests 

that the sea was a safe place, yet it is still populated with the threats. The return to 

the sea, which is fraught with dangers and with creatures whose own bodies are a 

‘****** *****’, echoes Plath’s treatment of the sea in ‘Full Fathom Five’: ‘Father, this 

thick air is murderous. | I would breathe water’, and ‘Medusa’ where something in 

the water is ‘Squeezing the breath from the blood cells’ of the ‘kicking lovers’. 

Hughes’s poem makes reference to a mother figure invoking Plath’s metaphors of a 

mother’s umbilical cord and placenta in ‘Medusa’.123 Littleblood’s swimming in the 

water could also connect to Plath’s memory of crawling into the ocean as a child and 

wondering if she would become a mermaid.124 The minimal use of punctuation in the 

transcript makes the subject and object of each phrase merge, and it is unclear 

whether the shark is in the death grip or whether it is Littleblood.  

 Plath notes in her journal that ‘Full Fathom Five’: 

 
122 MSS644, Box 61, Fol. 25. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
123 Collected Poems Plath, p. 225. 
124 Hughes notes in the introduction to Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams that Plath wrote the 
memoir ‘Ocean 1212-W’ during the time she was writing Ariel which makes it particularly pertinent to 
Crow which was initially began to address his feelings about her death. Letters, p. 723 (T.H. to Keith 
Sagar, 18 July 1998). 
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has the background of The Tempest, the association of the sea, which is 

a central metaphor for my childhood, my poems and the artist’s 

subconscious, to the father image — relating to my own father, the 

buried male muse and god-creator risen to be my mate in Ted, to the 

sea-father Neptune — and the pearls and coral highly-wrought to art: 

pearls seachanged from the ubiquitous grit of sorrow and dull 

routine.125 

 

The moon and the sea figure strongly in her later poems ‘Elm’ and ‘The Moon and 

the Yew Tree’ as powerful conceits for her ‘artist’s subconscious’. Further, in this 

journal entry about ‘Full Fathom Five’, Plath associates the lurking, dangerous 

father-figure of the poem with Hughes, and although, at the stage of writing the 

poem, this association was positively figured as the transformative moment from 

bones to jewels, later in poems such as ‘Daddy’ the conflation of Otto and Hughes 

would take on increasingly negative connotations.   

The drafts of ‘Littleblood’, which in its published form does not contain any 

sea references, reveal lurking, menacing shadows which seem to draw on the creative 

mythos of Plath’s writings about the sea. This poem betrays the cracking of the ‘mask’ 

Hughes is employing to write about personal events and emotions. Although these 

poems are not directly about Plath in a biographical sense, Hughes was dealing with 

an image which was closely bound up with Plath and her creative accomplishments. 

The intensity of revisions for this poem increased at the point at which the personal 

began to intrude on Hughes’s writing. The sea elements of ‘Littleblood’ are much 

 
125 Journals, p.381. 
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more heavily altered than the sections of the poem which survive into the published 

piece. As soon as Hughes moves away from the sea imagery, the rest of the poem is 

drafted quickly with little revision. He returns to his idealised drafting form for 

Crow. Locating the composition of the poem outside himself through ‘listening’ for 

the poem frees Hughes from the troubling imagery of the sea and its lurking 

creatures. In this way, Hughes is able to restore the mask of writing ‘obliquely 

through a symbol’ and mythologize his methods of composing the poetry of Crow. 

‘Littleblood’ is significant for highlighting the point at which the composition process 

of Crow breaks down. Although it was not the final poem Hughes wrote for the 

collection, his decision to place it last in the collection suggests it is a significant one.     

 This chapter has asked why Hughes chose to weave a story around the way in 

which he wrote Crow. Hughes’s sense of his poetry at this point as entering into a 

mythic tradition through his connection to shamanism and through its rapid, 

oracular composition can be read as part of Hughes’s development towards 

depersonalised, oblique poetry. The manuscript drafts of the poems reveal that many 

of the Crow poems were composed in very few drafts in comparison to his early 

drafting technique analysed in Chapter One and Two. Hughes was invested in 

locating the source of creativity in external inspiration rather than the intellectual 

craftsmanship evidenced in the drafts of ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ or ‘Skylarks’, for 

example. Those poems which he felt were the most successful were those written in 

the prophet-like mode which he praised in Plath’s late writing. The experiments in 

composition which characterised Crow lay the foundations for his ‘spontaneous’ 

writing in Moortown Diary analysed in Chapter Six.  
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Chapter Five 

Collaborative Composition: Negotiating Word and Image in the Drafts of 

Cave Birds 

 

This chapter closely examines the archive of the drafts of Hughes’s collection Cave 

Birds: An Alchemical Drama, held at the University of Exeter. Cave Birds is a 

collaborative work with American visual artist Leonard Baskin; as such, the archive 

contains precisely those materials which pose conceptual challenges for archival 

scholars, where poetry drafts are collected alongside Baskin’s prints, special book 

editions and letters. Researching in this archive requires that scholars restage the 

collaboration by bringing together written and visual archival sources in order to 

understand the composition of both poetry and drawings. As part of the process of 

restaging, this chapter will use manuscript material alongside the published editions 

of the text to explore the compositional traces of Hughes’s creative collaboration with 

Baskin and its effect on Hughes’s poetic working process. 

 Although Hughes collaborated with artists throughout his career, this 

remains an under-researched area of his work. The central themes of Cave Birds (the 

rational versus creative mind, death, rebirth, gender) have received detailed critical 

exploration, but the nature of the book as a collaborative creative enterprise has 

often been overlooked. In addressing this absence, my investigation draws on both 

W.J.T. Mitchell’s theory of the three stages of ekphrasis from his influential book 

Picture Theory and the research of Elizabeth Bergmann-Loizeaux into the special 

edition of Cave Birds, a large format book published by Scholar Press in which the 

drawings are loose leaf and the poems are bound together as a book. I use poetic 

drafts to examine the poems in process and provide archival support for Bergmann-

Loizeaux’s theory that ‘the collaboration itself is displayed page by page and enters 



 193 
   
   

 

the volume’s narrative’, and that, as such, ‘Cave Birds is, in part, about the process of 

its own making’.1 I posit that the archive uniquely illuminates the working process 

and reveals the nature of Baskin’s and Hughes’s collaboration — one that 

foregrounds the tension between poetry and visual art built into the creation of the 

book. I suggest that Hughes’s linguistic engagement with the power of images and 

their relationship to the written word allowed him to reaffirm the importance of 

poetry in a period he later characterised as filled with unimportant works.2  

 

Hughes’s Collaborations 

Notable fruits of Hughes’s collaborations include Remains of Elmet (1989), in which 

Hughes’s poetry is accompanied by photographs of Yorkshire by the British 

landscape photographer Fay Godwin, as well as various volumes which feature 

artwork by Baskin such as Crow (1970), Cave Birds (1978), Season Songs (1975) and 

Flowers and Insects (1986).3 In addition to these better known pieces, River (1983) 

features photographs by Peter Keen, and almost all Hughes’s books for children are 

illustrated. In an audio recording of Hughes and Baskin in conversation, Baskin 

noted that their friendship and working relationship was unique amongst his friends, 

but commented with a laugh that, in comparison, Hughes collaborated with many 

artists: ‘You have all those other artists that you love. [laughs heartily] Those 

dreadful artists!’4  

 Hughes met Baskin in 1958 when teaching at Amherst, University of 

Massachusetts. Baskin was a sculptor and print maker with his own fine-art press 

 
1 Bergmann-Loizeaux, p. 25. 
2 Hughes described the poetry he produced in this period as ‘a lot of little things I’m glad to have got 
down’, Poet and Critic, p. 271 (18-19 July 1998). 
3 The full chronological list of Baskin/Hughes collaborations is as follows: Crow (1970); Seasons Songs 
(1975); Moon-Whales and Other Moon Poems (1976); Cave Birds (1978); Under North Star (1981); 
Flowers and Insects (1986); A Primer of Birds (1989); Capriccio (1990); Howls and Whispers (1998).  
4 Chanan, dir., ‘The Artist and the Poet’ [on DVD]. 
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called the Gehenna Press — named for a line in the first book of Milton’s Paradise 

Lost: the monster King Moloch ‘made his Grove | The pleasantest Valley of Hinnon, 

Tophet thence | And Black Gehenna called, the type of Hell’.5 In A Homage to 

Leonard Baskin: A Tribute on his 60th Birthday, Edward Lucie-Smith describes 

Baskin as ‘supremely unfrivolous, always conscious of the artist’s responsibility both 

to himself and to his audience’.6 Robert Spence elaborates: 

 

He is severe with [artists] not only because he holds the calling of the 

artist sacred, but because he believes that in these times of uncertainty, 

of political and social flux, of eroding moral values, the responsible 

artist can play a significant role in fostering the sanity so essential to 

life in the atomic age.7  

 

It is clear from these descriptions why Baskin and Hughes found an artistic affinity 

with one another; an awareness of the ‘atomic age’ characterises Hughes’s work 

during the Crow and Cave Birds period, and Hughes similarly discusses the moral 

responsibility of the artist in his critical essays. Further, Baskin’s art encompasses 

many subjects, but one of his most prevalent motifs is predatory and carrion birds. 

Baskin himself notes his ‘infatuation’ with birds, more specifically with their ‘formal 

allure’, which is separate from their ‘anthropomorphic, atavistic and symbolic 

meanings’.8 Hughes’s own dedication in Crow to the ‘kinaesthetic roots’ of words (a 

phrase he also applies to Baskin’s artistic imagination in his prose introduction to 

 
5 Irma B. Jaffe, The Sculpture of Leonard Baskin (New York: Viking Press, 1980), p. 30. 
6 Lucie-Smith, n. p. 
7 Robert Spence, ‘Leonard Baskin, The Artist as Counter Decadent’, Art Journal, Vol. 22, No. 2 
(Winter 1962-1963), pp. 88-91 (p. 90). 
8 Leonard Baskin, Baskin: Sculpture, Drawings, Prints (New York: George Braziller, 1970), p. 16-17. 



 195 
   
   

 

Baskin’s collected prints) and his focus on the precise physical aspects of the bird 

accord with Baskin’s description of his own aesthetic preoccupation with ‘the 

obsidian-like surface of the beaks, the crabbed fretwork of the legs and feet with their 

beaklike claws, the flutter of wings, feather, and down’.9 

Although Crow marks the beginning of their artistic partnership, Cave Birds, 

first published in 1975 as a special edition, is a uniquely collaborative enterprise in 

the collections that Baskin and Hughes created together. It is made up of both 

illustration and ekphrasis, and as a consequence the collection has a complicated 

composition history. The project began when Baskin sent Hughes nine drawings of 

birds with a view to inspiring a collaborative work; the venture was solidified when 

the Ilkley Literature Festival commissioned Hughes to produce a piece for the event 

and he chose to use the work-in-progress collaborative project with Baskin that 

became Cave Birds.  

In response to the first set of Baskin’s drawings which he described casually to 

Hughes as ‘doodles’, Hughes wrote nine ekphrastic poems (set A).10 Hughes 

considered this set of nine poems to comprise a complete sequence in which the 

protagonist was put on trial, executed and reborn. Hughes recounts that, having 

forgotten about the drawings, when Baskin saw them again with the poems he cried 

‘Doodles! . . . Great drawings!’, and Hughes recalled that he ‘got so excited he went 

off and produced another ten’.11 Hughes then wrote ten more ekphrastic poems (set 

 
9 Baskin, Sculpture, pp. 16-17. The recent 2012 theatrical production of Crow by the Handspring 
Puppet Company offers a useful example of the mutual fascination with the physicality of birds in 
Baskin’s and Hughes’s collaborative work. The production underscored the emphasis on the physical 
body of the crow in the poetry through the use of modern dance and puppetry. The company 
specifically took inspiration from Baskin’s drawings for Crow and Cave Birds. The director Mervyn 
Miller described to me how Baskin’s ‘amazing treatment of line, texture and form’ influenced the 
puppets’ skeletal, ragged forms echoing the aesthetic and the black and white lines of Baskin’s work 
for the two collections. Mervyn Miller, Personal Correspondence with the Author, 2 August 2012 
10 Chanan, [on DVD]. 
11 Chanan, [on DVD]. 
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B). In order to integrate the second set of poems into the narrative that he had 

already composed, Hughes set these poems in the underworld between the execution 

and rebirth. Subsequently he wrote twelve more poems, and Baskin then created ten 

accompanying illustrations (set C).12 The collection is made up of a combination of 

ekphrasis (set A and B) and illustration (set C) which means that each set has its own 

unique composition process. For example, the poems written in set C, although not 

directly responding to drawings, are affected by the drawings and poetry already 

completed in sets A and B. 

Roberts explains that Hughes wrote the final poems because of ‘unease about 

the sequence’: 

 

[For] ‘relief and contrast’, as [Hughes] put it, he wrote twelve more 

poems that dispense with bird symbolism, and parallel the symbolic 

drama in more directly human terms. Perhaps confusingly, Baskin then 

made more drawings of birds to accompany this third sequence.13 

 

Hughes began to dislike the project as it grew larger and more complicated. Roberts 

writes that ‘Hughes worked on with a slightly resentful sense of obligation, requiring 

him not only to produce more poems but to integrate them into his narrative’.14 

 
12 Set A— ‘The Summoner’, ‘The Advocate’, ‘The Interrogator’, ‘The Judge’, ‘The Plaintiff’, ‘The 
Executioner’, ‘The Accused’, ‘The Risen’ and ‘Finale’.  
Set B —  ‘The Knight’, ‘The Gatekeeper’, ‘A Flayed Crow in the Hall of Judgement’, ‘The Baptist’, ‘The 
Green Mother’, ‘A Riddle’, ‘The Scapegoat’, ‘The Guide’, ‘Walking Bare’ and ‘The Owl Flower’.  
Set C —  ‘The Scream’, ‘After the first fright’, ‘She seemed so considerate’, ‘Your mother’s bones 
wanted to speak’, ‘In these faded moments I wanted to say’, ‘First, the doubtful charts of skin’, 
‘Something was happening’, ‘Only a little sleep, a little slumber’, ‘As I came I saw a wood’, ‘After there 
was nothing there was a woman’, ‘His legs ran about ‘ and ‘Bride and Groom Lay Hidden for Three 
Days’. 
13 Roberts, ‘Summary of Cave Birds’ <http://www.thetedhughessociety.org/cavebirds.htm> [accessed 
15 December 2012] (para. 5 of 7). 
14 Roberts, ‘Summary of Cave Birds’ [accessed 15 December 2012] (para. 5 of 7). 
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Hughes stated in a letter to Keith Sagar that Cave Birds would be the ‘last time [he 

would] enter into that sort of crabbing handcufflinked teamwork or three legged race 

or whatever it is’.15  

The poems were also split into voices for the Ilkley Literary Festival 

commission to create a performance piece which added a further layer to the 

composition process. Baskin’s drawings were projected behind the actors reading the 

poems as a dialogue. The actors were given a summary of each of the poems to aid 

their understanding of the narrative. Many critics have read Cave Birds as the 

conclusion of the story of Crow (in particular, ‘Bride and Groom Lie Hidden for 

Three Days’) and some of the poems have a similar to voice to Crow. Gifford 

summarises the final narrative of the piece as follows: 

 

A complacently arrogant cockerel is put on trial for the neglect of his 

inner spirit. Witnesses appear to confront him with the evidence at his 

own material vulnerability and morality which he has ignored in the 

past. He is alchemically transformed into a ‘flayed Crow in the hall of 

judgement’, confronted with his own death and offered a series of 

illusory heavens. Because he has rejected these, in a new state of 

enlightened humility, he is symbolically married to a female figure who 

is both his own inner spirit and the goddess of nature. He is reborn or 

‘risen’ as a falcon, although a brief finale poem undermines any sense of 

complacent finality.16  

 

 
15 Poet and Critic, p. 61 (10 June 1977). 
16 Gifford, Ted Hughes, p. 43.  
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 The collection’s complex narrative of trial, execution and rebirth and the often 

esoteric bent of the poetry led to mixed reviews upon its publication in a trade 

edition in 1978. One reviewer posited suggestions of what the poems might be ‘about’ 

but then conceded that ‘These are only guesses. For sure the poems are “oracular,” 

meaning they make weighty pronouncements in language that is sonorous, all-

knowing, and frequently incomprehensible’.17 Hughes also felt the collection could be 

confusing, and wrote in a letter to Neil Roberts and Terry Gifford that he felt the 

collection ‘needed some clue’ to guide the reader. He therefore included the subtitle: 

‘An Alchemical Cave Drama’.18 This was deemed ‘profoundly unilluminating’, 

however, by one Times Literary Supplement reviewer.19  

The attention of the reviews mainly focused on Hughes’s poetry, but when 

Baskin’s accompanying images were mentioned they came under equal censure. 

Julian Moynahan wrote in an article for Poetry: ‘I will leave Cave Birds to its 

intended audience — working alchemists one presumes — with just a word about the 

drawings. God they are ugly! […] The graphic gifts deployed are impressive, the 

general effect unpleasant’.20 A reviewer for the New York Review of Books suggested 

that ‘You might want to hang these drawings in a corner of your cellar bricked up 

behind a wall without a door’.21 An article in the Times Literary Supplement 

summed up the poetry and drawings as 

 

 
17 Julian Moynahan, ‘Is There Life After Crow? Ted Hughes’s Poetry Lately’, Poetry, 138 (1981), pp. 
297–304 (p. 300). 
18 Letters, p. 395 (T.H. to Terry Giffords and Neil Roberts, 29 October 1978). 
19 Anthony Thwaite, ‘Creaturely discomforts’, Times Literary Supplement, 25 June 1982, p. 696. 
20 Moynahan, p. 301. 
21 Richard Murphy, ‘Last Exit to Nature’, New York Review of Books, Vol. 29, No. 10, 10 June 1982 < 
http://0-www.nybooks.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/articles/archives/1982/jun/10/last-exit-to-nature/> 
[accessed 24 March 2013] (para. 25 of 51). 
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[t]he world of poetic voodoo where an alchemical search was 

accompanied by a clatter of disjecta membra tumbled down a dark 

chimney, and Leonard Baskin’s procession of steeple hat witches 

seemed likely to drop from their pages in a huddle of sticks and black 

sheeting.22 

 

Hughes himself expressed similarly negative opinions about the collection in his 

personal correspondence. He wrote in a letter to Sagar: ‘[the poems] became so 

intricately elaborate in their internal narrative/dramatic machinery, & so cold in 

their baroque surface, I can hardly feel I wrote most of them’.23 He even suggested 

that, were it not for Baskin’s drawings, he would remove the collection from his 

canon. 

Cave Birds did have some champions, however, and has become a firm critical 

favourite due to its richly allusive subject matter and its placement in Hughes’s 

oeuvre as the positive end to the narrative that Crow began. Roberts and Gifford in 

their 1981 study labelled it ‘his best book to date’, and in his 2006 book Roberts 

repeated this assertion, calling it one of Hughes’s best collections.24 It has been the 

subject of various studies, for example: Michael Sweeting ‘Hughes and Shamanism’, 

Graham Bradshaw ‘Creative Mythology in Cave Birds’, Leonard Scigaj ‘Suffering and 

Serenity in the Seventies: Taking Each Other to the Sun, Cave Birds’.25 These critical 

interpretations tend to focus on Hughes’s complex mythologizing; Graham 

 
22 Peter Scupham, ‘The demon-farmer’s carnival’, Times Literary Supplement, 4 January 1980, p. 6. 
23 Poet and Critic, p. 54 (21 April 1977). 
24 Ted Hughes: A Critical Study, p. 199 and A Literary Life, p. 115.  
25 Michael Sweeting ‘Hughes and Shamanism’, in The Achievement, pp. 70-89; Graham Bradshaw 
‘Creative Mythology in Cave Birds’, in The Achievement, pp. 210-238; Leonard Scigaj ‘Suffering and 
Serenity in the Seventies: Taking Each Other to the Sun, Cave Birds,’ in The Poetry of Ted Hughes: 
Form and Imagination (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1986), pp. 205-233. 
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Bradshaw, for example, interprets the text in terms of Egyptian mythology, reading 

the collection as an allegory of Horus, Isis and Osiris.  

Most of these studies ignore Baskin’s artwork, and treat the poems as a 

separate entity. The Collected Poems (2003) printed Cave Birds without the images, 

as had Hughes’s earlier book Three Books: River, Remains of Elmet and Cave Birds 

(1993). Although this is most likely due to the financial cost of printing images, it 

nevertheless erodes their visibility. Elizabeth Maslen suggests that critical neglect of 

the images is due to the ‘focus on Hughes’s own achievements’, which has ‘tended to 

obscure the fact that collaborations with visual artists have been an integral part of 

his work for well over twenty years’.26 Roberts’s Ted Hughes: A Literary Life (2006), 

makes use of the drawings and refers to the relationship between the poems and the 

drawings as ‘vital’.27 Elizabeth Bergmann-Loizeaux’s article, ‘Reading Word, Image, 

and the Body of the Book: Ted Hughes and Leonard Baskin’s “Cave Birds”’ (2004), 

fully engages with the images and examines the materiality of the large Scholar Press 

special edition. I now turn to theories of ekphrasis in order to understand more fully 

the creative collaboration, and finally to the drafts of Cave Birds as a way of using the 

archive to reinstate the full importance of Baskin’s images and to understand 

Hughes’s reaction to them at this point in his composition practice.  

 

Ekphrasis: Negotiating the Image 

Beginning with Horace’s ut pictoria poesis, the connection between the two art forms 

has been creatively fruitful and critically contested. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, in his 

influential 1766 study Laocoön, argued for a division, explaining that pictures existed 

 
26 Elizabeth Maslen, ‘Counterpoint: Collaborations between Ted Hughes and Three Visual Artists’, 
Word & Image, Vol. 2, Issue 1 (1986), pp. 33-44 (p. 33). 
27 A Literary Life, p. 113. 
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in spatial dimension and poems in the temporal. This study was popular and 

influential in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and the suggestion of division 

between space and time still enjoys currency in ekphrastic studies today. The 1980s 

and 1990s saw a boom in critical studies of ekphrasis, including Wendy Steiner’s The 

Colors of Rhetoric: Problems in the Relation Between Modern Literature and 

Painting (1982), W. J. T. Mitchell’s Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (1986) and 

Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation (1994), Murray 

Krieger’s Ekphrasis: the Illusion of the Natural Sign (1992), and James A. W. 

Heffernan’s Museum of Words (1993). Recent studies have extended the arts under 

consideration to include modern poetry on photography and theatre, such as 

Stephen Cheeke’s discussion of Larkin’s ekphrastic poetry based on photographs.28 

The definition of ekphrasis as a genre or mode of writing has been continually 

rewritten as each study developed new nuances and ideas. Heffernan understands it 

as simply ‘the verbal representation of a visual representation’ (emphasis in 

original), whilst Jean Hagstrum in the much earlier The Sister Arts: The Tradition of 

Literary Pictorialism and English Poetry from Dryden to Gray (1958) describes it 

as ‘that special quality of giving voice and language to the otherwise mute art object’ 

based on the etymology of ekphrasis which is ‘to speak out’ or ‘to tell in full’.29 

Tracing the history of ekphrastic criticism, Mitchell criticises Hagstrum’s definition 

as ‘narrow’ and writes that the idea of giving voice to a painting gave way to a more 

general understanding of ekphrasis as a ‘description intended to bring place, person, 

picture, etc. before the mind’s eye’.30 

 
28 Stephen Cheeke, Writing for Art: The Aesthetics of Ekphrasis (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2008), pp. 143-62. 
29 James A.W. Heffernan, Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis from Homer to Ashberry 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 3 and Jean H. Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The 
Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English Poetry from Dryden to Gray (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1958), p. 18. 
30 Picture Theory, p. 153. 
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 In addition to the tension within these definitions between the gaze, the gazed 

upon, the mute and the speaker, critics have disagreed over the resultant literary 

product. Wendy Steiner considers ekphrasis to be a verbal form of ‘the pregnant 

moment in painting’ in which ‘poetry is to imitate the visual arts by stopping time’.31 

Heffernan opposes this idea, positing that ekphrasis is motivated by a narrative 

impulse. He sees Virgil’s ekphrasis of the shield of Aeneas, for example, as narrating 

the history of Rome, and Byron as turning ‘the statue of a dying man into the 

narrative of his dying’.32 At the heart of ekphrasis lies this tension between narrative 

and description. Heffernan notes that, problematically, ekphrastic poetry ‘not only 

speaks about works of art but to and for them’ (emphasis in original). He concludes 

that ‘Ekphrasis, then, is a mode that turns on the antagonism [...] between verbal and 

visual representation’.33 Mitchell develops Heffernan’s idea of tension further by 

suggesting that there are three stages in ekphrastic composition: indifference, hope, 

and fear.   

Rather than analysing the finished poem, Mitchell’s model addresses the 

process of composing ekphrastic poetry. Mitchell suggests that the first stage of 

ekphrasis, ‘indifference’, ‘grows out of the common sense perception that ekphrasis is 

impossible’.34 This understanding stems from the notion that each of the two art 

forms (written and visual) has inherent properties which cannot be represented by 

the other. The second phase, ekphrastic hope, proposes that ‘the impossibility of 

ekphrasis is overcome in imagination or metaphor’ where language can ‘make us see’ 

in a true marriage of the verbal and visual arts.35 The third phase, ekphrastic fear, is 

 
31 Wendy Steiner, The Colors of Rhetoric: Problems in the Relation between Modern Literature and 
Painting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 41. 
32 Heffernan, p. 5. 
33 Heffernan, p. 7. 
34 W.J.T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation (Chicago: London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), p. 152. 
35 Mitchell, Picture Theory, p. 152. 
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‘the moment of resistance or counterdesire that occurs when we sense difference 

between verbal and visual representation might collapse’.36 This phase is marked by 

the desire to assert the separateness of the two art forms, to reassert the idea that one 

cannot replace the other and, to an extent, a wish to claim the superiority of one’s 

own chosen art form. The phrase often evoked in studies of ekphrasis, ‘the sister-

arts’, has been described by Cheeke in a manner which illuminates Mitchell’s theory. 

He writes: ‘Envy, rivalry, emulation, quarrelling, imitation – the ordinary trouble of 

human kinship helps to make some sense of, even of it can never clarify, the awkward 

intimacy and reserve that we discover between poems and paintings’.37 

Mitchell’s model allows us to ask some interesting questions of the 

Hughes/Baskin partnership as the work differs from much other ekphrastic poetry. 

In comparison to many famous ekphrastic poems, the poetry of Cave Birds is printed 

alongside the images to which it refers, so the definition of ekphrasis as aiming to 

create ‘an exact description meant [...] to evoke and substitute for the painting itself’ 

cannot be applied in the same manner.38 In addition, most studies of ekphrasis 

explore poems which were created separately from the painting, such as Shelley’s ‘On 

the Medusa of Leonardo da Vinci in the Florentine Gallery’ or W.H. Auden’s and 

William Carlos Williams’ poems on Bruegel’s The Fall of Icarus. Because the 

ekphrasis in Cave Birds is a collaborative process which passes back and forth 

between two living artists, illustration and ekphrasis are intermingled in complex 

ways. This intensifies the tension at the heart of ekphrasis — the power struggle 

between the two arts and methods of composition — as each writes back to the other.     

 
36 Mitchell, Picture Theory, pp. 152-154. 
37 Cheeke, p. 2.  
38 A. Kibédi Varga, ‘Criteria for Describing Word-and-Image Relations’, Poetics Today, Vol. 10, No. 1, 
Art and Literature I (Spring 1989), pp. 31-53 (p. 44). 
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Many of the definitions of ekphrasis codify the relationship between word and 

image in gendered terms. The image is the feminine: mute, the object of the 

masculine creative gaze. The word is deemed the masculine: active, giving a voice to 

the mute or a narrative to a static image. This gendered separation tends to be aided 

by the painting having a female subject, although Mitchell’s reading of the complex 

gender tensions which lie at the centre of Shelley’s poem on a painting of Medusa 

begins to show how this separation can be complicated. Mitchell refers throughout 

his work to ‘the other’ in reference to the verbal’s encounter with the visual, but this 

seems to do little to dispel the masculine/feminine separation.  

The template provided by traditional scholarship of ekphrasis is difficult to 

apply to the Baskin/Hughes project. The collaborative element of Cave Birds alone 

makes the separation between word and image difficult, and the gendered language 

of the critical discourse of ekphrasis is hard to marry with the collaboration between 

two male artists where the poetry and the drawings both depict masculine figures. 

However, this criticism does illuminate the idea of a hierarchical power struggle in 

the creative process, a struggle for dominance which takes place in the drafts and the 

drawings of the collection.    

In Iconologia (1988), Baskin’s book about artists he admired, he wrote of 

William Blake that ‘he cannot hold the poetry and the images in a parity of either 

power or magnificence: one or the other is inevitably diminished’.39 Although Blake 

was both the poet and illustrator of these pieces, it is clear that Baskin conceived of 

the two forms in competition with each other, and balance as impossible. This power 

struggle is neatly encompassed in the presentation of the first publication of a poem 

from Cave Birds. When ‘The Owl Flower’ was published in the Times Literary 

 
39 Leonard Baskin, Iconologia (London: Andre Deutsch, 1988), p. 71. 
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Supplement on 30 May 1975, which was the day of the Ilkley literary festival, Baskin’s 

image accompanied it; however, the front cover did not mention Baskin and only 

stated that the edition contained poetry by Ted Hughes. In an oddly appropriate 

juxtaposition, the cover featured an image by Roland Topor, a writer and painter, 

titled ‘The Painter and His Double’, showing a man sat at a desk writing on a piece of 

paper with another man attached to his back reaching round to hold the pen as his 

parasitic double.40  

The University of Exeter Cave Birds Archive 

The archive of the manuscripts and typescripts of Cave Birds held at the University 

of Exeter illuminates the differences in composition between the ekphrastic and the 

non-ekphrastic poems. The archive also contains many of Baskin’s proofs, plates and 

final images for the book. In comparison to the collections discussed so far, the drafts 

for individual poems differ greatly throughout the collection, ranging from one to 

fourteen handwritten drafts per poem. The poems from set A and B tend to have 

more handwritten drafts than set C, and often engage with the idea of composition 

through images of the protagonist’s inability to speak. 

 Many of the poems from set A and B contain features which are 

straightforwardly indebted to their ekphrastic composition. For example, ‘The 

Summoner’ is described as ‘The carapace | Of foreclosure’.41 The word ‘carapace’ is 

suggested by Baskin’s drawing which features feathers arranged in a horizontal 

pattern similar to the exoskeleton of an insect. Similarly, the opening lines of ‘The 

Judge’, which describe how ‘The pondering body of the law’ ‘teeters’ and ‘loll[s]’, 

responds to Baskin’s drawing of a giant swollen bird.42 In addition, Baskin affects the 

 
40 ‘Cover’, Times Literary Supplement, 30 May 1975, p. 581. 
41 Collected, p. 420. 
42 Collected, p. 422. 
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direction of the poetry as he performs his own act of ekphrasis prior to Hughes by 

titling his drawings. It has been suggested that the title ‘A Socratic Cock’ may have 

influenced the narrative of the collection, which places on trial a bird obsessed with 

rational thought. 

 ‘The Knight’ is given special status as the opening poem of the special edition 

and thus the beginning of the narrative of the collection. Bergmann-Loizeaux 

considers it ‘the collaboration’s finest poem’.43 The poem uses short phrases and 

frequent punctuated pauses to create a slow pace. The imagery deals with small 

physical details rendered against a vast background of abstract concepts such as 

sacrifice and honour. Hughes’s notes to the poem provide the explanation that the 

cockerel protagonist has become more like a crow and ‘As a knight, he dedicates 

himself to whatever shall be required of him.’44 The published poem, including the 

title, opens: 

 

The Knight 

 

Has conquered. He has surrendered everything.  

 

Now he kneels. He is offering up his victory  

And unlacing his steel.  

 

In front of him are the common wild stones of the earth — 

 

 
43 Bergmann-Loizeaux, p. 36. 
44 Poet and Critic, p. 294 (20 March 1975). 
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The first and last altar  

Onto which he lowers his spoils.45  

 

The drafts are made up of 14 handwritten drafts and 5 typescript pages with 

handwritten revisions. The drafts for the poem belong to set B, composed 

ekphrastically, and represent a reluctant addition to Hughes’s original narrative.  

The Baskin image on which Hughes was working is one of the collection’s 

most striking. The bones of a bird are surrounded by ribbons (Bergmann-Loizeaux 

suggests tendons) and are encased, almost fossilized, in horizontal lines [figure 20]. 

The drafts express the halting difficulty of writing the poem; there are many drafts on 

different sizes and types of paper and in different pens which suggest an extended 

composition period. Some of the handwritten drafts have doodles and pictures drawn 

on them, and there are frequent ink blots [figure 21]. These traces are physical 

manifestations of pauses in composition. The drafts suggest that Hughes found it 

laborious to write the poem. Close analysis of the changes to the words of the poem 

exposes a struggle to articulate in the face of a powerful image and a desire to assert 

the dominance of words.  

 
45 Collected, p. 426. 
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Figure 20: ‘The Knight’, University of Exeter, Special Edition of Cave Birds, EUL MS350/1/1. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21: Detail from a manuscript draft page from ‘The Knight’, University of Exeter, GB 0029, EUL MS 
58/A/14. 
   

Image removed for third party copyright 

Image removed for third party copyright 
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 In ‘The Knight’ Hughes uses the metaphor of books and bookmaking in order 

to foreground the importance of the written word.  Bergmann-Loizeaux has noted 

that ‘The Knight’ connects the decaying body of the bird with the physical book as 

‘The texts moulder’ to ‘The quaint courtly language | Of wingbones and talons’.46 

Hughes appears to be relegating language to a tradition that has disappeared and 

stripping it of its power by describing it as ‘quaint’. However, the published version 

of the poem asserts that ‘His spine survives’, fusing the image of the bone spine in the 

drawing with the spine of the mouldering book. By comparison, in the first draft the 

spine is described as ‘incomprehensible’. The poem’s engagement with texts and 

textual production conforms to a pattern in Hughes’s drafting. As discussed in the 

previous chapter on ‘Skylarks’, poems with a long and difficult composition over a 

large volume of drafts often reflect on the process of writing.  

 Further, Hughes’s line ‘Here a bone, there a rag’ connects the poem to a line 

from Yeats’s ‘The Circus Animal’s Desertion’: ‘Foul rag and bone shop of the heart’ 

and Bergmann-Loizeaux suggests that it refers to ‘the nineteenth-century shops that 

sold rags for the paper used in fine printing’.47 This reference foregrounds printing 

and special editions in the reader’s mind, particularly in the special edition of the 

collection. Jerome McGann explains that in Yeats’s reference to rags, ‘The immediate 

historical allusion is not to papermaking in general, but to printers and publishers 

who used a certain kind of paper (rag paper) and made a certain kind of book (fine-

press printing)’.48 The differing scraps of paper used to draft the poetry contrast 

starkly to the handmade Italian paper of the special edition of Cave Birds. The 

reference also recalls Baskin’s Gehenna Press and its Blakean influence. In addition, 

 
46 Collected, p. 426. 
47 Bergmann-Loizeaux, p. 37. 
48 Jerome McGann, Black Riders: The Visible Language of Modernism (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993), p. 5. 
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Yeats and his sister ran a fine printing press, just as Hughes and his sister did with 

the Rainbow Press. The placing of this poem at the opening of the special edition of 

Cave Birds foregrounds its focus on texts and textual production. The drafts show 

Hughes’s negotiations with and resistance to the image, and his assertion of the 

written word as the superior art form.  

The drafts of ‘The Knight’ address the partnership with Baskin by examining 

the tension between submission and conquest. The draft material explores the 

creative processes involved in composing to an image. The poem belongs to the set 

which Hughes was reluctant to write. The published poem opens, ‘‘The Knight’ | Has 

conquered. He has surrendered everything’. Although the final poem uses the third 

person, the first draft of the poem uses the first person. For example, instead of 

‘Beetles and ants officiate’, the draft reads, ‘******* ******* ****** ******* ******* 

******’ and ‘****** ** ********’ rather than ‘his’.49 The first draft is in a smaller hand 

in comparison to the emphatic, large handwriting and blots of the later drafts. It is 

titled ‘Death Stone Bird’, with the final title added at a later date in the thicker black 

ink of the subsequent drafts. The first-person voice makes the articulation about 

surrender and conquest more immediate and seems to address the image directly.  

This shift from the first person to the third person is characteristic of Hughes’s 

poetic process, but in this particular instance it keenly exposes the play between 

submission to the image and assertion of the poem. In a deleted line, Hughes writes: 

‘**** ******* ********* | ****** ******* * ******** *********’.50 In this line, the 

‘visible hopes’ seem to express the potential of the verbal and visual working 

together, but the time shift into the present by the use of ‘now’ suggests that these 

 
49 University of Exeter, Special Collections Archives (GB 0029), EUL MS 58/A/14. Text removed due 
to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
50 EUL MS 58/A/14. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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hopes are in the past. The dynamic ‘visible hopes’ have led to ‘stasis’ and 

‘submission’.51 Ekphrastic work is often underlined by a fear of the image stripping 

the language of its dynamism and forcing it into static, pictorial representation. 

Hughes wrote in an unsent letter that he felt that images detracted from his work.52 

This letter, written many years after the Cave Birds collaboration, shows the 

continued effect of the ‘crabbing handcufflinked teamwork’ with which Hughes 

struggled across the project: 

 

*********************. ************* *************** ****** 

************ ********************* ************** ******** 

********************* ************** ************** ******* 

************************ ********** ************ ********** 53  

 

In this letter Hughes expressed the ekphrastic fear of the visual overwhelming 

the verbal, not just as a powerful image, but as an image capable of interpreting the 

poem and imposing meaning upon it. He repeated this sentiment when in 

conversation with Baskin in 1983: ‘the visual image is such a fixed and definite thing 

[...] so it tends to work very strongly on you’.54 Hughes’s anxiety over the image 

commandeering ‘language’, which should be the territory of the written word, 

expresses fear of the loss of distinction between the two arts. 

 Although the first-person voice is removed from the final version of ‘The 

Knight’, traces of it appear when Hughes addresses the gaze in the published poem. 

 
51 EUL MS 58/A/14. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
52 In a folder dated 7 Jun 1985—6 Dec 1997. 
53 British Library, MS 88918/7/2 — Hughes notes it was written on an electric typewriter without 
instructions which accounts for the unusual constructions. Text removed due to third party copyright 
for unpublished material. 
54 Chanan, [on DVD]. 
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Ekphrastic poetry is closely bound up with the power relations of the controlling 

gaze.55 In ‘The Knight’, Hughes controls the reader’s gaze and undermines the power 

of Baskin’s striking image: ‘Nothing remains of the warrior but his weapons || And 

his gaze’.56 The poem’s allusion to the gaze of the depicted figure appears to give the 

image the potential to take back the gaze from the poem and become the active party 

of the pair by looking back at the reader. However, the drawing clearly shows a skull 

with empty eye sockets [figure 20], and so the image cannot possibly be the gazer, 

only the gazed upon. The drafts acknowledge this and refer directly to the image’s 

‘*** *******’, though the draft form still retains a sense of irony as the eye sockets are 

said to hold a ‘*****’. The eyeless sockets cannot sleep, thus making the ideal of vigil 

almost meaningless. 

By placing the reference to ‘his gaze’ on its own line at the beginning of a 

stanza, Hughes suggests a greater significance than simple macabre irony. When 

reading the line, the reader is inspired to look over at the drawing to see the gaze of 

the warrior, only to find empty eye sockets. The poet controls the reader’s perception 

of the image. In this way, ‘his gaze’ refers not to the knight in the image, but to the 

poet who has the only active gaze in the collaboration. ‘Nothing remains of the 

warrior’ but that which the gaze of the poet describes. The echo of the direct first-

person voice from the first draft comes through in this assertion – the poet asserting 

his controlling gaze over the image and over the reader’s understanding of the image. 

The first draft of the poem was titled ‘Death Stone Bird’, adapted from Baskin’s 

original title for the image: ‘Stone of Death’. Baskin’s ekphrastic and interpretive 

 
55 The gaze has been theorised by many thinkers; in particular by Jacques Lacan and Michael 
Foucault. In terms of visual culture, Laura Mulvey’s 1975 essay ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ 
theorises the concept of the male gaze and the masculine dominance of the ‘look’ by conceiving of the 
gaze within visual narrative as reducing the feminine subject to the status of a fetishized object, pp. 6-
18. 
56 Collected, p. 426. 
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gesture in titling the image is erased by Hughes’s re-titling and renegotiation of 

control over the gaze in ‘The Knight’.   

Hughes makes further attempts to guide the reader’s interpretation of the 

images in the drafts of ‘The Owl Flower’ (set B): 

 

Big terror descends.  

 

A drumming glare, a flickering face of flames.  

 

Something separates into a signal,  

Plaintive, a filament of incandescence,  

 

As it were a hair.57  

 

 Roberts reads this poem as one of the few which exhibits ‘an extreme case of the 

dependence of poem on drawing’, and the image itself is unusual in the collection in 

its depiction of a more benevolent bird.58 As in ‘The Knight’, the drafts go through 

many variations both in style and content. Hughes uses different inks and types of 

paper and his handwriting also alters, all of which suggests an extended drafting 

process. The drafts show Hughes trying to highlight the unique qualities of language 

and to separate the two art forms.  

The early drafts particularly expose Hughes’s initial struggles with the image. 

He suggests that Baskin’s drawing ‘***********’ material from the poem. Hughes 

 
57 Collected, p. 438. 
58 A Literary Life, p. 117. 
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writes: ‘******** | ******* ******** ****** ****** | ******** **** ******’.59 The line 

refers to ‘the poet’, which draws attention to the craftsman behind the poem and 

explicitly touches upon the interaction between the art forms. Hughes describes the 

birds in this section as ‘Leonard’s owls and eagles’. He acknowledges the creative 

struggle that focuses specifically on the figure of the other artist, stating that during 

composition he imagined ‘it was Leonard being judged’ rather than the protagonist of 

the narrative.60 Bergmann-Loizeaux notes that Baskin’s images for set B ‘were done 

in response to Hughes’s poems of round A, and so may be viewed as a species of 

illustration, or at least a visual extension of the verbal narrative those first poems set 

in motion’ – a borrowing from Hughes’s earlier poems.61 The complex collaborative 

nature of the project means that an ekphrastic poem may accuse the artist of 

borrowing from the poet for the very image he is writing about.  

In asking the reader ‘***** ***** ***** | ******** **  ******’ the line also 

asserts the unique quality of calling forth images in the mind’s eye. Mitchell’s theory 

of the phase of ekphrastic hope rests on the concept that using words to ‘make us see’ 

becomes a reachable possibility, and finally concludes in the desire to separate the 

art forms and mark one as superior. The poem plays out its dominance over the 

image by interpreting the image for the reader. The round ball of little triangular 

feathers becomes a ‘******* **** *******’ in the reader’s mind. The verbal image 

displaces the visual by layering interpretation over the top.  

This attempt to read and pin down the drawing exposes Hughes’s own 

difficulty with the image. Roberts reads this poem as dependant on the 

accompanying image.62 The drafts reveal Hughes struggling with Baskin’s image. 

 
59 EUL MS58/A/29. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
60 Chanan, [on DVD]. 
61 ‘Reading word, image, body’, p. 27. 
62 A Literary Life, p. 117. 
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Throughout the drafts, Hughes exposes his frustration with his inability to read the 

image, through the repetition of handwritten questions such as: ‘**********’  ‘***** 

***** ****** *******’.63 The questions in the drafts are removed from the published 

version, but clearly show Hughes wrestling on paper with Baskin’s mysterious and 

mute owl. Owls are a prominent part of Baskin’s oeuvre; he believed that they should 

be ‘hostile and vicious tyrannizing predators’, although he did add that ‘if an 

occasional owl slips away... and asserts its pure owliness, I do not and cannot decry 

or deny its right’.64 Andrew C. Weislogel, who curated the exhibition Earthbound 

flight: winged creatures in the art of Leonard Baskin at Cornell University in 2003, 

considers the drawing for ‘The Owl Flower’, which was originally titled by Baskin 

‘The Angel with Good News’, to be ‘a positively cuddly owl, a plump ball of feathers 

with a beneficent smile hovering around its beak’.65   

The disharmony between the image and poem exposes Hughes’s attempt to 

‘denarrativize’ the image by opposing and reinterpreting the narrative which Baskin 

had both drawn and written onto his image.66 Although the final poem is one of 

rebirth, it retains a sense of brooding menace which counters both Baskin’s original 

title of ‘The Angel of Good News’ and the owl’s smile. As in ‘The Knight’, the drafts of 

the poem contain doodles, but rather than the fantastic creatures which still suggest 

imaginative thought, the doodles on ‘The Owl Flower’ drafts are repetitive patterns. 

These patterns could suggest thinking through a problem, or boredom with the 

current subject. The repetitive patterns could also be interacting with Baskin’s 

 
63 EUL MS58/A/29. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
64 Andrew C. Weislogel, Earthbound flight: winged creatures in the art of Leonard Baskin, 
Exhibition at the Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art, Cornell University, 30 August -2 November 
2003, p. 6.  
65 Weislogel, Earthbound flight, p. 6. 
66 Tamar Yacobi, ‘Pictorial Models and Narrative Ekphrasis’, Poetics Today, Vol. 16, No. 4 (Winter 
1995), pp. 599-649 (p. 617). 
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drawing of the owl, as a repeated pattern of feathers dominates the piece.67 Hughes’s 

doodles suggest that it is the unrelenting feather pattern covering most of the page 

which impresses from viewing the image rather than the ‘beneficent smile’. The 

draft’s clear guiding of the reader’s interpretation of the image, Hughes’s doodles on 

the drafts and the questions present in the early drafts all suggest Hughes was trying 

to wrest interpretive control from the image. 

In the drafts and his letters, Hughes debates the potential of images to carry 

truthful representation and expresses a deep ambivalence over language and how to 

write that is characteristic of this period of his writing. In many of the drafts, he 

grappled with the power and status of images in dialogue with the written word. The 

drafts of ‘Something Was Happening’ contain an unusual reference to Hamlet which 

is removed from the published poem.68 The allusion is bound up with the gaze with 

which Hughes wrestled in other poems in the collection. Although this is not an 

ekphrastic poem, we are presented with a central ekphrastic trope – the active male 

subject looking at the mute female object. Hughes’s familiarity with Shakespeare is 

well known and his volume of the complete Shakespeare became a symbolic item in 

his relationship with Plath. It accompanied them to Spain on their honeymoon, was 

destroyed by Plath later in their relationship and replaced by another woman as 

detailed in ‘The Inscription’ in Birthday Letters.69 In addition, in a letter to Plath in 

1956, Hughes quoted from Hamlet’s love letter to Ophelia.70 ‘Something Was 

Happening’ is about a loved one dying in an accident while the protagonist is 

unaware and goes about his daily routine. The reference to Hamlet in the draft of this 

 
67 Although I refer to Baskin’s work as a drawing, the published version is an offset lithograph from 
Baskin’s original ink drawing. 
68 Moynahan, p. 300. 
69 Collected, p. 1154. 
70 Letters, p. 81 (20-22 October 1956). 
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poem is unusually framed. It reads: ‘**** ***** ******* ***** | ******** ****** **** 

********’.  

In the context of a book containing images and ekphrastic poetry, this 

becomes doubly interesting since images of Ophelia proliferate in the visual arts. The 

history of the visual representation of Ophelia has been read as illustrating the 

changing understanding of women and madness.71 Representations of Ophelia have 

ranged from Arthur Hughes’s Ophelia (1852), which depicts a young girl with 

childlike innocence in a white gown and a crown of thorns, to Eugène Delacroix’s The 

Death of Ophelia (1853) in which she is shown bare-breasted, implying that her 

madness is due to frustrated sexual desire.72 Ophelia’s status as a visual symbol 

makes Hughes’s use of Hamlet ‘looking’ at Ophelia fraught with these cultural 

contexts.    

Plath refers to Ophelia in an early ekphrastic poem on Paul Klee’s etching 

‘Jungfrau (traumend)’ (1903). Plath felt that the ekphrastic poems she wrote in this 

period (1957-1958) would ‘qualify [her] to be the Poetess of America’.73 Hughes and 

Plath were both reading books about artists at this time. In ‘Virgin in a Tree’ Plath 

chose to refer not to Ophelia’s offstage drowning, nor to her dead body, but to the 

play’s infamous nunnery scene. Sherry Lutz Zivley notes that Plath ‘echoes Hamlet’s 

injunction to Ophelia’ when she says that culture has created an instructive fable for 

women that is a ‘moral mousetrap | Set in proverbs on samplers’ in which ‘chased 

girls’ are commanded to ‘get them to a tree | And put on a bark’s nun-black’.74 The 

 
71 See: Elaine Showalter, ‘Representing Ophelia: Women, Madness, and the Responsibilities of 
Feminist Criticism’, in Hamlet, ed. by Susan Wofford (St. Martin's Press, Boston, 1994), p. 238. 
72 Ophelia’s association with madness in the nineteenth century became more direct as women were 
diagnosed as ‘Ophelia-types’ suffering from ‘erotomania’ — a lovesick suicidal insanity. 
73 Journals, p. 360. 
74 Sherry Lutz Zivley, ‘Sylvia Plath’s Transformations of Modernist Paintings’, College Literature, Vol. 
29, No. 3 (Summer, 2002), pp. 35-56 (p. 41); and Plath, ‘Virgin in a Tree’, Collected Poems Plath, p. 
81. 
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references to a tree and to bark are taken from Klee’s drawing which depicts ‘a 

scowling, nude woman [who] sprawls across the branches of a dead tree, which has a 

thick trunk, and incongruously spindly, twisted, and elongated branches’.75 Plath’s 

poem rejects the command in Hamlet to be chaste and uses Klee’s drawing to suggest 

that virginity leads women to become bitter and dehumanised. Writing Crow, 

Hughes admitted that he discarded the trope of Orpheus and Eurydice as ‘too 

obvious an attempt to exploit [his] situation’.76 It is perhaps both the figure of the 

mentally unstable, jilted and possibly suicidal Ophelia-figure and Plath’s own 

transformative use of an image to write back to and resist Ophelia’s voicelessness 

that inspired Hughes to reject the easy image of Hamlet looking at Ophelia.77   

 

A Third Collaborator? The Voice of Plath in Cave Birds. 

Hughes draws on Plath as a third collaborator to the volume which was meant to be 

the healing answer to his exploration of grief in Crow. Rather than rejecting the 

imagery associated with Plath, as he had done previously in a poem such as 

‘Littleblood’, Hughes uses the impressive visual nature of Baskin’s birds to engage 

directly with it.  

The drafts of ‘The Plaintiff’ expose the negotiation of the visual power of 

Plath’s imagery focused through Baskin’s grotesque bird. The accompanying drawing 

for this poem is a hermaphrodite bird encompassing what Hughes considered to be 

the dual masculine and feminine aspect of Plath’s work. In a 1956 letter to Plath, for 

example, he writes that her ‘verse never goes “soft” like other women’s’.78 The 

debates over Hughes’s characterisation of Plath as accessing creativity like ‘priests, 

 
75 Lutz Zivley, p. 40. 
76 Letters, p. 719 (T.H. to Keith Sagar, 18 July 1998). 
77 Hughes returned to the scene of Ophelia’s drowning in a poem titled with her name in River. 
78 Letters, p. 82 (T.H. to Sylvia Plath, 22 October 1956). 
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shamans and Holy men’, which I discussed in relation to Crow, highlights this 

gender shift.79 Bergmann-Loizeaux proposes that the ‘sexual suggestiveness of 

Baskin’s bird’ is heightened ‘into a fantasy of erotic asphyxiation’ in last lines of the 

published poem: 

 

The feet  

Roots  

 

Buried in your chest, a humbling weight  

That will not let you breathe.  

 

Your heart’s winged flower  

Come to supplant you.  

 

She argues further that the ‘poems seem to participate wilfully and with 

sadomasochistic pleasure in the long ekphrastic tradition of fear of the (female)’.80 

Hughes’s interpretation of this drawing, by using Plath’s imagery and associating her 

with the overwhelming hermaphroditic image, testifies to his struggle to negotiate 

word and image. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
79 Hughes, ‘Notes on the Chronological Order’, p. 82. 
80 Bergmann-Loizeaux, p. 50. 
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Discussing Recklings, Wodwo and Gaudete, Clark suggests, briefly, that 

various poems in Cave Birds answer back to Plath’s poems. She highlights that ‘The 

Plaintiff’, in particular, uses Plath’s poetic voice to place the protagonist on trial: ‘the 

moon imagery, exclamation points, short lines, and quickly changing metaphors – 

[are] all features of Plath’s late work’.81 My exploration of the drafts of ‘The Plaintiff’ 

(set B) expose the connection further. The image of wounds as mouths, which 

appears near the end of the poem in the published piece: ‘Her feathers are leaves, the 

leaves tongues, | The mouths wounds, the tongues flames’, is given much greater 

prominence in the early drafts.82 In the drafts, the poem opens with this image which 

is written and rewritten many times: 

 

******************** *************** ************** 

***********   ************************ 

******* 83 

 
81 Grief of Influence, p. 209.  
82 Collected, p. 423. The link between wounds, mouths, flowers has a rich literary history stemming 
from religious poetry. For example, Lord Richard Crashaw: ‘O these wakeful wounds of thine! | ----Are 
they mouths? or are they eyes? | [...] | Lo! a mouth, whose full-bloomed lips | ----At too dear a rate are 
roses’. 
83 EUL MS 58/A/9. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 

Figure 22: ‘The Plaintiff’, Cave Birds (New York: The Viking Press, 1978), p. 19. 

Image removed due to third party copyright  
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In contrast with the published poem, in this first drafting the association between 

wounds and mouths, and words as blood and flower petals, is more visceral. 

Hughes’s imagery pulls on some of Plath’s most striking imagery from both her early 

poetry and the poetry of Ariel. Plath had used similar imagery in ‘Poem for a 

Birthday’: ‘There were such enormous flowers, | Purple and red mouths’.84 Plath’s ‘I 

am all mouth’ from the same poem returns with nightmarish surrealism in Ariel’s  

‘Tulips’ in which the flowers are compared to mouths and animated to eat and 

breathe with ‘sudden tongues’.85  

 The images of mouths, wounds and words are extended and seem to address 

the extraordinary legacy of Ariel about which Hughes wrote to a friend: ‘What a feat! 

For a change, and at last, somebody’s written in blood’.86 In the final typescript of 

‘The Plaintiff’, Hughes refers to ‘***** ************* | ****** ****** ****** *** 

******’.87 Specifically, this voice speaks of ‘*********’, ‘*******’ and ‘******’. 

Holocaust imagery became one of the controversial tropes of Ariel, particularly in the 

poem ‘Daddy’. The use of flowers, blood and wounds in the drafts of ‘The Plaintiff’ 

(for example, ‘*****************’) would appear again in lurid visceral description in 

‘Red’, the final poem of Birthday Letters: ‘Salvias, that your father named you after, | 

Like blood lobbing from a gash, | And roses, the heart’s last gouts’.88  

 In the drafts of ‘The Plaintiff’ Hughes struggles to marry the voice of Plath’s 

violent poetry with a sense of helplessness in the face of fate that characterises 

Birthday Letters: 

  

 
84 Collected Poems Plath, p. 132. 
85 Collected Poems Plath, p. 161. 
86 Letters, p. 226 (late 1963). 
87 EUL MS 58/A/9. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
88 Collected, p. 1170. 
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************************* 

********************************** 

********************** 

********    

***************************89 

 

The ‘scream’ echoed in the opening of Cave Birds and the later Howls and Whispers 

improves on the weak cliché of ‘****** **** *********’, but the hard image is then 

softened again as the scream is transformed into a ‘****** ********’.  

 Imagery of seers is common in Hughes’s description of Plath’s writing. In the 

third draft of ‘The Plaintiff’ the figure’s smiles are said to ‘******’.90 The subsequent 

drafts extend this mention of seeing, truth and representation in images. The final 

typescript makes reference to ‘*******************’, alluding to St Veronica who was 

said to have met Christ on the road to Calvary and wiped the sweat from his brow, 

leaving the image of Jesus’ face imprinted on her veil.91 Veronica’s veil is the subject 

of many paintings and statues, and many copies of the veil were made until the 

Vatican banned the practice. The veil of Veronica is part of a complex history of the 

association between women and icons in the Christian faith.92 The Catholic Church 

celebrates St Veronica on 4 February which is the same month as the feast of 

Lupercalia which lends its name to Hughes’s second collection. 

Hughes’s use of the relic creates layers of references which question the 

tendency to trust in the veracity of images. The instinctive inclination to trust in 

 
89 EUL MS 58/A/9. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
90 See also Heather Clark’s chapter ‘Hughes’s Plath’ in The Grief of Influence, pp. 170-186. 
91 See, Kathleen Kamerick, Popular Piety and Art in the Late Middle Ages: Image Worship and 
Idolatry in England, 1350-1500 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002) and Ewa Kuryluk, Veronica and her 
Cloth: History, Symbolism, and Structure of a ‘True’ Image (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991). 
92 See Ewa Kuryluk, ‘Women and Icons’, in Veronica and her Cloth: History, Symbolism, and 
Structure of a ‘True’ Image (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), pp. 65-87. 
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images, particularly photographs, which Hughes questions in the drafts of Cave 

Birds becomes important to the composition of Birthday Letters. In the final 

typescript for ‘The Plaintiff’, Veronica’s veil is placed in opposition to the ‘l***** 

***** ******’ of questions which are ‘****** ****** ********’:  

 

*********************************** 

******* ********** 

 

******** ******** ********** *********** 

******** ******* *********** ****** 93 

 

The questions refer to physical details of a figure, such as ‘******** | ************* 

************’ and ‘*********** | ********* ********* ********** *******’.94 These 

characteristics represent the visual as inherently duplicitous as a whimsical mouth 

can hide a dictator.  

The name Veronica breaks down into vera (truth) and icon (image), and was 

known as the ‘true image’ in reference to the image of Christ on the veil. However, in 

addition to the questionable status of relics as artefacts of truth, the common practice 

of making copies of this item begins to erode the notion of the original truthful 

image. Flora Lewis notes that the veil was notable for the ‘veneration of a 

reproduction rather than an original relic or pseudo-relic’.95 Although Veronica’s veil 

is used as a counterpoint to the duplicitous engrossing image, its own position as an 

image of truth is questionable. The published version of ‘The Plaintiff’ opens with an 

 
93 EUL MS 58/A/9. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
94 EUL MS 58/A/9. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
95 Flora Lewis, ‘Rewarding Devotion: Indulgences and the Promotion of Images’, in The Church and 
the Arts, ed. by Diana Wood (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992) pp. 179-194 (p. 187). 
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exclamation: ‘This is the bird of light!’ However, the accompanying image is 

unpleasant, making this line an expression of disbelief or irony.96 The incongruity 

between word and image is a trace of the debates across the drafts about the suspect 

power of images. 

Although the collaboration with Baskin produced what has become a critically 

successful book, Hughes remained dissatisfied with the poetry. In his eyes, the 

writing process of the poems had affected their content and quality. In 1977, Hughes 

wrote to Sagar about the process of composing the Cave Birds poems alongside 

Baskin’s images. He suggested that Baskin’s illustrations for set C, which were 

created after the poems had been written, were ‘like my first poems after his 

drawings [...] crabbed, dead, abstract, just in the same way’. He continued that he 

was ‘glad [he] got [his] own back to prove the point’ and describes Baskin’s drawings 

as ‘afterbirths’.97 However, he returned to one of Baskin’s most famous images in an 

ekphrastic verse in Birthday Letters, drawing Plath, Baskin and himself back into 

partnership. In ‘Life After Death’ he uses a description of Baskin’s ‘The Hanged Man’ 

as a metaphor: 

 

By night I lay awake in my body  

The Hanged Man  

My neck-nerve uprooted and the tendon  

Which fastened the base of my skull  

To my left shoulder  

Torn from its shoulder-root and cramped into knots-  

I fancied the pain could be explained  

 
96 Collected, p. 423. 
97 Poet and Critic, p. 61 (10 June 1977). 

Figure 23: ‘The Hanged Man’ by Leonard Baskin 

Image removed for third 

party copyright 
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If I were hanging in the spirit  

From a hook under my neck-muscle.98  

 

 

The drafts analysed in this chapter illustrate the manuscripts of this collection 

as a whole wherein Hughes’s writing practice is altered by working with Baskin’s 

images. The drafting process for the collection shows Hughes fighting to gain artistic 

control over the project as the process of writing collaboratively is written into the 

poetry itself. The act of writing in this manner causes Hughes to debate the status of 

the visual image and in turn the ability of language to create a picture in the mind’s 

eye to convey meaning. Along with Crow, Cave Birds represents Hughes’s middle 

period as he struggles to develop a theory of how to write by placing the process of 

writing at the heart of the quality and meaning of the poem. Moortown Diary 

represents the final stage of Hughes’s attempt to ‘rebuild’ his writing practice. The 

next chapter will investigate the claims of Hughes’s anti-poetic rhetoric in this 

collection, reading it in the light of the debates around authenticity discussed in 

Chapter One on Hughes’s voice and the questions the drafts of Cave Birds asked of 

the importance of the written word and nature of images and imagery.  

 

 

 

 
98 Collected, p. 1160. 
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Chapter Six 

Writing Truth and the Truth of Writing: The Spontaneous Composition 

of Moortown Diary 

 

David Sergeant tells a tale of handing the collection Moortown Diary (1989) to an 

Australian farmer: ‘He took the book with a slightly puzzled politeness, read the open 

page, then slid it back to me saying: ‘yes: seems about right’. Sergeant explains that 

‘[t]he authoritative rightness possessed by the poems in Moortown Diary forms a 

large part of their appeal. We get the sense that they were written by a man who 

knew what he spoke about, who saw what he set down’.1 Hughes frames this 

collection with an introduction that explains the context for writing the poems: he 

and his wife had bought a farm in North Devon and were involved in the day-to-day 

business of farming it with his father-in-law, Jack Orchard. The present chapter 

explores the claims made by Hughes in the framing preface to Moortown Diary, and 

considers the manuscripts of the poems in the light of these claims. The preface 

asserts that the poems were written as versified diary entries about the day’s 

experiences on the farm named Moortown. I suggest that the collection’s 

‘authoritative rightness’ can be understood as stemming from discourses 

surrounding authenticity and sincerity inherited from the Romantic period, and that 

many of Hughes’s composition choices can be understood in the context of his 

attempt to record experience truthfully. I also draw on the discussions of the opening 

chapter of this thesis, concerning authenticity and experience in poetry readings, to 

analyse the prose introductions to the Moortown Diary poems. I discuss Hughes’s 

 
1 Sargent, ‘Summary of Moortown (Diary)’ Ted Hughes Society 
Journal’<http://www.thetedhughessociety.org/moortowndiary.htm> [accessed 14 January 2013] 
(para. 2 of 11).   
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description of the poems as ‘improvised verses’ or ‘casual journal notes’ by 

contextualising them in debates about the poetics of spontaneity and connecting this 

to Wordsworth’s ‘spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’.2 I suggest that 

Hughes’s commitment to recording truth in a spontaneous and unfettered manner in 

Moortown Diary paved the way for Birthday Letters.  

  

Moortown Diary 

The poems of Moortown Diary have been published in many forms: a special edition 

by the Rainbow Press as Moortown Elegies (1978); a trade edition by Faber and 

Faber accompanied by mythic sequences ‘Prometheus on his Crag’, ‘Earth-Numb’, 

‘Orts’ and ‘Adam and the Sacred Nine’ under the title Moortown (1979); the farming 

poems titled Moortown Diary (1989). This chapter will focus on the farming poems 

of Moortown Diary because, uniquely in Hughes’s oeuvre, the published volume 

deliberately foregrounds the way in which these poems were written. 

 The first trade edition, Moortown (1979), received mixed reviews. Despite 

Hughes’s claim, in a letter to Sagar, that the sets of poems were ‘satisfyingly inter-

related’, most critics were baffled by the combination of the farming poems and the 

mythic sequences.3 Reviewers critically favoured the farming poems. Anthony 

Thwaite in the Times Literary Supplement stated that ‘The poems themselves are 

like no other poems I have read, worth a degree of intensity, sanity and rapt grace 

that Hughes has never equalled’, and The Hudson Review described them as ‘one of 

the best things Hughes has ever written’.4 In contrast, the mythic sequences were 

 
2 Ted Hughes Moortown Diary (London: Faber and Faber, 1989), pp. x and xi. Lyrical Ballads 1798 
and 1800 Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth, ed. by Michael Gamer and Dahlia 
Porter (Peterborough, Ont.: Broadview, 2008), p. 175. 
3 Poet and the Critic, p. 90 (22 April 1980). 
4 Anthony Thwaite, ‘Creaturly discomforts’, Times Literary Supplement, 25 June 1982, p. 686. Dana 
Gioia ‘Poetry Chronicle’, The Hudson Review, Vol. 33, No. 4 (Winter 1980-81), pp. 611-627 (p. 613). 
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perceived as torturous and obscure when read beside the vitality of the farming 

poems. Sandra McPherson labelled the difference as ‘Ted Hughes’s Moortown, Real 

and Imagined’.5 

 Subsequently, however, the mythic sequences have been the subject of many 

critical pieces and have been read in conjunction with the collections Hughes was 

working on at the same time, particularly Gaudete (1977). The farming poems have 

received less critical attention. Perhaps this is because the themes and style of the 

poetry make the farming poems stand apart from the narrative of the development of 

Hughes’s poetry in this period, in which his famous mythic collections dominate. A 

review of Margaret Dickie Uroff’s Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes (1979) suggests that 

academic discussion of Hughes’s work is counteracted by Hughes’s unexpected 

direction in Moortown: ‘Moortown, set alongside Professor Uroff’s terminus of 

Crow, prove[s] the disobliging refusal of a poet’s organic growth to twine around 

academic stakes’.6 I argue that, despite their difference from much of Hughes’s work, 

the Moortown Diary poems are central to understanding Hughes’s development in 

this period and his journey towards Birthday Letters.  

 As with the rapidly written poems of Crow, the claims made by Hughes 

concerning the method of composition of the Moortown Diary poems affect the way 

in which the formal aspects of the poems and their content have been received. 

Contextualising these poems in a wider poetic tradition that stems from the 

Romantic period and includes poets such as the Georgians, Robert Frost, Patrick 

Kavanagh, Wendell Berry and Seamus Heaney allows us to understand more fully 

 
5 Sandra McPherson, ‘Ted Hughes’s Moortown, Real and Imagined’, The American Poetry Review, 
Vol. 11, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1982), pp. 18-22. 
6 Edna Longley, ‘Wearing Each Other’s Faces’, Times Literary Supplement, 13 June 1980, p. 681. 
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not only the power and success of the collection but also the reason behind Hughes’s 

composition method and its powerful claim to truthfulness. 

 Moortown Diary is particularly rooted in the British tradition of poetry of the 

natural world, characterised by Jonathan Bate as ‘concerned with localness, with 

small enclosed vales’.7 The collection opens with a preface which states:  

 

In the early 1970s my wife and I bought a small farm just north of the 

northern edge of Dartmoor, in what is generally known as North 

Devon, and farmed it in partnership with her father, Jack Orchard, to 

whom I have dedicated this book.8 

 

The decision to title the collection with the name of the farm and specify the precise 

geographical location ‘north of the northern edge of Dartmoor’ roots the poetry in the 

local, and thus in the tradition of British nature poetry.9 It also inserts the poetry into 

the tradition of topographical verse which Robert Aubin, in 1936, defined as ‘poetry 

[which] aims at describing specifically named actual localities’ (emphasis in 

original), for example, the full title of Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern Abbey’.10	By beginning 

the collection with facts, dates and precise locations, Hughes suggests that the 

collection should be read as detailing genuine experience in a real setting.  

 The poetry of Moortown Diary is explained as Hughes’s way of ‘getting 

reasonably close to what is going on’, ‘a note’ of things that were happening on the 

 
7 Jonathan Bate, Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition (London: 
Routledge, 1991), p.39. For a comprehensive summary of the origins of the English pastoral tradition, 
see Stuart Curran, Poetic Form and British Romanticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). 
8 Moortown Diary, p. vii. 
9 Moortown Diary, p. vii. 
10 Qtd. in Stephen Burt, ‘Scenic, or Topographical, Poetry’, in A Companion to Poetic Genre, ed. by 
Erik Martiny (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), pp. 598-613 (pp. 598-599).  
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day-to-day life on the farm.11 The claim to truth present in the paratexts of this 

collection recalls the 1800 preface to the Lyrical Ballads, in which, Wordsworth 

explains that the poems are made up of ‘the incidents of common life’ based either on 

his own ramblings or ‘well-authenticated fact’.12 In the Romantic period, the pursuit 

of sincerity in poetry, encapsulated in the preface to Lyrical Ballads, emerged as an 

important poetic value. David Perkins writes that sincerity became ‘something 

required of all artists’ and that ‘One can hardly overstress the novelty of this 

demand.’13 Lionel Trilling’s seminal text Sincerity and Authenticity (1972) defines 

poetic sincerity as ‘a congruence between avowal and actual feeling’.14 

Wordsworthian sincerity was intimately linked to the ‘low and rustic’ life which it 

depicted. Poems such as ‘Michael’ have been celebrated for creating nuanced 

portraits of rustic figures and criticised for contributing to the idealised pastoral 

representation of the countryside.15 

 The criticism of Wordsworthian sincerity has focused on claims that his poetry 

supported conservative ideals of landownership.16 This is, in part, a criticism of 

authenticity; Wordsworth does not share the shepherd Michael’s rural worker status 

and, as such, cannot help but colour such a figure with his views from the outside. 

Authenticity in the Romantic period became invested in a ‘discourse of origins’ as it 

was considered to be ‘fundamentally a matter of being’.17 Tim Milnes and Kerry 

Sinanan remark that ‘it is in Romantic literature and thought that “sincerity” and 

 
11 Moortown Diary, p. x. 
12 Lyrical Ballads, pp. 174 and 48. 
13 David Perkins, Wordsworth and the Poetry of Sincerity (London: Routledge, 1964), p. 1. 
14 Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (London: Oxford University Press, 1972), p. 2. 
15 See Terry Gifford, Pastoral (London: Routledge, 1999), and Jonathan Bate, Romantic Ecology: 
Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition (London: Routledge, 1991). 
16 For a discussion of criticism in this vein see Jonathan Bate, Romantic Ecology, pp. 1-35. 
17 Tim Milnes and Kerry Sinanan, Romanticism, Sincerity and Authenticity (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 
2010), pp. 3-4. 
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“authenticity” are fused [...] for the first time’.18 A sincere avowal of feeling must 

originate from the authentic source. As Milnes and Sinanan express it, ‘the test of a 

poem’s authenticity lies in its relation to the hand of the writer from which it 

originated’.19 As a contemporary forerunner to Hughes’s collection, Wendell Berry’s 

Farming: A Hand Book (1971), published seven years before Hughes’s Moortown 

Elegies, is frequently associated with Romantic discourse. The blurb explains that the 

collection is written by ‘a writer close to the heart of things’ and that ‘The sanity and 

eloquence of these poems spring from the land in Kentucky where Wendell Berry was 

born, married, lives, farms, and writes’.20    

Hughes’s Moortown inherits the Romantic discourse of sincerity, authenticity 

and origins. The preface and the notes to the collection take pains to situate the 

poetry in a wider political and economic context, empathising with the plight of 

famers in general at the time by referring to ‘the EEC Agricultural Policy War’ and 

the falling price of cattle.21 The notes to the poems included in the collection often 

contain specific farming details, about the name of a disease that affects sheep, for 

example. These details continue the work of the preface by weaving real, factual 

details around the poems and adding to what Hughes describes as the ‘authentic 

fingerprints of the day’.22 Although these references are placed alongside romantic 

notions of North Devon locals as the ‘Celtic tribe the Romans had known as the 

Dumnoni, “the people of the deep valleys”’, these details of the reality of the difficulty 

and cost of farming ensure that the poetry could not be accused of idealising the 

farming experience.23 It could not, for example, have been titled as Robert Frost’s 

 
18 Milnes and Sinanan, Romanticism, Sincerity and Authenticity, p. 2. 
19 Milnes and Sinanan, Romanticism, Sincerity and Authenticity p. 5. 
20 Wendell Berry, ‘Blurb’, Farming: A Hand Book (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 1971), n.p. 
21 Moortown Diary, pp. ix-x. 
22 Moortown Diary p. 64. 
23 Moortown Diary p. viii. 
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North of Boston (1914) provisionally was: ‘Fairy Tales of Farming’.24 The factual 

details employed by Hughes function in a similar manner to Wordsworth’s sincere 

depiction of the hardships of farming. One particular poem of Wordsworth’s about a 

farmer forced to sell his sheep, appeared to be so realistic as to prompt one reviewer 

in 1799 to comment: ‘If the author were a wealthy man, [...] he ought not to have 

suffered the poor peasant to part with the last of his stock’.25 

In A History of Modern Poetry: Modernism and After (1987), which was 

published before the Moortown Diary (1989) version of the collection which 

included the preface and the notes, David Perkins reads the presence of the rainbow, 

in ‘Birth of Rainbow’, as an unsuccessful literary trope: ‘Since the rainbow in genesis 

is a symbol of God’s presence and covenant, Hughes doubtless stuffed it into the 

poem for irony: God is absent from this wholly natural and unprotected birth’.26 

Stripped of its context as a truthful record of the day jotted down as a versified diary 

entry, the rainbow ‘contributes to the sense of artifice’. Perkins continues: ‘Every 

detail of the poem might have been just as Hughes described it, but in a work of art 

such a biased plot creates disbelief.’27 The paratexts of the collection are, therefore, 

central to the poetry’s claim to authenticity.  

Wordsworth’s use of long titles – such as ‘Lines Written a Few Miles Above 

Tintern Abbey, On Revisiting the Banks of the Wye During a Tour, July 13, 1798’ –

which specify the date and place of composition makes the poems ‘appear occasional 

– prompted by a moment in time and place, and to be understood by keeping that 

 
24 Qtd. in Maria Farland, ‘Modernist Versions of Pastoral: Poetic Inspiration, Scientific Expertise, and 
the ‘Degenerate’ Farmer’, American Literary History, Vol. 19, No. 4 (Winter 2007), pp. 905-936 (p. 
906). 
25 Qtd. in Perkins, Wordsworth, p. 35.  
26 David Perkins, A History of Modern Poetry: Modernism and After (Cambridge, MA.: The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 1987), p. 468. 
27 Perkins, A History of Modern Poetry, p. 468. 
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situation in mind’.28 This notion of ‘occasional’ poetry prompted Edward Thomas to 

comment of Thomas Hardy’s work: ‘That something happened “At this point of time, 

at this point in space,” it pleases him to put on record’.29 Thomas’s remark, Bate 

explains, ‘suggests a continuity with the Wordsworth who recorded particular times 

and places of composition in a way earlier poets did not’.30 Each of Hughes’s 

Moortown Diary poems is dated in a similar way. Although the dates on the 

Moortown Diary poems are in keeping with Hughes’s explanation of them as diary 

entries, his decision to include the dates in the published book suggests a nod to the 

continuity of this poetic tradition. In the original Moortown (1979), the dates were 

not included with the poems. Hughes wrote to his publishers in 1988: ‘******* ***** 

******* ********* ********* *******’.31 The use of dates as titles for publication in 

poems such as ‘February 17th’, as well as the subject matter of the collection, could 

suggest an affinity with Berry’s Farming: A Hand Book, which similarly titles some 

poems with dates. The inclusion of composition dates in Moortown weaves further 

occasional details around the poems which point to their sincerity and authenticity. 

However, as Roberts points out, these dates are not always trustworthy. The date 

given for ‘Sheep II’ is after the date of its first publication.32 The published ‘Last 

Night’ is printed with the date 10 March 1975, whilst pencilled on the draft is ‘****** 

********’.33  

 Moortown Diary’s subject matter also reinforces its claim to sincerity and 

authenticity. Perkins suggests that poetry is automatically deemed more authentic if 

it addresses content not usually discussed in poetry:  

 
28 Pite, ‘Wordsworth and the natural world’, p. 181. 
29 Qtd. in Bate, Romantic Ecology, p. 108. 
30 Qtd. in Bate, Romantic Ecology, p. 108. 
31 MSS644, Box 53, Fol. 5 (T.H. to ‘Craig and Frank’, 1988). Text removed due to third party copyright 
for unpublished material. 
32 A Literary Life, p. 123. 
33 MSS644, Box 69, Fol. 7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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the simple-minded assumption is that when a poem does not obviously 

come from the common stock of poetry, it must issue from the writer’s 

own experience. [...] It is partly because of such novel subject-matters 

that a poetry of sincerity tends to be detailed and circumstantial.34 

 

Milnes and Sinanan’s suggestion that authenticity is ‘fundamentally a matter of 

being’, draws on Trilling’s earlier assertion that poetry is authentic because ‘it is 

understood to exist wholly by the laws of its own being, which include the right to 

embody painful, ignoble, or socially inacceptable subject-matters’. 35 One of the best-

known poems in Moortown Diaries, ‘February 17th’, describes the difficult birth of a 

lamb which finally requires the head of the lamb to be cut off in order to complete the 

delivery and save the ewe:  

 

I saw it was useless. I went 

Two miles for the injection and a razor. 

Sliced the lamb’s throat-strings, levered with a knife 

Between the vertebrae and brought the head off36 

 

Similarly, Peter Howarth notes that the Georgian poets, who were highly influenced 

by Romantic doctrines of authenticity, used authentic ‘extra-poetic sources’ for 

‘shock tactics of horrible subject matter’.37 Hughes’s ‘detailed and circumstantial’ 

 
34 Perkins, Wordsworth, p. 14. 
35 Milnes and Sinanan, p. 4 and Trilling, p. 99. 
36 Collected, p. 519. 
37 Peter Howarth, British Poetry in the Age of Modernism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), p. 24. 
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description of difficult subject matter, along with the paratextual material and 

dating, provide the collection with its strident feeling of ‘authoritative rightness’.  

 Although I have placed the gesture towards sincerity and authenticity in the 

context of the history of the terms in the Romantic period, such ideas were also at the 

forefront of poetic debate in the period Moortown was being written. The 

complexities, particularly of authenticity, which, Trilling suggests, rose to 

prominence above the value of sincerity in the twentieth century, were being 

explored by the ‘culture of confession’.38 Donald Davie’s article ‘On Sincerity: From 

Wordsworth to Ginsberg’, published in 1968, highlights this subject as a critical and 

poetical concern. Davie quotes Kenneth Rexroth’s introduction to the Selected Poems 

of D. H. Lawrence: 

 

Hardy could say to himself: ‘Today I am going to be a Wiltshire 

yeoman, sitting on a fallen rock at Stonehenge, writing a poem to my 

girl on a piece of wrapping paper with the  gnawed stub of a pencil,’  

and he could make it very convincing. But Lawrence really was the  

educated son of a coal miner sitting under a tree that had once been 

part of Sherwood Forest, in a village that was rapidly becoming part of  

a world-wide disembowelled hell, writing hard, painful poems, to  girls  

who carefully had been taught the art of unlove. It was all real.39 

 

Davie suggests that ‘Lawrence is sincere by virtue of the fact that the “I” in his poems 

is always directly and immediately himself’.40 By this assessment, Hughes’s poems 

 
38 Eakin qtd. in Modern Confessional Writing, ed. by Jo Gill (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006), p. 68. 
39 Donald Davie, ‘On Sincerity: From Wordsworth to Ginsberg’, Encounter 31.4 (October 1968), pp. 
61-66 (p. 61). 
40 Davie, ‘On Sincerity’, p. 61. 
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that were written immediately after a day of farming carry the modern stamp of 

authenticity, of writing of real experiences. Patricia Meyer Spacks discusses why 

Robert Lowell’s poems ‘ring true’ whilst Anne Sexton’s, in her opinion, do not. She 

suggests that ‘The confessional poetry of perversity and madness invites belief in the 

poet’s sincerity but does not necessarily create it’.41 The creation of sincerity cannot 

rely only on subject matter; it is constructed throughout the entire text. Moortown 

Diary begins to suggest its own authenticity even from the opening dedication ‘In 

memory of Jack Orchard’.42  

 In the preface to Moortown Diary, Hughes suggests that the poetic ‘I’ relates 

directly to himself in a more straightforward manner than in any of his other 

collections. Ann Keniston defines confession as drawing on ‘the poet’s 

autobiography’. She suggests that it is ‘usually set in the first person. It makes a claim 

to forego personae and to represent an account of the poet’s own feelings and 

circumstances, often by reference to names and scenarios linked to the poet’.43 

Keniston refers to the ‘reality trope’ which she reads as ‘a variation on the sincerity 

claims that poets have long employed’. Hughes’s collection does not conform to 

Keniston’s description of the common themes of confessional poetry — ‘mental 

illness, intra-familial conflicts and resentments, childhood traumas, sexual 

transgressions and intimate feelings about one’s body’ — nor does it fall into the 

pattern of a confessor/confessant power relationship.44 However, the collection’s 

 
41 Patricia Meyer Spacks, ‘In Search of Sincerity’, College English, Vol. 29, No. 8 (May 1968), pp. 591-
602 (p. 592). 
42 Moortown Diary, p. vi. 
43 Ann Keniston, ‘Confessing the body: Plath, Sexton, Berryman, Lowell, Ginsberg and the gendered 
poetics of the “real”’, in Modern Confessional Writing, p. 34. 
44 Foucault: ‘The confession is a ritual of discourse [...] that unfolds within a power relationship, for 
one does not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is not simply the 
interlocutor but the authority who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and 
intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile’. The History of Sexuality. Volume 
One: An introduction (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981), pp. 61-62. 
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careful constructions of truth and use of the first person connected to the poet 

himself are important links with Hughes’s more overtly confessional poetry of 

Birthday Letters. The subject matter and composition technique of the Moortown 

Diary poems mean that their relationship with the construction of truth is different 

from Birthday Letters. Jo Gill characterises Birthday Letters as using ‘questions and 

negative constructions’ to expose ‘the unreliability of their representations’.45 

Moortown Diary uses its claim that the poems were composed immediately 

following the experience to suggest an uncomplicated relationship between 

experience, truth and poetry.   

Hughes’s decision to title the collection as a diary and his statement in the 

preface that the poems were put together for his wife ‘as a memorial to her father’, 

suggest they were written for private consumption without a wider readership in 

mind.46 Indeed, the draft of ‘February 17th’ has ‘*****************e’ written down the 

side of the page.47 Hughes’s addition that the poems are also ‘[f]or any other reader 

who might find something of interest in them’, does little to dispel this impression.48 

Craig Robinson relates Hughes’s intention for the poems to their writing style and 

content: ‘Because there is no public readership in mind at the time of making an 

entry, there is no need for explanatory background material. So a diary entry, written 

for its author, is in notes and phrases that say only what is necessary’.49 This is a 

problematic assessment considering that the poems went on to be published in 

magazines and in special and trade editions. By the point that these poems were 

written, Hughes was a famous poet. Even if the poems had never been published, 

 
45 ‘“Your story. My story”: Confessional writing and the case of Birthday Letters’, in Modern 
Confessional Writing, p. 68. 
46 Moortown Diary, p. xi. 
47 MSS644, Box 68, Fol. 77. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
48 Moortown Diary, p. xi. 
49 Craig Robinson, ‘The Good Shepherd: Moortown Elegies’, in The Achievement of Ted Hughes, p. 
263.  
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Hughes had already begun selling manuscripts and so would have some idea that, 

even if only in an archive, the poems would come under critical scrutiny at some 

point. Jonathan Woolley suggests that an author always ‘presents his readership with 

an edited and hence constructed version of his mind or himself known as the implied 

author’.50 By this date in Hughes’s career the construction of ‘Hughes the author’ and 

the potential of a ‘public readership’ would always be present, making the poems 

more self-conscious than the preface suggests. 

In addition to the preface, Moortown Diary includes endnotes on some of the 

poems: ‘I have added a few sentences of introductory context here and there, as I 

would if I were reading them to an audience’.51 Including notes with poems has 

poetic precedent, in the Lyrical Ballads for example. As such, Hughes’s explanation 

connecting them to poetry readings can be regarded as specific and deliberate. 

Gérard Genette explains that the aim of such paratexts is ‘to ensure the text’s 

presence in the world, its “reception” and consumption’.52 Hughes’s notes combined 

with the preface tell us how the poems should be read. The explanations preceding 

poetry readings generally function as a description of the experience which makes up 

the poem. As I discussed in my opening chapter, this tends to create the impression 

that the poems are composed in the moment of speaking them. This strengthens the 

notion that the poems are immediate compositions out of the experience described in 

the notes.  

 It is clear that Hughes intended the poems to be read as truthful accounts of 

experience rather than poetry. His tendency to refer to them as ‘journal notes’ and 

‘observations’ written in verse form, rather than poems, stresses this distinction. 

 
50 Jonathan Woolley, ‘Beyond the Beats: An Ethics of Spontaneity in the Poetry of Rolf Dieter 
Brinkmann’ College Literature, Vol. 30, No. 4 (Fall 2003), pp. 1-31 (p. 6). 
51 Moortown Diary, p. xi. 
52 Paratexts, p. 1. 
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Roberts describes them as ‘records of experience rather than imaginative events’.53 

Although Hughes’s poems owe a considerable debt to the tradition of landscape 

poetry, they do not aim to describe simply by characterising or representing the 

scene. Rather, they try to transcribe experiences into language. Hughes himself uses 

the word ‘record’ to describe the pieces.54 Hughes’s language across the collection is 

so filled with vitality that ‘we are almost convinced he is handing on reality, and that 

the distortions are indigenous, not imported’, but ultimately language always 

displays itself in the process of recording.55 

Spontaneity of composition has long been associated with the authenticity of 

the poem produced. Wordsworth famously noted that the best poetry sprang from 

‘the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’.56 Tracing the history of free prayer, 

Lori Branch suggests that ‘manifest, genuine experience confirming salvation and the 

personal application of scriptural truth’ was evidenced by ‘[t]he spontaneous 

“pouring out of the heart” in prayer’.57 This practice was also paralleled in secular 

texts. For example, Perkins summarises Wordsworth’s ‘doctrine’ by explaining that 

‘Spontaneous utterance [...] practically guarantees that the sentiments vented are 

honestly felt’.58 Wordsworth’s poem ‘Extempore Effusion – Upon the Death of James 

Hogg’ was originally titled ‘The Graves of the Poets’. Wordsworth uses the final title 

to ‘intensify, even to guarantee, the emotional authenticity of the poem by presenting 

it as an immediate, unpremeditated response’ to the death of his friend.59 After 

Wordsworth’s death, his poem was published with the notes he had dictated to 

 
53 Moortown Diary, pp. xi and x. A Literary Life, p. 50. 
54 ‘Moortown I like – they are very close to me as records’, Poet and Critic, p. 57 (30 May 1977).  
55 Peter Scupham, ‘The demon-farmer’s carnival’, Times Literary Supplement, 4 January 1980, p. 6. 
56 Lyrical Ballads, p. 175. 
57 Lori Branch, Rituals of Spontaneity: Sentiment and Secularism from Free Prayer to Wordsworth 
(Texas: Baylor University Press, 2006), p. 42.  
58 Wordsworth, p. 41. 
59 Angela Esterhammer, ‘The Scandal of Sincerity’, in Romanticism, Sincerity and Authenticity, pp. 
101-119 (p. 107). 
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Isabella Fenwick which testified again to the poem’s spontaneous composition. 

Hughes’s own preface concerning his ‘improvised verses’ in Moortown Diary 

similarly strengthens the collection’s claim to authenticity by advertising the poems’ 

status as spontaneous jottings at the end of the day. ‘Extempore’ is a word Hughes 

used to describe his composition method of the epilogue poems in Gaudete which 

were being written concurrently with Moortown.60 

 

The Poetics of Spontaneity 

The manuscripts of Moortown allow us to assess how far Hughes’s claim that the 

poems are ‘improvised verses’ with little or no revision is true. Many of the drafts are 

written on the duplicate carbon copy book that Hughes used at various points 

throughout his career. (I have already discussed his use of this paper for ‘The Hawk 

in the Rain’ drafts.) Its portable size would allow Hughes to carry it around and 

‘sketch’ out scenes in the field. In contrast, ‘Orf’, which, Hughes noted, was written 

after the event it describes, was drafted on large A4 lined sheets of paper that could 

not be easily carried around. Hughes explains in the endnotes to the collection, that 

 
60 Letters, p. 635 (T.H. to Anne-Lorraine Bujon, 16 December 1992). 
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in ‘Orf’ he had ‘missed the moment’ for writing it. The extract below shows the 

extensive editing to which the poem was subjected [figure 24].  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Figure 24: Detail from the manuscript draft of ‘Orf’, MSS644, Box 69, Fol. 12. 
 

The difference between this draft and the other spontaneous single-draft 

manuscripts illustrates Hughes’s understanding that the poems could only be written 

successfully in an ‘improvised fashion’ immediately after the event. Understanding 

why Hughes chose to write in this manner at this point in his career involves taking 

into account his past experiments with spontaneous composition as well as Romantic 

models. 

 Hughes acknowledges the importance of the doctrine of spontaneity to 

Romantic poets by referring to it in his essays on Coleridge and Keats. He describes 

Coleridge’s composition as ‘a spontaneous effort to find direct expression for 

balanced wholeness of being’, and refers to the true poetry of Keats as ‘a healing 

substance [...] as if it were produced, in a natural and spontaneous way’.61 This 

discourse connects the manner of composition with a preferred or ‘true’ poetry 

resulting in healing and wholeness. Hughes’s description of the poetry as produced 

in a ‘natural’ way has implications for the poetry of Moortown Diary. The preface 

 
61 Winter Pollen, pp. 374 and 249. 

Image removed due to third party copyright 
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suggests that the poems ‘had to be set down soon after the event’ in order to prevent 

the ‘poetic process’ from starting.62 Not only does this refer to the virtues of 

spontaneity, but it sets such composition against craftsmanship of poetry. 

Naturalness is associated with spontaneous writing, whilst poetic process is 

somehow deadening and causes vitality to be ‘lost’.63 

 Hughes develops this idea by suggesting that poetic revision at a later date 

would mean that he would ‘have to destroy the original’.64 The association of craft 

with destruction had currency in various contemporary creative circles, including the 

beat poets. Although Hughes was not self-consciously experimenting with 

spontaneity in the manner of the beat poets, the pervasive contemporary context of 

the culture of spontaneity forms the background to his composition. 

Understanding the first moment of composition as inherently more authentic 

can lead to an idealisation of spontaneity in opposition to craft. Hughes suggested 

that in the period of writing the epilogue poems for Gaudete and the Moortown 

poems he was trying to ‘reach a more direct, flexible, simple expression of things that 

would be compromised by a more studied or “literary” form’.65 This idea develops 

Hughes’s experiments with his drafting technique when writing Crow. During the 

Crow period Hughes valorised his first ‘inspired’ draft by connecting it to a prophet-

like experience. In the Moortown period, Hughes’s conception of the first draft has 

altered to understand it as a more natural, less studied response, but this view still 

has its roots in his experimentation with composition in Crow.   

The difference between poems in Moortown Diary which only have one 

handwritten draft and those which are more heavily drafted can be seen below: 

 
62 Moortown Diary, p. x. 
63 Moortown Diary, p. x. 
64 Moortown Diary, p. xi. 
65 Letters, p. 635 (T.H. to Anne-Lorraine Bujon, 16 December 1992). 
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Figure 25: Drafts of ‘Bringing in New Couples’, MSS644, Box 68, Fol. 72, and ‘Orf’, MSS644, Box 69, Fol. 12. 
 

The draft on the left, ‘Bringing in New Couples’, is written on the smaller carbon 

duplicate book which Hughes favoured. Drafts of this kind tend to be written in a 

smaller hand which fills in all the available space and keeps the draft to one page 

(between 35-40 lines). In these poems, the notebook is to some extent dictating the 

shape of the poem. Hughes’s decision not to re-draft the poems in fear that they 

would lose something to ‘poetic process’ means that the material condition of writing 

shapes the poem because of the confines of the page. This method of leaving the 

poems without revision and allowing the writing conditions to dictate the form of the 

poetry has led to criticism about the poetic polish of the pieces. These criticisms 

echoes Coleridge’s warning that ‘spontaneous impulse’ must be combined with 

‘voluntary purpose’.66 Scupham’s review of Moortown argues that ‘though the 

language here is heightened, there is no corresponding heightening of the music 

 
66 The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge 7: Biographica Literaria, ed. by James Engell and 
W. Jackson Bate (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), p. 65. 

Image removed due to third party copyright 
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which controls the words’, and therefore, ‘We are presented constantly with the act of 

making rather than the made’.67 

 Roberts writes that the ‘[d]rafts in the Emory archive confirm that the 

majority of these poems were written straight out, almost uncorrected’. Whilst it is 

true that many of the poems have very little editing, some of the edits make 

significant changes to the poems. Importantly, Roberts distinguishes between the 

spontaneous drafting style of Moortown and earlier poems ‘such as “Hawk Roosting” 

and the second part of “An Otter”, which Hughes claimed “Arrive[d] 

instantaneously”’, because  these poems ‘represent an ideal of poetic inspiration, in 

which access to the imaginative source is miraculously facilitated by an almost occult 

process’.68 To these should be added the poems of Crow with their rapid, ‘prophet-

like’ composition.  

‘Birth of Rainbow’ describes the birth of a calf. In the accompanying note 

Hughes explains that he got out of bed to write the poem and was thinking about the 

fact that the cow ‘gave birth under the end of a rainbow’.69 In the published poem, 

the scene-setting lines establish that  

 

The black and white cow, on the highest crest of the round ridge, 

 Stood under the end of a rainbow. 

Head down licking something, full in the painful wind  

That the pouring haze of the rainbow ignored.70 

 

 
67 Scupham, p. 6. 
68 A Literary Life, p. 122. 
69 Moortown Diary, p. 64. 
70 Collected, p. 521. 
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The title ‘Birth of Rainbow’, and the accompanying note to the poem, make it clear 

that following the event, he called the calf Rainbow. However, in the drafts, the 

presence of the rainbow is not noted until the bottom of the page, where three lines 

have been added after the poem was complete. The draft reference reads ‘*** **** 

***************************’.71 The alteration to ‘stood under the end of the 

rainbow’ and ‘the pouring haze of the rainbow’ included at the beginning of the poem 

changes the tone of the account, which is otherwise similar to the other descriptions 

of newborns in the collection. The addition of the detail of the rainbow suggests that 

Hughes invested the incident with symbolic significance after recording the physical 

facts and details of finding the calf already born.  

As ‘Birth of Rainbow’ progresses, the scene appears to react to the figure of the 

poet as he imbues it with symbolic significance. The ‘[t]railing squall-smokes’ which 

‘hung over the moor’ are described as ‘leaning and whitening towards us’ in a manner 

similar to Plath’s poem ‘Wuthering Heights’: ‘The sky leans on me’.72 Despite ‘Birth 

of Rainbow’ beginning in ‘the low morning dazzling washed sun’, when it ends ‘The 

whole South West | Was black as nightfall’. Although the darkening is due to hail 

which is about to fall, the reference to nightfall gives the dramatic impression that 

the poem appears to have moved through the cycle of a whole day as the couple in 

the poem watch the calf try to stand.  

Hughes subsequently explained that, as he came to the end of writing the 

poem, ‘Frost’s line “Something has to be left to God” strayed into [his] head, and [...] 

[he] made a quick bow around that, to tie the piece up’.73 The reference to Frost 

frames the end of the piece on a literary note; Hughes’s comment explains that rather 

 
71 MSS644, Box. 68, Fol. 71. 
72 Collected Poems Plath, p. 167. 
73 Moortown Diary, p. 64. 
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than thinking of the poem as a record which ends when the experience ends, the 

poem must be ‘tied up’. His reaction to his experience is influenced by his literary 

knowledge. His use of the word ‘dropsied’ in ‘March morning unlike others’, for 

example, cannot help recall John Donne’s famous use of the word in his Holy 

Sonnets (XVII). And as one critic notes, ‘The brightness of the morning is rendered 

not from nature but from Hopkins’.74 In addition to the reference to Frost’s poem, 

the final two lines rhyme to create a couplet. This combined with the poem’s 

dramatic move from ‘dazzling’ morning sunlight to darkness make the poem a highly 

crafted piece. The manuscript alterations, although small, give the poem a self-

conscious craft and teleology that work in contrast to Hughes’s statements in the 

preface.   

 Although spontaneous composition is supposed to be unpremeditated writing, 

Jonathan Woolley suggests that ‘To sound spontaneous may still require the same 

degree of selectivity as does the construction of a more deliberately meditative text’.75  

In addition, the poet draws on a wealth of previous poetic experience in order to 

write spontaneously. Woolley gives the example of ‘the experienced scholar who over 

the years may have stored all the knowledge she needs to give a lecture in her 

specialist subject but sets out with no prior structure. Here extensive premeditation 

constitutes a prerequisite for spontaneity’.76 Or as Hughes’s contemporary Robert Bly 

expressed it of an artist’s image of pears which ‘are done with ink, I take it, and so 

could not be corrected. I suppose it took maybe 35 seconds. [...] But this is preceded 

by fifteen years of this discipline’.77  

 
74 Perkins, A History of Modern Poetry: Modernism, p. 458. 
75 ‘Beyond the Beats’, p. 4. 
76 ‘Beyond the Beats’, p. 4. 
77 ‘An Interview with Robert Bly’ by Ekbert Faas, Boundary 2, Vol. 4, No. 3 (Spring 1976), pp. 677-700 
(p. 688). 
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The drafts of Moortown Diary expose an outlook that is shaped by poetry. 

Craig Robinson describes them as ‘the work of a poet with an established way of 

seeing’.78 For example, of the lines ‘In a smoking slither of oils and soups and syrups 

– | And the body lay born, beside the hacked-off head’, Gifford shows that they use 

poetic sound devices such as alliteration to create their effect: ‘The long run of ‘s’ 

sounds is onomatopoeic in enacting a flow, while the two beats of the ‘b’ and the ‘h’ 

are a staccato enactment of body and head, birth and death, confronting each 

other’.79 Leonard Scigaj notes that in the collection, ‘Hughes’s considerable linguistic 

and observational powers work at full tilt’.80 The drafts show that often such 

descriptions flow with very little revision. 

 Hughes brings all his literary sense of place, nature and poetic tradition to his 

poetry. In ‘The Sense of Place’, Seamus Heaney writes: 

 

I think there are two ways in which place is known and cherished, two 

ways which may be complementary but which are just as likely to be 

antipathetic. One is lived, illiterate and unconscious, the other learned, 

literate and conscious. In the literary sensibility, both are likely to exist 

in conscious and unconscious tension.81 

 

Hughes’s knowledge of how the Romantic poets have conceived of place, as well as 

his earlier poetic reactions to Yorkshire, come to bear on his slice of Devon. His 

poetry is learned, literate and conscious, although aspiring to be lived, to an extent 

illiterate, and unconscious – to be poetry that is spontaneously authentic. Perkins 

 
78 ‘The Good Shepherd’, p. 260. 
79 Collected, p. 518 and Gifford, Ted Hughes, p. 57. 
80 Qtd. in Edward Hadley, The Elegies of Ted Hughes (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2010), p. 73. 
81 Seamus Heaney, ‘The Sense of Place’, in Preoccupations: Selected Prose 1968-1978 (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1980), pp. 131-149 (p. 131). 
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explains that Wordsworth’s ‘wish to be sincere is challenged and baffled by the fact 

poetry is a learned performance, that all poetic expression depends on traditions and 

conventions peculiar to the art and inherited from the past’.82 Similarly, Hughes’s 

‘casual journal notes’ are steeped in inherited traditions. Bate suggests that the 

‘Lived, illiterate and unconscious’ relationship to place ‘corresponds to [...] knowing’ 

whilst the ‘learned, literate and conscious’ ‘corresponds to [...] recording’. The very 

existence of Hughes’s verse jottings places him in the second category, which 

epitomises the need to capture in words, rather than just experience.  

Hughes’s references to his own earlier poetry also create a sense of his work as 

a ‘learned, literate and conscious’ performance. Roberts reads the alterations in the 

manuscript of ‘Foxhunt’ as ‘Hughes trying to develop the poem beyond the diary 

mode, to incorporate motifs that would have aligned it with “The Thought-Fox” and 

with his central poetic myth, but finally settling for something more limited’.83 The 

revisions to ‘Foxhunt’ do align it with Hughes’s ‘central poetic myth’ by 

foregrounding the act of composition. The poem has one handwritten draft which 

includes a cancelled final line: ‘***** ******* ***** *****’.84 Although this draft is 

edited only slightly by some crossing out, the final line is reworked in the two 

typescripts. It is altered in the first typescript to ‘********** | ****** **** **** 

***********’ and this is then subject to handwritten edits in ink changing it to ‘** * | 

******* ***** ********** ****** ***’. The second typescript, a carbon copy version of 

the first, alters it to ‘******* ****** ******* ******* ****** *****’.85 The final line of 

the published version of the poem reads: ‘As I write this down | He runs still fresh, 

with all his chances before him’.86 The version Hughes settled on includes a self-

 
82 Perkins, Wordsworth, p. 10. 
83 A Literary Life, p. 126. 
84 MSS644, Box 69, Fol. 3. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
85 MSS644, Box 69, Fol. 3. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
86 Collected, p. 507. 
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conscious foregrounding of the act of composition: ‘As I write this down’. This idiom 

would also become central to the writing of Birthday Letters. ‘The Thought-Fox’ is 

focused on the writing of a poem and famously ends ‘The page is printed’.87 In the 

Moortown poem, although it begins with Hughes hearing the noise of the hounds 

chasing a fox, the fox is only a thought-fox, an imagined fox with a series of 

possibilities in the poet’s mind: ‘**** | ********** ********* ******** ****** **** | 

******* ******* *******’ Having sketched out two possible scenarios Hughes focuses 

on the writing of the poem, emphasising the fox as a construct of the poet’s mind. 

 The linear nature of writing opposes the potential for absolute spontaneity 

and expression of experience because, Scupham argues, as the author ‘starts the 

process of committing sensations onto paper or the screen (and begins to think in 

language), he is subject to associations triggered by the preceding words he has 

chosen’.88 This can be a successful technique; for example, in ‘Rain’ each perception 

leads effectively onto the next one. McPherson writes that Hughes describes rain ‘so 

persistently that you’re in rain’: ‘Rain. Floods. Frost. And after frost, rain. | Dull roof-

drumming. Wraith-rain pulsing across purple-bare woods | Like light across heaved 

water. Sleet in it’.89 However, the decision not to redraft extensively can lead to a set 

of confusing perceptions. In ‘Dehorning’, the cows are compared to a sequence of 

other animals in a proliferation of warring ideas. To begin with, the cows in the yard 

are described as ‘thick fish in a bucket, churning their mud’, which accurately 

describes the squashed frantic movement of the animals.90 Then the animals are 

directed by the farmer into a caged area. This initiates associations connected to 

large animals in cages in zoos, and consequently the cows are said to ‘roar not like a 

 
87 Collected, p. 21. 
88 Scupham, p. 5. 
89 McPherson, p. 18 and Collected, p. 503 
90 Collected, p. 504. 



250 
 

cow – more like a tiger’. Whilst it would not be possible to develop the fish imagery 

to describe the noise of the animals, the juxtaposition of fish and tiger is jarring. The 

shift in perspective from an aerial view taking in the fish in the bucket to the zoomed-

in view of the tiger is too extreme. The cage which the cows must go through triggers 

the associations and exposes the linear composition. Woolley explains, ‘While the 

author is able to think and feel many things simultaneously, he is obliged to 

transcribe these thoughts and sensations in a particular order’.91 The poem returns to 

the fish image near the end of the poem as an echo of the fish trapped in a bucket. 

The cow’s eye is described as ‘Like a live eye caught in a pan, like the eye of a fish | 

Imprisoned in air’. This example from ‘Dehorning’ illustrates the difficulty of 

spontaneous composition, showing the effect of linear movement from association to 

association in each sentence.  

 Hughes’s decision to leave the poems unedited has exposed them to the 

criticism that they lack craft. As Scupham writes, ‘It could be argued that Hughes is, 

in a sense, writing on Active Service, and that the immediacy of these dispatches 

from the front justifies their raw, unlicked quality’.92 Scupham’s choice of 

terminology recalls debates over whether the first-hand experience of war is the most 

important quality in writing war poetry.93 The implication is that the authenticity of 

first-hand experience, through the claim of the verses to be diary jottings, means that 

critical analysis should forgive the poetic faults. In his 1964 introduction to Keith 

Douglas’s poems, Hughes noted that they have ‘the trenchancy of an inspired jotting’ 

and that one of his poems ‘could be a diary note, yet how could it be improved as a 

 
91 ‘Beyond the Beats’, p. 6. 
92 Scupham, p. 6. 
93 See James Campbell, ‘Combat Gnosticism: The Ideology of First World War Poetry Criticism’, New 
Literary History, Volume 30, No. 1 (Winter 1999), pp. 203-215. 
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poem?’94 The ‘air of improvisation’ is what Hughes valorises about Douglas’s poems, 

the immediacy of experience leading to the immediacy of composition.  

The unpolished element of the poems can be seen in their frequent use of 

repetition. Vidyan Ravinthiran posits that Hughes’s excessive use of repetition across 

the collection could illustrate a ‘failure of poetic power’.95 Repetitions such as 

‘Fieldfares squeal over, sodden | Toward the sodden wood’ (‘Rain’) or ‘The wood is a 

struggle – like a wood | Struggling through wood’ (‘Feeding out-wintering cattle at 

twilight’) are symptomatic of Hughes’s chosen composition style.96 Wordsworth 

discussed the use of repetition as a poetic device in the note to ‘The Thorn’ in Lyrical 

Ballads: ‘repetition and apparent tautology are frequently beauties of the highest 

kind’. He explains that these can occur due to spontaneity: ‘an attempt is rarely made 

to communicate impassioned feelings without something of an accompanying 

consciousness of the inadequateness of our own powers, or the deficiencies of 

language.’ On the other hand, Wordsworth suggests that sometimes repetition or the 

use of similar words occurs because the poet cannot find the quite the right word or 

‘from a spirit of fondness, exultation, and gratitude’ as the poet’s ‘mind luxuriates in 

the repetition of words which appear successfully to communicate its feelings’.97 

In Poetry in the Making, Hughes explains that ‘words are continually trying to 

displace our experience’, and as they are ‘full of themselves and all the dictionaries 

they have digested, they do displace it’.98 Hughes’s use of repetition could be read as 

a resistance to the digested dictionary of words by using the first word that comes to 

mind. As Perkins writes of Wordsworth’s spontaneity: ‘If a writer can catch 

 
94 Winter Pollen, p. 214. 
95 ‘Hughes’s Spontaneity’, Ted Hughes Society Conference, Pembroke College, Cambridge, 15 
September 2012. 
96 Collected, pp. 503 and 506. 
97 Lyrical Ballads, p. 288. 
98 Poetry in the Making, p. 120. 
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experience as it is before he reflects upon it, and his feelings in the same instant of 

time, he is touching on the purest source of whatever knowledge and understanding 

he can hope to have’.99 This idea makes up one of the most famous descriptions of 

inspiration, Shelley’s explanation that ‘the mind in creation is as a fading coal, which 

some invisible influence, like an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory brightness 

[...] when composition begins, inspiration is already on the decline’.100 

 Bonnie Costello suggests that when modern poets write about landscape they 

‘draw us into the drama of their configurations and make us aware of the workings 

and limits of metaphor and symbol’.101 In the previous chapter I demonstrated the 

ways in which in this period Hughes was negotiating the power of images, prompting 

a consideration of the particular strengths and weaknesses of language (Cave Birds 

and Moortown were written simultaneously). Despite the vitality of the language of 

Moortown Diary, Roberts notes that it displays a ‘paucity of metaphor’.102 Of Frost’s 

nature poetry, which clearly influences the collection, Austin Warren suggests that 

Frost uses ‘natural symbolism’.103 Poets employ simple descriptive language without 

the use of imagery, but because certain words already hold symbolic connotations it 

is possible to build a symbolic meaning alongside the literal. For example, the use of 

the word ‘sleep’ traditionally suggests death. The employment of repetition and 

descriptive, often plain, language and tropes represents the ‘limits of metaphor and 

symbol’ that Costello finds marked in modern landscape poetry. However, there are 

points in the collection where Hughes demonstrates the potential of poetic language 

used alongside plain language to dramatic effect. In ‘February 17th’, Hughes writes 

 
99 Perkin, Wordsworth, pp. 21-22. 
100 Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, p. 531. 
101 Bonnie Costello, Shifting Ground: Reinventing Landscape in Modern American Poetry (Boston: 
Harvard University Press, 2003), p. 14. 
102 A Literary Life, p. 123. 
103 Austin Warren, ‘Image, Metaphor, Symbol, Myth’, in Theory of Literature (New York: Hardcourt, 
Brace and Company, 1949), pp. 194-195. 
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after describing cutting the head off the lamb: ‘and brought the head off | To stare at 

its mother, its pipes sitting in the mud| With all earth for a body’.104 This image is 

both descriptive — the lamb’s head is sitting on the ground and the ground is where 

its body should be — and movingly symbolic as the lamb having the earth for a body 

gestures towards typical elegiac tropes of the dead becoming part of the land. 

 In the endnotes, Hughes outlines the immediacy of experience and 

composition by describing himself writing while out on the land itself: ‘I sat close to 

this calf, where he sat on high ground, outlined against the bulk of Dartmoor six 

miles away, and I “sketched” him in these words’.105 A note that was not chosen for 

publication states, ‘***** ******** ********* ******** ******** *’.106 This description 

of the physical moment of writing, including verbs detailing the body in space (‘sat’ 

and ‘stood’), locates the point of composition in relation not only to the landscape but 

to the body itself. The endnotes to Moortown Diary have similarities with the 

notebook page on which Hughes recorded a list of when and where he composed his 

poems, including details such as ‘front room’, ‘table’, ‘in bed’, ‘train to London’ 

[figure 26].  

 

 

Figure 26: Detail from Notes within Add MS 88918/7/2, Edward James Hughes Papers, British Library. 
 

Alongside close attention to the physical location of writing the poems, the 

poems of Moortown Diary also record the human physical exertion of farming in 

lines such as ‘Then hoicking bales, as if at a contest. Leaping | On and off the tractor 

as at a rodeo. | Hurling the bales higher’ (‘Last Load’), and the physicality of pulling 

 
104 Collected, p. 518. 
105 Moortown Diary, p. 65. 
106 MSS644, Box 76, Fol. 33. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 

Image removed due to third party copyright 
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out a lamb stuck in the middle of the mother’s birth canal is described as ‘like | 

Pulling myself to the ceiling with one finger’ (‘February 17th’).107 This focus on the 

engagement of the body corresponds with Hughes’s theory of the voice in which 

poetry must be written and read aloud — the ‘voice in crisis’ which I discussed earlier 

in relation to Hughes’s recordings. Hughes described it as ‘the voice that engages the 

whole body’, and explained that ‘the wholeness of physical engagement has to be 

there’ to ‘embody somehow a state of crisis’. He elaborated that everyone has this 

voice that can be heard ‘****** ******** ******* ******** ****** ***** ***** ***** 

***** *****’.108 In a letter to Anne-Lorraine Bujon, Hughes echoed the language of 

that essay in an explanation of the spontaneous method of composition: ‘Each 

[poem] jumps out of its own impulse, then shapes itself, extempore fashion, as it 

goes along – as you shape your remarks when you feel you have to get something 

over to somebody in a quarrel’.109 Hughes connected the spontaneous composition of 

the poem, and the physical engagement of such an act, with the spoken voice and his 

theories about reading aloud. The alliterative sounds and repetitions in ‘Last Load’ 

require a physical engagement of the tongue, a reading that includes the body of the 

reader. In Moortown Diary, the body is at the forefront in the description of how the 

poems were composed, their content and their bodily-engaged language, staking 

their claim to first-hand corporeal experience of what they describe. 

 

The Composition of the Elegies for Jack Orchard  

 ‘March morning unlike others’ draws together the two halves of Moortown Diary — 

the farming poems and the elegies for Jack Orchard — in its theme and composition. 

 
107 Collected, pp. 528 and 518. 
108 British Library, Add MS88918/7/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished 
material. 
109 Letters, p. 635 (T.H. to Anne-Lorraine Bujon, 16 December 1992). 
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It is neither a heavily drafted poem, nor is it written out in one draft. In an 

unpublished note about the piece, Hughes explains: 

   

******** ******** ******** ******** ******* ***** ****** ******* 

******* *********** ********** *********** ********** ******** 

********* *********** ******** ******* ********* ******* ****** 

******* ******* *******. 110 

 

This note was not included with the other notes in the published volume. The poem, 

therefore, is presented without the biographical context of Hughes’s mother’s illness. 

Similarly to Perkin’s reading of the rainbow as an artificial poetic device in ‘Birth of 

Rainbow, the references to an ‘operation’ appear as a poetic trope 

anthropomorphising the damage to the earth: 

 

  The earth invalid, dropsied, bruised, wheeled  

Out into the sun, 

After the frightful operation.  

She lies back, wounds undressed to the sun,  

To be healed,  

Sheltered from the sneapy chill creeping North wind,  

Leans back, eyes closed, exhausted, smiling  

Into the sun. Perhaps dozing a little.  

While we sit, and smile, and wait, and know  

She is not going to die.111 

 
110 MSS644, Box 76, Fol. 33.  Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
111 Collected, p. 519. 
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The use of his mother’s illness as a poetic image follows the pattern of poems such as 

‘The Howling of Wolves’, which moves from a more straightforward discussion of an 

autobiographical moment through various drafts to become a depersonalised poem 

retaining the central poetic image from the first drafts. In this Moortown poem, the 

autobiographical element is retained more obviously and turned into a metaphor by 

virtue of using ‘earth’ instead of ‘mother’. This aligns the poem with similar hidden 

elegies in this period. The epilogue poems of Gaudete, written at the same time as 

Moortown, contain elegiac poems such as ‘Waving goodbye, from your banked 

hospital bed’. Bate views the epilogue poems as a progress from mythological writing 

towards elegiac writing.112 I argue that the Moortown poems help Hughes develop 

towards the poetry of Birthday Letters, as it is in this period that Hughes began to 

compose the poems which would make up the collection.    

 The manuscript for ‘March morning unlike others’ does not look like most of 

the drafts of other Moortown poems. It is not on the same carbon copy book paper; 

the paper is bigger, and as a consequence, so, too, is the handwriting. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
112 Bate, ‘The Complete Being of Ted Hughes’, 15 September 2010. 
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Figure 27: Manuscript of ‘March morning unlike others’, Mss644, Box 69, Fol. 9. 
   

The manuscript shows the original draft in dark blue ink, with later edits in lighter 

blue ink, such as the changing of ‘sleeping a little’ to ‘dozing’ [figure 27]. The title 

‘March Morning’ has been added at the top in the second ink. There is an obvious 

division in the draft between the first section, which describes impressions of the 

day, and the second section quoted above. The first section provides a general 

overview of the scene. The short, punctuated phrases combined with the verbs 

‘hanging’, ‘crawling’, ‘standing’, ‘float’ and the presence of ‘still-wings’, create the 

feeling of ‘stupor’ to which the poem makes reference. The use of present participles 

also gives the impression of continuity. The changes to the poem, although not 

radical, do alter the tone of the poem. The alteration from ‘She lies back wounds 

exposed to the sun’ to ‘She lies back wounds undressed to the sun’ shifts the line to a 

more tender tone. In the drafts, words are moved around with a clear sense of form. 

For example, Hughes moves ‘smiling’ from a line on its own to the end of a line 

listing the earth’s state:  

 
         * 

********************************************** 

Image removed due to third party copyright 
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          *********** 

 

This alters the shape of the poem; showing Hughes consciously moulding the verse 

notes into a poem. 

 The poem’s second half balances a multifaceted elegiac tone. The final line, 

‘She is not going to die’, refers to a happy moment where the loved one has survived 

and the pace of the day has slowed to contentment, and yet at the point of writing, 

Hughes’s mother had already passed away adding a layer of poignancy to the scene 

and particularly to the ‘chill creeping North wind’ that threatens to undo the ‘shelter’. 

In a complex shift, Hughes’s mother becomes the earth, and therefore, in a 

traditionally elegiac fashion, can be saved from death. The association of the earth 

with a loved one lays the foundation for the subsequent poems elegising Jack 

Orchard.     

 In comparison to the ‘spontaneous’ single-draft farming poems of Moortown 

Diary , the elegies for Jack Orchard which close the volume have numerous drafts. 

‘The day he died’, for example, has nine manuscript drafts. The drafts are written on 

pages of different dimensions, in vastly differing handwriting sizes and different 

pens. They are written on the back of typescripts for various Crow poems, suggesting 

that they were composed at a work desk.  

 

 

 

  Figure 28: Two drafts of ‘The day he died’ illustrating different handwriting size. MSS644, Box 68, Fol. 75. 
 
 

The opening draft [on the left of figure 28] attempts a composition style which is 

comparable to the farming poems; it has a similar smaller hand, although the paper 

Image removed due to third party copyright 
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chosen is different. It begins, ‘****** ********* ********* ***** | ******* ***** ****** 

********* *****’.113 These facts are written into short phrases in the same manner as 

the farming poems. The poem progresses into naming places in the local area — 

‘Yeoford’ and ‘Exeter’ — and situating Orchard in ‘*** ****** ***** | ***** ***** 

****** ******* *****’. The collection’s elegies bring the book full circle by echoing the 

preface’s attention to the local area and bookending the poems with mourning, from 

the dedication to Orchard to the elegiac poems about him. In the final lines of the 

first draft of ‘The day he died’, the presence of Orchard’s body cuts short Hughes’s 

weaving of him into the local landscape. Hughes uses condensed, plain phrases 

registering loss: ‘******** ********* ********* **** | ******** ********’. The second 

draft, in a similar hand, repeats the material of the first drafts but, although there is 

drafting space left on the page, it stops short of redrafting these last lines which face 

the fact of Orchard’s lifeless body. 

 Of modern elegies, Jahan Ramazani emphasises that ‘The apparently 

oxymoronic term “modern elegy” suggests both the negation of received codes 

(“modern”) and their perpetuation (“elegy”)’.114 Leonard Scigaj notes that, in the 

Moortown elegies, 

 

[there] are no invocations to the muse, personifications of natural 

forces, processions of mourners, digressions on the church, or 

enlargements of context to include pathetic fallacy invectives against 

death or consoling hopes for immortality.115  

   

 
113 MSS644, Box 68, Fol. 75. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
114 Jahan Ramazani, The Poetry of Mourning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to Heaney (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), p. 1. 
115 Qtd. in Hadley, Elegies of Ted Hughes, p. 80. 
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Ramazani suggests that modern poets ‘make it new but make it old’.116 Edward 

Hadley finds this argument supported in Hughes’s elegies. In opposition to Scigaj, 

Hadley has shown that ‘The day he died’ does include traditional elegiac tropes, 

although these are subtly made ‘new’; for example, the presence of flowers 

(‘snowdrops’) and a procession of mourners (the ‘trustful cattle’).117 

The drafts for ‘The day he died’ further illustrate that Hughes made various 

attempts at the poem which include many of these tropes of elegiac poetry. Hughes 

implies the question that, Peter M. Sacks suggests, lies behind many elegies: ‘Why 

will no-one or nothing save us from death?’118 

   

      ********* 

  ************************  

  *********************** 

  **************** 

 

The drafts show Hughes questioning reality as the ‘philosophic’ face of Orchard’s 

body in death seems to have replaced the familiar ‘********* ****** | ******* ****’. 

The unfamiliar face ‘******** ******* *******| ******* ****** | ******* ******’. 

Hughes extends this sense of unreality in a subsequent draft where he describes 

Orchard’s body as ‘******** ******* ********’ in the ‘***** ***** | ******** **** 

*********’. These repeated references to unreality and disbelief, focused on the body 

of Orchard, act out the ‘repetitive dialogue’ through which ‘the bereaved is forced to 

accept a reality that he might otherwise refuse.’119 The drafting and redrafting of ‘The 

 
116 Ramazani, p. 1. 
117 Elegies of Ted Hughes, p. 76.  
118 Peter M. Sacks, The English Elegy: Studies in the Genre from Spenser to Yeats (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins University Press, 1985), p. 22. 
119 Sacks, p. 36. 
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day he died’ performs an interaction with traditional poetic tropes and poetic 

process, while also eventually retaining the plain aesthetic of the preceding farming 

poems: 

 

  Earth toast-crisp. The snowdrops battered.  

Thrushes spluttering. Pigeons gingerly  

Rubbing their voices together, in stinging cold. 

Crows creaking, and clumsily  

Cracking loose.120 

 

A draft written in the same larger hand as the verses questioning reality 

[illustrated above, figure 28] begins with a reference to the church funeral: 

 

********************** 

  ************************ 

****************************** 

********************* 

 

In contrast to the farming poems, composition here is felt to be a struggle. It is not 

only the funeral itself which is characterised as a performance, in contrast to all the 

spontaneous poems of nature which have come before, but also the writing of the 

poem.  

 Hadley suggests that the title of the final poem, ‘Hands’, ‘might refer not only 

to the folded hands of Orchard, but also the poet’s hands, which, at the conclusion of 

 
120 Collected, p. 533. 
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the sequence, have now ceased to write poetry’.121 The drafts of ‘The day he died’ also 

refer to hands and may show the beginnings of the final poem. The theme of struggle 

unites the association between Hughes’s hands and his father-in-law’s hands: 

 

  ***************** 

************************* 

***************** 

[...] 

**************************** 

************************************* 

   

Hughes has to push himself to write the poem, to cremate Orchard’s body in 

language. This mimics not only Orchard’s hands, but Hughes’s own at the funeral as 

in a subsequent draft they ‘******** ******* **********’ to cremate the body. The 

struggle of the composition of the experience relives the struggle of the event itself. 

Hands were an image that Hughes returned to in connection with composition many 

times. An unpublished Gaudete poem reads, ‘******* ***** ***** | ************ | 

******* ******* ***** | ******** ****** *******’; this foreshadows ‘The Hands’ from 

Birthday Letters: ‘The fingerprints inside what I did | And inside your poems and 

your letters’.122 These poems associate hands with failure to write and with the 

composition of elegiac verse. In addition, Hughes spoke extensively in an interview 

with The Paris Review about the importance of writing by hand and the damaging 

effect of word-processing on creativity:  

 
121 Hadley, Elegies of Ted Hughes, p. 78. 
122 MSS644, Box 58, Fol. 5 and Collected, p. 1162. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 



 263 
   
   

 

 

when writing by hand you meet the terrible resistance of what 

happened your first year at it when you couldn’t write at all [...]. These 

ancient feelings are there, wanting to be expressed. When you sit with 

your pen, every year of your life is right there, wired into the 

communication between your brain and your writing hand. 

 

In Hughes’s elegies for his father-in-law, hands become a complex elegiac symbol 

which fuses Jack Orchard’s farming hands with Hughes’s hand writing the poem. 

Writing by hand becomes an ancient act, as farming is. The struggle to write the 

elegies for Orchard over pages and pages of drafts is bound up with the physical 

nature of writing the poems, as the rest of the collection has paid close attention to 

the physical location of writing.  

 In a letter to Sagar, Hughes explains that he wanted to write more elegies for 

Orchard but found that he could not: ‘perhaps his death was too close at the time’.123 

The elegies that close the collection exhibit a different drafting style from the farming 

poems. Although ‘The day he died’ begins by attempting to mimic the spontaneous 

style of the earlier poems, the subject matter requires Hughes to work through some 

of the common poetic tropes of elegiac poetry and re-engage in ‘poetic process’ which 

he had eschewed in many of the farming poems.124 ‘The day he died’ became 

Hughes’s self-elegy when Seamus Heaney read it at his funeral. The verse that lies at 

the centre of the poem which describes the ‘bright fields’ as ‘dazed’ because ‘[t]hey 

have been somewhere awful | And come back without him’ changes its meaning to 

 
123 Poet and Critic, p. 55 (12 April 1977). 
124 ‘Preface’, Moortown Diary, p. x. 
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refer to the poet’s transcriptive absence that leaves so much unwritten. It leaves a 

‘great blank’ in the land’s poetic memory. 

The period 1973-79 was one of extraordinary productivity, during which 

Hughes produced Season Songs (1975), Gaudete (1977), Cave Birds (1978), Remains 

of Elmet (1979), Moortown (1979) and began writing the first of the poems that 

would become Birthday Letters. Hughes characterised this time in a letter as a 

period of creating ‘lots of little things I’m glad to have got down’.125 As the letter was 

written in 1998, his dismissive assessment of what many would consider some of his 

major works may be accounted for by his understanding that he would have been 

‘liberated’ creatively if he had written and published Birthday Letters earlier.126 I 

have argued for the centrality of Cave Birds and Moortown Diary to Hughes’s poetic 

development in this period. Hughes’s overt attention to the composition method of 

the Moortown Diary poems mark their importance. His use of spontaneous writing 

had its roots in the poetic experiments of Crow, his construction of poetry readings, 

theories of the voice in crisis and his struggle with Romantic, pastoral subject matter 

in his earlier works. The volume’s careful construction of truthfulness allows Hughes 

to test the borders between experience and truth and their representation in poetry. 

Addressing a subject matter that had, what Clark has called, a ‘distance from Plath’, 

Hughes explored important poetic composition techniques which allowed him to 

begin writing the poems of Birthday Letters.127  

 

 

 

 
125 Poet and Critic, p. 271 (18-19 July 1998). 
126 Poet and Critic, p. 269 (18-19 July 1998). 
127 Grief of Influence, p. 218. 
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Conclusion 

Birthday Letters: An Archive of Writing 

 

The BBC Written Archive is housed in a residential area of Reading in a 

bungalow with a green door. You must ring the door bell to be admitted and are 

led to a room which has space for only five or six scholars at a time and large 

windows looking into a garden. Anyone who has examined hundreds of boxes of 

Hughes’s papers in large international institutions will find the relaxed 

procedure of this archive surprising. So, too, are the papers. Here, I encountered 

the transformation of Edward James Hughes into ‘Ted Hughes’. The folders 

allow you to listen in on snatches of conversations between BBC employees in 

hastily scribbled memos discussing Hughes before he was the poet of The Hawk 

in the Rain. One memo from 1956 states, ‘******* ****** ****** ******* ****** 

***** ******’.1 The papers, consisting of letters discussing Hughes, letters from 

Hughes suggesting readings and talks he could undertake, invoices, reader 

reports, and telegrams, create a vivid picture of a young writer trying to 

establish himself.  

In contrast, the papers relating to Birthday Letters in the British Library 

are those of an established figure. The manuscripts can only be read in a 

padded, leather-lined wooden tray at specific desks under the watchful eye of 

the librarians. The papers reveal a poet who has developed his writing technique 

over a long and varied career; the extraordinary proliferation of drafting 

techniques illustrates the progression of Hughes’s thinking. Hughes’s methods 

 
1 ‘Ted Hughes Scriptwriter File I, 1956-1962’, BBC Written Archive. Text removed due to third 
party copyright for unpublished material. 
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in Wodwo (1967), Crow (1970), Cave Birds (1975) and Moortown Diary (1989) 

clearly lay the foundation for his final collection, Birthday Letters (1998), which 

engages overtly with the theme of writing poetry. In doing so, the collection 

highlights the work in progress and the manuscript document. Gill describes the 

collection as ‘profoundly textual’.2 Through final considerations of some of the 

key features of both the published collection and the drafts, we can understand 

how Hughes uses his previous experiments with writing processes to create 

Birthday Letters.  

The drafts of Birthday Letters are held at the British Library in a set of 

folders which retain both the original order in which the papers were deposited 

and the titles of the boxes in which they arrived. The poems were written over a 

long period of time, some as early as a year or two after Plath’s death.3 The draft 

manuscripts advertise their materiality as Hughes uses a wide variety of papers 

depending on the stage in the drafting process. The poems are composed in 

blue, black, and red biro and blue and black ink, on the back of typescripts of 

Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being, on the back of pages pulled 

from British Folk Tales, Morrigu Press paper, proofs for Hughes’s children’s 

collections, children’s poetry competition entries, children’s school exercise 

books, and Hughes’s favoured Challenge Triplicate notebooks, to name a few. 

Uniquely in Hughes’s archives, he also photocopies handwritten drafts and re-

edits them, instead of copying them out as he did when drafting previous 

collections. This is perhaps a testimony to the overwhelming number of drafts 

for each poem of the collection; often a poem is first drafted in a notebook and 

 
2 Gill, ‘Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’, p. 58. 
3 Jonathan Bate, ‘A Biography of Ted Hughes’ interviewed by Yvonne Reddick, University of 
Warwick Podcasts, 16 February 2012 
<http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/history/atoz/thinkingaloud/podcasts?podcastItem=hug
hes.m4v> [accessed 16 March 2013].    
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then redrafted in page upon page of loose leaf drafts and heavily-edited 

typescripts. The typescripts also show evidence of multiple typewriters and 

possibly multiple typists. Some of the typescripts are very neatly typed and 

include a title, page number and Hughes’s name at the top; others have blurred 

letters and capital letters out of line with the main line of typing. Hughes’s 

widow, Carol Hughes, has explained that a lot of the typing of the collection was 

done at his sister Olwyn’s flat, which might perhaps explain the discrepancy in 

typing styles.4  

 Throughout this thesis, I have described the physical qualities of 

Hughes’s paper and ink to suggest ways in which these have affected his 

composition. Hughes’s use of paper can often seem haphazard – envelopes, the 

reverse of typescripts of other poems, and Plath’s and Hughes’s use of each 

other’s manuscripts as scrap paper, for example. Hughes was aware, however, of 

the materiality of his drafts, as he wrote, humorously, in large letters on their 

own in the middle on the final page of a 100 leaf notebook: ‘************’.5 

There are also instances where the choice of paper can be revealing. Plath 

famously used pink Smith College memorandum paper to draft many of her 

Ariel poems. In a letter to Olwyn in 1958, she remarked that she was ‘****** 

***** ******* ****** ******** ******* ******* ******** ******* ****** ***** 

****** ******’.6 Plath’s use of the pink paper could, therefore, be read as another 

form of responding to Hughes’s working processes. Encountering this paper 

amongst her Ariel manuscripts when organising her estate would have 

highlighted the collection’s interaction with his composition practices and adds 

another layer to the palimpsest of Birthday Letters. 

 
4 Conversation with the author, 30 April 2012. 
5 Add MS 88918/1/7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
6 Add MS 88948/1/1. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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 Discussing poetry and the material world, Michael Davidson emphasises 

‘writing as trace, an inscription of an absence’, but focuses on 

 

the material fact of that trace, an inscribing and rescribing that, 

for lack of a better term, I have called a “palimtext.” [...] The 

palimtext is neither genre nor object but a writing-in-process. As 

the name implies, the palimtext retains vestiges of prior 

inscriptions out of which it emerges. Or more accurately, it is the 

still-visible record of responses to those earlier writings.7   

 

Birthday Letters functions as a ‘palimtext’. The palimtext draws on the idea of a 

palimpsest, layers of writing where old words can still be read beneath the new. 

The notion of the palimtext is also present in Hughes’s theory about ‘condensed 

images’, which I discussed in relation to ‘The Hawk in the Rain’, where a single 

image in the final poem retains within it traces of a longer developed sequence 

of images on a similar theme. The idea of a ‘still-visible record of responses’ can 

be broadened to include not only preceding drafts but earlier poems across 

Hughes’s and Plath’s careers. In Birthday Letters, Hughes engaged with their 

poetry, sometimes explicitly and sometimes implicitly. The poetry titles, which 

either re-use titles directly or refer to them, become palimpsests or condensed 

verbal echoes of earlier poems and of their reception and place in Hughes’s 

poetic history.  

The papers use palimpsest as a drafting technique. Many of the 

typescripts have verses, single lines and often even single words cut out of other 

typescripts and sellotaped over the top of the poem. Some of the typescripts 

 
7 Michael Davidson, Ghostlier Demarcations: Modern Poetry and the Material World 
(California: University of California Press, 1997), pp. 67-68. 
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have up to seven layers of paper. Coming across these pages in the archive is a 

shock: some of the papers are entirely made up of many separate slips of paper 

attached together, which dangle, fold in on themselves and move precariously as 

you turn over the page. These papers are delicate, and because sellotape loses its 

adhesive qualities as it ages, it is difficult to see how these papers can be 

preserved in their current nebulous form. The papers taped over the top are 

only fastened at one edge and can be lifted to read the words beneath. These 

pieces of paper create a draft in which two versions exist simultaneously in a 

physical expression of the uncertainly which characterises both the final printed 

poems and their drafting.  

This method of drafting in many layers has led Wim Van Mierlo to 

describe Hughes’s composition process in these papers as ‘decoupage’, an 

artistic process wherein layers of paper are glued into a pattern and varnished 

so that the layers look like one image in the final published form.8 Paul 

Muldoon, although talking only about the published poem, described the effect 

of Birthday Letters as ‘accrual’, which ‘describes perfectly the most common 

method employed’ in Hughes’s poetry, the ‘breathless piling on of significant 

detail upon significant detail’.9 The drafts of Birthday Letters showcase a 

bewildering proliferation of forms and methods of drafting that exhibit, to quote 

Davidson, ‘the degree to which writing is archaeological, the gradual accretion 

and sedimentation of textual materials, no layer of which can ever be isolated 

from any other’.10  

 
8 Wim Van Mierlo, Personal Correspondence with the Author, 11 February 2013. 
9 Paul Muldoon, ‘The Literary Life’, The End of the Poem: Oxford Lectures in Poetry (London: 
Faber and Faber, 2009), p. 39. 
10 Davidson, p. 69. 
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 In the late 1990s, Hughes was drawing together his archive, and in doing 

so, decided what would be preserved and what would be lost. In Melancholy 

and the Archive (2011), Jonathan Boulter notes that the archive  

 

marks a space of anxiety, precisely, an anxiety about the possibility 

of loss: the archive exists only as an anticipation (and we note the 

futility of this concept) of the loss of history; as such, it works 

proleptically to preserve what will inevitably be lost.11 

 

Birthday Letters becomes a poetic archive curated by Hughes that expresses the 

‘anxiety of the possibility of loss’. From the opening poem, we are presented 

with accounts of documents rooting the collection in the texture of real life. The 

collection works ‘to preserve what will inevitably be lost’ — the memory-context 

of these photographs, drafts and objects. The archive of papers tries to preserve 

the past, even as the arranging and destroying of the papers alters it; similarly in 

Birthday Letters, Hughes represents the past in poetry by using concrete items. 

He performs a synthesising of these items, akin to a researcher, by finding 

patterns in the papers.  

When Hughes sold Plath’s archive in 1981, he re-engaged with her 

material papers. In an early draft of ‘Visit’, in a beige exercise book with ‘18 

Rugby Street’ in blue biro on the front, Hughes writes of reading ‘**** **** *** 

***** *** | ********* ******** ******* ***’. In a marginal insertion, he adds 

‘****** ***** *****’ the papers.12 The poems of Birthday Letters are populated 

with references to Hughes reading Plath’s journals after her death. He writes in 

the published version of ‘Visit’: ‘Ten years after your death | I meet on a page of 

 
11 Jonathan Boulter, Melancholy and the Archive (London: Continuum, 2011), p. 4. 
12 Add MS 88918/1/6. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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your journal, as never before, | The shock of your joy’.13 In the drafts of this 

poem, Hughes acknowledges that he is writing in direct reaction or 

communication specifically with Plath’s writing. Although Hughes titled the 

box, which included later drafts of ‘Visit’, ‘II Final Drafts B. L.’, the typescripts 

are heavily edited by hand and even have whole drafts written by hand on their 

reverse. In a later draft of ‘Visit’, hand-written in biro on the verso of a heavily 

edited typescript, then photocopied with further verses added subsequently, 

Hughes states: ‘********* | ******* ******** ****** ******* | ******* ****** **** 

* ****** ******** ****’.14 As with many Birthday Letters poems, there is a 

sudden temporal shift from the past to the present, in this case from conducting 

a dialogue in person to interacting on the page. Hughes’s physical re-

engagement with Plath’s and his own papers fed into, and even possibly 

inspired, the writing of Birthday Letters in which references to photographs, 

drafts and objects proliferate. 

Using these materials to create Birthday Letters required ‘archaeological’ 

piecing together, in a similar manner to the researcher using the archive papers 

in a process in which a ‘montage of fragments [...] creates an illusion of totality 

and continuity’.15 Sarah Churchwell posits that Birthday Letters is ‘a volume 

hesitating uneasily between disclosure and encryption, unsettled by its inability 

to fix the boundaries between public and private’.16 I suggest that the collection 

exploits the blurring of public and private, particularly in its use of descriptions 

of photographs and papers. Hughes’s systematic organisation of his own archive 

highlights the nature of private property and public objects.  

 
13 Collected, p. 1047. 
14 ‘II Final Drafts B. L.’, Add MS 88918/1/5. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
15 Davidson, p. 69 and Mbembe, ‘The Power of the Archive’, p. 21. 
16 Sarah Churchwell, ‘Secrets and Lies: Plath, Privacy, Publication and Ted Hughes’s “Birthday 
Letters”’, Contemporary Literature, Vol. 42, No. 1 (Spring 2001), pp. 102-148 (p. 104). 
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In ‘The Literary Life’, a phrase that Hughes also used in a letter in 1960, 

he foregrounds the writer’s paper trail in a reference to Plath sending ‘carbon 

copies’ of some of her poems to Marianne Moore:17 

  

 She sent them back 

 (whoever has her letter has her exact words.) 

 ‘Since these seem to be valuable carbon copies 

 (somewhat smudged) I shall not engross them.’18 

 

Hughes supposedly quotes from a letter which he says he does not have. A draft 

of the poem exhibits Hughes’s awareness that the presence of archival papers 

could correct his memory of the event: 

 

                                  ****************************)^ 
************************************ 

                                  ******** 
      *********************************]19 

 

Hughes amends his transcription of the letter to make the statement less 

assured (change from ‘are’ to ‘seem to be’) and to fit with the remembered tone 

of the letter. The aside, ‘somewhat smudged’, reads initially as an unpleasant 

remark on the presentation of the poems Plath sent, especially when read 

alongside the observation about the value of carbon copies. However, it also 

creates a blank space in the poem: ‘somewhat smudged’ could be read as an 

 
17 Letters, p. 171 (T.H. to Olwyn Hughes, early December 1960). I discussed this letter in Chapter 
Two of this thesis. Hughes describes the literary life as akin to entering a ‘small windowless cell, 
empty, under a stunning spotlight, and left to your own devices in the knowledge that millions of 
invisible eyes are watching through the walls’. 
18 Collected, p. 1090. 
19 Add MS 88918/1/5. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
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aside by Hughes, similar to a researcher transcribing, suggesting that parts of 

Moore’s letter were rendered unreadable. In the same draft as above ‘(somewhat 

smudged)’ is a marginal addition. The ‘smudge’ of either the letter or the poems 

suggests the potential for documents to conceal, especially, as Plath notes in her 

journal that Moore’s letter [figure 29] describes them as ‘clear copies’. Vivian R. 

Pollak suggests that the carbon copies sent by Plath are contrasted with Moore’s 

reaction to the manuscript copy of ‘Pike’ also sent to her: ‘Moore compares 

valuable clear carbons, valuable, that is, to the sender, to the generosity of an 

original, an original valuable to both sender and receiver’.20 Unreadable words 

in drafts and letters become aporia in the archive. The quotation marks around 

the contents of the letter, that Hughes says he does not have, suggest 

misremembering and misrepresenting, which then become fact in print. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
20 Vivian R. Pollak, ‘Moore, Plath, Hughes and “The Literary Life”’, American Literary History, 
Vol. 17, No. 1 (Spring 2005), pp. 95-117 (p. 104). 

Figure 29: Extract from Moore's 
letter to Plath, Amherst, Smith 
College, Mortimer Rare Book 
Room, Neilson Library, Smith 
College Plath Letter to Sylvia Plath. 
13 and 14 July 1958. 
 
 

Image removed due to third party copyright 
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Chapter Five demonstrated Hughes’s uneasy engagement with images 

and their connection to truth-telling. In Birthday Letters the investigation of 

this relationship becomes central. The opening poem of the collection constructs 

a scene where Hughes wonders if he saw Plath in a photograph of the new 

Fulbright scholars before he was acquainted with her. He imaginatively creates 

this photographic ‘document’ and retrospectively interacts with it. Stephen 

Cheeke notes that ‘the poem is a paradigm for how we all construct memory, 

overlaying and inventing, retrospectively filling in and picturing’.21 Further 

discussing the presence of photographs in the collection, Cheeke explains that 

‘photography’s privileged connection to the “real”’ encompasses ‘the super-

poignancy inherent to the medium — what Sontag labels the “posthumous 

irony” — the effect of poignancy in excess’.22 Hughes expressed discomfort with 

the way that images can ‘************’ his poetry; in Birthday Letters the 

tension pulls in the opposite direction: the poetry must work hard not to close 

down the language of the image.23 The responsibility for furnishing the story 

behind the moment frozen in the photograph makes Hughes’s language 

hesitant. 

Cheeke suggests that ‘photo-memories play a central role in the collection 

as a whole’. 24 Whilst this is certainly true, I would add that the process of 

photographing, of recording a moment, lies at the heart of the collection. In 

addition, the responsibility of the photographer is emphasised. In an earlier 

 
21 Cheeke, Writing for Art, p. 155. 
22 Cheeke, Writing for Art, p. 153. 
23 MS 88918/7/2 (unsent letter, folder dated 7 Jun 1985—6 Dec 1997) Text removed due to third 
party copyright for unpublished material. 
24 Cheeke, Writing for Art, p. 155. 
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unpublished poem in Emory University’s archive titled ‘Who are you?’, Hughes 

questions the type of person who can look unaffected at a photograph of 

someone being shot, suggesting that there are moral implications for both the 

photographer and the voyeur.25 Hughes often uses the capturing metaphor of a 

photograph to suggest distortions. In ‘St Botolphs’ he writes: 

  

  Suddenly –  

Lucas engineered it – suddenly you. 

First sight. First snapshot isolated 

Unalterable, stilled in the camera’s glare. 

Taller 

Than you ever were again26 

 

Hughes emphasises the constructed nature of a photograph and the way both an 

image and a memory can tell lies. In the photograph of the Fulbright scholars, 

Plath’s ‘exaggerated American | Grin’ is a performance ‘for the cameras, the 

judges, the strangers, the frighteners’.27 In the draft of the unpublished ‘Last 

Letter’, written about Plath’s final day, he refers to the sight of her as ‘******** 

*******’ in his memory, which invokes an image layered in a ghostly fashion 

over a scene in which it was not present, therefore constructing an entirely 

fabricated image.28  

In the drafts of ‘Perfect Light’, a poem that accords with Cheeke’s 

assessment of the ‘super-poignancy’ inherent in photographs, Hughes 

 
25 ‘Collected Poems 1957-1995’, MSS644, Box 65, Fol. 43. Text removed due to third party 
copyright for unpublished material. 
26 Collected, p. 1051. 
27 Collected, p. 1045. 
28 Add MS 88918/1/6. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 

Image removed due to third party copyright 
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highlights the poet’s controlling hand in the presentation of the material: ‘**** 

**** ****** ******* **** **** | ********** ****** ****** | ****** *** **** *** 

**********’.29 Hughes portrays his construction of the well-known photograph 

of Plath and their children in the daffodils, stressing his active role through the 

repetition of ‘I’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anita Helle suggests that the connection of photographs to the real often 

conceals the fact that ‘photographs, like other kinds of texts, are edited and 

annotated in the process of their artistic transformations’.30 In the drafts 

showing Hughes’s ‘artistic transformation’, he annotates the image by providing 

the motivation for taking the photograph. He states that it was taken because 

‘we were proud of our daffodils’ and were pleased ‘***** ***** **** *** ** * **** 

** ****** ****** | ******** ******* ********’.31 The key is their ability to record 

their situation, to construct and present themselves in the image, and implicitly 

 
29 Add MS 88918/1/6. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
30 Anita Helle, ‘The photographic chamber of the eye’, in Representing Sylvia Plath, ed. by Sally 
Bayley and Tracy Brain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), pp. 32-53 (p. 33). 
31 Add MS 88918/1/6. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 

Figure 30: Plath, Frieda and Nicholas Hughes amongst 
the daffodils at Court Green 

Image removed due to third party 

copyright 
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in their poetry. In drawing attention to the artificially posed scene and its 

function as a symbol of their life to be shown to the outside world, Hughes 

emphasises not only the crafted nature of the poetry but also the potential for 

other kinds of documents to present a particular ‘truth’.     

Chapter Six demonstrated that in Moortown Diary, Hughes placed 

specific value on the authenticity of the poem and the moment it captures. In 

the preface to that collection, Hughes referred to the potentially duplicitous 

nature of photographs and film:  

 

what was original here was not some stranger’s poem but the 

video and surviving voice-track of one of my own days, a moment 

of my life that I did not want to lose. I then saw that all the other 

entries, even the more diffuse, still carried that same souvenir 

bloom for me. Altering any word felt like retouching an old home 

movie with new bits of fake-original voice and fake-original 

actions.32 

 

Susan Sontag’s On Photography, which was serialised in The New York Review 

of Books in the late 1970s, notes that ‘The picture may distort […] there is 

always a presumption that something exists, or did exist, which is like what’s in 

the picture’; this is because ‘Photographed images do not seem to be statements 

about the world so much as pieces of it, miniatures of reality’.33 Hughes supplies 

details about photographs that could not be gleaned from the image — the 

colour of Plath’s wedding dress in the black and white picture, for example, in 

‘Pink Woollen Knitted Dress’.  

 
32 Moortown Diary, p. xi. 
33 Susan Sontag, On Photography (London: Penguin, 1979), pp. 5 and 4. 
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 Although the collection is often criticised for creating a deterministic 

narrative and closing down Plath’s voice when responding to her poems, Gill 

characterises the tone of the collection as riddled by doubt through the use of 

‘questions and negative constructions’.34 In addition to these formal aspects of 

the finished collection, the drafts often show Hughes altering his recollections. 

For example, in a typescript of ‘The Owl’, handwritten alterations change the 

final line describing the owl swooping down: 

      
          **                       ** 
*********************************35 

 

 Although this poem does seem to respond to the same incident described in 

Plath’s ‘Owl’, the Birthday Letters drafts often show Hughes replacing assertive 

phrases with a more hesitant tone. Similarly, in a typescript of ‘Visit’ typed on 

an electric typewriter and edited heavily by hand in black biro, the tone becomes 

more uncertain: 

 

                               *****             ****** 
**************************************** 

               ****** 
************************************36 

 

Hughes also provides incorrect details and, in doing so, highlights the 

potential for misremembering. Middlebrook has pointed out that in the poem 

describing Plath’s and Hughes’s first meeting, he describes her headband as 

 
34 ‘“Your story. My story”’, p. 68. 
35 ‘Omen’, TS f72, Add MS 88918/1/5. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
36 ‘Visit’, TS f67, Add MS 88918/1/5. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished 
material. 
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blue, whilst Plath notes in her journal that it was her favourite red headband.37 

By this point, Hughes had read her journals and written an introduction to 

accompany their publication in 1982. One of the early drafts of this poem in a 

school exercise book shows that the inclusion of the headband in the poem is a 

marginal insertion in a different colour ink — ‘****** ****** ***** **** ****** 

*******’.38 This could suggest that Hughes later remembered that he had taken 

Plath’s headscarf (the earrings which are also taken in the published poem are 

not present in this draft) or it could imply that he added it after reading Plath’s 

journal. Another headscarf appears in the poem ‘Drawing’, which is referred to 

in the drafts as a ‘red-spotted headscarf’ (bandana in the final piece) and shows 

Hughes being closely attentive to its colour.39  

The substitution of an easily-checkable detail suggests that Hughes is 

creating a poetic archive of items that cannot be trusted; the implication is that 

poetry must always be questioned when mined for biography. Danny O’Connor 

posits that by turning the headscarf from red to blue, Hughes connects it to the 

blue jewel that is lost in the final poem of Birthday Letters, ‘Red’.40 

Middlebrook argues that Hughes uses blue throughout the collection to 

neutralise Plath’s red. I suggest that substituting the colour represents a self-

conscious alteration of a fact to draw attention to the constructed, fictional 

nature of poetry. Hughes’s distortion of fact to create an overarching poetic 

symbol recalls his redrafting of ‘Birth of Rainbow’ in Moortown Diary and his 

experiments with concealing the personal voice of his poetry in oblique symbols 

in Wodwo and Crow.  

 
37 Journals, p. 212. 
38 Add MS 88198/1/6. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
39 Add MS 88918/1/6. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
40 Danny O’Connor, ‘Why Birthday Letters always arrives’, Ted Hughes Society Conference, 
Pembroke College, Cambridge, 14-15 September 2012. 
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In the same manner that the collection falsifies facts, Hughes highlights 

that the archive is not simply words on a page for the Hughes family, but has an 

embodied past and living future. In ‘Visit’, a complex conflation of text and 

living person occurs as the poem shifts between Plath’s living voice, her written 

words on the journal page (the journal ‘I’), and their daughter’s voice. The drafts 

perform a slippage between the three, destabilising the separation between 

them, embodying what Helle describes in Plath’s papers as the archive’s 

‘crossing of corpse and corpus’.41 The drafts describe Plath’s journal voice 

bursting in on Hughes as he read in a way that seems vividly alive. In the 

published poem, it is their daughter who comes into the room and later seems to 

merge with the ‘urgent future’ of Plath’s journal voice. The first extract shows 

the manuscript draft, and the second the published poem: 

 

  ******************************** 

*****************. 

      ******** 

*********************************** 

************************************ 

*(************************************42 

 

 

I look up — as if to meet your voice  

With all its urgent future  

That has burst in on me. Then look back  

 
41 Helle, ‘Lessons from the Archive’, p. 632. 
42 ‘Visit’, MS f70-71, Add MS 88918/1/5. Text removed due to third party copyright for 
unpublished material. 
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At the book of the printed words.  

You are ten years dead. It is only a story.  

Your story. My story.43  

 

These shifts draw on a technique similar to that found in the drafts of ‘March 

morning unlike others’. When writing Birthday Letters, Hughes combines the 

composition technique used across his career of substituting personal 

reflections for the impersonal, altering the subject of these lines for aesthetic 

effect and emotional impact.  

The drafts of Birthday Letters often shift towards language similar to 

that which Hughes uses to characterise his own writing processes in Crow and 

Plath’s in Ariel. A draft of ‘You Hated Spain’ alters ‘*************** ****** ****’ 

to ‘*********** *************** *****’.44 The change from ‘********’ to ‘******’ 

suggests a more passive, mystical creation of the poems. Hughes similarly 

mythologizes his own writing process. An early draft of ‘Omen’ reads, ‘**** **** 

************ ********* ********’, and is altered in a typescript to ‘***** 

************ ******** | ********** *********************** ***’.45 Again the 

shift is from ‘made’, which implies craft, to ‘came’, which suggests inspired 

composition. Hughes typifies his working process in a way that accords with his 

poetic experimentation throughout his career and contributes to the 

mythologies which he constructed around his writing processes. In a draft of an 

unpublished Birthday Letters poem titled ‘Delivering Frieda’, Hughes confers 

an almost mystical power on the handwritten manuscript draft. He writes of 

wanting Frieda to be released of carrying around the burden of Plath’s death so 

 
43 Collected, p. 1048. 
44 Add. MS 88918/1/6. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
45 ‘made’, Add MS 88918/1/6 and ‘came’, Add MS 88918/1/5. Text removed due to third party 
copyright for unpublished material. 
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that she can ‘** *** *******’.46 He connects this to Plath’s poem ‘Edge’, in which 

she writes: ‘Each dead child coiled, a white serpent’.47 In ‘Delivering Frieda’, he 

quotes a line from the drafts of ‘Edge’ which emphasises his interaction with her 

manuscripts, his tracing of her creative process:  

 

                   ********* 
                ******* 
******************************************* 

*************************************** 

**************************** 

 

 

To ward off the implications of this line he commands:          

 

**************************** 

********************** 

************************* 48 

 

The draft goes on to state that ‘*********** ************ ********* ******* 

********’: crossing out becomes ‘*********’ as the physical act of writing and 

erasure is seen to have impact on lived experience.  

 
46 Add MS 88918/1/7. Text removed due to third party copyright for unpublished material. 
47 Collected Poems Plath, p. 272. 
48 Add MS 88918/1/7. The word ‘delete’ is written in pencil. Text removed due to third party 
copyright for unpublished material. 
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Figure 31: Detail from Plath, ‘Edge’ manuscript draft, Smith College 
 

Hughes’s alterations change the fairly neutral word ‘*******’ to ‘********’, which 

implies, as with Hughes’s descriptions of Plath’s process, that she simply 

moulded received material, then finally he alters it to ‘***********’ which gives 

Plath full agency in her writing process and, in this case, full culpability. 

In a letter to Olive Higgins Prouty discussing Plath’s Ariel manuscripts in 

1975, Hughes states, ‘The first drafts in hand are astonishing documents of 

inspiration’.49 While this is certainly true of the Birthday Letters drafts, they are 

also astonishing documents of craft and hard work. Although Hughes 

manipulates the language with which he characterises the creative process, the 

sheer amount of draft material, both manuscripts and edited typescripts, 

illustrate the time and mental effort expended on these poems. The drafts seem 

to conform to Hughes’s description of the fourth type of composition he set out 

in his lecture ‘The Evolution of “Sheep in Fog”’: ‘a sort of hard fought treaty – 

some kind of provisional reconciliation between the inspiration and other parts 

of the poet’s character, a precarious, jagged touchy kind of agreement’ which 

creates ‘exciting pieces of writing even when they are anything but what you 

would call a perfect poem’.50 The change in drafting style between the single 

draft poems of Crow and the farming poems of Moortown Diary to the 

 
49 Qtd. in Steve Ennis, ‘Self-Revelation, Self-Concealment and the Making of the Ted Hughes 
Archive’, in Ted Hughes Alternative Horizons, ed. by Joanny Moulin, p. 73. 
50 Winter Pollen, p. 209. 

Image removed due to third party copyright 
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manuscripts of elegies of Moortown and Birthday Letters illustrates that 

writing using the fragments that make up memory holds a weight of 

responsibility and difficulty.  

‘What happens when the writer foregrounds the manuscript and archive 

in the final published version?’51 The answer in Hughes’s case is that we reach 

the culmination of a life’s work spent, as I have illustrated across this thesis, in 

writing about the process of writing. Hughes observed to Lucas Myers in 1957 of 

his vocation as a poet: 

 

**************************************************************

**************************************************************

**************************************************************

**************************************************************

**************************************************************

*********************** 52 

 

This thesis offers the first critical survey of Hughes’s draft materials as 

they relate to his composition techniques. I. A. Richards’s question in ‘Poetic 

Process and Literary Criticism’ has lain at its centre: ‘What, if anything, have its 

occasion, origin, motivation, its psychological and compositional history to do 

with the being of the completed poem?’53 This study has sought to make an 

original contribution to Hughes scholarship through a series of case studies of 

Hughes’s manuscripts at key points in his career as well as contextualising these 

 
51 Davidson, p. 64. 
52 MSS 865, Box 1, Fol. 3 (T.H. to Lucas Myers, 22 July 1957). Text removed due to third party 
copyright for unpublished material. 
53 I. A. Richards, ‘Poetic Process and Literary Criticism’, in Poems in the Making, ed. by Walker 
Gibson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1963), p. 229. 
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manuscripts by examining the impact of other media on composition: readings, 

recordings and images. I have used these studies to illustrate a wider narrative 

of his creative process and development, exploring the ways in which analysing 

the process of poetry composition through attention to draft manuscripts can 

illuminate the poet’s writing and challenge accepted interpretations of his work. 

The manuscripts reveal that the seismic shifts in the content and style of 

Hughes’s poetry at various points in his writing are careful developments of 

poetic craft. The extensive archives he left allow us to construct an 

understanding of the complex interweaving of drafts, typescripts, source 

reading, letters, echoes of earlier poems, condensed images, additions and 

deletions, and through these to read the many layers of Hughes’s palimtexts. 

Through tracing Hughes’s compositional practices in close detail across his 

career, I have argued that his draft writing often reflects on the process of 

production in a way that is studiously removed from the final published piece. 

This consistent self-reflexive engagement with the process of writing is the 

major untold story of Hughes’s poetic development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



286 
 
 

Bibliography 

 

Adams, Pat, ed., With a Poet’s Eye: A Tate Gallery Anthology (London: The  

Tate Gallery, 1986) 

Allen, Ioan, Interview with the Author, 27 March 2011 

Alliston, Susan, Poems and Journals 1960-1968 (Nottingham: Richard Hollis,  

2010)  

Altick, Richard Daniel, Paintings from Books: Art and Literature in Britain,  

1760-1900 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1985) 

Altieri, Charles, ‘Sensibility, Rhetoric, and Will: Some Tensions in  

Contemporary Poetry’, Contemporary Literature, Vol. 23, No. 4  

(Autumn 1982), pp. 451-479 

Alvarez, Al, ‘The New Poetry or Beyond the Gentility Principle’, New Poetry  

 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966) 

Andrews, Jamie, Personal Correspondence, 17 October 2012 

Armstrong, Edward Allworthy, The Folklore of Birds: an Enquiry into the  

Origin and Distribution of some Magico-Religious Traditions (London:  

Collins, 1958) 

Arnold, Sue, ‘Ted Hughes Reading His Poetry’, Guardian, 13 June 2009, 

<http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2009/jun/13/ted-hughes 

audiobook-poetry-review> [accessed 2 March 2012]  

———‘A Walk on the Wild Side’, Guardian, 27 December 2008,  

<http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/dec/27/ted-hughes-poetry> 

[accessed 2 March 2012] 

Attridge, Derek, The Singularity of Literature (London: Routledge, 2004) 



 287 
   
   

 

Baigell, Matthew, American Artists, Jewish Images (Syracuse: Syracuse  

University Press, 2006) 

Baskin, Leonard, Baskin: Sculpture, Drawings, Prints (New York: George  

Braziller, 1970) 

——— Iconologia (London: Andre Deutsch, 1988) 

Bate, Jonathan, ‘A Biography of Ted Hughes’ interviewed by Yvonne Reddick  

(University of Warwick Podcasts, 16 February 2012)  

<http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/history/atoz/thinkingaloud/podc

asts?podcastItem=hughes.m4v> [accessed 16 March 2013] 

——— ‘The Complete Being of Ted Hughes’, ‘From Cambridge to Collected’,  

Conference at Pembroke College, Cambridge, 15 September 2010 

——— Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition 

 (Abingdon: Routledge, 1991) 

Baxandall, Michael, Patterns of Intention: On the Historical Explanation of  

Pictures (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1985) 

Belgrad, Daniel, The Culture of Spontaneity: Improvisation and the Arts in  

Post-War America (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998) 

Bentley, Paul, ‘Depression and Ted Hughes’s Crow, or through the Looking  

Glass and What Crow Found There’, Twentieth Century Literature , Vol.  

43, No. 1 (Spring 1997), pp. 27-40  

——— Ted Hughes: Language and Illusion (London: Longman, 1998) 

Bere, Carol, ‘Review of The Spoken Word: Sylvia Plath (British Library 2010),  

ISBN: 978-0-712351-02-7 and The Spoken Word: Ted Hughes: Poems  

and Short Stories (British Library and BBC 2008), ISBN: 978-0-712305- 

49-5’, Plath Profiles (June 2011), pp. 361-374  

Bergin, Tara, ‘Ted Hughes and the Literal: The Relationship between Ted  



288 
 

Hughes’s translations of János Pilinszky and his poetic intentions for  

Crow’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 3, Issue 1 (2013), pp. 19-25 

Bergman, Marija, ‘The Monster in the Riddle: Translation Analysis of Hughes’s  

Phedre’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 1, Issue 1 (2011), pp. 14- 

22 

Bergmann-Loizeaux, Elizabeth, ‘Reading Word, Image, and the Body of the  

Book: Ted Hughes and Leonard Baskin’s “Cave Birds”’, Twentieth  

Century Literature, Vol. 50, No. 1 (Spring 2004), pp. 18-58 

Bernstein, Charles, ‘Introduction’, Close Listening, ed. by Charles Bernstein  

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1998) 

Berry, Wendell, Farming: a Hand Book (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 1971) 

Blau, Eleanor, ‘“Bell Jar” Case Ends in Accord’, The New York Times, 30  

January 1987 <http://www.nytimes.com/1987/01/30/movies/ 

bell-jar-case-ends-in-accord.html?src=pm> [accessed 16 March 2013]  

Blishen, Edward William, ‘Harking and Marking: Poets and Poems for an Early  

Age’, Times Literary Supplement, 1 June 1962 

Bly, Robert, ‘An Interview with Robert Bly’ by Ekbert Faas, Boundary 2, Vol. 4,  

No. 3 (Spring 1976), pp. 677-700 

——— News of the Universe: Poems of Twofold Consciousness (Berkley:  

University of California Press, 1995) 

——— An Interview with Robert Bly’ by Joseph Shakarchi, The Massachusetts  

Review, Vol. 23, No. 2 (Summer 1982), pp. 226-243  

Bourdieu, Pierre, Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge: Polity Press,  

1992) 

——— The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field  

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996) 



 289 
   
   

 

Bowman, Frank Paul, ‘Genetic Criticism’, Poetics Today, Vol. 11, No. 3 (Autumn 

 1990), pp. 627-646 

Boulter, Jonathan, Melancholy and the Archive (London, New York:  

Continuum, 2011)  

Bradshaw, Graham, ‘Creative Mythology in Cave Birds’, in The Achievement of  

Ted Hughes, ed. by Keith Sagar (Manchester: Manchester University  

Press, 1983), pp. 210-238 

Brain, Tracy, The Other Sylvia Plath (Essex: Longman, 2001) 

Branch, Lori, Rituals of Spontaneity: Sentiment and Secularism from Free  

Prayer to Wordsworth (Texas: Baylor University Press, 2006) 

Brandes, Rand, ‘The Anthropologist’s Uses of Myth’, in The Cambridge  

Companion to Ted Hughes, ed. by Terry Gifford (Cambridge: Cambridge  

University Press, 2011) 

——— ‘Ted Hughes: Crow’, in A Companion to Twentieth Century Poetry, 

 ed. by Neil Roberts (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001) 

Britzolakis, Christina, Sylvia Plath and the Theatre of Mourning (Oxford: 

 Clarendon Press, 1999) 

Bundtzen, Lynda K., ‘Plath and Psychoanalysis: Uncertain truths’, in The  

Cambridge Companion to Sylvia Plath, ed. by Jo Gill (Cambridge:  

Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 36-51 

Burt, Stephen, ‘Scenic or Topographical Poetry’, in A Companion to Poetic  

Genre, ed. by Erik Martiny (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 2012),  

pp. 598-613 

Butscher, Edward, Sylvia Plath: Method and Madness (Tucson, Arizona:  

Schaffner Press, 2003)  

Cabri, Louis, ‘On Discreteness: Event and Sound in Poetry’, ESC: English  



290 
 

Studies in Canada, Vol. 33, Issue 4 (December 2007), pp. 1-19 

Caddel, Richard and Peter Quartermain, eds., Other: British and Irish Poetry  

Since 1970 (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1999) 

Camlot, Jason, ‘Early Talking Books: Spoken Recordings and Recitation  

Anthologies, 1880-1920’, Book History, Vol. 6 (2003), pp. 147-173 

Campbell, James, ‘Combat Gnosticism: The Ideology of First World War Poetry 

 Criticism’, New Literary History, Volume 30, No. 1 (Winter 1999), pp.  

203-215 

Carpenter, Humphrey, The Envy of the World: Fifty Years of the BBC Third 

Programme and Radio 3, 1946-1996 (London: Weidenfeld and 

Nicolson, 1996) 

Cheeke, Stephen, Writing for Art: The Aesthetics of Ekphrasis (Manchester:  

Manchester University Press, 2008) 

‘CHILDREN’S LITERARY COMPETITION’, Times Literary Supplement, 16  

January 1964 

Churchwell, Sarah, ‘Secrets and Lies: Plath, Privacy, Publication and Ted  

Hughes’s “Birthday Letters”’, Contemporary Literature, Vol. 42, No. 1  

(Spring 2001), pp. 102-148 

Clark, Heather, The Grief of Influence: Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes (Oxford:  

Oxford University Press, 2011) 

Clark, Timothy, The Theory of Inspiration: Composition as a Crisis of  

Subjectivity in Romantic and Post-Romantic Writing (Manchester:  

Manchester University Press, 1997) 

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor, The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge 7: 

 Biographica Literaria, ed. by James Engell and W. Jackson Bate 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983) 



 291 
   
   

 

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor and William Wordsworth, Lyrical Ballads 1798 and  

1800 Samuel Taylor Colderidge and William Wordsworth, ed. by  

Michael Gamer and Dahlia Porter (Peterborough, Ont.: Broadview,  

2008) 

Cook, Peter and Mick Gowar, ‘Within the Hearing, and Seeing, of Children: Ted  

Hughes’s & Leonard Baskin’s Illustrated Books for Young Readers’ The  

Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 1, Issue 1 (2011), pp. 32-38 

Costello, Bonnie, Shifting Ground: Reinventing Landscape in Modern  

American Poetry (Boston: Harvard University Press, 2003) 

Coupe, Laurence, Myth (London: Routledge, 1997) 

‘Cover’, Times Literary Supplement, 30 May 1975 

Curran, Stuart, Poetic Form and British Romanticism (Oxford: Oxford  

University Press, 1986) 

Dardess, George, ‘The Logic of Spontaneity: A Reconsideration of Kerouac’s 

 “Spontaneous Prose Method”’ Boundary 2, Vol. 3, No. 3 (Spring 1975),  

pp. 729-746 

Davids, Roy, ‘British Library Finding Aid/Description of Holdings: Ted Hughes  

Archive, the final portion’ (2012) <http://www.ted- 

hughes.info/home/news/roy-davids-supplies-detailed-finding-aid-for- 

hughes-archive-at-british-library.html> [accessed 10 October 2012] 

——— ‘Memories, Reflections, Gratitudes’, The Epic Poise: A Celebration of  

Ted Hughes, ed. by Nick Gammage (London: Faber and Faber, 1999) 

Davidson, Michael, Ghostlier Demarcations: Modern Poetry and the Material  

world (California: University of California Press, 1997) 

Davie, Donald, ‘On Sincerity: From Wordsworth to Ginsberg’, Encounter 31.4  

(1968), pp. 61-66 



292 
 
Dickie, Margaret, ‘Ted Hughes: The Double Voice’, Contemporary Literature ,  

Vol. 24, No. 1 (Spring 1983), pp. 51-65 

Dickinson, Patrick Thomas, ‘Poems of Substance’, Times Literary Supplement,  

18 October 1957 

Donoghue, Denis, Untitled review of The Art of Ted Hughes by Keith Sagar, 

New Republic, 31 January 1976 

Douglas, Jennifer, ‘Original Order, Added Value? Archival Theory and the  

Douglas Coupland fonds’, in The Boundaries of the Literary Archive:  

Reclamation and Representation, ed. by Carrie Smith and Lisa Stead  

(Surrey: Ashgate, forthcoming 2013) 

Douglas, Keith, Complete Poems, ed. by Desmond Graham and intro. by Ted  

Hughes (London: Faber and Faber, 2000)   

Eagleton, Terry, ‘Myth and History in Recent Poetry’, in British Poetry Since  

1960: A Critical Survey, ed. by Michael Scmidt and Grevel Lindop  

(Oxford: Carcanet Press, 1972), pp. 233-239  

Eisenberg, Evan, The Recording Angel: Explorations in Phonography (New  

York: McGraw Hill Book Company, 1987) 

Eliade, Mircea, The Myth of the Eternal Return (London: Routledge, 1955)  

——— Myth and Reality, trans. by William R. Trask (London: Allen & Unwin,  

1964) 

——— Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, trans. by William R. Trask 

(London: Routledge, 1964)  

———‘Myth and Mythical Thought’ in Myth, Alexander Eliot (New York:  

McGraw-Hill, 1976) 

Elliott, R. K. ‘Poetry and Truth’, Analysis, Vol. 27, No. 3 (January 1967), pp. 77- 

85 



 293 
   
   

 

Ellis, Jonathan, ‘Ekphrastic Poetry: In and Out of the Museum’, in A  

Companion to Poetic Genre, ed. by Erik Martiny (Chichester: John Wiley  

& Sons Ltd, 2012), pp. 614-626 

Enniss, Steve, ‘In the Author’s Hand: Artifacts of Origin and Twentieth-Century  

Reading Practice’, RBM: A Journal of Rare Books, Manuscripts and  

Cultural Heritage 2 (Fall 2001), pp. 106-120 

——— ‘Self-Revelation, Self-Concealment and the Making of the Ted Hughes  

Archive’, in Ted Hughes Alternative Horizons, ed. by Joanny Moulin  

(London: Routledge, 2004) 

Esterhammer, Angela, ‘The Scandal of Sincerity’, in Romanticism, Sincerity and 

 Authenticity, ed. by Tim Milnes and Kerry Sinanan (Basingstoke:  

Palgrave, 2010) 

Ezard, John, ‘Poet’s Own Words Say Goodbye’, Guardian, 14 May 1999 

 <http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/1999/may/14/johnezard> [accessed 1  

April 2012] 

Faas, Ekbert, Ted Hughes: The Unaccommodated Universe (Santa Barbara:  

Black Sparrow Press, 1980) 

Farland, Maria, ‘Modernist Versions of Pastoral: Poetic Inspiration, Scientific 

 Expertise, and the ‘Degenerate’ Farmer’, American Literary History, Vol.  

19, No. 4 (Winter 2007), pp. 905-936 

Farmer, Paul, ‘One the Reading of Poetry’, The English Journal, Vol. 32, No. 3 

 (March 1943), pp. 146-149 

Feinstein, Elaine, Ted Hughes: the Life of a Poet (London: Weidenfield &  

Nicholson, 2001) 

Fordham, Finn, I Do I Undo I Redo: Textual Genesis of Modernist Selves in 

 Hopkins, Yeats, Conrad, Forster, Joyce, and Woolf (London: Oxford  



294 
 

University Press, 2010) 

Foucault, Michael, The History of Sexuality. Volume One: An introduction  

(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981) 

Fraser, G. S., ‘The Renewing Voice’, Times Literary Supplement, 15 April 1960 

Fulford, Tim, ‘“Nature” poetry’, in The Cambridge Companion to Eighteenth - 

 Century Poetry, ed. by John Sitter (Cambridge: Cambridge University  

Press, 2001), pp. 109-32 

Furr, Derek, ‘Listening to Millay’, Journal of Modern Literature, Vol. 29, No. 2, 

 Making Corrections (Winter 2006), pp. 94-110 

——— Recorded Poetry and Poetic Reception from Edna Millay to the Circle of 

 Robert Lowell (New York: Palgrave, 2010) 

Gammage, Nick, ed., The Epic Poise: A Celebration of Ted Hughes 

(London: Faber and Faber, 1999) 

Gannon, Thomas C., Skylark Meets Meadowlark: Reimagining the bird in  

British Romantic and Contemporary Native American Literature  

(Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 2009) 

Genette, Gérard, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, Literature, Culture,  

Theory (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997) 

Gifford, Terry and Neil Roberts, ‘Hughes and Two Contemporaries: Peter  

Redgrove and Seamus Heaney’, The Achievement of Ted Hughes, ed. by  

Keith Sagar (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1983), pp. 90- 

106 

——— Ted Hughes: A Critical Study (London: Faber and Faber, 1981) 

Gifford, Terry, ‘Gods of Mud: Hughes and the Post-Pastoral’, in The Challenge  

of Ted Hughes, ed. by Keith Sagar (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1994) 

——— Green Voices (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995) 



 295 
   
   

 

——— Pastoral (Abingdon: Routledge, 1999) 

——— Ted Hughes (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009) 

——— ‘Ted Hughes, Translation and Ecopoetics’, Modern Poetry in 

Translation, Series 3, No. 10, pp. 76-81 

Gill, Jo, Anne Sexton’s Confessional Poetics (Florida: University Press of  

Florida, 2007) 

———  ‘Exaggerated American: Ted Hughes’ Birthday Letters’, Journal of  

Transatlantic Studies, 2 (2004), pp. 163-84 

——— ‘Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’, in The Cambridge Companion to Ted  

Hughes, ed. by Terry Gifford (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  

2011), pp. 53-66 

——— ‘“Your story. My story’: Confessional writing and the case of Birthday  

Letters’, in Modern Confessional Writing: New Critical Essays, ed. by Jo  

Gill (London: Routledge, 2009), pp. 67-83 

Gioia, Dana, ‘Poetry Chronicle’, The Hudson Review, Vol. 33, No. 4 (Winter  

1980-81), pp. 611-627  

Graves, Robert, The White Goddess: a Historical Grammar of Poetic Myth  

(London: Faber and Faber, 1961) 

Gravil, Richard, ‘Wordsworth’s Second Selves’, Wordsworth Circle, 14 (1983),  

pp. 191-201 

Gubar, Susan, ‘Prosopopoeia and Holocaust Poetry in English: Sylvia Plath and  

Her Contemporaries’, The Yale Journal of Criticism, 14, No. 1 (2001), pp.  

191-215 

Guignon, Charles, On Being Authentic (London: Routledge, 2004) 

Hadley, Edward, ‘Editorial’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 2, Issue 1-2  

(2011) 



296 
 
——— The Elegies of Ted Hughes (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2010)  

Hagstrum, Jean H., The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and  

English Poetry from Dryden to Gray (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1958) 

Hainsworth, J. D., ‘Poets and the Brutes’, Essays in Criticism (1962) XII (1), pp.  

98-104  

Hamilton, Carolyn, ‘Introduction’, Refiguring the Archive, ed. by Carolyn  

Hamilton et al. (Dordecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2002)  

Hardy, Thomas, Thomas Hardy: The Complete Poems, ed. by James Gibson  

(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001) 

Heaney, Seamus, Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 1971-2001 (London: Faber  

and Faber, 2002)  

——— ‘Hughes and England’, The Achievement of Ted Hughes, ed. by 

 Keith Sagar (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1983), pp. 14-21 

——— ‘Omen and Amen: on “Littleblood”’, The Epic Poise: A Celebration of Ted  

Hughes, ed. by Nick Gammage (London: Faber and Faber, 1999) 

——— Seamus Heaney, ‘The Sense of Place’, in Preoccupations: Selected Prose  

1968-1978 (London: Faber and Faber, 1980), pp. 131-149 

Heffernan, James A. W., Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis from  

Homer to Ashberry (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993) 

Helle, Anita, ‘Introduction’, The Unravelling Archive: Essays on Sylvia Plath,  

ed. by Anita Helle (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2007) 

——— ‘Lessons from the Archive: Sylvia Plath and the Politics of Memory, 

Feminist Studies, Vol. 31, No. 3 (Fall 2005), pp. 631-652 

——— ‘The photographic chamber of the eye’, in Representing Sylvia Plath, ed.  

by Sally Bayley and Tracy Brain (Cambridge: Cambridge University  



 297 
   
   

 

Press, 2011), pp. 32-53 

Hennessey, Michael. ‘From Text to Tongue to Tape: Notes on Charles  

Bernstein’s “1-100”’, English Studies in Canada, Vol. 33, Issue 4  

(December 2007), pp. 67-72 

Hevner, Kate, ‘An Experimental Study of the Affective Value of Sounds in  

Poetry’, The American Journal of Psychology, 49 (1937), pp. 419–434  

Hibbett, Ryan, ‘Imagining Ted Hughes: Authorship, Authenticity, and the  

Symbolic Work of “Collected Poems”’, Twentieth Century Literature, 51  

(2005), pp. 414–436 

Hirschberg, Stuart, Myth in the Poetry of Ted Hughes (Dublin: Wolfhound  

Press 1981) 

Hobsbaum, Philip, ‘Ted Hughes at Cambridge’, The Dark Horse, Issue 8  

(Autumn 1999), pp. 6-12  

——— ‘The Redgrove Momentum 1952-2003’, The Manhattan Review, Vol. 11,  

No. 2 (Winter/Spring 2005) 

Hoffman, Daniel, ‘Talking beasts: The “Single Adventure” in the Poems of Ted  

           Hughes’, in Critical Essays on Ted Hughes, ed. by Leonard M. Scigaj  

(New York: G. K. Hall, 1992) 

Holub, Miroslav, ‘Ted Hughes in Czech’, in The Epic Poise: A Celebration of Ted  

           Hughes, ed. by Nick Gammage (London: Faber and Faber, 1999) 

Houglum, Brook, ‘Kenneth Rexroth and Radio Reading’, English Studies in 

           Canada, 33 (2007), pp. 55–66 

Howarth, Peter, British Poetry in the Age of Modernism (Cambridge:  

Cambridge University Press, 2005) 

Howe, Susan, The Birth-mark: unsettling the wilderness in American literary 

            history (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1993) 



298 
 
Hughes, Carol, ‘Letter to the Author’, 19 November 2009 

——— ‘Conversation with the Author’, 30 April 2012 

——— ‘Letter to the Author’, 11 February 2013 

Hughes, Gerald, Ted and I: A Brother’s Memoir (London: The Robson Press,  

2012) 

Hughes, Ted, Collected Poems (London: Faber and Faber, 2005) 

——— Editorial for Modern Poetry in Translation, 3 (1967), pp. 1-2 

——— ‘Introduction’, Modern Poetry in Translation: An Annual Survey  

(Manchester: Carcanet, 1983) 

——— ‘Introduction to Popa’, Collected Poems, trans. by Anne Pennington and  

Francis Jones (London: Anvil, 1997) 

——— Letters of Ted Hughes, ed. by Christopher Reid (London: Faber and  

Faber, 2007) 

——— Moortown Elegies (Rainbow Press, 1978) 

——— Moortown (London: Faber and Faber, 1979) 

——— Moortown Diary (London: Faber and Faber, 1989) 

——— ‘Myth and Education’, Children’s Literature in Education, No. 1, (1970)  

pp. 55-70  

——— ‘Notes on the Chronological Order of Sylvia Plath’s Poems’, Tri-Quarterly  

7 (1966), pp. 81-82 

——— Poetry in the Making (London: Faber and Faber, 1967. This edition  

London: Faber and Faber, 1969; repr. 2008) 

——— ‘Ted Hughes, The Art of Poetry No. 71’, The Paris Review, No. 134 (Spring  

1995) <http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/1669/ 

the-art-of-poetry-no-71-ted-hughes> [accessed 3 January 2013]  

——— Winter Pollen: Occasional Prose, ed. by William Scammell (London:  



 299 
   
   

 

Faber and Faber, 1995) 

——— Wodwo (London: Faber and Faber, 1967. This edition London: Faber and  

Faber, 1971, repr. 1989) 

Hughes, Ted, and Keith Sagar, Poet and Critic: The Letters of Ted Hughes and  

Keith Sagar, ed. by Keith Sagar (London: The British Library Publishing  

Division, 2012) 

Huws, Daniel, Memories of Ted Hughes, 1952-63 (Nottingham: Five Leaves  

Publications, 2010) 

Hyde, Lewis, Trickster Makes this World: Mischief, Myth and Art (New York:  

North Point Press, 1999) 

Jaffe, Irma B, The Sculpture of Leonard Baskin (New York: Viking Press, 1980) 

Johnson, Owen Charles ‘Ted Hughes: speaking for the earth’, Durham theses,

  Durham University, 1991. Durham E-Theses Online:  

<http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/1483/> 

Jones, Chris, Strange Likeness: The Use of Old English in Twentieth-Century  

Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) 

Jung, Carl, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, Vol. 9, Part 1, trans.  

by R.F.C. Hull (London: Routledge, 1959) 

——— Essays on Contemporary Events (London: Keegan Paul, 1947) 

——— Memories, Dreams, Reflections (London: Collins, 1967) 

——— ‘Myth and Mythical Thought’, in Myth, Alexander Eliot (New York:  

McGraw-Hill, 1976) 

Kaplan, Ann E., Woman and Film: Both Sides of the Camera (London:  

Routledge, 2000)  

Kaplan, Sidney, and Leonard Baskin, ‘The Necessary Image: From the  

Iconologia of Leonard Baskin’, The Massachusetts Review, 5 (1963), pp.  



300 
 

90–112 

Kamerick, Kathleen, Popular Piety and Art in the Late Middle Ages: Image 

 Worship and Idolatry in England, 1350-1500 (Baskingstoke: Palgrave, 

 2002) 

Kearney, Richard, Poetics of Imagining: From Husserl to Lyotard (London:  

Harper Colllins, 1991) 

Keats, John, John Keats: Complete Poems, ed. by Jack Stillinger (Cambridge:  

The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1978; repr. 1982)  

Keith, W. J. The Poetry of Nature: Rural Perspectives in Poetry from  

Wordsworth  to the Present (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1980) 

Kendall, Tim, Modern English War Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University Press,  

2009) 

——— Sylvia Plath: A Critical Study (London: Faber and Faber, 2001) 

Keniston, Ann, ‘Confessing the body: Plath, Sexton, Berryman, Lowell, Ginsberg 

 and the gendered poetic of the ‘real’’, Modern Confessional Writing, ed.  

by Jo Gill (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006) 

Kibédi Varga, A., ‘Criteria for Describing Word-and-Image Relations’, Poetics  

Today, Vol. 10, No. 1, Art and Literature I (Spring 1989), pp. 31-53  

Kukil, Karen, ‘Reviving the Journals of Sylvia Plath’, Plath Profiles, Vol. 3 (Fall  

2010), pp. 15-25 

Lamb, Charles, ‘Oxford at the Vacation’, London Magazine 2 (October 1820) pp.  

365-369 <http://spenserians.cath.vt.edu/ 

TextRecord.php?action=GET&textsid=36313> [accessed 10 February 

2013]  

Larkin, Philip, ‘Neglected Responsibility: Contemporary Literary Manuscripts’,  

in Required Writing: 1955-1982 (London: Faber and Faber, 1983) 



 301 
   
   

 

Libby, Anthony, ‘God’s Lioness and the Priest of Sycorax: Plath and Hughes’, 

 Contemporary Literature, Vol. 15, No. 3 (Summer 1974), pp. 386-405 

Lodge, David, ‘Crow and the cartoons’, Critical Quarterly 13 (Spring 1971), pp.  

37-42 

Longley, Edna, ‘Wearing each other’s faces’, Times Literary Supplement, 13  

June 1980 

Lowe, Peter J., ‘“Full Fathom Five”: The Dead Father in Sylvia Plath’s  

Seascapes’, Texas Studies in Literature and Language, Vol. 49, No. 1  

(Spring 2007), pp. 21-44 

Lucie-Smith, Edward, ‘Sea-Imagery in the Work of Sylvia Plath’, The Art of  

Sylvia Plath: A Symposium (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1970)    
——— Homage to Leonard Baskin: A Tribute on His 60th Birthday, ed. by  

Edward Lucie-Smith (London: Leinster Fine Art, 1983) 

Lutwack, Leonard, Birds in Literature (Florida: University of Florida Press,  

1994) 

Lutz Zivley, Sherry, ‘Sylvia Plath’s Transformations of Modernist Paintings’,  

College Literature, Vol. 29, No. 3 (2002), pp. 35–56 

Manton, G. R., ‘The Making of Myth’ in Myth and The Modern Imagination, ed.  

by Margaret Dalziel (Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 1967) 

Maslen, Elizabeth, ‘Counterpoint: Collaborations between Ted Hughes and  

Three Visual Artists’, Word & Image, Vol. 2, Issue 1 (1986), pp. 33-44 

Mathews, Pamela R., ‘Sylvia Plath Hughes: The Middle Ground in the New  

Millennium’, South Central Review, Vol. 23, No. 3, Literary Biography  

(Fall 2006), pp. 89-93   

Mbembe, Achille, ‘The Power of the Archive and its Limits’ in Refiguring the 



302 
 

Archive, ed. by Carolyn Hamilton et al. (Dordecht: Kluwer Academic 

Publishers, 2002) 

McCaffery, Steve, ‘Voice in Extremis’, Close Listening, ed. by Charles Bernstein  

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1998) 

McGann, Jerome, Black Riders: The Visible Language of Modernism  

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993) 

McPherson, Sandra ‘Ted Hughes’ Moortown, Real and Imagined’, The  

American Poetry Review, Vol. 11, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1982), pp. 18-22. 

Melody, Helen, Personal Correspondence with the Author, 16 October 2012 

——— ‘The archive as an extension of self: what we can learn about Ted Hughes  

from archival collections’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal, Vol. 3, Issue  

1 (2013), pp. 42-46 

Meyer Spacks, Patricia, ‘In Search of Sincerity’, College English, Vol. 29, No. 8  

(May 1968), pp. 591-602 

Middlebrook, Diane, Her Husband: Hughes and Plath, a Marriage (New York: 

 Viking, 2003) 

——— ‘Misremembering Ted Hughes’, in The Ethics of Life Writing, ed. by Paul  

John Eakin (New York: Cornell University Press, 2004) 

Middleton, Peter, Victoria Sheppard and Nicky Marsh, ‘“Blasts of Language”:  

Changes in Oral Poetics in Britain Since 1965’, Oral Tradition, Vol. 21,  

No. 1 (March 2006), pp. 47-67 

Middleton, Peter, ‘How to Read a Reading of a Written Poem’, Oral Tradition,  

Vol. 20, No. 1 (March 2005), pp. 7-34  

——— ‘The Poetry Review Essay’, Poetry Magazines, Vol. 94, No. 1 (Spring  

2004) <http://www.poetrymagazines.org.uk/ 

magazine/record.asp?id=13577> [accessed 15 April 2012] 



 303 
   
   

 

——— ‘The Contemporary Poetry Reading’ Close Listening, ed. by Charles  

Bernstein (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998)  

——— Distant Reading: Performance, Readership, and Consumption in  

Contemporary Poetry (Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 2005)  

Mierlo, Wim Van, ‘Seminar on Modern Literary Manuscripts’, London Rare  

Book School, 2-6 June 2012 

——— Personal Correspondence with the Author, 11 February 2013 

Milburn, Michael, ‘“Sacred Beings”: Writers in Recorded Conversation’, Poetry,  

Vol. 146, No. 2 (May 1985), pp. 101-111 

Miller, David, and Richard Price, British Poetry Magazines 1914-2000: History  

and Bibliography of ‘Little Magazines’ (London: The British Library,  

2006) 

Miller, Mervyn, Personal Correspondence with the Author, 2 August 2012 

Mills Harper, Margaret, ‘Nemo: George Yeats and Her Automatic Script’, New 

 Literary History, Vol. 33, No. 2 (Spring 2002), pp. 291-314 

Milnes, Tim and Kerry Sinanan, eds. Romanticism, Sincerity and Authenticity 

 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2010) 

Mitchell, W. J. T., Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago; London:  

University of Chicago Press, 1986) 

——— The Language of Images (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 

 1980) 

——— Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation (Chicago:

  London: University of Chicago Press, 1994) 

Mongan, Elizabeth, ‘Rebirth in the Graphic Arts’, College Art Journal, 13  

(1954), pp. 208–212  

Moore, Harry Thornton, ‘Poetry on Record’, Poetry, Vol. 57, No. 1 (October  



304 
 

1940),  pp. 52-55 

——— ‘Poetry on Record’, Poetry, Vol. 57, No. 5 (February 1941), pp. 338-340 

——— ‘Poetry on Record’, Poetry, Vol. 58, No. 2 (May 1941), pp. 105-108 

——— ‘Poetry on Record’, Poetry, Vol. 74, No. 6 (September 1949), pp. 367-370 

——— ‘Poetry on Record’, Poetry, Vol. 79, No. 6 (March 1952), pp. 353-355 

Moses, Kate, ‘Sylvia Plath’s Voice, Annotated’, The Unraveling Archive: Essays  

on Sylvia Plath, ed. by Anita Helle (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 

 Press, 2007), pp. 89-118 

Moulin, Joanny, ‘Introduction’, Ted Hughes: Alternative Horizons ed. by  

Joanny Moulin (London: Routledge, 2004)  

Moynahan, Julian, ‘Is There Life After Crow? Ted Hughes’ Poetry Lately’,  

Poetry, 138 (1981), pp. 297–304 

Muldoon, Paul, The End of the Poem: Oxford Lectures in Poetry (London:  

Faber and Faber, 2009) 

Mulvey, Laura, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, Screen 16: 3 (Autumn  

1975), pp. 6-18 

Murphy, Richard, ‘Last Exit to Nature’, New York Review of Books, Vol. 29, No.  

10, 10 June 1982 < http://0-www.nybooks.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/ 

articles/archives/1982/jun/10/last-exit-to-nature/> [accessed 24 March  

2013]  

Myers, Lucas, Crow Steered Bergs Appeared (Sewanne: Proctor’s Hall Press,  

2001) 

——— An Essential Self: Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath (Nottingham: Five  

Leaves Publications, 2010) 

‘A New View of Ted Hughes’, Emory Magazine, Vol. 76, No. 1 (Spring 2000)  

<http://www.emory.edu/EMORY_MAGAZINE/spring2000/ 



 305 
   
   

 

hughes.html> [accessed 7 November 2012] 

Newby, P. H., ‘Radio, TV and the Arts’, BBC Lunchtime Lecture Series, 15 Jan  

1976 

Newdick, Robert S., ‘Robert Frost and the Sound of Sense’, American  

Literature, 9 (1937), pp. 289–300  

Newman, Charles, The Art of Sylvia Plath (London: Faber and Faber, 1970) 

O’Brien, Sean, The Deregulated Muse: Essays on Contemporary British and  

Irish Poetry (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Bloodaxe Books, 1998) 

O’Connor, Danny, ‘Why Birthday Letters always arrives’, Ted Hughes Society  

Conference, Pembroke College, Cambridge, 14-15 September 2012 

Ong, Walter, Orality and Literature (London: Methuen, 1982) 

Orwell, George, ‘Poetry and the Microphone’ 

 <http://orwell.ru/library/articles/poetry/english/e_poetry> [accessed  

10 April 2012] 

Oswald, Alice, ‘Wild things’, Guardian, 3 December 2005 

Parker, Michael, ‘Hughes and the Poets of Eastern Europe’, The Achievement of  

Ted  Hughes, ed. by Keith Sagar (Manchester: Manchester University  

Press, 1983), pp. 37-51 

Parry, Sarah, ‘The Inaudibility of “Good” Sound Editing: The Case of the  

Caedmon Records’, Performance Research, 7, 1 (2002), pp. 24-33 

Paulin, Tom, Minotaur: Poetry and the Nation State (London: Faber and  

Faber, 1992) 

‘Performing Poets’, The Times Literary Supplement, 20 July 1967 

Perkins, David, Romanticism and Animal Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge 

 University Press, 2003) 

——— Wordsworth and the Poetry of Sincerity (London: Oxford University  



306 
 

Press, 1964) 

——— A History of Modern Poetry: From the 1890s to the High Modernist  

Mode (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1976) 

——— A History of Modern Poetry: Modernism and After (Cambridge: The  

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1987) 

Perloff, Marjory, ‘Introduction’, The Sound of Poetry, The Poetry of Sound, ed.  

by Marjorie Perloff and Craig Dworkin (Chicago: University of Chicago  

Press, 2009) 

——— ‘Charles Olson and the “Inferior Predecessors”: “Projective verse”  

revisited’, ELH, Vol. 40, No. 2 (Summer 1973), pp. 285-306 

Pite, Ralph, ‘Wordsworth and the natural world’, in The Cambridge Companion  

to Wordsworth ed. by Stephen Gill (Cambridge: Cambridge University  

Press, 2003), pp. 180-195 

Plath, Sylvia, ‘Interview with Peter Orr’, The Poet Speaks: Interviews with  

Contemporary Poets Conducted by Hilary Morrish, Peter Orr, John  

Press and Ian Scott-Kilvert (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1967) 

——— Sylvia Plath, Letters Home 1953-63: Correspondence, ed. by Aurelia 

 Schober Plath, (London: Faber and Faber, 1976. This edition London:  

Faber and Faber, 1978; repr. 1990) 

——— Collected Poems (New York: Harper & Row, 1981) 

——— Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams, (London: Faber and Faber, 1979) 

——— The Journals of Sylvia Plath: Transcribed from the Original  

Manuscripts at Smith College, (London: Faber and Faber, 2000)  

‘Poems and Images’, Times Literary Supplement, 2 September 1955 

Pollak, Vivian R., ‘Moore, Plath, Hughes and “The Literary Life”’, American  

Literary History, Vol. 17, No. 1 (Spring 2005), pp. 95-117 



 307 
   
   

 

Pope, Rob, Creativity: Theory, History, Practice (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005) 

Porter, Peter, ‘Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath: A Bystander’s Recollection’  

Australian Book Review (August 2001), pp. 21-28 

Praz, Mario, Mnemosyne: The Parallel Between Literature and the Visual Arts,  

The A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts, 16 (Washington: National  

Gallery of Art, 1970) 

Prins, Yopie, ‘Voice Inverse’, Victorian Poetry, Vol. 42, No. 1 (Spring 2004), pp.  

43-60 

Quartermain, Meredith, ‘The Socio-poetic Soundscape of Geraldine Monk’, 

 English Studies in Canada, Vol. 33, Issue 4 (December 2007), pp. 73-76 

Quartermain, Peter, ‘Sound Reading’, in Close Listening: Poetry and the  

Performed Word, ed. by Charles Bernstein (New York: Oxford University  

Press, 1998) 

Radin, Paul, The Trickster: A Study in American Indian Mythology (New York:  

 Schocken Books, 1956) 

Ramazani, Jahan, Poetry of Mourning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to  

Heaney (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994) 

Ramsey, Jarod, ‘Crow or the Trickster transformed’, The Massachusetts Review, 

Vol. 19, No. 1 (Spring 1978), pp. 111-127 

——— ‘Crow or the Trickster Transformed’, in The Achievement of Ted Hughes,  

ed. by Keith Sagar (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1983), pp.  

171-185 

Rasula, Jed, ‘Understanding the Sound of Not Understanding’, in Close  

Listening: Poetry and the Performed Word, ed. by Charles Bernstein  

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1998) 

Ravinthiran, Vidyan, ‘Hughes’s Spontaneity’, Ted Hughes Society Conference,  



308 
 

Pembroke College, Cambridge, 15 September 2012 

Reddick, Yvonne, ‘River’, The Ted Hughes Society Journal Website  

<http://www.thetedhughessociety.org/river.htm> [accessed 25 February  

2013]  

Redford, Rachel, ‘Ted Hughes Comes Alive’, Observer, 2 November 2008  

 <http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/nov/02/ 

ted-hughes-audiobook> [accessed 1 April 2013] 

Rees, Roger, ed. Ted Hughes and the Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

 2009) 

Reid, Christopher, ‘Ted Hughes as Reader’, in The Epic Poise: A Celebration of  

Ted Hughes, ed. by Nick Gammage (London: Faber and Faber, 1999) 

Richards, I. A., ‘Poetic Process and Literary Criticism’, in Poems in the Making,  

ed. by Walker Gibson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1963) 

Richardson, Alan, ‘Romanticism and the Body’, Literature Compass 1 (2004)  

RO 092, pp. 1-14 

Roach, Helen, Spoken Records (New York: The Scarecrow Press Inc, 1963) 

Robinson, Craig, Ted Hughes as Shepherd of Being (Basingstoke: Palgrave,  

1989) 

——— ‘The good shepherd: Moortown Elegies’, in The Achievement of Ted  

Hughes, ed. by Keith Sagar (Manchester: Manchester University Press,  

1983), pp. 257-284 

Roberts, Neil, Ted Hughes: A Literary Life (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2006; repr.  

2009) 

 ——— ‘Hughes and Cambridge English’, Ted Hughes Society Conference, 

 Pembroke College, Cambridge, 14 September 2012 

——— ‘Summary of Cave Birds’, Ted Hughes Society Website 



 309 
   
   

 

<http://www.thetedhughessociety.org/cavebirds.htm> [accessed 15  

December 2012] 

Roethke, Theodore, The Collected Poems of Theodore Roethke (London: Faber  

and Faber, 1968) 

Rogers, Franklin R., Painting and Poetry: Form, Metaphor, and the Language  

Of Literature (Lewisburg; London: Bucknell University Press; Associated 

 University Presses, 1985) 

Rose, Jacqueline, The Haunting of Sylvia Plath (Cambridge: Harvard  

University Press, 1992) 

Rosenberg, Isaac, The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg: Poetry, Prose,  

Letters and Some Drawings, ed. by Gordon Bottomley and Denys  

Harding (London: Chatto and Windus, 1937) 

Roundtable discussion, Ted Hughes Society Conference, Pembroke College,  

 Cambridge, 14-15 September 2012. 

Sadoff, Ira, ‘Hearing Voices: The Fiction of Poetic Voice’, New England Review,  

Vol. 14, No. 4 (Fall 1992), pp. 221-232 

Sacks, Peter M., The English Elegy: Studies in the Genre from Spenser to Yeats 

 (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1987) 

Sagar, Keith, The Achievement of Ted Hughes, ed. by Keith Sagar (Manchester:  

Manchester University Press, 1983)  

——— The Art of Ted Hughes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975) 

——— The Challenge of Ted Hughes, ed. by Keith Sagar (Basingtoke: Palgrave,  

1994)   

——— The Laughter of Foxes (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2000) 

Sax, Joseph L., Playing Darts with a Rembrandt: Public and Private Rights in 

 Cultural Treasures (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1999) 



310 
 
Scigaj, Leonard M., ‘The Ophiolatry of Ted Hughes’, Twentieth Century  

Literature, Vol. 31, No. 4 (1985), pp. 380-398  

——— The Poetry of Ted Hughes: Form and Imagination (Iowa City: University 

of Iowa Press, 1986) 

Scupham, Peter, ‘The demon-farmer’s carnival’, Times Literary Supplement, 

4 January 1980 

Sergeant, David, ‘Summary of Moortown (Diary)’, The Ted Hughes Society  

Website (2012)  

<http://www.thetedhughessociety.org/moortowndiary.htm> [accessed  

14 January 2013] 

Sexton, Anne, ‘The Bar Fly Ought to Sing’, in The Art of Sylvia Plath: A  

Symposium (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1970) 

Sharpe, R. A., ‘The Art of the Possible’, Philosophy, Vol. 54, No. 208 (April  

1979),  pp. 227-230 

Shelley, Percy Bysshe, Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, ed. by Donald H. Reiman and  

Neil Fraistat, 2nd edn (New York: W.W. Norton, 2002) 

Showalter, Elaine, ‘Representing Ophelia: Women, Madness, and the 

 Responsibilities of Feminist Criticism’, in Hamlet, ed. by Susan Wofford  

(St. Martin's Press, Boston, 1994) 

Sitwell, Edith, ‘The Rising Generation’, Times Literary Supplement, 17  

September 1954 

Skea, Ann, Ted Hughes: The Poetic Quest (Armidale, NSW: University of New  

England Press, 1994)  

——— ‘The Thanksgiving and Memorial Service for Ted Hughes, Westminster 

 Abbey, 13th May 1999’ <http://ann.skea.com/THmemor.htm>  

[accessed 14 January 2011] 



 311 
   
   

 

——— ‘Ted Hughes and Small Press Publication’  

<http://ann.skea.com/RainbowPress.htm> [accessed 2 March 2012] 

——— ‘Adam and the Sacred Nine: A Cabbalistic Drama’  

<http://ann.skea.com/AdamHome.html> [accessed 16 March 2013] 

——— ‘Poetry and Magic: Birthday Letters’  

<http://ann.skea.com/BLCabala.htm> [accessed 16 March 2013] 

Solnick, Sam, ‘Ted Hughes and Technology’ The Ted Hughes Society Journal,  

Vol. 2, Issue 1-2 (2011) 

Somers-Willett, Susan B. A., The Cultural Politics of Slam Poetry: Race,  

Identity, and the Performance of Popular Verse in America (University  

of Michigan Press, 2009) 

Sontag, Susan, On Photography (London: Penguin, 1979) 

Spence, Joseph, Anecdotes, Observations, and Characters of Books and Men  

(London: John Murray, 1820) 

Spence, Robert, ‘Leonard Baskin, The Artist as Counter Decadent’, Art Journal,  

Vol. 22, No. 2 (Winter 1962-1963), pp. 88-91 

Steiner, Wendy, The Colors of Rhetoric: Problems in the Relation Between  

Modern Literature and Painting (Chicago; London: University of  

Chicago Press, 1982) 

Sterne, Johnathan, The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction 

 (London: Duke University Press, 2003)  

Stevenson, Anne, Bitter Fame: A Life of Sylvia Plath (London: Penguin, 1990)  

Stewart, Garrett, Reading Voices: Literature and the Phonotext (Berkeley: 

 University of California Press, 1990) 

Stivers, Richard, Evil in Modern Myth and Ritual (Athens: University of  

Georgia Press, 1982) 



312 
 
Stoler, Ann Laura, ‘Colonial archives and the arts of governance: on the content  

in the form’, in Refiguring the Archive, ed. by Carolyn Hamilton et al.  

(Dordecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers) 

Stothard, Peter, ‘Election ’97 and Ted Hughes’ Final Reading’, in The Epic  

Poise: A Celebration of Ted Hughes, ed. by Nick Gammage (London:  

Faber and Faber, 1999) 

Strangeways, Al, ‘“The Boot in the Face”: The Problem of the Holocaust in the  

Poetry of Sylvia Plath’, Contemporary Literature 37.3 (Fall 1996), pp.  

370-390 

Sweeting, Michael, ‘Hughes and Shamanism’, in The Achievement of Ted  

Hughes, ed. by Keith Sagar (Manchester: Manchester University Press,  

1983), pp. 70-89 

 ‘Ted Hughes widow to write memoirs’, BBC News, 7 January 2013  

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-20931438> [accessed  

13 February 2013]  

Tennant, Emma, Burnt Diaries (Edinburgh: Canongate Books, 1999)  

——— Sylvia and Ted: A Novel (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 2001) 

Thacker, David, Interview with the Author, 2 January 2010 

Thornton, Sarah, Club Cultures: Music, Media, and Subcultural Capital  

(Hanover, N.H.: Wesleyan University Press, 1996) 

Thwaite, Anthony, ‘Creaturely discomforts’, Times Literary Supplement, 25  

June 1982 

Trilling, Lionel, Sincerity and Authenticity (London: Oxford University Press,  

1972) 

Tuan, Yi-Fu, ‘Language and the Making of Place: A Narrative-Descriptive  

Approach’, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, Vol. 81,  



 313 
   
   

 

No. 4 (December 1991), pp. 684-696 

Uroff, Margaret Dickie, Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath (Chicago: University of  

Illinois Press, 1979) 

van Hulle, Dirk, Textual Awareness (Michigan: The University of Michigan  

Press, 2004)  

Warren, Austin, ‘Image, Metaphor, Symbol, Myth’ in Theory of Literature (New  

York: Hardcourt, Brace and Company, 1949) 

Weislogel, Andrew C., Earthbound flight: winged creatures in the art of  

Leonard Baskin, Exhibition at the Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art,  

Cornell University, 30 August-2 November 2003  

Weiss, Allen S., Breathless: Sound Recording, Disembodiment, and The  

Transformation of Lyrical Nostalgia (Connecticut: Wesleyan University 

Press, 2002) 

Weissbort, Daniel, Ted Hughes and Translation (Nottingham: Richard Hollis,  

2011) 

Wendorf, Richard, ed., Articulate Images: The Sister Arts from Hogarth to 

 Tennyson (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983) 

Whitehead, Kate, The Third Programme: A Literary History (Oxford:  

Clarendon, 1989) 

 ‘Who Do You Think You Are?’, Broadcasters’ Audience Research Board, BBC1,  

15 July 2009 

Williams, Bernard, Truth and Truthfulness: An Essay in Genealogy (Princeton 

 University Press, 2002) 

Williams, Harry, ‘The Edge is What I Have’: Theodore Roethke and After  

(London: Bucknell University Press, 1977) 



314 
 
Winterson, Jeanette, ‘Going Back to the Roots’, Guardian, 16 March 2008 

 <http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/mar/16/poetry.tedhughes> 

 [accessed 29 March 2012] 

Witter, John C., ‘Wotan and Hughes’s Crow’, Twentieth Century Literature,  

Vol. 26, No. 1 (Spring 1980), pp. 38-44 

Woolley, Jonathan, ‘Beyond the Beats: An Ethics of Spontaneity in the Poetry of  

Rolf Dieter Brinkmann’, College Literature, Vol. 30, No. 4 (Fall 2003),  

pp. 1-31 

Woolf, Virginia, A Room of One’s Own (London: The Hogarth Press, 1929.  

London: Penguin Classics, 2000)  

Worth, Irene, ‘Ted Hughes and Theatre’, in The Epic Poise: A Celebration of 

Ted Hughes, ed. by Nick Gammage (London: Faber and Faber, 1999) 

Yacobi, Tamar, ‘Pictorial Models and Narrative Ekphrasis’, Poetics  

Today, Vol. 16, No. 4 (Winter 1995), pp. 599-649 

Yeats, W. B., The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth 

 Editions, 1994) 

 

Manuscripts 

Atlanta, Emory University, Manuscript and Rare Book Library, The Ted Hughes 

Papers, 1940-1997, MSS644 

‘Notebook 1’, OBV1 

‘British Broadcasting Corporation, March 1992-1996’, Box 11, Fol. 31 

‘Notebook 2’, Box 57, Fol. 1 

‘Notebook 8, Box 57, Fol. 7 

‘Notebook 22’, Box 58, Fol. 5 

‘Notebook containing MS drafts of mostly Wodwo poems’, Box 59, Fol. 53 



 315 
   
   

 

‘Collected Poems 1957-1995’, Box 65, Fol. 43 

 ‘Birth of Rainbow’, MS, Box 68, Fol. 71 

‘Coming Down Through Somerset’, MS and TS, Box 68, Fol. 73 

‘February 17th’, MS and TS, Box 68, Fol. 77 

‘Foxhunt’, MS and TS, Box 69, Fol. 3 

‘March Morning Unlike others’, Box 69, Fol. 9 

‘Orf’, MS and TS, Box 69, Fol. 12 

‘Moortown Diary, Typescript (photocopy) of notes’, Box 76, Fol. 33 

‘Notes on Published Works (1992), TS [unsigned]’, Box 115, Fol. 25 

 

Atlanta, Emory University, Manuscript and Rare Book Library, The Olywn 

Hughes Papers, MSS980  

‘Ted Hughes to Olwyn Hughes, [ca.1955 or 1956]’, Box 1, Fol. 3 

‘Ted Hughes to Olwyn Hughes, [1958]’, Box 1, Fol. 6 

‘Ted Hughes to Olwyn Hughes, [1960]’, Box 1, Fol. 9 

 

Atlanta, Emory University, Manuscript and Rare Book Library, Ted Hughes 

Letters to Frieda Hughes, ‘Letter from TH, Court Green, ca. 1973-1978’,  

MSS1014, Box 1, Fol. 34 

 

Atlanta, Emory University, Manuscript and Rare Book Library, ‘Letters to Lucas 

Myers’, MSS865, Box 1, Fol. 3 

 

Amherst, Smith College, Mortimer Rare Book Room, Neilson Library, Smith 

College Letter to Sylvia Plath, 13 and 14 July 1958 

‘Edge’ manuscript and typescripts, 5 February 1963  



316 
 
 

London, The British Library, Ted Hughes Papers: 

 ‘Autobiographical and biographical notes’, Add MS 88918/7/1 

‘Autobiographical notes and commentaries on literary works’, Add MS 

88918/7/2 

‘Autobiographical notes and commentaries on literary works’, Add MS 

88918/7/3 

‘Letters from Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’, Add MS 88948/1/1  

‘Letters from Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’, Add MS 88948/1/2 

‘Letters to Olwyn Hughes from friends and family’, Add MS 88948/2 

‘Prose and poetry drafts by Ted Hughes’, Add MS 88948/3/1 

 ‘B. L. Notebooks and drafts III’, Add MS 88918/1/6 

‘II Final Drafts B. L.’, Add MS 88918/1/5 

 

University of Exeter, Special Collections Archives (GB 0029)  

‘The Plaintiff’, EUL MS 58/A/9 

‘The Knight’, EUL MS 58/A/14 

‘Something Was Happening’, EUL MS 58/A/15 

‘The Good Angel’, EUL MS58/A/29 

 

Reading, BBC Written Archives Centre: 

‘Poems of Ted Hughes’, R19/2,234/1 

‘Entertainment Poetry’, File IV 1955-1957, R19/1,821/1 

‘Ted Hughes Scriptwriter File I, 1956-1962’ 

 

Recordings 



 317 
   
   

 

Crow, Union Debating Centre (live), Cambridge, 21 April 1975 [British Library  

recording]  

Crow, recorded by Ioan Allen for Claddagh Records Ltd, 1973 [on vinyl] 

The Poet Speaks, recorded by Peter Orr, Argo Records Ltd, 1965 [on vinyl] 

The Poetry and Voice of Ted Hughes, Caedmon Redords, 1977 [on vinyl] 

The Thought fox and Other Poems, recorded by David Thacker for Faber, 1994  

[on cassette tape]  

Ted Hughes Reading his Poems. Harper Collins, 1996 [on CD] 

Ted Hughes: Poetry in the Making – The Spoken Word, British Library  

Publishing, 2008 [on CD] 

Ted Hughes: Poems and Short Stories – The Spoken Word, British Library  

Publishing, 2008 [on CD]  

 

 

 

 


