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FOREWORD 

When a mention of Ted Hughes entered into the con

versation with Professor Robert G. Collmer about a proposed 

thesis topic in the fall of 1971, I admitted complete ig

norance of the poet and his works. However, after I had 

sampled a number of his poems, I knew that some study deal

ing with Hughes fitted my inclinations. His poetry attracted 

me, to say the least. 

The research was difficult and frustrating a great 

deal of the time, but throughout the course of the research, 

my infatuation with Hughes's poetry was so great that I ex

perienced little discomfort in waiting for volumes of poetry 

and "Xerox" copies of criticisms that arrived through the 

mail from various parts of the country. In fact, the fre

quent delays increased the feeling of anticipation. 

This investigation, which began almost as an en

deavor to satisfy casual curiosity, culminated in a nearly 

fanatical attempt to observe every word written by and about 

Hughes. The consequence is a desire to compel others to 

accept this poetry as demonstrative of some of the best 

poetry written in English today. 

This study pursues Hughes's works for a single theme, 

namely, his use of animal imagery, in an analytical manner, 

but if rose-colored adjectives do appear, they are but to 

stir my reader into a state of excitement over an encounter 

• • • 
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with this poetry similar to my reaction. And I believe 

that the diversity of chapter subjects will offer the in

terested reader numerous aspects of Hughes and his poetry. 
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CHAPTER I 

MEET MY POET 

Ted Hughes asked his youthful audience to "Meet my 

Folks" in one of his children's books. I have borrowed 

his quotation, and now ask that you "Meet my Poet." In 

this prelude, I offer only the broadest mood impressions 

about Hughes's poetry, plus a summary of the format of the 

study. 

Hughes, at forty-three, appears as one of the most 

gifted poets of twentieth-century English writing. His 

poetry has absorbed the temper and the tone of modern verse 

and added another dimension to the power and range of that 

poetry. Hughes has created an unseen but recognized ob

server or bystander in his work, who is the device by which 

Hughes conveys his brutally explicit images into sense ex

perience. Hughes incorporates such a great amount of animal 

imagery and of such force into his poetry that the reader 

cannot help but view himself, in every phase, reflected 

both on the outside and inside of those animal eyes. Refer

ences to animals appear as the technique for increasing the 

impact of the poetry. 

Though only on the literary scene for sixteen years, 

Hughes exhibits brilliance in the use of the animal-based 

figures of speech that has brought him to the attention of 

many critics. His poems depict wildness, the untamed 



spirit; but the same poems reveal a perfectly controlled 

syntax. Hughes is not the poet to use euphemisms. Con

versely, if any word, no matter how harsh its connotation, 

can be replaced with a word or phrase more shocking to the 

senses, Hughes will use the more uncongenial substitute 

mercilessly. His poetry, for the most part, displays ex

treme seriousness, vivid violence, bursts of painfully 

accurate analogies, and appropriate metaphors. 

Restrained but effective witticisms appear in the 

major adult poetry of Ted Hughes; and many more appear in 

his children's verse. But if Hughes treats anything as a 

game, it is indeed a dreadfully serious game. And, there

fore, his poetiry is too masculine, too blatantly masculine, 

to leave any avenue open for levity. Critics have diffi

culty placing his poetry in any specific category, or label

ling him within a "school." Hughes's poetry does not fit 

in nicely with poetic genres. Such thunderingly strong, 

masculine poetry is new to the "only-see-formulas" eyes of 

the critics. 

Hughes appears as a conglomerate of many different 

poets. Three poets that easily come to mind are Dryden, 

Dickinson, and Eliot. Hughes has the wit of Dryden, the 

diction of Dickinson, and the imagination of Eliot. Hughes 

would no doubt enjoy being classified with any of these 

three poets, but I doubt if he would submit to a connection 

with any one of them. Hughes's wit is unjaded, keen, always 



ready to inject new interest into his poetry; but it is 

never obtrusive. Hughes's diction is free, expressive, and 

varies greatly from poem to poem. Hughes, like Dickinson, 

uses any word available, and invariably chooses the exact 

word. Hughes can readily imagine any situation that in

volves an animal. Eliot could place himself in any situa

tion just as easily. Such a comparison of the two brings 

to mind a phrase invented by Eliot, "Objective Correlative," 

which is defined as the concretely realized thing or the 

situation that objectifies, symbolizes, and recreates the 

emotion that the poet wishes to evoke but is not identical 

with the thing or situation that inspired the poem. Both 

Hughes and Eliot fashioned poems out of great imaginations 

elicited by complex personal feelings on the subject writ

ten about. Such statements are obviously general, but a 

study dealing with Hughes's relation to those three would 

probably be fruitful. It is difficult to interpret Hughes 

without falling into impressionistic criticisms. The 

flexibility of his verse, his frequent use of powerful vo

cabulary, his use of polysyllables, effective caesura, and 

highly emphatic diction, all help to create a feeling of 

over-confidence in the critic; for after all, such char

acteristics of usage are open to any number of interpreta

tions. 

Many papers could be written examining Hughes as 

a contemporary poet, but the main purpose of this study is 



to concentrate on one ingredient of Hughes's poetry, that 

is, his animal imagery. A background chapter dealing with 

biographical and stylistic information may enlighten the 

reader, inasmuch as Hughes is a relatively new figure on 

the horizon of English poetry. This chapter will also in

clude a brief survey of contemporary English poetry and the 

method by which Hughes relates to his own literary surround

ings. This description of Hughes's milieu will also contain 

comments from critics about his poetry in general. To my 

knowledge, no amount of extensive research has been done on 

Hughes. Indeed, comparatively little has been produced in 

the form of even superficial investigation. In no way am 

I prepared to claim that this study is innovative, but since 

only research of a rudimentary nature has been published, 

I feel that this study is in a sense new, because it places 

Hughes before the reader as an entity in the poetic world— 

not just an obscure figure who publishes a book of verse 

every few years, but a man with a history, as well as a 

poet whose poetry has a background. 

As an element for defining the significance of 

Hughes, the first extensive chapter will also examine a 

few of his poems that do not deal directly with the subject 

of the thesis, i.e. poems that do not contain animal imag

ery. Such a chapter, I feel, is important in that an under

standing of the man's various facets as a poet is necessary 

to understand properly the sardonic poetry that includes 

this animal imagery. 



The next chapter deals with animal images in his 

poetry, excluding the poetry of his most noted book. Crow. 

A study of these poems sets the stage for an extensive 

probing into Crow, found in the fourth chapter. The most 

biting, violent, controversial animal imagery employed by 

Hughes appears in Crow. 

The concluding chapter will summarize the main 

features of his style, will include my personalistic inter

pretation of his poetry, and will offer a final evaluation 

based on some revealing prose passages by Hughes. And for 

the avid followers of Hughes, a complete list of his works 

and an extensive bibliography of criticism conclude this 

study. 



CHAPTER II 

HUGHES IS 

How the Poet Became 

Except for William and Edith Hughes, few people 

probably gave much notice to the grating sound of a new

born baby's scream parting the quiet summer night air in 

Mythlomroyd, Yorkshire, England. Perhaps an earth-owl 

heard the wake of the scream which soon folded the night 

back into itself quieter than before. Perhaps even a crow 

heard and hoped to pass along to his descendants through 

racial-memory the portent of such a cry. So, most assuredly 

unheralded enough, life began for Edward J. Hughes on August 

17, 1930. 

For the next twenty-seven years, Edward, better 

known to us today as Ted, was to live his life without any 

special notoreity within the world, until one day in 1957 

he won the First Publication Award of the New York Poetry 

Center (judged by W. H. Auden, Stephen Spender, and Marianne 

Moore). Later that year, his award-winning poems were pub

lished in his first volume of verse entitled The Hawk in 

the Rain. The book was an instant success. Hughes burst 

upon the world of poetry as suddenly as he had burst upon 

the world of life. The talent behind those poems came as 

a surprise to the British literary scene, and the continuing 

success of such an iconoclastic poet was to be even more 

surprising. 



Ted Hughes's early life is mainly a topic for future 

biographers. But a limited amount of his early life is re

vealed by Hughes himself in Poetry Is. Hughes recalls 

"back pretty clearly to my third year." His early life 

seems to have been predominantly preoccupied with animals. 

At three Hughes had many toy animals; at four he began draw

ing animals; and a few years later he was fascinated at 

threshing time by field mice. He tells little else about 

his early life except that at around the age of fifteen, 

he began to write poems. 

Not more than three years after he began writing 

poetry, Hughes completed his secondary education. He then 

entered the Royal Air Force for two years. Stationed for 

most of his period of service as a ground radio operator on 

an isolated three-man radio station in East Yorkshire, he, 

as Hughes phrases it, "had nothing to do but read and re-
2 

read Shakespeare and watch the grass grow-" With his 

military service completed, Hughes entered Pembroke College, 

Cambridge University. There he met his future bride, and 
3 

rival in the field of poetry, Sylvia Plath, a brilliant 

Ted Hughes, Poetry Is (Garden City: Doubleday and 
Co., 1967), p. 10. 

2 
Ted Hughes, Crow (London: Harper & Row, 1971), 

[notes about the author] . 
3 
In her newly published book The Poetry of Sylvia 

Plath: A Study of Themes (Stockholm, 1972), Ingrid Melander 
gives an enlightening discourse into the cult of Sylvia 
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honor student from Smith College in Massachusetts who had 

won a Fulbright-Hays Fellowship to study at Cambridge. In 

1954, he graduated with a B. A. from Pembroke, and then 

tried a variety of occupations. In 1956, he married Sylvia 

at the Church of St. George the Martyr, Holborn, London. 

In Ms. Laura Cunningham's article, "Everything to Live for. 
4 

. . ," she mentions a previous marriage for Hughes. The 

comment is brief and vague. I could find no other informa

tion about a first wife. The subject is not included in 

any biographical source I have discovered. (A letter of 

inquiry sent to Hughes was never answered). 

From 1957 to 1959, he lived in the United States, 

no doubt partially due to his new bride's preference. He 

taught English at the University of Massachusetts before 

he returned to England with his wife. In 1959, he received 

his M. A. from Cambridge. Alfred Alvarez, poetry critic 

for The Observer, also a noted author and personal friend 

Plath. Ms. Melander ventures into Sylvia's famous auto
biographical sketch, "Ocean 1212-W," and studies the three 
main themes in Sylvia's poetry—one, "Poems related to works 
of art and artistic creation;" two, "The father-daughter 
relationship;" and three, "The themes of estrangement and 
of hostility and threat in poems of nature." Revealing 
biographical notes about Sylvia can be found in: Con
temporary Authors, ed. James M. Ethridge, Barbara Kopala, 
and Carolyn Riley, 19-20 (Detroit, Michigan, 1968), pp. 
342-344. 

^Laura Cunningham, "Everything to Live for. . . ," 
Cosmopolitan, 173 (July 1972), 156. 



of Hughes, said that Hughes had never seriously contemplated 
5 

a profession in university life. Evidently Mr. Alvarez 

was making reference to Hughes's reluctance to pursue the 

career of a don. But, of course, this statement could 

possibly just be purely conjectural, based on an outsider's 

view of Hughes. 

With his education behind him, Hughes settled down 

to a career as a full-time writer. The next four years saw 

him become a somewhat steady producer of poetry and chil

dren' s books. In 1960, he published his second volume of 

collected works, Lupercal. In 1961, the children's book 

Meet My Folks was published by Faber and Faber. In 1962, 

Selected Poems by Thom Gunn and Ted Hughes appeared. The 

year 1963 was perhaps the most prolific, yet tragic year of 

Ted Hughes's life. Here Today (Hutchinson), Five American 

Poets (Faber and Faber), The Earth-Owl and other Moon-People 

(Faber and Faber), and Nessie the Mannerless Monster (Faber 

and Faber) were all published in 1963. Hughes was definitely 

becoming a well-known figure in literary circles. But in 

1963, Sylvia killed herself. 

Laura Cunningham said that Mr. Hughes must have 

indeed been upset; for Sylvia, she claims, was the second 
6 

Mrs. Hughes to kill herself. Ms. Cunningham says nothing 

^Alfred Alvarez, The Savage God (New York: Random 
House, 1972) , p. 7. 

"Again Ms. Cunningham's reference to a first wife 
is brief and vague. How much support can be lent to this 
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more about the first wife. But, in an afterthought, she 

mentions that Sylvia "spoke disdainfully of herself as 
•7 

'Hairtusk's Bride.'"' An alleged affair with another woman 
p 

made Sylvia lose all respect for Hughes, states Cunningham. 

Other pressures and the history of nervous breakdowns led 

Sylvia, in the early morning of February 11, 1963, to stick 

her head in the oven and turn on the gas. Mr. Alvarez 

states in The Savage God, "It was an unspeakable winter, 
9 

the worst, they said, in a hundred and fifty years." The 

extreme cold was only one of many trials unbearable for 

Sylvia. 

The impact of Sylvia's death upon Hughes is but a 

matter for speculation today. The subject would lend itself 

to either theoretical judgment or extensive, nearly impos

sible research to descry whether his poetry was affected 

in any way by this death. A somewhat tangible but highly 

speculative effect of the death can be seen in the fact that 

after his year of proliferous publication in 1963, Mr. Hughes 

failed to publish another major work of poetry until Wodwo 

(Harper and Row) appeared four years later. 

statement can be questioned, because no other sources verify 
the existence of a first wife, much less her suicide. 

7 
Cunningham, p. 156. 

^Ibid., p. 156. 

9 
Alvarez, p. 33. 
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Ted Hughes, in his sixteen years as a successful 

author and poet, has published many works, as the index of 

works at the end of this study indicates. In addition, 

Hughes has won many impressive awards. Along with the New 

York Poetry Center award, previously mentioned, he won 

first prize in the Guiness Poetry Awards, 1958; a Guggenhein 

Fellowship in 1959-1960; the Somerset Maugham Award in 1960, 

and the Hawthornden Prize in 1961. To reiterate, Mr. Hughes 

is acclaimed as a significant poet in contemporary English 

poetry. He has published many poems, children's books, 

critical essays, and a small number of plays, and his cre

dentials show him to be a serious literary figure. Today, 

while still writing profusely, but keeping withdrawn from 

the world around him, he lives in Devonshire with his 

daughter Frieda Rebecca, 14, and his son Nicholas Farrar, 11. 

The Poet and Other Poet-People 

But how does Ted Hughes fit into modern English 

Poetry? How do the critics think he should be met? 

Babette Deutsch is one of the foremost critics in Modern 

British Poetry, and her book Poetry in Our Time is a 

thorough study of such poetry. It is indeed a shame that 

she could not include Ted Hughes in her second edition 

(1956)—the year before he published The Hawk in the Rain; 

for he would be a worthy companion of Eliot to include in 

her chapter "The Auditory Imagination." She speaks of a 
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"natural language" that Eliot found for himself. She says 

that he found the "right words" for everything. If Ms. 

Deutsch could have incorporated Hughes into that chapter, 

I would have noted evidence to support my comments about 

Hughes's diction and imagination. For the purposes of this 

introductory chapter, a critic such as Chad Walsh, although 

himself not a great authority, can offer easily understood 

statements that are a basis for further comment on Hughes. 

In Chad Walsh's 1964 edition of Today's Poets, 

thirty-three "excellent" and "more than merely excellent" 

poets are anthologized. Walsh said that he based his se

lection of poets on two criteria. The primary criterion 

was quality, and the second criterion was variety. He said 

that he wanted to present "the real voices of our times, 

the poets who can uniquely speak to our present condition, 

in all their untamable variety—speaking sometimes in low 

cultivated voices, sometimes raising their voices to a shrill 
10 

shout, but never dull." Evidently Mr. Walsh thought that 

Ted Hughes ranked highly in a study of modern English poetry; 

for out of thirty-three poets anthologized, only five had 

more of their poems in the edition. In the introduction to 

his book, Walsh includes several teinns that are found in 

almost every article written about modern poetry: innova

tion, achievement, stubborn individuality, underground. 

l^Chad Walsh, Today's Poets (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1964), p. xxvi. 
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wild men, academics, movement poets, and mavericks. Though 

he tries to induce the reader to group poets into categories 

in order to talk about modern poetry, he admits that such 

an attempt is awkward. Walsh does not "pigeonhole," as he 

states it, Hughes into any one category. And he would be 

wrong if he did. Hughes does not fit into any one; he 

strides across all categories. 

Many critics concur with Walsh in that modern 

British poetry reveals a "sensitive understanding of the 

predicament of man." Such a statement groups all the poetry 

into a general trend. This is not "pigeonholing" the poets; 

this is "cooping" the poetry. But such a "cooping" cannot 

apply to Ted Hughes either. To be sure, Hughes exhibits 

somewhat of a tensility of passion in much of his poetry, but 

it would be more appropriate to say that a highly insensi

tive understanding of the predicament of man exists in his 

poetry. Any student of Ted Hughes will have to keep that 

last thought in mind if he wants to obtain a balanced esti

mate of the predicament of the man Hughes and the poet 

Hughes. 

To gain a preliminary view of the framework of Ted 

Hughes's poetry, a citation from another of Chad Walsh's 

books seems appropriate. In his Doors Into Poetry, Mr. 

Walsh outlines many basic formulae or steps for a better 

understanding of poetry. Walsh deals with the essential 

senses, denotations, connotations, multiple meanings. 
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speakers, masks, audiences, words and sounds, measure and 

motion, and the architecture of poetry. Such a cursory 

listing of Walsh's terms in my introduction may seem some

what elementary, too basic. But the fascinating, the com

pelling aspect of Hughes's poetry is that the style is 

frighteningly elementary, basic, and, in being so, it shows 

some of the most intellectually stimulating poetry written 

in any age. Therefore, such a junior-high-seeming step 

back into the study of the building blocks of poetry is 

necessary to approach Hughes as the new complicated poet of 

uncomplications. 

One might think that such "Deutschesque" terms as 

aesthetic distance, cubist poetry, polyphonic prose and 

synesthesia are in order for a critical study of Hughes. 

Indeed, Hughes takes an experience, removing it from other 

irrelevant, haphazard experiences, and organizing it into 

a poem so that it can be contemplated and more fully under

stood. And he does include heterogeneous images and state

ments in his poetry as we shall see later. Some of his 

poems are close to prose, and he does associate an image 

perceived by one of the senses with a separate image per

ceived by another sense. Hughes is different in degree 

from other contemporary poets. A preparation for the study 

of Hughes, therefore, may almost consist of a different 

frame of mind. We have to use traditional terminology, but 

we have to realize that such terms are being applied to a 
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poet whose degree of proficiency with animal images is 

strikingly different from that of any other poet's. 

Walsh says that the poet (he is referring to the 

modern poet) "picks his words so as to stir the senses into 

imaginative action." This explanation seems simple enough, 

characteristic of everything written anywhere describing 

poetry. However, many times Ted Hughes will choose his 

words so as to dare the reader's imagination to stir into 

action. The following lines from "A Kill," found in Crow, 

are typical of Hughes's attempts to shock feelings into 

activity: 

Flogged lame with legs 
Shot through the head with balled brains 
Shot blind with eyes 
Nailed down by his own ribs 
Strangled just short of his last gasp 
By his own windpipe 
Clubbed unconscious by his own heart . . . 

The images utilized here are disquieting because Hughes has 

chosen to have Crow's powers of activity overcharged by 

their own vitality. This type of ironic subverting of senses 

can be recognized elsewhere in Hughes. 

In his chapter on denotation and connotation, Walsh 

states that "in poetry, words are not merely a means to an 
12 

end, but an end in themselves." Ted Hughes is surely a 

•'••'"Chad Walsh, Doors Into Poetry (Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1970), p. 1. 

l^ibid., p. 9. 
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poet who can use words for any puirpose he desires. His use 

of words that are so close in meaning to other words is al

ways appropriate. The following excerpt from "Crow on the 

Beach" is such an example of Hughes's diction: 

Hearing shingle explode, seeing it skip. 
Crow sucked his tongue. 
Seeing sea-grey mash a mountain of itself 
Crow tightened his goose-pimples. 
Feeling spray from the sea's root nothinged 
on his crest 
Crow's toes gripped the wet pebbles. 
When the smell of the Whale's den, the 
gulfing of the crab's last prayer, 
Gimletted in his nostril 
He grasped he was on earth. 

The word "Gimletted" is exactly the correct word to fit in 

with the whole tone of the poem; that is, the feeling of 

violence all around culminates in the use of that word. 

The multiple meanings, the speakers, masks, audi

ences, the words and sounds, and the measure and motion of 

Hughes's poetry are going to be points of study throughout 

this paper. No effort should be made to give examples and 

descriptions in an opening chapter that is striving to re

main general. 

The Poet Hears Critics Knock on the Door 

Some statements in the form of a very few critical 

comments from critics about his poetry are in order. Of 

course this study could reiterate the statement so often 

quoted in encyclopedia synopses—the words that the critic 

Edwin Muir spoke when he called Hughes "a remarkable poet"; 
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but such a statement has been repeated so many times, and 

tells so little about the scope of Hughes's poetry, that 

it is scarcely worth offering. 

The critics all recognize the violence in Hughes, 

but they propose various theories as to the significance of 

that violence. "Ted Hughes is famous as a poet of violence," 

states Daniel Hoffman in a review of animals in Hughes's 

poetry, "for certain poems . . . brought into English verse 

13 

an animal ferocity unknown since the death of Lawrence." 

C. J. Rawson, in his article "Ted Hughes: A Re

appraisal, " matter-of-factly states that "everybody knows 

that Ted Hughes's subject is violence . . . [and] The vio

lence is pervasive." Brian John, in his article dealing 

with Hughes and violence, states that the "most self-evident 

feature of Hughes's vision is its elemental character. Pre

occupied with the violence and physicality of existence, 

without substituting obsession for vision, Hughes sees the 
15 

world as movement and energy." John admits that Hughes 
is preoccupied with violence, but he does not claim that 

•'--̂ Daniel Hoffman, "Talking Beasts: The 'Single Ad
venture' in the Poems of Ted Hughes," Shenandoah, 19, part 
IV (1968), 49. 

•'•'̂C. J. Rawson, "Ted Hughes: A Reappraisal," 
Essay in Criticism, 15, part 1 (January, 1965), 77. 

•'•̂ Brian John, "Ted Hughes: Poet at the Master-
Fulcrum of Violence," Arizona Quarterly, 23, part 1 (Spring, 
1967), 5. 
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that violence encompasses the whole of his poetry. 

To be sure, most people, if they have heard of Ted 

Hughes at all, recognize him through the label of violence. 

Though Mr. Rawson brings up valid observations in other 

sections of the article cited in the previous paragraph, he 

is mistaken in saying that violence is pervasive. Violence 

certainly does not diffuse throughout every part of Hughes's 

poetry. To offer such a generalization is to admit to ex

treme tunnel vision. Much violence appears in Hughes, an 

extremely large amount most assuredly. But we must not 

allow the violence to obscure the fact that Hughes has also 

brought into verse a freedom of rhythm and direct statement 

greatly needed in English verse. 

The critics above have all mentioned violence, but 

to refer to a point brought up earlier in discussing 

Hughes's diction, the question is whether this violence is 

an end in itself. But this study as a whole, and especially 

the examination of the various poems that complete the cur

rent chapter, shows that violence is not the only aspect 

of Hughes's poetry worth mentioning. The identification 

of violence is not an end in itself in Hughes's poetry; it 

is a means by which all of us can understand all the stages 

of his poetry. 

Fragments of a Poet 

The sub-heading Fragments of a Poet refers to the 

poems by Hughes that do not deal with animal imagery. All 
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the fragments are needed to make up the whole. Even though 

the major poems which revolve around animal imagery are the 

largest piece of the poet's work, other, much smaller frag

ments nevertheless exist. In order to have a basis for com

parison, I have coined four categories for his poetry that 

do not deal with animal imagery specifically. Many of his 

minor poems have fantasy-like creatures in them, or actual 

animals that are treated in a light manner. But animal 

imagery plays no important role in the poems included in 

my four categories for this chapter. The groups are "Chil

dren's Poems," "Impressionistic-personifying Poems," "Dis

turbing Poems," and "Anti-Poems." A glimpse at one or more 

poems in each category will differentiate groupings. 

The second largest fragment to aggregate the whole 

Hughes (the animal imagery poems being the most profuse) 

is the children's poems. Hughes has written much chil-

oriented material, mostly for the seven to fourteen-year-

old age group. His book entitled The Earth-Owl and other 

Moon-People was actually written for the adolescent and is 

the most interesting verse exemplifying children's works 

to examine. The title poem in the small book of verse, 

"The Earth-Owl," sets the tone for the rest of the book. 

It moves very fast and is intended to excite its youthful 

readers: 

THE EARTH-OWL 

Far undergrounded 
Moon-miners dumbfounded 
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Hear the speed-whistle 
Of this living missile 
As he tears through the strata 
Or splits apart a 
Subterrene Gibraltar, 
His wings do not falter 
At deposits of iron— 
He just screws a new eye on 
The end of his skull 
Which is shaped with great skill 
As a terrible drill 
That revolves on his neck— 
His spine is the spindle. 
His body the handle. 
His wings are the thrust— 
In a gunshot of dust 
Sparks, splinters and all he 
Bursts from the mine-wall. 
Shrieking "Ek, Ek!" 
And crashing straight on 
Is instantly gone. 

The poem is one long example of enjambement. It is one 

sentence—one emphatic sentence that does not allow its 

young reader's attention to falter. And in a poem of this 

length, the prolixity of the "1" sounds allow the reader 

just sufficient time to reflect upon both sound and meaning 

His metaphorical phrases--"of this living missLLe". . . , 

"As a terrible drill". . . , and "His spine is the spindle. 

His body the handle"—all demand that his audience picture 

what he is saying. Hughes probably stated this quality 

more explicitly in Poetry Is, a book in which he instructed 

his young readers on the "hows" of writing good poetry. 

He said: 

. . . , imagine what you are writing about. See 
it and live it. Do not think it up laboriously, 
as if you were working out mental arithmetic. 
Just look at it, touch it, smell it, listen to 
it, turn yourself into it. When you do this. 
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the words look after themselves, like magic. 

In the remaining poems in The Earth-Owl and other Moon-

People, Hughes follows his advice precisely. These poems 

describe a fantasy-land on the moon with "Moon-Roses, " 

"Moon-Freaks," "Moon-Dog-Daisies," "Moon-Nasturtiums," and 

assorted other imaginative "lunarcana'-': 

On the moon lives an eye. 
It flies about in the sky. 
Staring, glaring, or just peering. 
You can't see what it uses for steering . . . 

Hughes describes "The Silent Eye" in the opening lines of 

the poem of the same name. And surely his young readers 

should be intrigued at the manner in which they are forced 

to use their imaginations. In the final four lines of 

"The Silent Eye," Hughes brings the readers into the poem. 

He makes the eye analogous to a repugnant mourner, giving 

it that "obnoxious" trait that youth can readily recognize 

and react to: 

This eye floats up and gazes at you like a 
mourner. 

Then droops and wilts and a huge tear sags 
from its corner. 

And soon it is sobbing and expressing such woe 
You begin to wish it would stop it and just go. 

This poem, as are the majority of his children's 

poems, is simple in construction, and the language is un

obtrusively common. The quality of verse that echoes in 

Hughes's more sophisticated poetry is the aspect of a 

Hughes, Poetry Is, pp. 12-13. 
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frequent quality of leaving the obvious unsaid. The reader 

is always saying more words to himself than he finds writ

ten on the page. 

The nomenclature I use for the second group of poems 

is "Impressionistic-personifying Poems." These poems, ex

cluding those dealing with animals, dissect and peer into 

a certain view of a person, place or thing, and describe 

that point to the audience. The poem "Mountains" is just 

such a poem thoroughly to scrutinize a subject: 

MOUNTAINS 

I am a fly if these are not stones. 
If these are not stones, they are a finger— 

Finger, shoulder, eye. 
The air comes and goes over them as if attentively. 

They were there yesterday and the world before 
yesterday. 

Content with the inheritance. 

Having no need to labour, only to possess 
the days. 
Only to possess their power and their presence. 

Smiling on the distance, their faces lit with 
the peace 

Of the father's will and testament. 

Wearing flowers in their hair, decorating 
their limbs 

With the agony of love and the agony of fear 

and the agony of death. 

In the poem we perceive a placid picture of the mountain 

until the very last line—" With agony of love and the 
agony of fear and the agony of death." The mountains are 

pictured as peaceful souls lying about, receiving all. The 
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picture is descriptive enough, but the impressionistic, ab

stract "meat" of the poem strikes in the last line. The 

mountains are not what they seem. They are dormant things 

with hidden emotions. The same subtle personification func

tions in the first lines of "Fern": 

Here is the fern's frond, unfurling a gesture. 
Like a conductor whose music will now be pause 
And the one note of silence 
To which the whole earth dances gravely. 

And again, similar personification is in "A Wind Flashes 

the Grass." Hughes has personified the grass as quiet ob

servers of nature, always ready for the wind to bend their 

ears to the ground so that they might hear some hidden 

message. 

Leaves pour blackly across. 
We cling to the earth, with glistening eyes, 

pierced afresh by the tree's cry. 
And the incomprehensible cry 
From the boughs, in the wind 
Sets us listening for below words. 
Meanings that will not part from the rock. 

These lines, and lines from "A Woman Unconscious," "Wilfred 

Owen's Photographs," and others exemplify a particular style 

of Hughes's writing that practically permeates his poetry. 

Hughes will always delve into all the facets of a subject, 

whether he is writing about "Moon-Tulips," "Wolves," or an 

"Apple Tragedy." He can examine all the parts of a sub

stance with his verse, and then decide which facet he wishes 

to make prominent, and which elements he will leave little 

touched, the elements of the poem between the words, finally 

jumping out at the reader after the poem has been read and 
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is being digested. 

I designate another group of poems "Disturbing 

Poems." My criterion here is that these are more disturb

ing to a peaceful state of mind than are his other poems. 

Perhaps Hughes wrote poems such as "Witches," "The Drowned 

Woman," "Lupercalia," "Dark Women," "To Paint a Water Lily," 

and others when he was in a particularly macabre mood. I 

believe that these poems can be grouped into a separate 

category within his poetry. "Witches" is a good example of 

such poetry: 

WITCHES 

Once was every woman the witch 
To ride a weed the ragwort road; 
Devil to do whatever she would: 
Each rosebud, every old bitch. 

Did they bargain their bodies or no? 
Proprietary the devil that 
Went horsing on their every thought 
When they scowled the strong and lucky low. 

Dancing in Ireland nightly, gone 
To Norway (the ploughboy bridled), 
Nightlong under the blackamoor spraddled. 
Back beside their spouse by dawn. 

As if they had dreamed all. Did they dream it? 
Oh, our science says they did. 
It was all wishfully dreamed in bed. 
Small psychology would unseam it. 

Bitches still sulk, rosebuds blow. 
And we are devilled. And though these weep 
Over our harms, who's to know 

Where their feet dance while their heads sleep? 

The poem is just disarranging to read. Take, for example, 

"Bitches still sulk, rosebuds blow, / And we are devilled." 
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The thought is not inviting. The images are unpleasant to 

reflect upon, and the tone of the piece is dark and sombre. 

Hughes always seems to magnify agitation with disturbing 

poetry of this type. As we shall see in the poetry of 

Crow, much is disturbing. His analogies, his images, and 

his diction are unsettling to one sense or the other. The 

macabre—unsettling, or whatever one wishes to term that 

element in Hughes's poetry—would be a very interesting 

topic for additional investigation, but to say much more 

about it here would be out of place and would tend to steal 

the thunder from parts of the chapter dealing with Crow. 

A final category of poems can be called "Anti-

Poems," again as in "Disturbing Poems," referring to the 

tone of his poems. The "Anti-Poems" are about situations 

Hughes himself is not happy with. Such poems as "Everyman's 

Odyssey," "The Bull Moses," "Her Husband," "Famous Poet," 

"Ludwig's Death Mask," and others are representative. A 

look at "Famous Poet" would be helpful in explaining the 

concept of "Anti-Poems": 

FAMOUS POET 

Stare at the monster: remark 
How difficult it is to define just what 
Amounts to monstrosity in that 
Very ordinary appearance. Neither thin nor fat. 
Hair between light and dark. 

And the general air 
Of an apprentice—say, an apprentice house-
Painter amid an assembly of famous 
Architects: the demeanour is of mouse. 
Yet is he monster. 
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First scrutinise those eyes 
For the spark, the effulgence: nothing. Nothing there 
But the haggard stony exhaustion of a near-
Finished variety artist. He slumps in his chair 
Like a badly hurt man, half life-size. 

Is it his dreg-boozed inner demon 
Still tankarding from tissue and fullicle 
The vital fire, the spirit electrical 
That puts the gloss on a normal hearty male? 
Or is it women? 

The truth—bring it on 
With black drapery, drums, and funeral tread 
Like a great man's coffin—no, no, he is not dead 
But in this truth surely half-buried: 
Once, the humiliation 

Of youth and obscurity. 
The autoclave of heady ambition trapped. 
The fermenting of a yeasty heart stopped— 
Burst with such pyrotechnics the dull world gaped 
And "Repeat that!" still they cry. 

But all his efforts to concoct 
The old heroic bang from their money and praise. 
From the parent's pointing finger and the child's amaze. 
Even from the burning of his wreathed bays. 
Have left him wrecked: wrecked. 

And monstrous, so. 
As a stegosaurus, a lumbering obsolete 
Arsenal of gigantic horn and plate 
From a time when half the world still burned, set 

To blink behind bars at the zoo. 

Here Hughes is unhappy with the popular conception of what 

a poet is. He dislikes the fate in store for a poet who 

lives as people expect him to. He says people look for 

something terribly strange with the poet's appearance, dif

ferent from other people. They think of a poet as a mere 

apprentice, a tool to use with their money and praise, 

nothing more than an animal in a zoo. In "Her Husband," 

Hughes shows a disgust with stereotyped married life: 
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Comes Home dull with coal-dust deliberately 
To grime the sink and foul towels and let her 
Learn with scrubbing brush and scrubbing board 
The stubborn character of money. 

Those first four lines are indicative of the rest of the 

poem. Hughes is "anti-institutionalized," against set pat

terns of living that are detrimental to the evolution of 

novel patterns of living. In reading Hughes's poetry, one 

can almost deduce that this man would not tolerate anything 

conventional. 

To show the range of Hughes's poetic efforts, I 

have offered the above divisions. The intent of this gen

eral study will not be to explain those categories or the 

type of poetry that is associated with them, but the pur

pose is to present Hughes's use of animal imagery in his 

poetry. The brief inclusion of these four categories may 

help in clarifying the main thrust of this paper. Indeed, 

this entire introductory chapter is intended to give an 

overall view of Hughes's work highlighting aspects of his 

writings that provide the background for the chapters fol

lowing. I hope that Hughes is now a reality, a poet, a 

literary figure, a man to my readers, and that his poetry 

has been introduced sufficiently to enable a better under

standing of his animal imagery. 

Since little in the way of criticism with Hughes 

has been done, a conventional approach is missing. The 

bulk of my thesis that deals with the animals in the poetry 
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will reveal that though Hughes is a versatile poet who 

writes on a various n\imber of topics, the main emphasis on 

any serious study of Hughes should be placed upon his use 

of animals in his poetry. "Examinations at the Beast Door" 

and "View of a Crow" are the two chapters that are intended 

to prove the worth of Hughes's usage of animals. 



CHAPTER III 

EXAMINATION AT THE BEAST DOOR 

This chapter recognizes Hughes by his calling-card— 

animals. Hughes's concern with animal-imagery is definitely 

Hughes at his best, and the many different types of animals 

pictured in his poems indicate that Hughes is a zealous ob

server of the animal world. In addition to the many animal 

poems included in this chapter, a brief introduction con

cerning Hughes's early fascination with animals will also 

be offered. 

I have identified four types of animals found in 

the poetry and images of Hughes's poems. The four cate

gories of animals are "Honest but Dead Animals," "Savage 

Animals," "Human Animals," and "Unreal Animals." Any poem 

by Hughes dealing with animals can be included under one of 

these four appellations. The animals suggested by the titles 

are presented and illustrated by poems under each title. 

Adequate critical comment about the four categories and the 

poems under each will be provided in order that this writer's 

views of Hughes's position toward animals might be clarified. 

Before the poems themselves are studied, a look at 

some reasons behind Hughes's fascination with animals can 

help unlock another facet of the poet Ted Hughes. In 

Poetry Is Hughes explains that there are many different 

ŵ ays of capturing animals and birds and fish. In fact, he 

29 
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states, "I spent most of my time up to the age of fifteen 

or so, trying out many of these ways and when my enthusiasm 

began to wane, as it did gradually, i started to write 

I I 1 7 poems. •^' In other words, when Hughes tired of capturing 

living creatures in traps, he began to capture his own 

special animals on paper. Hughes defines his two interests 

thus: "You might not think that these two interests, cap

turing animals and writing poems, have much in common. But 

the more I think back the more sure I am that with me the 
18 

two interests have been one interest." 

At the age of fifteen, Hughes's life, in his own 

words, "grew more complicated" and his attitude toward ani

mals changed. He began to view animals from a different 

angle. In his chapter in Poetry Is entitled "Capturing 

Animals," Hughes said that he accused himself of disturbing 

their lives and began to look at them from their own point 

of view. In two statements in the same chapter of Poetry Is, 

Hughes sets forth his feeling toward his animal-metaphor 

poetry. First he tells what he thinks a poem is: 

In a way, I suppose, I think of poems as a sort of 
animal. They have their own life, like animals, by 
which I mean that they seem quite separate from any 
person, even from their author, and nothing can be 
added to them or taken away without maiming and per
haps even killing them. And they have a certain 
wisdom. They know something special . . . something 

"'"'̂Ted Hughes, Poetry Is (New York: Doubleday and 
Company, Inc., 1967), p- 9. 

l^ibid. 
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perhaps which we are very curious to learn. Maybe 
my concern has been to capture not animals particu
larly and not poems, but simply things which have a 
vivid life of their own, outside mine. 19 

And, second, Hughes explains his feeling when he captures 

something with a vivid life of its own: 

The special kind of excitement, the slightly mes
merized and quite involuntary concentration with 
which you make out the stirrings of a new poem in 
your mind, then the outline, the mass and color 
and clean final form of it, the unique living reality 
of it in the midst of the general lifelessness, all 
that is too familiar to mistake. This is hunting 
and the poem is a new species of creature, a new 
specimen of the life outside your own.*̂ ^ 

Hughes has clearly and vividly stated his preoccupation 

with the animal world as it relates to his poetry. A few 

of those poems containing the writer's admitted prejudices 

should be analyzed. 

Honest But Dead Animals 

In the first category. Honest But Dead Animals, a 

concerned, sensitive, conservationalist tone emerges. Al

though such poetry with such animals seems highly contrary 

to his hermit-like exterior, Hughes is exhibiting an in

terior that is decrying the plight of the animals that he 

feels are often victims of circumstances, but all the time 

victims of man. 

^^Ibid., pp. 9-10. 

20ibid., p. 11. 
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The poem "Bullfrog" is a perfect example of man's 

inhumanity to animals. The bullfrog in this poem does not 

die, but Hughes makes death seem a much better alternative 

for the bullfrog. 

BULLFROG 

With their lithe long strong legs 
Some frogs are able 
To thump upon double-
Bass strings though pond-water deadens 
and clogs. 

But you, bullfrog, you pump out 
Whole fogs full of horn—a threat 
As of a liner looming. True 
That, first hearing you 
Disgorging your gouts of darkness like 
a wounded god. 

Not utterly fantastical I expected 
(As in some antique tale depicted) 
A broken-down bull up to its belly 
in mud. 

Sucking black swamp up, belching out black cloud 
And a squall of gudgeon and lilies. 

A surprise. 
To see you, a boy's prize. 
No bigger than a rat—all dumb silence 
In your little old woman hands. 

In the second stanza, Hughes portrays the features of the 

bullfrog with splendor and magnitude. The frog's voice is 

like that of a fog horn on an ocean liner. The sound is so 

majestic it reminds Hughes of a god. Evidently, Hughes 

sees the grandeur in a bullfrog—a bullfrog that does noth

ing savage or human. Hughes employs no personification 

here. But all that is needed is one small human to destroy 

totally all the magnificence that the bullfrog possesses. 

The boy sees only a moving, squirming prize of curiosity to 
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trap and possibly destroy. The frog is an example of an 

honest animal, or innocent animal if you will, trapped by 

humans. 

The tone of the animal metaphor in "An Otter" is 

perhaps more explicit than in "Bullfrog." In "Bullfrog," 

Hughes was a careful and accurate observer. But in "An 

Otter" he is even more nearly precise from a scientific per

spective. In his review of Lupercal, the work in which 

both of these poems are found, Thom Gunn, a personal friend 

of Hughes's, remarks that "Mr. Hughes's great virtue is in 

a staggering accuracy of observation." In fact, in the same 

comment, Gunn makes a comparison of Hughes and Lawrence. 

Gunn observes: "Most of his [Hughes's] poems are written 

from the point of view of observer. Mr. Hughes has been 

compared to Lawrence: but there is an important difference 

between them—where Lawrence is personally very much part 

of his poem, Mr. Hughes keeps himself as far as possible in 

21 
the background and merely observes." In "An Otter," 
Hughes's powers of observation are indeed staggering. 

AN OTTER 

Underwater eyes, an eel's 
Oil of water body, neither fish nor beast is 

the otter: 
With webbed feet and long ruddering tail 
And a round head like an old tomcat. 

"̂''Thom Gunn, "Certain Traditions," Poetry, 97 (June 
1961), 268. 
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Brings the legend of himself 
From before wars or burials, in spite of hounds 

and vermin-poles; 
Does not take root like the badger. Wanders, cries; 

Gallops along land he no longer belongs to; 
Re-enters the water by melting. 

Of neither water nor land. Seeking 
Some world lost when first he dived, that he 

cannot come at since. 
Takes his changed body into the holes of lakes; 

As if blind, cleaves the stream's push till he licks 
The pebbles of the source; from sea 

To sea crosses in three nights 
Like a king in hiding. Crying to the old shape of 

the starlit land. 
Over sunken farms where the bats go round. 

Without answer. Till light and birdsong come 
Walloping up roads with the milk wagon. 

II 

The hunt's lost him. Pads on mud. 
Among sedges, nostrils a surface bead. 
The otter remains, hours. The air. 
Circling the globe, tainted and necessary. 
Mingling tobacco-smoke, hounds and parsley. 
Comes carefully to the sunk lungs. 
So the self under the eye lies. 
Attendant and withdrawn. The otter belongs 

In double robbery and concealment— 
From water that nourishes and drowns, and from land 
That gave him his length and the mouth of the hound. 
He keeps fat in the limpid integument 

Reflections live on. The heart beats thick. 
Big trout muscle out of the dead cold; 
Blood is the belly of logic; he will lick 
The fishbone bare. And can take stolen hold 

Of a bitch otter in a field full 
Of nervous horses, but linger nowhere. 
Yanked above hounds, reverts to nothing at all. 

To this long pelt over the back of a chair. 

In Part I of "An Otter," Hughes's description of that ani

mal is very thorough. Not only does the first stanza ade

quately describe the physical appearance of the otter, but 
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the remainder of the first part recounts the movements of 

the otter in strikingly realistic detail: 

Re-enters the water by melting, 

and. 

As if blind, cleaves the stream's push till 
he licks 
The pebbles of the source; 

But in the second part of the poem, we see Hughes's actual 

reason for painting such a glowing picture of the otter. 

It is in the second part that Hughes relates the honesty 

and innocence of the otter and the price the otter has to 

pay for such traits. In the first two stanzas of the second 

part, Hughes explains what the otter has to contend with in 

his dealings with man. But in the last two stanzas, the 

impact of the otter's predicament hits home. The otter can 

afford the brief time to subdue his mate in a field of 

horses (no humans), but he cannot afford to linger there or 

anywhere to enjoy that act or any other; because if he did 

act honestly and trusted man, his hide would repose over 

the back of a chair, his fur warming someone's backside. 

Gunn looks at this poem in his review of Lupercal, and the 

aspect of the poem that impresses him most is a "circumspec

tion about diction and movement" and "an admirable restraint 

of feeling." Indeed, the poem is much more effective with

out an overt message, and Hughes, with his "patient observa

tion, " conveys his message far better than any emphasis on 

isolated detail. 
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The third and final poem to illustrate the Honest 

But Dead Animals is "View of a Pig." In the first poem, 

the bullfrog was faced with a fate worse than death at the 

hands of humans—the loss of his freedom. In the second 

poem, the otter was threatened with impending death wherever 

he went, and in this third poem the animal is already dead 

at the hands of humans. It probably would not be difficult 

to feel pity for a misused bullfrog, or an otter that is 

pursued at every turn, but who could feel compassion for a 

pig? In this poem Hughes makes the dilemma of the pig a 

universal one. We are not so much reminded of the poor pig 

as we are the other animals—and people 1 

VIEW OF A PIG 

The pig lay on a barrow dead. 
It weighed, they said, as much as three men. 
Its eyes closed, pink white eyelashes. 
Its trotters stuck straight out. 

Such weight and thick pink bulk 
Set in death seemed not just dead. 
It was less than lifeless, further off. 
It was like a sack of wheat. 

I thumped it without feeling remorse. 
One feels guilty insulting the dead. 
Walking on graves. But this pig 
Did not seem able to accuse. 

It was too dead. Just so much 
A poundage of lard and pork. 
Its last dignity had entirely gone. 
It was not a figure of fun. 

Too dead now to pity. 
To remember its life, din, stronghold 
Of earthly pleasure as it had been. 
Seemed a false effort, and off the point. 
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Too deadly factual. Its weight 
Oppressed me—how could it be moved? 
And the trouble of cutting it upl 
The gash in its throat was shocking, 

but not pathetic. 

Once I ran at a fair in the noise 
To catch a greased piglet 
That was faster and nimbler than a cat. 
Its squeal was the rending of metal. 

Pigs must have hot blood, they feel like ovens. 
Their bite is worse than a horse's— 
They chop a half-moon clean out. 
They eat cinders, dead cats. 

Distinctions and admirations such 
As this one was long finished with. 
I stared at it a long time. They were going 

to scald it. 
Scald it and scour it like a doorstep. 

Again in this poem, Hughes uses circumspection in his dic

tion and movement of the poem. Quite objectively he renders 

an account of the dead pig. He is there to see it, but he 

is not there to comment on it. He does not use eloquent 

language to compose an elegy on a pig; if he did, the poem 

would no doubt have taken on a rather ignobly droll tone. 

And that is not what Hughes intended at all. Hughes's in

direct statement and disjunction from any emotional involve

ment with the plight of the pig is again more effective 

than a more specific statement of belief. The redundancy 

with which Hughes maintained that the pig was so dead that 

it could have never been alive is the main device of the 

poem that exaggerates the fact that the pig was alive—of 

course it was alive! And the mere fact that its eventual 

glory was to obtain the same fate awaiting any ordinary 
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doorstep underscores the idea that it was alive and, in 

fact, that all animals are alive—as alive as humans. 

The three poems presented in this first category 

prompt a generalization about Hughes's poet2:y—the first of 

some major generalizations I hope to offer in this study. 

It is my belief that Hughes displays a sensitivity and com

passion for certain types of animals. 

Savage Animals 

Those who have heard of Ted Hughes are not in great 

number. Those who know very much about him are even fewer. 

But everyone who has heard of him has heard that he is noted 

for the savage ferocity of his violent poetry. The two 

poems that will be discussed in this category are "The Howl

ing of Wolves," which is found in Wodwo, and "Hawk Roosting," 

which appears in Lupercal. I can justify looking at only 

two poems because the savageness in the poetry of Hughes will 

be delved into in much greater detail in the next chapter 

with the treatment of Crow. 

Even the name of the first poem sounds savage. 

THE HOWLING OF WOLVES 

Is without world. 

What are they dragging up and out on their 
long leashes of sound 

That dissolve in the mid-air silence? 

Then crying of a baby, in this forest of 
starving silences. 

Brings the wolves running. 
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Tuning of a violin, in this forest delicate as 
an owl's ear. 

Brings the wolves running—brings the steel 
traps clashing and slavering. 

The steel furred to keep it from cracking 
in the cold. 

The eyes that never learn how it has come about 
That they must live like this. 

That they must live 

Innocence crept into minerals. 

The wind sweeps through and the hunched 
wolf shivers. 

It howls you cannot say whether out of agony 
or joy. 

The earth is under its tongue, 
A dead weight of darkness, trying to see 

through its eyes. 
The wolf is living for the earth. 
But the wolf is small, it comprehends little. 

It goes to and fro, trailing its haunches 
and whimpering horribly. 

It must feed its fur. 

The night shows stars and the earth creaks. 

J. M. Newton states: "Constantly in Hughes's best poetry 

there is that activity of imaginative realisation that is 

also, without deliberate intention, an activity of self-
22 

realisation." The preceding poem is an excellent example 

of such imaginative realization. Hughes understands the 

savagery of the wolf: 

Then crying of a baby, . . . 

Brings the wolves running 

22 
J. M. Newton, "Ted Hughes's Metaphysical Poems," 

Cambridge Quarterly, 2, part 4 (Autumn, 1967), 400. 
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and. 

It goes to and fro, trailing its haunches 
and whimpering horribly. 

It must feed its fur. 

But Hughes also notices that that savagery is in command, 

and it has a place in the world: 

The earth is under its tongue, 
A dead weight of darkness, trying to see 

through its eyes. 
The wolf is living for the earth. 

The wolf in nature is a savage necessity in the world. 

The hawk in "Hawk Roosting" is an example of a poem 

in which Ted Hughes portrays the violence in certain animals 

HAWK ROOSTING 

I sit in the top of the wood, my eyes closed. 
Inaction, no falsifying dream 
Between my hooked head and hooked feet: 
Or in sleep rehearse perfect kills and eat. 

The convenience of the high trees! 
The air's buoyancy and the sun's ray 
Are of advantage to me; 
And the earth's face upward for my inspection. 

My feet are locked upon the rough bark. 
It took the whole of Creation 
To produce my foot, my each feather: 
Now I hold Creation in my foot 

Or fly up, and revolve it all slowly— 
I kill where I please because it is all mine. 
There is no sophistry in my body: 
My manners are tearing off heads— 

The allotment of death. 
For the one path of my flight is direct 
Through the bones of the living. 
No arguments assert my right: 

The sun is behind me. 
Nothing has changed since I began. 
My eye has permitted no change. 
I am going to keep things like this. 
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The language of the latter half of the poem is especially 

violent, "I kill where I please" and "My manners are tear

ing off heads." The most savage or violent segment of the 

poem is the last stanza. A blinding surprise attack from 

out of the glare of the sun is a most ferocious act indeed, 

but that is the way the hawk likes it and that is the way 

he wants to keep it. However, Newton thinks that the last 

lines are a bit overdone. He charges: "It's difficult to 

read the last lines without beginning to clench one's teeth 

in quiet solemn menace, even though to do so is not only to 

destroy a good effect but to be ridiculous. The poem holds 

itself too solemnly for the spiritual perception to be able 

23 

to breathe." Thom Gunn feels that the poem's last lines 

are much more important. He states that "the poem ends with 

a laconic arrogance, but also with a certain irony of tone— 

an irony that . . . supports rather than diminishes the ap-

24 

proval of violent energy." Hughes does not condone vio

lent energy. Hughes only sees that it is there and there 

is no reason to ignore it. Such perception is what Brian 

John likes most about the poetry of Hughes: 
What we admire in Hughes's poetry is his refusal to 
do anything less than face the facts, to confront the 
existential violence and unpleasantness without de
spair or cynicism. Those who object to his percep
tion of violence mistake that perception for cheap 
approval, / derived from an unenlightened 

^-^Newton, p. 397. 

24 
Gunn, p. 269. 
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anti-intellectualism and crude elevation of force. 
Rather, what distinguishes Hughes is his refusal to 
limit perception in the light of his unflagging 
celebration of existence. . , , ^ 

Violence is not predominant in the poetry of Hughes. 

Life is predominant in his poetry. Life must contain vio

lence, and Hughes makes that life and the violence within 

it very real. The violence is explicit, but the adept man

ner in which Hughes presents that violence is more important 

than the fact that there is mere violence. Hughes does not 

employ violence for the sake of violence, but violence for 

the sake of knowledge--knowledge of life. Violence, to 

many critics, dominates the poetry of Hughes. But that is 

only because he expresses it so well in his poems. Hughes 

is not a poet who glorifies violence; he is not even a poet 

who approves of violence. He is just a poet who has a 

special gift for the expression of violence. But, as we 

shall see, he has a gift for expressing much more. 

Human Animals 

In a few of Hughes's animal poems, he pens into be

lief a strange incarceration. Hughes imprisons human char

acteristics into animals. In fact, Anthony Thwaite observes: 

"Many of the poems can be seen as parables of human life, 

but generally expressed in such spurts of energy that the 

tamed and untamed worlds blur." In the first poem in this 

2^John, pp. 14-15. 

Anthony Thwaite, "Ted Hughes," Contemporary Poets 
(New York, 1971), p. 538. 
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grouping, "Song of a Rat—I, II, III," little will remain • 

blurred; for the rat definitely becomes manlike, and what 

the rat experiences is human. 

SONG OF A RAT 

The Rat's Dance 

The rat is in the trap, it is in the trap. 
And attacking heaven and earth with a mouthful 

of screeches like torn tin. 
An effective gag. 
When it stops screeching, it pants 

And cannot think 
'This has no face, it must be God' or 

'No answer is also an answer.' 
Iron jaws, strong as the whole earth 

Are stealing its backbone 
For a crumpling of the Universe with screechings. 

For supplanting every human brain inside its skull 
with a rat-body that knots and unknots, 

A rat that goes on screeching. 

Trying to uproot itself into each escaping screech. 
But its long fangs bar that exit— 

The incisors bared to the night spaces, 
threatening the constellations. 

The glitterers in the black, to keep off. 

Keep their distance. 
While it works this out. 

The rat understands suddenly. It bows and is still. 
With a little beseeching of blood on its nose-end. 

In this first part of the poem, the rat is personi

fied as a human who is confronted with an experience, a 

power, that he cannot fathom. Initially the rat thinks 
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that he has encountered God: 

This has no face, it must be God . . . , 

for everyone, when faced with an over-powering, inexplicable 

occurrence,automatically surmisesthat God must have some

thing to do with it? With this faithless inquiry of the 

rat, Hughes most definitely creates a human personality in 

the rat. In the second part of the poem, the rat takes on 

further human characteristics. 

II 

The Rat's Vision 

The rat hears the wind saying something in the straw 
And the night-fields that have come up to the 

fence, leaning their silence. 

The widowed land 
With its trees that know how to cry 

The rat sees the faimi bulk of beam and stone 
Wobbling like reflection on water. 
The wind is pushing from the gulf 
Through the old barbed wire, in through the 

trenched gateways, past the gates of 
the ear, deep into the worked 
design of days. 

Breathes onto the solitary snow crystal 

The rat screeches 
And 'Do not go' cry the dandelions, from their 

heads of folly 
And 'Do not go' cry the yard cinders, who have 

no future, only their infernal aftermath 
And 'Do not go' cries the cracked trough by the 

gate, fatalist of starlight and zero 

'Stay' says the arrangement of stars 

Forcing the rat's head down into godhead. 

In a state of shock now, the rat vaguely comprehends 

its state of imprisonment and can futilely do nothing but 



45 

hallucinate, already certain of its death. The rat is help

less, as helpless as any human faced with an equally in

surmountable circumstance. In the final part of the poem 

a more mystical quality is seen in the description of the 

rat's fate. 

Ill 

The Rat's Flight 

The heaven shudders, a flame unrolled like a whip. 
And the stars jolt in their sockets. 
And the sleep-souls of eggs 
Wince under the shot of shadow— 

That was the Shadow of the Rat 
Crossing into power 
Never to be buried 

The horned Shadow of the Rat 
Casting here by the door 
A bloody gift for the dogs 

While it supplants Hell. 

The death throes of a rat mean little indeed until Hughes 

endears human qualities, feelings and fears into that rat. 

The reader can sense the awful experience of the enveloping 

darkness of death; for Hughes's language is of such brood

ing despair that the personification "hits home." In defin

ing his reaction to the poem, Daniel Hoffman explains, 

"What he has written is as true as he can make it to what 

he most deeply feels. . . . His diction is piercingly direct, 

his forms entirely functional. He abandons stanzaic and 

metrical conventions for line-breaks and the spacing of 

bursts of lines which try to capture the shape of the 
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experience, rather than impose any arbitrary pattern upon 

it."" 

In "Pike," a poem employing personification found 

in the book Lupercal, Hughes paints an inglorious picture 

of the pike, and in doing so, makes assertions as to the 

ignominious nature of man. 

PIKE 

Pike, three inches long, perfect 
Pike in all parts, green tigering the gold. 
Killers from the egg: the malevolent aged grin. 
They dance on the surface among the flies. 

Or move, stunned by their own grandeur. 
Over a bed of emerald, silhouette 
Of submarine delicacy and horror. 
A hundred feet long in their world. 

In ponds, under the heat-struck lily pads— 
Gloom of their stillness: 
Logged on last year's black leaves, watching upwards. 
Or hung in an amber cavern of weeds 

The jaws' hooked clamp and fangs 
Not to be changed at this date; 
A life subdued to its instrument; 
The gills kneading quietly, and the pectorals. 

Three we kept behind glass, 
Jungled in weed: three inches, four. 
And four and a half: fed fry to them— 
Suddenly there were two. Finally one 

With a sag belly and the grin it was born with. 
And indeed they spare nobody. 
Two, six pounds each, over two feet long. 
High and dry and dead in the willow-herb— 

One jammed past its gills down the other's gullet: 
The outside eye stared: as a vice locks— 
The same iron in this eye 
Though its film shrank in death. 

27 
Hoffman, p. 66. 
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A pond I fished, fifty yards across. 
Whose lilies and muscular tench 
Had outlasted every visible stone 
Of the monastery that planted them— 

Stilled legendary depth: 
It was as deep as England. It held 
Pike too immense to stir, so immense and old 
That past nightfall dared not cast 

But silently cast and fished 
With the hair frozen on my head 
For what might move, for what eye might move. 
The still splashed on the dark pond. 

Owls hushing the floating woods 
Frail on my ear against the dream 
Darkness beneath night's darkness had freed. 
That rose slowly towards me, watching. 

Hughes knows that frequently human beings are "stun

ned by their own grandeur," and the pike is a splendid fish 

with which to endow man's faults. The mien in which Hughes 

presented the personified pike throughout the poem was that 

of an overbearing pride or vanity. The pike is the big 

fish in the pond, and in parallel, man is the big "fish" in 

his world. But the most disturbing comparison is found in 

stanzas five, six and seven. The pike is mighty and awe-

inspiring, but like man, he will destroy his fellows and 

most probably rule the world "With a sag belly and the grin 

it was born with." Brian John sums up Hughes's personifica

tion best when he describes this conjunction of grandeur 

and pain thus: "His [Hughes] characteristic perception 

recognizes the fragilely beautiful as also intrinsically 

ruthless."^^ Hughes does recognize the many facets of man. 

28 
John, p. 11. 
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and he is subtle enough to use animals to tell us about 

ourselves. 

Unreal Animals 

In this section Hughes's reign over the domain of 

highly imaginative poetry can be seen. A number of Hughes's 

poems concern animals that are not actual animals—unreal 

animals. These imaginary animals are encountered in poems 

such as "The Green Wolf," "Ghost-Crabs," "The Thought-Fox," 

"A Dream of Horses," and "The Rain Horse." Hughes does not 

use the motif of fantasy creatures to shower us with light 

verse; moreover, Hughes utilizes most of these poems to con

vey some of his more eerie macabre bursts of thought. Not 

only is "The Green Wolf" an unfamiliar title for an un

familiar animal, but it also involves an unusual theme. 

THE GREEN WOLF 

Your neighbour moves less and less, attempts less. 
If his right hand still moves, it is a farewell 
Already days posthumous. 

But the left hand seems to freeze. 
And the left leg with its crude plumbing. 
And the left half jaw and the left eyelid and 

the words, all the huge cries 

Frozen in his brain his tongue cannot unfreeze— 
While somewhere through a dark heaven 
The dark bloodclot moves in. 

You watch it approaching but you cannot fear it. 
The punctual evening star. 
Worse, the warm hawthorn blossoms, their foam. 

Their palls of deathly perfume. 
Worst of all the beanflower 
Badged with jet like the ear of the tiger 
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Unmake and remake you. That star 
And that flower and that flower 
And living mouth and living mouth all 

One smouldering annihilation 
Of old brains, old bowels, old bodies 

In the scarves of dew, the wet hair of nightfall. 

Hughes sees the process of decomposition as a type 

of green wolf—an imaginary animal that takes all things 

dead, devours them ("unmakes"—line 16), with the help of 

bloodclots and dew, and deposits his excrements ("remakes"— 

line 16) throughout the universe. All things eventually re

turn to nature's green. 

"Ghost Crabs" presents a most imposing picture of 

ghostly-silent stalking figures Hughes appropriately desig

nates ghost crabs. 

GHOST CRABS 

At nightfall, as the sea darkens, 
A depth darkness thickens, mustering from the 

gulfs and the submarine badlands. 
To the sea's edge. To begin with 
It looks like rocks uncovering, mangling their pallor. 
Gradually the labouring of the tide 
Falls back from its productions. 
Its power slips back from glistening nacelles, 

and they are crabs. 
Giant crabs, under flat skulls, staring inland 
Like a packed trench of helmets. 
Ghosts, they are ghost-crabs. 
They emerge 
An invisible disgorging of the sea's cold 
Over the man who strolls along the sands. 
They spill inland, into the smoking purple 
Of our woods and towns—a bristling surge 
Of tall and staggering spectres 
Gliding like shocks through water. 
Our walls, our bodies, are no problem to them. 
Their hungers are homing elsewhere. 
We cannot see them or turn our minds from them. 
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Their bubbling mouths, their eyes 
In a slow mineral fury 
Press through our nothingness where we sprawl on 

our beds. 
Or sit in our rooms. Our dreams are ruffled maybe. 
Or we jerk awake to the world of our possessions 
With a gasp, in a sweat burst, brains jamming blind 
Into the bulb-light. Sometimes, for minutes, a sliding 
Staring 
Thickness of silence 
Presses between us. These crabs own this world. 
All night, around us or through us. 
They stalk each other, they fasten on to each other. 
They mount each other, they tear each other to pieces. 
They utterly exhaust each other. 
They are the powers of this world. 
We are their bacteria. 
Dying their lives and living their deaths. 
At dawn, they sidle back under the sea's edge. 
They are the turmoil of history, the convulsion 
In the roots of blood, in the cycles of concurrence. 
To them, our cluttered countries are empty battleground. 
All day they recuperate under the sea. 
Their singing is like a thin sea-wind flexing 

in the rocks of a headland. 
Where only crabs listen. 

They are God's only toys. 

The ghost crabs in Hughes's poem are the inklings, 

the mysterious-harboring thoughts about anything in the 

world that come to haunt us, worry us at night as we prepare 

for sleep. Hughes has already admitted that he likes to 

think of poems and therefore thoughts as a type of animal. 

And what better unreal animal to use than one that is a 

ghost crab? Crabs are rarely seen in the daylight. In 

Mr. Rawson's article appraising Ted Hughes as a poet un

worthy of praise, he discusses many areas in which he feels 

Hughes is lacking in poetic prowess. He states the follow

ing about such works as "The Green Wolf" and "Ghost Crabs": 
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"But the lack I feel in Hughes is less one of circumstantial 

29 

completeness than of a certain delicacy of insight." Mr. 

Rawson completely ignores Hughes's insight into animal na

ture, and he certainly ignores the insight into the human 

mind that poems such as "Song of a Rat I, II, III," and 

"Ghost Crabs" include. In an article, "Over the Same Ground," 

John Ferns reacts to Hughes's imagination thus: "In char

acteristically Romantic fashion (and Hughes is in every way 

a Romantic poet) the poet's imagination breaks out of its 

scepticism and lethargy to perform an act of positive iden

tification. Perception is thus achieved but only through 

a rigorous attention to detail, a true keeping of the eye 
30 on the object." Mr. Ferns disagrees with Mr. Rawson's 

opinion about Hughes's perception and insight. 

Hughes's treatment of animals is poignant, serious 

and professional. Mr. Ferns states, "For Hughes the uni

verse presents man with a series of cruelly stubborn facts 

that he ignores at the peril of losing all touch with 

reality."^''" Ferns is right because Hughes uses his animals 

to instruct man to his proper place in the universe. 

Hughes depicts animals in stark reality—perhaps too stark 

29 
Rawson, p. 93. 

^^John Ferns, "Over the Same Ground," The Far 
point, 16 (Fall/winter 1968), 69. 

31ibid., p. 67. 
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for many critics who are shocked by violence. But one im

pression about nature and man will remain after reading 

Hughes's animal poems, namely that if a person becomes bored 

or disgusted with trying to learn something new about him

self from himself, he can always look to Hughes's animals 

to find what he is after. 



CHAPTER IV 

VIEW OF A CROW 

The poem below was written after I had read the 

potent and imposing book Crow. The poem is a result of a 

furious disturbance on my senses while reading the volume 

of verse, and it is only offered here to set the mood of 

the immediate study. 

CROW AND THE HOLY FEAST 

Half again more than those thrown to the 
wolves, 

A trillion human feti embellish the ground 
around a larger mound of bones. 

Far more by countless years are those 
empty-eyed breath-less piles of dried leather 

Bound together instead of tombstones. 

And all ableary-eyed non-knowing 
Crow can do 

Is peer overhead at the Icon 
who keeps saying over and over: 

"The layers of pavement and fishers of men 
strive to bury us 

Again and again." 

Never have I read a more forceful, strong collection of 

poems. The sixty-six works included in the book are cen

tered around an immensely overpowering creature named Crow. 

The cunning and sometimes almighty Crow varies in this 

presentation by Hughes. While I read the volume, I was 

cognizant of a Crow forging silent through a harsh and dark 

Earth, only to find Crow next flourishing frenzied and im

pregnable on the outcroppings of a defeated universe. In 

many of the poems, I was aware of a ferocious, forcible Crow 

53 
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ready to be exulted over by a profitless death at the hands 

of God, mankind, the Universe or himself. But in many poems, 

such a Crow of boldness and knowledge parried any ferocity, 

licked his cruel wounds, and ignored all thought of an om

nipotent slaughter. 

The poems in Crow are bold and terrifically splen

did in their presentation of an adventurous and fantastic 

creature Hughes chose to label Crow. And the hordes of 

Crows, the screaming denizens of Crows sweeping black out 

of the lines into the imagination of the reader, lends a 

variety of situations and personalities to keep the reader 

thoroughly absorbed. And the large number of poems dealing 

with one type of animal metaphor gives great opportunity to 

study Hughes's multifaceted technique. 

If the above exaltation was not sufficient in its 

impressionistic description of the work Crow to induce my 

readers into a state of curiosity concerning the book, per

haps then a few comments by critics will better introduce 

this study of Crow. A valid observation of the environment 

of Crow is found in the Times Literary Supplement. It 

states: 

The world that Crow moves in and is an emblem 
for, is drenched in blood, racked with agony, 
devastated by numerous varieties of violence; 
he views it with an eye proprietorial, laconi
cally appalled yet also sadistically gratified. 
Standing for nothing, he can stand for any
thing, and moves effortlessly from God's right 
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hand, through the Garden of Eden, to battlefields 
and blacknesses both old and new.-̂ 2 

In his review of Crow, Barry Wallenstein observes that 

"Crow is full of burlesques, intricate turns on older meth

ods of fable telling, and some hard and clear poetry about 
33 

the beginning and endings of our lives." Victor Howes s 

review in The Christian Science Monitor defines the charac

ter Crow thus: 
A little-known bird of the inner eye, Ted Hughes' 
mythic Crow is both hero and anti-hero, Faust 
and Mephistopheles, Puck and Till Eulenspiegel, 
tar-baby and philosopher-king. He is at once a 
contemporary of the dinosaur and the atom bomb, 
participant in the creation of Man, witness of 
Armageddon, agonized sufferer and ironic enjoyer, 
victim, prankster, and pet.^^ 

It is obvious that Crow is a "hard-hitting" book of poetry 

with a vigorous type of verse. Because there are so many 

poems in the volume, I have divided the bulk of poems into 

five separate groupings. The classes are, one, "Crow's 

Song of Himself"—those poems which describe Crow or his 

disposition in general; two, "Crowego"—those poems in 

which Hughes is found as a separate personality giving his 

own message; three, "Crow's Playmates"—poems in which Crow 

•̂ "̂A Mouthful of Blood," Times Literary Supplement, 
8 Jan. 1971, p. 30, col. 3. 

^^Barry Wallenstein, "Crow—Ted Hughes," Common
wealth, 49 (September 1971), 484. 

-̂ V̂ictor Howes, "Supercrow as a black rainbow, " 
Christian Science Monitor, 29 April 1971, p. 13, col. 3. 
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contends with man; four, "Crow Blacker than Ever"—poems 

considering Crow and his relation to the scheme of the Uni

verse; and finally five, "Crow's Theology"—poems where 

Crow and God try to fathom each other. 

Crow's Song of Himself 

To understand the disposition or temperament of the 

creature Crow, one should first inspect the method behind 

Hughes's usage of Crow as symbol. Douglas Dunn in his re

view of the book records, "The crow is well known in folk 

iconography as a symbol of discord and strife, but the Crow 

of Ted Hughes's imagination probably comes from the Great 

Crow or Crow Father of Eskimo and American Indian mythol-

35 
ogy." In The New York Times Book Review, Daniel Hoffman 

gives further clarification for employing an odd-looking 

black object for the subject of a book of verse: 

"Crow" was suggested as a theme to Hughes by the 
artist Leonard Baskin. A providential conception, 
for Hughes had read anthropology when at Cam
bridge, and some years ago he had come on a book 
which served his needs as Weston's "From Ritual to 
Romance" had served Eliot's—by clarifying the role 
to be played by the hero of his imagination. In 
Mercia Eliade's "Shamanism," Hughes found de
scribed the part enacted in primitive cultures 
the world over by "technicians of ecstasy." Sha
mans pass through initiations, ascend to the 
heavens or descend to the underworld encounter 
monsters and spirits of the dead, are instructed 
by sacred beasts in hidden mysteries, and return 

•^^Douglas Dunn, "Snatching the Bays," Encounter, 36, 
no. 3 (March 1971), 68. 
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under obligation to chant their secrets to the 
uninitiated. Crow is such a sacred beast and the 
singer of his songs such a seer.36 

Just who is this blood-streaked demon? What is he 

made of? The title poem to this first grouping, "Crow's 

Song of Himself," enumerates the intrinsic composition of 

Crow. 

CROW'S SONG OF HIMSELF 

When God hammered Crow 
He made gold 
When God roasted Crow in the sun 
He made diamond 
When God crushed Crow under weights 
He made alcohol 
When God tore Crow to pieces 
He made money 
When God blew Crow up 
He made day 
When God hung Crow on a tree 
He made fruit 
When God buried Crow in the earth 
He made man 
When God tried to chop Crow in two 
He made woman 
When God said: "You win. Crow," 
He made the Redeemer. 
When God went off in despair 
Crow stropped his beak and started in on 

the two thieves. 

Crow is simply everything, or at least the raw materials 

for everything. He is the basic carbon-structured atom that 

reaches into the unknown depths of creation. He is the 

benefactor of all creation but the malefactor of all creative 

processes. He is to be reckoned with—God cannot even 

Daniel Hoffman, "Crow," New York Times Book Re
view, 18 April 1971, p. 7, col. 2. 
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control him. Crow is very powerful, but evidently he has a 

misconception of principal priorities; 

When God went off in despair 
Crow stropped his beak and started in on 

the two thieves. 

Crow is the newly-crowned winner who is glorified to such a 

position of aggrandizement that he can haughtily be sus

ceptible to any whim that strikes him. Crow is inextricably 

vain. "Crow's Fall" shows the interminable vanity of the 

creature. 

CROW'S FALL 

When Crow was white he decided the sun was too white. 
He decided it glared much too whitely. 
He decided to attack it and defeat it. 

He got his strength flush and in full glitter. 
He clawed and fluffed his rage up. 
He aimed his beak direct at the sun's centre. 

He laughed himself to the centre of himself 

And attacked. 

At his battle cry trees grew suddenly old. 
Shadows flattened. 

But the sun brightened— 
It brightened, and Crow returned charred black. 

He opened his mouth but what came out was charred black. 

"Up there," he managed, 
"Where white is black and black is white, I won." 

Crow wanted nothing to outshine him, so when he noticed the 

sun, what more could his capricious nature tell him to do 

than attack it? Was he not all-powerful? Crow found out 

he was not; 
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But the sun brightened— 

It brightened, and Crow returned charred black. 

But Crow would not admit defeat. The faulty reasoning of 

the self-assured ego-maniac is thus seen; 
"Up there," he managed, 

"Where white is black and black is white, I won." 

The lines are an unimpeachable indictment of the pathetic 

rationalizing of a creature of failure who refuses to ac

cept his defeat. 

What are the pleasures of Crow? What is he inter

ested in? The following poem indicates that Crow is defin

itely not a blithe spirit in search of the aesthetic virtues 

in his vale of tears. 

CROW AND THE BIRDS 
When the eagle soared clear through a dawn 

distilling of emerald 
When the curlew trawled in seadusk through a 

chime of wineglasses 
When the swallow swooped through a woman's 

song in a cavern 
And the swift flicked through the breath 

of a violet 

When the owl sailed clear of tomorrow's conscience 
And the sparrow preened himself of yesterday's promise 
And the heron laboured clear of the Bessemer upglare 
And the bluetit zipped clear of lace panties 
And the woodpecker drummed clear of the rotovator 

and the rose-farm 
And the peewit tumbled clear of the laundromat 

While the bullfinch plumped in the apple bud 
And the goldfinch bulbed in the sun 
And the wryneck crooked in the moon 
And the dipper peered from the dewball 

Crow spraddled head-down in the beach-garbage, 
guzzling a dropped ice-cream. 
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Crow is a materialist. Hughes magnifies Crow's interest 

only in earthly matters by including him in a poem with his 

supposed cousins. All of the birds (and Hughes makes sure 

we know that Crow is not a bird) are involved in the beau

tiful and meaningful in life. They are placing themselves 

above all earthly cares, trivialities and vulgarities. But 

what is Crow? He is nothing better than a scavenger—a 

greedy purveyor of trash. 

The most revealing insight into the "id" of Crow is 

seen in "The Black Beast." The first stanza divulges Crow 

as a frightened, guilty and paranoid fiend. 

Where is the Black Beast? 
Crow, like an owl, swivelled his head. 
Where is the Black Beast? 
Crow hid in its bed, to ambush it. 
Where is the Black Beast? 
Crow sat in its chair, telling loud lies 

against the Black Beast. 

What is that Black Beast that Crow is so terrified of? 

Crow does not know. Crow could not know, because it is him

self. He had heard rumors no doubt of a powerful and revil

ing creature, and so he wanted to find it and confront it. 

Crow then searched in the most obvious places. 

Where is it? 
Crow shouted after midnight, pounding the wall 

with a last. 
Where is the Black Beast? 
Crow split his enemy's skull to the pineal gland. 
Where is the Black Beast? 
Crow crucified a frog under a microscope, he 

peered into the brain of a dogfish. 
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And finally. Crow searched the last vestiges of the uni

verse; 

Where is the Black Beast? 
Crow killed his brother and turned him inside 

out to stare at his colour. 
Where is the Black Beast? 
Crow roasted the earth to a clinker, he charged 

into space— 
Where is the Black Beast? 
The silences of space decamped, space flitted 

in every direction— 
Where is the Black Beast? 
Crow flailed immensely through the vacuum, he 

screeched after the disappearing stars— 
Where is it? Where is the Black Beast? 

Why was Crow's search hampered by a great weight, as if he 

were drawing his body through a viscous fluid? Why did he 

look everywhere and only see truncated darkness? He was 

too frightened to examine himself. And Hughes desired for 

us to envision Crow as a pained personality, a horrific 

example of prodigality and misuse of energy. Douglas Dunn 

expresses his vision of Crow thus: 

A word-mastering effort of the imagination has 
created a terrible vision of elemental fierceness, 
metaphysical wastes, horror, pain and guilt in 
which all that can be guaranteed survival is 
• 1 37 silence. • 

Hughes has chosen his symbol well, and in more poems 

than I have cited he has presented the personality of his 

symbol—aggressive, not silently passive. And in the en

suing grouping, we shall see that Hughes as interlocutor 

is anything but silent. 

Dunn, p. 35. 
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Crowego 

Certain poems in Crow are not consistent with the 

presentation of Crow's personality established in the pre

vious grouping. I choose to consider these poems errant 

portrayals of the personality of Hughes himself. In these 

poems. Crow is not such a casual observer, but in fact 

Hughes practicing close observation of himself and Crow's 

world (which is our world too). In "Crowego," Hughes re

lates his own view of the world. 

CROWEGO 

Crow followed Ulysses till he turned 
As a worm, which Crow ate. 

Grappling with Hercules' two puff-adders 
He strangled in error Dejanira. 

The gold melted out of Hercules' ashes 
Is an electrode in Crow's brain. 

Drinking Beowulf's blood, and wrapped in his hide. 
Crow communes with poltergeists out of old ponds. 

His wings are the stiff back of his only book. 
Himself the only page—of solid ink. 

So he gazes into the quag of the past 
Like a gypsy into the crystal of the future. 

Like a leopard into a fat land. 

The world Hughes sees is not a world of Stygian darkness— 

the world in which Crow often flits sullenly around. Hughes 

envisions the world as would a leopard that looks out upon a 

grassy plain and sees nothing but herds of fat and succu

lent zebra and antelope. Now there is something to sink his 

teeth into. There is so much to taste in his world that he 
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does not know where to begin. Hughes the patient observer 

can "gaze into the quag of the past" for the past can be 

readily commented upon. And the past intrigues Hughes: 

the myths, legends and heroes that have all come before. 

But he refers to the past as a "quag." The past is a mucky 

mess of quagmire that is proof that man cannot learn from 

his mistakes. Hughes cannot tell us for certain what the 

future holds. There he is no better than a fortune-telling 

gypsy. But as a leopard who looks out into a plain teeming 

with wildlife can almost guarantee that he will make at 

least a few kills, Hughes, observing the past as a store

house of mankind's experiences, can with a certain degree 

of accuracy make some valid observations. And this is what 

Hughes wants us to know—he is a more than competent per-

ceiver of man. 

In "Crow's Vanity," Hughes again explains that his 

purpose is to comment upon man. 

CROW'S VANITY 

Looking close in the evil mirror Crow saw 
Mistings of civilisations towers gardens 
Battles he wiped the glass but there came 

Mistings of skyscrapers webs of cities 
Steaming the glass he wiped it there came 

Spread of swampferns fronded on the mistings 
A trickling spider he wiped the glass he peered 

For a glimpse of the usual grinning face 
But it was no good he was breathing too heavy 
And too hot and space was too cold 

And here came the misty ballerinas 
The burning gulfs the hanging gardens it was eerie 
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Hughes looks into an "evil mirror"—evil because it reflects 

the truth about man and his civilization, undistorted with 

the multitudes of man's subjectivities and mad rationaliz-

ings. Hughes first peers into the mirror to witness himself 

as a man and he sees the intrinsic constitution of man—his 

civilizations, his towers, gardens, and his battles. He 

then looks again and sees the mammoth creations of man. 

Hughes wipes the looking glass once again (man is difficult 

to comprehend), and sees only nature. But what has nature 

to do with man? Hughes realizes that nature is very im

portant to man, but he must look again to see how man and 

nature can exist together. But all he can see this time is 

the extrinsic nature of man—ballerinas, burning gulfs 

(existential reasoning), and hanging gardens—concepts that 

man no doubt thinks more important than "swampferns" and 

"trickling spiders." 

The anonymous reviewer of Crow in The Times Literary 

Supplement argued that the poems should not really be taken 

seriously, because there is little worth in reading the 

poems because they say nothing but blood and guts. The 

sharp criticism follows thus: 

Just as we are not invited to make severe formal or , 
rhythmic demands of these poems, similarly much of 
the actual language hardly bears examination. Hughes 
manages to contain some of his rhetorical belliger
ence, but there can be no disguising the fact that 
the central energies of this book are, in their eager 
pursuit of blood and thunder, only minimally tem
pered by poetic caution—that caution which insists 
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on trying to connect words to their full mean
ings. ̂ ^ 

The reviewer has not closely read such poems as "Crowego," 

"Crow's Vanity," and the next poem I shall consider, "Crow 

Frowns." "Blood and thunder" are terms that are strong 

enough to describe much of the poetry in Crow, but they are 

terms that are too harsh to describe these poems. There 

is a deeper message than violence in many of these poems, 

but the critics continue to ignore that fact. "Crow Frowns" 

is another such poem whose language does bear examining, 

and whose central energies are not "blood and thunder." 

CROW FROWNS 

Is he his own strength? 
What is its signature? 
Or is he a key, cold-feeling 
To the fingers of prayer? 

He is a prayer-wheel, his heart hums. 
His eating is the wind— 
Its patient power of appeal. 
His footprints assail infinity 

With signatures: We are here, we are here. 
He is the long waiting for something 
To use him for some everything 
Having so carefully made him 

Of no th ing . 

The poem's meaning i s s imple . Hughes i s ques t ion ing who he 

i s , what h i s make-up i s , and what the meaning of h i s l i f e 

i s . Hughes comprehends very sub t ly what the exact na tu re of 

h i s be ing i s : 

38 TLS, "A Mouthful of Blood," p . 30 
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He is the long waiting for something 
To use him for some everything 
Having so carefully made him 

Of nothing. 

Hughes is the patient artist, poet, who waits and waits for 

some meaningful happening, some finger of fate pointing an 

unknown out to him so that "some everything" (perhaps like 

Yeats's divine oversoul), will show him what to do. He is 

helpless by himself because the divine "everything" made 

him of "nothing"—created him with little actual knowledge 

of the true meaning of his observations. This is probably 

the closest Hughes would ever come to invoking a Muse. 

The final poem in this grouping that shows Hughes 

in his Crow poetry is "Oedipus Crow." The poem is a descrip

tion of what happens to Crow, here again probably Hughes, 

when he tries to comprehend too much. 

OEDIPUS CROW 

Mummies stormed his torn insides 
With their bandages and embalming honey. 
He contorted clear, he vomited empty— 
He flew. 

A gravestone fell on his foot 
And took root— 
He bit through the bone and he fled. 

The water-spirits in the happy valley 
Twined his brains with primroses, dogroses. 
Pulling his mouth down to the wet humus— 
With a howl he left what they held. 

And he ran, cheered by the sound of his foot 
and its echo 

And by the watch on his wrist 

One-legged, gutless and brainless, the rag 
of himself— 
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So Death tripped him easy 
And held him up with a laugh, only just alive. 

And his watch galloped away in a cloud of corpse-dust. 

Crow dangled from his one claw—corrected. 

A warning. 

At first reading, the poem seems like an admission by Hughes 

of the mutability of time. But Hughes would never use such 

a standard poetic technique. The poem states that there is 

at least one subject that the poet cannot observe properly— 

the subject of death. 

In these poems and others—"A Grin," "Crow Impro

vises," and "Crow's Nerve Fails"—the Crow is not the sinewy 

dark creature groveling about in chasms of inky blackness, 

but is the Crow in Hughes, searching for meaning to his ob

servations, portraying less of a picture of violence because 

the poems are more a portrayal of Hughes's own personality. 

The messages and observations that the Hughes-Crow states 

cannot help but place the observations the poetic-Crow has 

about man, the universe and God in the following groupings 

into a more revealing light. 

Crow's Playmates 

What more appropriate creature for Crow to observe 

than man? A bird, especially an inhuman bird, can speak 

more objectively about man than man himself, or the poet. 

The "playmate" for Crow in this grouping is man; however, 

in the title poem, the final playmate for Crow is himself. 
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CROW'S PLAYMATES 

Lonely Crow created the gods for playmates— 
But the mountain god tore free 

And Crow fell back from the wall-face of mountains 
By which he was so much lessened. 

The river-god subtracted the rivers 
From his living liquids. 

God after god—and each tore from him 
Its lodging place and its power. 

Crow struggled, limply bedraggled his remnant. 
He was his own leftover, the spat-out scrag. 

He was what his brain could make nothing of. 

So the least, least-living object extant 
Wandered over his deathless greatness 

Lonelier than ever. 

Crow is in need of "playmates." The gods will not have him. 

The next order of business for Crow is to seek out the crea

ture who thinks he is a god—playful man. 

In the poems where Crow chooses to study man, he 

observes man in his natural habitat—man-made disasters. 

And the most prevalent man-made disaster is war. In "Crow's 

Account of the Battle," Crow gives an enlightening and ob

jective view of one of the uglier sides to man's nature. 

CROW'S ACCOUNT OF THE BATTLE 

There was this terrific battle. 
The noise was as much 
As the limits of possible noise could take. 
There were screams higher groans deeper 
Than any ear could hold. 
Many eardrums burst and some walls 
Collapsed to escape the noise. 
Everything struggled on its way 
Through this tearing deafness 
As through a torrent in a dark cave. 
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Crow's account begins in very simple language—"There was 

this terrific battle." The most outstandingly disturbing 

scene of the battle to Crow is the noise. In the next part 

of the poem, the order and conformity of the battle intrigue 

Crow. 

The cartridges were banging off, as planned. 
The fingers were keeping things going 
According to excitement and orders. 
The unhurt eyes were full of deadliness. 
The bullets pursued their courses 
Through clods of stone, earth and skin. 
Through intestines, pocket-books, brains, hair, teeth 
According to Universal laws 
And mouths cried "Mamma" 
From sudden traps of calculus. 
Theorems wrenched men in two. 
Shock-severed eyes watched blood 
Squandering as from a drain-pipe 
Into the blanks between the stars. 
Faces slammed down into clay 
As for the making of a life-mask 
Knew that even on the sun's surface 
They could not be learning more or more to the point. 
Reality was giving its lesson. 
Its mishmash of scripture and physics. 
With here, brains in hands, for example. 
And there, legs in a treetop. 
There was no escape except into death. 
And still it went on—it outlasted 
Many prayers, many a proved watch. 
Many bodies in excellent trim. 
Till the explosives ran out 
And sheer weariness supervened 
And what was left looked round at what was left. 

Crow does not fail to see the irony in the universal 

laws man has established for war. Bullets cannot direct 

their paths as determined by any law, as man cannot be ex

pected to fight wars according to any law. Law is what man 

is ignoring when he involves himself in war. And the stark 

reality in which Crow relates the end of hostilities. 
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"And what was left looked round at what was left, " 

leaves little doubt to Crow's observation of the stupid 

futility of man's war. And in the final part of the poem. 

Crow gives his thoughts on why his playmate, man, involves 

himself in such practices. 

Then everybody wept. 
Or sat, too exhausted to weep. 
Or lay, too hurt to weep. 
And when the smoke cleared it became clear 
This had happened too often before 
And was going to happen too often in future 
And happened too easily 
Bones were too like lath and twigs 
Blood was too like water 
Cries were too like silence 
The most terrible grimaces too like footprints 

in mud 
And shooting somebody through the midriff 
Was too like striking a match 
Too like potting a snooker ball 
Too like tearing up a bill 
Blasting the whole world to bits 
Was too like slamming a door 
Too like dropping in a chair 
Exhausted with rage 
Too like being blown to bits yourself 
Which happened too easily 
With too like no consequences. 

So the survivors stayed. 
And the earth and the sky stayed. 

Everything took the blame. 

Not a leaf flinched, nobody smiled. Crow sees man 

as a lazy creature. War is too easy to do. It is like a 

bad habit—war has existed for so long, man has developed 

the war-habit. Crow has chosen a most deadly playmate. 

In "The Battle of Osfrontalis" and "A Disaster," 

Crow encounters man again in a state of turmoil, but this 

time in the form of "The Word." 
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Ravenous, the word tried its great lips 
On the earth's bulge, like a giant lamprey— 
There it started to suck. 

But its efforts weakened. 
It could digest nothing but people. 
So there it shrank, wrinkling weaker. 
Puddling 
Like a collapsing mushroom. 
Finally, a drying salty lake. 
Its era was over. 
All that remained of it a brittle desert 
Dazzling with the bones of earth's people 

Where Crow walked and mused. 
("A Disaster") 

Words attacked him with the glottal bomb— 
He wasn't listening. 
Words surrounded and over-ran him with light 

aspirates— 
He was dozing. 
Words infiltrated guerrilla labials— 
Crow clapped his beak, scratched it. 
Words swamped him with consonantal masses— 
Crow took a sip of water and thanked heaven. 

Words retreated, suddenly afraid 
Into the skull of a dead jester 
Taking the whole world with them— 

But the world did not notice 

And Crow yawned—long ago 
He had picked that skull empty. 

("The Battle of Osfrontalis") 

In the above excerpts, man is a parasite, a scared and in

filtrating puddle of creation who can do nothing but digest 

himself. Crow looks upon the "word" (man) with disdain. 

Crow knows that man's brilliance ("era") is only temporary 

and that his fate is foretold: 

Its era was over 

and. 
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Words retreated, suddenly afraid 
Into the skull of a dead jester 
Taking the whole world with them. 

All that was left were the bones of man—brutal testimony 

to the end of a race preoccupied with its own grandeur and 

speech ("glottal," "aspirates," "labials," and "consonants.") 

Hughes has commented upon man through Crow and has also com

mented upon Crow through man. Victor Howes sees Hughes's 

technique as the following: "Mr. Hughes has narrowly fo

cused his lens on the animal kingdom in order to comment 

indirectly on man. Here, [the poems in Crow] in a stagger

ing reversal of technique, he widens his focus in the di

rection of universal history, in order to comment upon 

39 Crow." But the important factor in these poems in which 

Hughes brought together Crow and man is that we can see 

ourselves through yet another perspective--through Crow's 

eyes. Howes states it plainly when he says, "His [Hughes's] 

comments deal with Everycrow, the crow in all of us." 

Crow Blacker Than Ever 

Crow is indeed concerned with the universe, his very 

own universe of course. In many of the poems in Crow, Hughes 

continues to develop the mien and attitude of the character 

Crow by involving Crow with the overpowering grand mystery 

39 
Howes, p. 13, col. 3. 

40ibid. 
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of the universe and its retinue of lesser questions. In 

"Crow Blacker Than Ever," that little malevolent creature 

of black makes his position in the universe known. 

CROW BLACKER THAN EVER 

When God, disgusted with man. 
Turned towards heaven. 
And man, disgusted with God, 
Turned towards Eve, 
Things looked like falling apart. 

But Crow Crow 
Crow nailed them together. 
Nailing heaven and earth together— 

So man cried, but with God's voice. 
And God bled, but with man's blood. 

Then heaven and earth creaked at the point 
Which became gangrenous and stank— 
A horror beyond redemption. 

The agony did not diminish. 

Man could not be man nor God God. 

The agony 

Grew. 

Crow 

Grinned 

Crying: "This is my Creation." 

Flying the black flag of himself. 

Crow is the ruler of the universe. He can wield his power 

mightily—but not always well. Crow saw that man and God 

were split "asunder." So, like an inept surgical "hacker," 

Crow sewed the rift together. But as an unqualified sur

geon might place certain parts of the body back together 
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wrong. Crow, always his bumbling self, put God and man to

gether incorrectly and the result was worse than the origi

nal problem. But Crow cared not; he had created. But as 

someone untutored in a certain skill. Crow paid little worry 

about the imperfection of his deed; he only knew, in his 

own vain and ignorant way, that he had the right to do it 

because he could do it. 

Crow takes pride in his domain, the universe. In 

the poem "The Door," Hughes describes Crow's universe. 

THE DOOR 

Out under the sun stands a body. 
It is growth of the solid world. 

It is part of the world's earthen wall. 
The earth's plants—such as the genitals 
And the flowerless navel 
Live in its crevices. 
Also, some of earth's creatures—such as the mouth. 
All are rooted in earth, or eat earth, earthy. 
Thickening the wall. 

Only there is a doorway in the wall— 
A black doorway: 
The eye's pupil. 

Through that doorway came Crow. 

Flying from sun to sun, he found this home. Crow 

is also the protector of the universe. The poem states 

that nature, "earth's plants" and "earth's creatures," is 

earth's protective wall. And Crow is the seeing, protective-

force of that wall. Crow had searched throughout the uni

verse to find a place he could be comfortable in, a home. 

And finally, what more could an inefficient ameliorator and 
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an incapable, conceited power-mad maniac want than to be 

controller of the one spot in the universe that needed pro

tection? Pity the poor universe! 

And in the final poem concerning Crow and the uni

verse to be analyzed, "Crow's Last Stand," Hughes almost 

offers a sequel to "The Door." The main obstacle Crow has 

in the ruling of his universe is the sun. God is not an 

obstacle. As we shall see in the final grouping of this 

chapter, God is an instrument by which Crow flourishes. But 

for my purposes now, the immediate danger to Crow is the 

sun. Crow has no problem whatsoever, though. 

CROW'S LAST STAND 

Burning 
burning 

burning 
there was finally something 

The sun could not burn, that it had rendered 
Everything down to—a final obstacle 
Against which it raged and charred 
And rages and chars 

Limpid among the glaring furnace clinkers 
The pulsing blue tongues and the red and the yellow 
The green lickings of the conflagration 

Limpid and black— 

Crow's eye-pupil, in the tower of its scorched fort. 

The sun could not touch Crow in his door, his new-found 

home, his "scorched fort." Crow was already black, and in 

being black he had eclipsed the sun's power. In Crow's 

universe, the sun was the only bit of stoicism that Crow had 

to contend with. But the sun's threat ended abruptly, and 
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was left in the shadow of Crow. 

Crow's universe is one of turmoil and change: 

Things look like falling apart. 
(Crow Blacker Than Ever," 1. 5.) 

And the creatures of his universe are centered around the 

earth, our earth: 

All are rooted in earth, or eat earth, earthy. 
Thickening the wall. 

("The Door," 11. 8-9.) 

And the atmosphere of his universe is horrible and agoniz

ing: 

A horror beyond redemption. 
The agony did not diminish. 

("Crow Blacker Than Ever," 11. 13-14.) 

Hughes endows Crow with a lust for power, a conquering quest 

for control of the universe. There are no meaningful experi

ences that emerge from Crow's travels and adventures in his 

universe—only pain and useless existence. If no redeeming 

features of Crow's universe can be seen from these poems, 

then evidently Hughes is emphasizing the point that there 

are better qualities in life to search for, and Crow pos

sesses none of them. Hughes describes Crow's universe in 

images that fit this reviling creature—language and images 

that are disturbing and disjointed: 
So man cried, but with God's voice 
And God bled, but with man's blood. 

('Crow Blacker Than Ever," 11. 9-10.) 

But the most memorable aspect of Crow's universe is the man

ner in which that bestial creature thinks of his universe: 
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The agony 

Grew. 

Crow 

Grinned 

Crying: "This is my Creation." 

Flying the black flag of himself. 
("Crow Blacker Than Ever," 11. 16-21.) 

Crow enjoys his universe of agony. 

Crow's Theology 

Crow has a special relationship with God. Crow and 

God are at odds with each other. God tries to recognize 

Crow's malign divinity without desecrating His own godhead. 

And the result sometimes is almost a scene from the act of 

a vaudevillian duet. The title poem is not as humorous as 

many of the others, but it does show Crow as a curious ob

server of God. 

CROW'S THEOLOGY 

Crow realized God loved him— 
Otherwise, he would have dropped dead. 
So that was proved. 
Crow reclined, marvelling, on his heart-beat. 
And he realized that God spoke Crow— 
Just existing was His revelation. 

But what 
Loved the stones and spoke stone? 
They seemed to exist too. 
And what spoke that strange silence 
After his clamour of caws faded? 
And what loved the shot-pellets 
That dribbled from those strung-up 

mummifying crow? 
What spoke the silence of lead? 
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Crow realized there were two Gods— 

One of them much bigger than the other 
Loving his enemies 

And having all the weapons. 

Crow has the same doubts as most mortals; he asks 

the same question that has plagued religionists forever— 

"If there is a God, why is there evil in the world?" But 

Crow does not leave a trail of matted webbing all over his 

conclusions; he just states the obvious resolution—there 

are two gods. Crow again is being vain and conceited when 

he thinks that God is mainly God for Crow. But in the fol

lowing poem, where God is trying to comprehend Crow, God 

thinks that Crow is mainly Crow for God. 

CROW'S FIRST LESSON 
God tried to teach Crow how to talk. 
"Love," said God. "Say, Love." 
Crow gaped, and the white shark crashed into the sea 
And went rolling downwards, discovering its 

own depth. 

"No, no," said God, "Say Love. Now try it, LOVE." 
Crow gaped, and a bluefly, a tsetse, a mosquito 
Zoomed out and down 
To their sundry flesh-pots. 

"A final try," said God, "Now, LOVE." 
Crow convulsed, gaped, retched and 
Man's bodiless prodigious head 
Bulbed out onto the earth, with swivelling eyes. 
Jabbering protest— 

And Crow retched again, before God could stop him. 
And woman's vulva dropped over man's neck and 

tightened. 
The two struggled together on the grass, 
God struggled to part them, cursed, wept— 

Crow flew guiltily off. 
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The scene is comic to some, maybe even sacrilegious 

to others. The fiendish din of Crow's lesson almost anni

hilated all that God had done; in fact. Crow had begun re

versing God's divine process—man was going back into the 

womb. Daniel Hoffman disagrees with any glimpse of comedy 

in the poems. He says that "the straitened path his 

[Hughes's] Crow flies is as barren of the relief of comedy 

as of the promise of redemption." But when considering 

the personality of Crow that has already been established 

and the omnipotence of God, the vista of God sitting there 

with his head in his arms sobbing with frustration is ap

pealing in a humourous vein. 

The last poem that I shall look at in Crow is an 

example of the technique I like most in the poetry of Hughes-

the expressing of reason that is uninfluenced by sentiment. 

In "Crow Communes," Crow does not commune with nature, he 

communes with God—a surprised God no doubt. 

CROW COMMUNES 

"Well," said Crow, "What first?" 
God, exhausted with Creation, snored. 
"Which way?" said Crow, "Which way first?" 
God's shoulder was the mountain on which Crow sat. 
"Come," said Crow, "Let's discuss the situation." 
God lay, agape, a great carcase. 

Crow tore off a mouthful and swallowed. 

"Will this cipher divulge itself to digestion 
Under hearing beyond understanding?" 

Hoffman, p. 7. 
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(That was the first jest.) 

Yet, it's true, he suddenly felt much stronger. 

Crow, the hierophant, humped, impenetrable. 

Half-illumined. Speechless. 

(Appalled.) 

Evidently Hughes uses the word "hierophant" to mean spokes

man or interpreter; and that is what Crow has been through

out the entire book of verse. Crow has interpreted himself, 

his poet, mankind, the universe, and finally God. His in

terpretations may not have always been accurate or valid 

(in the case of himself), but he has been an ardent observer, 

In this last poem. Crow has tasted God, he has become one 

with Him, in the religious eucharistic belief, and Crow ex

periences divinity, but he can say nothing—not like the 

cawing Crow groveling and screeching in the bowels of trash. 

Crow has come to know the appalling truth of what it is to 

be God, and we can only hypothesize what truth that i s — 

perhaps that there is no God. Daniel Hoffman thinks so, 

but he sees a consolation in the fact that there is no God, 

or at least no God for Crow. He avers that "despite Crow's 

negative gospel, Hughes has redeemed his universe from 

vacuity and endowed suffering with significance. Where 

there is God, if only in His might and not in His consoling 

gifts, our life participates in the divine power. And 
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'Crow' celebrates that life. That is what these bleak crow-

songs affirm."^^ 

Many critics have said and will no doubt continue 

to say that the poems in Crow are too violent and that 

Hughes is misanthropic. But they are not, and at least one 

critic, Douglas Dunn, agrees with me. He admits: "No one 

denies that Hughe's [sic] vision is terrifying; but it 

exists in nothing else than a poetic recognition of the 

universe status quo. There are no gentle circumlocutions 

in Crow, no easy ways out. These may be the fiercest poems 

43 
in the language, but they are not inhuman." The poems 

are but a means to succour us from dull explanations, trite 

observations, and boring comments. Carolyn Kizer draws on 

a historical analogy by stating: 

Hughes's poems remind one of the famous banquet of 
the Emperor Domitian, who prepared a room painted 
pitch black in which to entertain his prominent 
guests. They were waited on by attendants painted 
black; their food was served on slabs shaped like 
tombstones carved with guests' own names. Of 
course he scared them nearly to death; but allowed 
them to go home and think it over.^^ 

Indeed, Ted Hughes gives a person much to think about. His 

Crow poems were solid in their presentation of an adven

turous and complex-in-personality figure. Hughes painted 

^^Ibid. 

'̂ -̂ Dunn, p. 68. 

^'^Carolyn Kizer, "The Feast of Domitian," Poetry, 
69, no. 5 (February 1972), 292. 



82 

Crow in many different shades of meanings and reasonings. 

In the final chapter, "Hughescolor," we shall see that the 

many shades of black Hughes has created are not the only 

hues to embellish the finished portrait of Hughes. 



CHAPTER V 

HUGHESCOLOR 

The Man Seeking Experience Enquires 
His Way of a Drop of Hughes 

The sub-heading The Man Seeking Experience Enquires 

His Way of a Drop of Hughes is paraphrased from one of 

Hughes's early poems, "The Man Seeking Experience Enquires 

His Way of a Drop of Water." In the poem Hughes endeavors 

to answer "monstrous" questions by examining an insignifi

cant drop of water that was seemingly unrelated to the query 

at hand. The intention of the first half of this last chap

ter which furthers a final evaluation of Hughes is to 

scrutinize Hughes in a similar manner. The succinct prose 

work, "The Rock," is the target of the probe for another 

"color" to add to the Hughes spectrum. I believe a chapter 

such as this is justifiable because of a simple quote by 

Herbert Read in his introduction to Writers on Themselves, 

a work in which "The Rock" is found. He states: "A 

writer, rather oddly, is something more than a person who 

writes." And if that statement sounds logical, then a con

sequent statement, "A poet is something more than a person 

who writes poetry," is acceptable. "The Rock" is just the 

"drop" of Hughes that is needed to accentuate another of 

the poet's talents, without detracting from the moment of 

his poetry. 

83 
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How does the critic present a poet's excursion into 

prose? First of all, he recognizes that the prose was writ

ten about the writer himself, and composed for broadcast 

over the BBC. Naturally certain words and phrases would 

have to be interspersed throughout the piece in order to 

create a dramatic reading. And secondly, the critic would 

have to make the reader realize that the intention of the 

scanning of "The Rock" is to glimpse deeper into the mind 

of the man who wrote the poetry that has been analyzed in 

this paper. 

The first half-dozen sentences of the seven-page 

presentation are appropriate enough to set the mood of the 

entire narrative. Hughes explains: 

The most impressive early companion of my childhood 
was a dark cliff, or what looked like a dark cliff, 
to the South, a wall of rock and steep woods half
way up the sky, just cleared by the winter sun.'̂ ^ 

Hughes introduces the rock physically, but the physical 

characteristics of the rock are not the peculiarities that 

impress Hughes. He continues: 

This [the rock] was the memento mundi over my birth: 
my spiritual midwife at the time and my godfather 
ever since—or one of my godfathers. From my first 
day, it watched. If it couldn't see me direct, a 
towering gloom over my pram, it watched me through 
a species of periscope: that is, by infiltrating 
the very light of my room with its particular 
shadow. From my home near the bottom of the south-
facing slope of the valley, that cliff was both the 

^ Ted Hughes, "The Rock," Writers on Themselves, 
Introduction by Herbert Read (London, 1964), p. 86. 
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curtain and back-drop to existence. All that hap
pened, happened against it or under its supervi
sion.46 

It is understandable that a youngster would be greatly 

awed by such an ominous cliff. Scout Rock as the locals 

called it. Hughes states that he must have been three or 

four when he first started his walks up near the rock and the 

surrounding moors. He called the oppressive and assertive 

rock a "shadow trap," and he had no doubt that it had an 

"evil eye." But even though his youthful eye saw an impos

ing greatness in the rock, Hughes admits, "Now I think back 

I can't understand why I almost never went near it." But, 

after that trip to the rock, Hughes, rather dramatically, 

reflects: 

That visit altered nothing, did nothing to tame the 
strangeness of my neighbour. I went on feeling it 
was alien, belonging to other people. I went on 
disliking it. It worked on me constantly.^^ 

And then Hughes concedes a reason why maybe he never went 

near the rock. Hughes relates the effect the rock has on 

him now, and in relating that detail he provides an insight 

into the development of his character. He says: 

It [the rock] should have inured me to living in 
valleys, or gulleys, or under walls, but all it 
did was cause me to hate them. The slightest 
declivity now makes me uneasy and restless, and I 
slip into the shadow of the mood of that valley 
[underneath the rock]—a foreboding heaviness. 

^^Ibid., p. 86. 
47 

Ibid., p. 87. 
48 

Ibid., p. 88. 
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such as precedes downpour thunderstorms on Sun
day afternoons. "4̂  

Discounting the dramatic expression placed into the account, 

one can still speculate that the rock had a profound effect 

upon Hughes and possibly an effect upon his poetry also. 

I think the poetry was affected because of his discussion 

of that same instance that he came nearest to the rock. 

Hughes says that the occasion was a very memorable one in

deed, and chiefly because of two incidents. Hughes explains 

that the journey up the rock with his brother when he was 

six years old first of all showed him a different aspect 

of nature—"a terrible piece of newness." And second, his 

brother told him of a wood-pigeon that had been shot in one 

of the oaks on the top of the rock. The bird set its wings 

"and sailed out without a wing-beat stone dead into space 

to crash two miles away on the other side of the valley." 

Who is to say that the recollection of a dead wood-pigeon 

soaring majestically overhead had a profound stimulus upon 

Hughes to begin writing poetry a half-dozen years later? 

But who is to say that it did not? Hughes probably answers 

this question in Poetry Is. He expounds that: 

Poetry is not made out of thoughts or casual 
fancies. It is made out of experiences which 
change our bodies, and spirits, whether momen
tarily or for good. There are plenty of dif
ferent experiences which do this, and there is 
no drawing a line at what the limit is. 

^^Ibid., p. 88. 

50 Hughes, Poetry Is, p. 25. 
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Hughes vindicates my journey into his interesting little 

scrap of prose. Even though Hughes would most assuredly 

scoff at being called romantic, it somehow would just seem 

natural if on that one day almost forty years ago, on an 

awe-inspiring dark cliff. Little Edward Hughes would have 

subconsciously been christened a poet. 

Final Glance at a Poet 

What do I feel about the poetry of Ted Hughes? How 

has that poetry affected me? I tried to familiarize myself 

with certain techniques of Hughes as I read and re-read all 

of his poetry. In "Examination at the Beast-Door" and 

"View of a Crow," I tried to assimilate the metaphors, the 

images, the conceits, the diction and tone of all of his 

poems studied. I fancied myself another Chad Walsh, as I 

tried to invoke my senses to the utmost in experience. The 

language and images are just there, and there is no ignor

ing them. 

The diction of Hughes is the most formidable foe I 

have encountered in my attempt to understand and experience 

poetry. As we all know, many words have multiple connota

tions. Hughes knows that many words have multiple connota

tions, and it is this tool of writing that he uses to 

magnify the English language. When reading Hughes, I would 

have to forget conventional denotations and connotations at 

times, and let my senses tell me what Hughes was trying to 
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convey in a word or phrase. As I noted earlier, the diction 

found in the Crow poems is superb. In my opinion, that dic

tion is the most precisely descriptive and effective found 

in poetry today. No standardized "poetic diction" is in

corporated into the poetry of Ted Hughes. 

I mentioned in Chapter I that some of the poetry 

51 
of Hughes parallels some of the poetry of Emily Dickinson. 

As I read more of his poetry, I was surprised to find that 

Hughes and Dickinson came across in the same light. Hughes's 

poetry exhibits the Dickinsonian condensation of statement. 

Many scholars of Dickinson would agree that she was indirect 

in her poetry. She was an independent and resolute poet, 

and so is Ted Hughes. 

As all industrious and eager young scholars, I could 

sing the praises of my poet for scores and scores of pages— 

and possibly be objective as well. But the most outstanding 

aspect of the poetry I have studied, and I think the two 

chapters preceding this one will bear me out, is the excel

lent manner in which Hughes personified animals. As we 

have seen. Crow is a wide assortment of human traits, molded 

into a small black package of painfully believable imitation. 

Hughes does not lean on abstract vocabulary, paradoxical 

^^If Hughes was not actually influenced by the 
poetry of Dickinson, he was still an ardent observer of her 
verse; for in 1968, he edited a volume entitled A Choice of 
Emily Dickinson's Verse (Faber and Faber). 
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puns, and blatant hyperbole to communicate his message of 

man and animals and how they relate to each other. Hughes 

need only say: 

His illness was something could not vomit 
him up. 

Unwinding the world like a ball of wool 
Found the last end tied round his own finger. 

Hughes knows man is an inferior type of animal, but the man

ner in which he explains it to the rest of us is what im

presses me most about him. Hughes is not a pessimist, not 

even in Crow is he a pessimist; he knows enough about ani

mals and cares enough about man to try to fathom the simi

larities that lie there. 

Several years ago a different type of verse was in

troduced into English poetry. The rhythmic purr of its 

machinery could be heard along the outermost extremity of 

recognized poetry. The author of such verse emerged out of 

the depths of anonymity to take his rightful place among 

acknowledged poets. At first the critics were nonplussed. 

Then, all they could do was heap honors upon him or call 

him vile names. Later, both the new poet and the critics 

had calmed down enough to live together in harmony. The 

majority of the critics learned to accept the new poetry. 

But more importantly, the new poet had learned to accept his 

gift, and/ of course, this event made all his subsequent 

verse much better. Ted Hughes has matured in his sixteen 
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years as a poet sufficiently so that no doubt his verse will 

be worthy of study for many years to come. 
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•k 

Ted Hughes, "Crowcolor," The New Yorker, 46 (Novem
ber 14, 1970), 144. 



94 

Crow Hears Fate Knock on the Door," C 11 
Crow Hill," L 14, SP 54 
Crow Improvises," C 53 
Crow on the Beach," C 29 
Crow Paints Himself into a Chinese Mural," C 67 
Crow's Account of St. George," C 19 
Crow's Account of the Battle," C 14 
Crow's Battle Fury," C 55 
Crow's Elephant Totem Song," C 46 
Crow's Fall," C 25 
Crow's First Lesson," C 8 
Crow Sickened," C 62 
Crow's Last Stand," C 69 
Crow's Playmates," C 49 
Crow's Nerve Fails," C 36 
Crow's Song of Himself," C 61 
Crow's Theology," C 24 
Crow's Undersong," C 45 
Crow's Vanity," C 33 
Crow Tries the Media," C 35 
Crow Tyrannosaurus," C 12 

Dark Women," see footnote 
'Dawn' s Rose, " C 48 
'Dick Straightup," L 17 
Disaster, A., C 21 
'Door, The, " C 6 
'Dove-Breeder, The," HR 17, SP 42 
'Dracula Vine, " EO 44 
Dream of Horses, A," L 21 ^^ 
Drowned Woman, The," see footnote 

Earth-Owl, The," EO 7 
Egghead," HR 31 *^* 
Encounter," see footnote 
Esther's Tomcat," L 23 
Everyman's Odyssey," L 10 
Examination at the Womb-Door," C 3 

Fair Choice," HR 27 
Fallgrief's Girl-Friends," HR 6 
Famous Poet," HR 11 
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***Walsh, p. 393. 
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