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Soul has its scruples. Things not to be said.


Things for keeping, that can keep the small hours’ gaze


Open and steady. Things for the aye of God


And for poetry. Which is, as Milosz says,


‘A dividend from ourselves‚’ a tribute paid


By what we have been true to. A thing allowed.


SEAMUS HEANEY, ‘On a New Work in the English Tongue’




 





Dans le fond des forêts votre image me suit.


RACINE. Phèdre
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Introduction:


The Ecstasy of Influence





We have grown accustomed to confession. It is not simply chat-show culture that has created a climate in which the most personal of revelations hardly seem shocking; the history of personal disclosure stretches back much farther than Oprah’s first broadcast. In the fourth century St Augustine gave us his Confessions; Jean Jacques Rousseau delivered his in the eighteenth. Wordsworth’s Prelude, the cantos of Byron’s Childe Harold: poets and philosophers hoped to gain greater insight into themselves, and give their readers greater insight into their work, by laying bare their secrets.


It is hardly surprising. All of a writer’s material – everything he sees, everything he hopes to transform in his art – passes through the filter of his consciousness. During and after the Romantic period, particularly, an attempt to understand the nature of that consciousness became part of the process of art. In the twentieth century, modern psychoanalytic theory having made its mark, that consciousness has often itself become the basis of art. Edmund Gosse’s Father and Son, Thomas Hardy’s Poems of 1912–13 at the beginning of the century; the work of Robert Lowell, of Anne Sexton, of Allen Ginsberg in the 1950s and 1960s; nearer our own time, Tony Harrison’s School of Eloquence, Douglas Dunn’s Elegies – all offer a model for the art of confessional. Each a very different artist, but each, fuelled by the desire to examine themselves before their readers, turning the artistic gaze inward. The revelation of the self was integral to both personality and art.


For most of his life, Ted Hughes did not reveal himself directly through his art. Although married for seven years to Sylvia Plath, one of the greatest of the twentieth century’s confessional poets, Hughes’s gaze turned outward. He looked to the natural world, to mythology and anthropology: he did not appear to look directly into his heart and show what he saw there to his readers. The suffering in his work – the tortured Crow, for instance – was never directly personal, but turned personal tragedy into metaphor and mythology.


He was an intensely private man in an era when privacy is not much allowed. He did not like to give interviews; he did like to go fishing on his own. He told very few people beyond his immediate family that he was dying of cancer. Furthermore, he maintained this privacy, this near-complete silence about his life, in the face of what might be regarded as years of grotesque, intrusive inquiry. He would not speak of his life with Sylvia Plath, of her suicide; he would not speak of the suicide of his lover Assia Wevill – who killed their daughter, Shura, when she killed herself – although he dedicated Crow to their memory. He refused to answer when the most devastating attacks were levelled against him. Although there were times when he was roused from his silence, it seemed only real extremity would drive him to express his feelings; and when he did, it was almost always to protect the two children he raised after Plath’s death, Frieda and Nicholas.


And yet Birthday Letters, published in the last year of his life, is one of the most intimate and personal collections of poetry ever written. It seems all the more so because of what had gone before: Hughes was the last poet anyone would ever have expected to produce such a book. It burst into the world one winter without warning; it revealed the heart of a poet whom some had judged heartless; it brought to life the spirit of a great love that had existed between two great artists. It was a book no one ever expected to see. At the time of its appearance, in January 1998, the question ‘why now?’ was often asked. When Ted Hughes died less than a year later it seemed that, to put it most baldly, a real answer, a specific answer, to that question had been provided.


Yet that seems too simple. Eight of these eighty-eight poems appeared, after all, in Ted Hughes’s New Selected Poems of 1994: ‘Chaucer’, ‘You Hated Spain’, ‘The Earthenware Head’, ‘The Tender Place’, ‘Black Coat’, ‘Being Christlike’, ‘The God’ and ‘The Dogs Are Eating Your Mother’.1 Stylistically, the book as a whole has much in common with the loose, dialogic style of Moortown, first published in 1979; and we might be able to look to that time for their beginnings. The last third of the book – less narrative and more preoccupied both with the aftermath of Sylvia Plath’s death and with the spiritual fate of Plath and the poet himself – may date from the time of his illness.


What is not in question is that Birthday Letters is the artistic flowering of more than thirty years of pent-up emotion: this is the tidal force that gives the poems their power. When Birthday Letters was published, I wrote in The Times that Sylvia Plath – as, after her death by suicide at the age of thirty, shortly after her separation from her husband Hughes, so many critics and biographers attempted to fill the void she left – had been called the silent woman; but in truth, it was Ted Hughes who was the silent man. He had kept, as poet and biographer Andrew Motion put it, ‘a bristling badger-silence which seemed dignified to some, reprehensible to others, and fascinating to everyone’. What became clear shortly after his death was that this was not simply a silence for public consumption: it truly existed in the poet’s heart. After the poems’ publication he wrote of the almost miraculous release they had offered him, seemingly to his own astonishment. When Birthday Letters was made Whitbread Book of the Year three months after the poet’s death, his daughter Frieda Hughes read aloud from a letter he had written to a friend:







I think those letters do release the story that everything I have written since the early 1960s has been evading. It was a kind of desperation that I finally did publish them – I had always just thought them unpublishably raw and unguarded, simply too vulnerable. But then I just could not endure being blocked any longer. How strange that we have to make these public declarations of our secrets. But we do. If only I had done the equivalent 30 years ago, I might have had a more fruitful career – certainly a freer psychological life. Even now the sensation of inner liberation – a huge, sudden possibility of new inner experience. Quite strange.





That Hughes’s work after Plath’s death should be considered ‘evasive’ is a startling thought. Certainly his poetry did not confront the matter of his private life in the manner of a memoir, but much of it was a powerful transformation of that life into the form of his art. Yet for Hughes at the end of his life, it appears, that transformation was not enough. The answer to the question ‘why now?’, then, is not simply that the poet felt – as he wrote of Plath – the silent wing of his grave go over him, and was moved to speak because of that. That Birthday Letters should be the last book of Hughes’s published in his lifetime certainly seems fitting; that the book brought a measure of peace to a man who had known much anguish is a fact, surely, to be welcomed, even by the poet’s harshest critics. It is true that some of the work he did after Birthday Letters seems more directly autobiographical than what had gone before. In the months before his death he was at work on a free translation of Euripides’ Alcestis (published in October 1999): its tale of a king, Admetos, who is sentenced by the gods to die but allows his wife, Alcestis, to die in his stead, cannot but resonate with Hughes’s own life. When Admetos’s father, Pheres, accuses him:








Look what you did: you let her die instead.


You live now


Only because you let Death take her.


You killed her. Point-blank


She met the death that you dodged …











Hughes confronts the accusation levelled against him, that he was responsible for Plath’s death, in a way he never had before. But to view Birthday Letters in its proper context, to avoid seeing it simplistically as a kind of headstone over Hughes’s long career, it is vital to acknowledge the reality of Hughes’s silence to himself. It is vital to look, too, at what led him into that silence and how his breaking of it fits, quite organically, into his work as a whole.


Most important of all is to look where Hughes himself did in the writing of Birthday Letters: to the work of Sylvia Plath. Birthday Letters is no attempt to have ‘the last word’ in an ‘argument’; it is not an answer to any accusations. All of Hughes’s work is an expression of how permeable is the boundary between this world and the next, whatever that world may be. The poems conjure Plath to converse with her, and in so doing make the reader turn again to what she wrote and what she achieved. Ariel’s Gift is an attempt to open up this dialogue between two people – both now dead – and make all of these aspects more accessible to the general reader. Through drawing on the details of their lives, as far as they can be ascertained, and of their work, and by making explicit the implicit connections Hughes created between Birthday Letters and Plath’s writing, Ariel’s Gift leads the reader through biography and poetry to a clearer understanding of Hughes’s work.


 


Birthday Letters began with a marriage of true minds. Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath were poets just embarking upon their careers – just embarking upon their lives – when they met in Cambridge at a party in February 1956. Yorkshire-born Hughes, the son of a carpenter, was twenty-five; he had graduated from Pembroke College in 1954, his degree delayed by two years’ national service. Plath was twenty-three, and had left her native Massachusetts on a Fulbright Scholarship after graduating from Smith College in Northampton the year before. Both were passionate and ambitious; both were determined to change the way poetry in English was written. An audacious goal – but one they would each, in their very different ways, achieve.


Birthday Letters is Ted Hughes’s account of their meeting, their falling in love, their marriage, the birth of their two children, Frieda and Nicholas. It is his account, too, of how the relationship failed in its seventh year, after which Plath, leaving their Devon home for a flat in London, committed suicide on a freezing February morning in 1963, laying her head in the gas oven of her kitchen while her children slept in a room she had sealed off from the fumes after placing milk and bread by their bedsides. At the time of her death Hughes was already a very well known and much admired poet in Britain; Plath less so. Her first volume of poetry, The Colossus, had been moderately well received in 1961; her autobiographical novel, The Bell Jar – published under a pseudonym shortly before her death – hardly noticed at all.


Plath’s fame, which finally eclipsed her husband’s, came only after her death. Ariel, the book of forty poems that revealed her vivid, original and almost fearsome talent, was published in 1965, its editor Ted Hughes. Plath had died intestate, still married to Hughes, although they had separated; the role of literary executor thus fell to him. Readers of these ferocious, glittering poems wanted to know more about the woman who had written them: her work, as it continued to appear in the years that followed, seemed to satisfy some of that longing. The Bell Jar was published in the United States, under her own name, in 1971; two further volumes of poetry, Crossing the Water and Winter Trees, appeared that same year. Also published that year was part of a memoir by poet and critic Al Alvarez, who had known Hughes and Plath in London and remained friendly with both after the couple had separated. Alvarez’s powerful account, later incorporated into his book on suicide, The Savage God, revealed the despair of her final days and the manner of her death, little known at the time – and completely unknown to her children. Hughes was furious, and demanded that the Observer newspaper, which had run the memoir, refrain from publishing its second half; the paper acquiesced. Hughes wrote angrily to Alvarez that the account would be, for him and the couple’s children, ‘permanent dynamite’. For Hughes, at the time, the mere existence of the facts of Plath’s death in the public mind was devastating.


Hughes’s circumstances were not easy. On the one hand he was faced with an artistic duty to the work of his late wife; on the other with his wish to protect himself and his family from the intrusions and accusations of the press and the reading public. This difficulty was compounded by the nature of Plath’s work: her unflinching gaze was forever directed at herself and those around her. She drew almost exclusively on her own experience: The Bell Jar, for instance, is a thinly-disguised account of her breakdown and suicide attempt of 1953. In his introduction to her volume of stories, Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams, published in 1977, Hughes wrote of Plath’s method:




Nothing refreshed her more than sitting for hours in front of some intricate pile of things laboriously delineating each one. But that was also a helplessness. The blunt fact killed any power or inclination to rearrange it or see it differently. This limitation to actual circumstances, which is the prison of so much of her prose, became part of the solidity and truth of her later poems.





She recognized this difficulty herself, writing in her journal in 1959:




I shall perish if I can write about no one but myself. Where is my old bawdy vigor and interest in the world around me? I am not meant for this monastery living. Find always traces of passive dependence: on Ted, on people around me. A desire even while I write poems about it, to have someone decide my life, tell me what to do, praise me for doing it. I know this is absurd. Yet what can I do about it?





‘I am I, which spells invulnerable,’ she wrote a few months before she first attempted suicide in 1953. But the self that provided a kind of armour for her work was battered by the force of her own pitiless regard.


Plath was a woman of her generation, determined to ‘have it all’: though that phrase would have meant something different to her than it does today, several decades later. Plath wanted artistic fulfilment, yes, but she wanted to be able to combine that with being the perfect wife and mother. Marriage to Hughes – her intellectual equal and, as she saw it, in some ways superior – was an achievement in itself, and she seemed to feel no artistic rivalry. When The Hawk in the Rain was published in 1957, Plath expressed her delight that her husband should be published first, that she should follow in his footsteps. During the course of their marriage she was in his artistic shadow: whether or not she stood in that shade of her own free will – how much the pressure of time and circumstance set her there – could be endlessly and fruitlessly argued at several decades’ remove. Certainly after her separation from Hughes (when the Ariel poems really began to flow) she felt freed of an oppression whose existence she had not recognized before, writing to her mother in November 1962: ‘Living apart from Ted is wonderful – I am no longer in his shadow, and it is heaven to be liked for myself alone, knowing what I want.’


Her expression of her dissatisfaction with her marriage – revealed posthumously – combined with Ted Hughes’s continuing editorial control over her material was an explosive mix. The pair parted unhappily; she killed herself shortly afterwards. Had he abandoned her and their children, leaving her to a lonely death? The gradual publication of her work coincided with the rise of the feminist movement on both sides of the Atlantic (Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique was first published in the year of Plath’s death; Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch appeared in 1970 and Marilyn French’s The Women’s Room in 1977); as Plath’s poetic stature grew, so did her stature as a feminist icon, as the silenced voice of a generation. With this came the demonization, in some quarters, of Hughes, whose near-total silence on the subject only served as fuel to the fire.


Hughes was responsible for the publication of Ariel, the volume that made her name. When it appeared, in 1965, the poems were not in the order in which Plath had left the manuscript at the time of her death. Plath’s Ariel began – as does the published volume – with ‘Morning Song’, but it ended with ‘Wintering’; so the first word of the book was ‘love’ and the last, ‘spring’. This gives the selection a positive, upward movement that the published collection does not have; this ends blackly, with the foreboding poems ‘Kindness’, ‘Contusion’, ‘Edge’ and ‘Words’. Hughes omitted, too, several poems critical of himself: ‘Mystic’, ‘Purdah’, ‘Brasilia’ and ‘The Jailer’ (‘… I dream of someone else entirely. / And he, for this subversion, / Hurts me, he / With his armor of fakery, / His high cold masks of amnesia …’). This has been perceived as carelessness at best, censorship at worst.


In reviewing the Collected Poems – which finally appeared in 1981 and won the Pulitzer Prize – Katha Pollitt wrote of the destruction of the artistic pattern of Plath’s manuscript:




The Ariel we know ends on a note of absolute despair, and virtually invites the reader to luxuriate in the frisson of knowing that a week after writing ‘Edge’ (‘The woman is perfected. / Her dead / Body wears the smile of accomplishment’), Plath would herself be dead. The actual manuscript ended quite differently, on the note of triumph sounded by the magnificent cycle of bee poems, whose subject is the reclaiming of an autonomous womanly self. Its final word, as Plath noted, was ‘spring’. Would it have made a difference to her reputation, I wonder, if Plath’s pattern had been preserved, with the last poems added as a separate section?





Hughes’s answer to those criticisms was given in an interview published in the Paris Review in 1995. Before her death she had submitted many of the Ariel poems to literary magazines and had them sent straight back; no US publisher, Hughes said, would touch the manuscript as she had left it.




… I wanted the book that would display the whole range and variety … Faber in England were happy to publish the book in any form. Finally, it was a compromise – I cut some things out and I put others in. As a result I have been mightily accused of disordering her intentions and even suppressing part of her work. But those charges have evolved 20, 30 years after the event. They are based on simple ignorance of how it all happened. Within six years of that first publication all her late poems were published in collections – all that she’d put in her own Ariel, and those she’d kept out. It was her growing fame, of course, that made it possible to publish them. And years ago, for anybody who was curious, I published the contents and order of her own typescript – so if anybody wants to see what her Ariel was it’s quite easy. On the other hand, how final was her order? She was forever shuffling the poems in her typescripts – looking for different connections, better sequences. She knew there were always new possibilities, all fluid.





Hughes made material available, as he saw it; almost never did he directly answer his critics. In November of 1989 Hughes wrote to Anne Stevenson, whose biography of Plath, Bitter Fame, had just been published. Stevenson had the co-operation of the Plath estate – through Hughes’s sister, then his literary agent, Olwyn Hughes – in the writing of the book, a co-operation she sometimes found overbearing, as her admission that parts of the book were ‘almost a work of dual authorship’ reveals. Hughes, however, dissociated himself from the biography when it appeared, and told Stevenson of the reasons behind his reticence.




I have never attempted to give my account of Sylvia because I saw quite clearly from the first day that I am the only person in this business who cannot be believed by all who need to find me guilty. I know too that the alternative – remaining silent – makes me a projection post for every worst suspicion. That my silence seems to confirm every accusation and fantasy. I preferred it, on the whole, to allowing myself to be dragged out into the bull-ring and teased and pricked and goaded into vomiting up every detail of my life with Sylvia for the higher entertainment of the hundred thousand Eng Lit Profs and graduates who – as you know – feel very little in this case beyond curiosity of quite a low order, the ordinary village kind, popular bloodsport kind, no matter how they robe their attentions in Lit Crit Theology and ethical sanctity. If they do feel anything more vigorous, it is generally something even lower: status anxiety, their professional angst on the promotion scramble.





Hughes’s letter gives an indication to what extent the biographizing and analysing of the work of Sylvia Plath had become, by that time, a kind of industry, a portion of its energy directed at persecuting Hughes – who became correspondingly defensive and paranoid. Robin Morgan, feminist poet (and later editor of Ms. magazine) wrote a poem calling for his dismemberment; she viewed him plainly as a murderer. The headstone of Plath’s grave in Yorkshire was repeatedly defaced, the ‘Hughes’ of her married name chipped away. As Germaine Greer has said – somewhat ruefully, after his death: ‘Feminists never had any intention of dealing with Ted Hughes. Ted Hughes existed to be punished – we had lost a heroine and we needed to blame someone, and there was Ted.’ By far the best discussion of the debates surrounding Plath’s work and life and Hughes’s handling of her estate can be found in Janet Malcolm’s short but penetrating study, The Silent Woman. The uneasy balance Hughes had to strike between his role as a father and husband and his role as literary executor is revealed in an essay he wrote about Plath’s journals, published in the United States in 1982.


The journals’ appearance followed that of her Letters Home: letters written, mostly to her mother, throughout the course of her life, which Aurelia Plath had sought permission from Hughes to publish after the publication in America of The Bell Jar. That novel, read autobiographically, was extremely wounding to Plath’s mother; the bright, breezy tone of the high-achieving ‘Sivvy’ found in Letters Home seemed a corrective to that. The much darker journals, wherein Plath reveals all the doubts and fears she kept from her mother, offer a further correction: and so the pendulum of ‘truth’ swung, back and forth.


But the journals did not appear unedited. As Hughes wrote – making an awkward distinction between himself as impartial editor and partial husband:




Sylvia Plath’s journals exist as an assortment of notebooks and bunches of loose sheets, and the selection just published here contains about a third of the whole bulk. Two other notebooks survived for a while after her death. They continued from where the surviving record breaks off in late 1959 and covered the last three years of her life. The second of these two books her husband destroyed, because he did not want her children to have to read it (in those days he regarded forgetfulness as an essential part of survival). The earlier one disappeared more recently (and may, presumably, still turn up).





The book that appeared in 1982 was marked by many elisions and omissions: many people mentioned in the journals – particularly Aurelia Plath – were still around to be hurt, not least Hughes himself and the couple’s children.


To many the end result was deeply unsatisfactory. Peter Davison, who had been friendly with Plath from the end of her time at Smith, wrote in the Washington Post: ‘How can we content ourselves with a book so riddled with editorial expurgations, with omissions that stud the text like angry scars, with allusions to destroyed and “disappeared” parts of the journals? … Does anyone imagine that Sylvia Plath herself, had she lived, would have permitted these journals to be set in type?’ Yet while the journals were published – and finally published in full, in 2000 – is it our business to ‘content ourselves’ with anything? Hughes the husband, not the editor, must be recalled. As he said in 1995: ‘What I actually destroyed was one journal which covered maybe two or three months, the last months. And it was just sad. I just didn’t want her children to see it, no. Particularly her last days.’ It seems worth remarking that Hughes need never have mentioned the destroyed journal’s existence in the first place.


It is the confessional – and contradictory – nature of Plath’s artistic output that continues to draw readers toward what it seems possible to imagine as the truth of her biography. Poems, stories, her novel – all hint at the existence of a true self which, if it could be revealed, might bring her back to life. But this is dangerous ground, and the footing beneath Birthday Letters is therefore equally treacherous. The work is biographical, yes: but the work is not the biography, the biography is not the work. As Judith Kroll has written in her study of Plath’s work, Chapters in a Mythology:




It is important to separate the aesthetic success of her poems from the biography, on which it does not depend. One can certainly read the poems just for biography or ‘confession’, simply to ‘get the story’ and ‘find out what happened to her’; but if one does this – as is fairly common among her readers – one has in a sense predetermined the scope of one’s reading, prejudged what one is reading for (‘the life of a suicidal, male-exploited genius’ – the source and nature of whose genius is, however, oddly taken for granted; or not inquired into; or by some peculiar logic ascribed to her suffering). One therefore misses other meanings, not relevant to a focus on sensationalistic confessional aspects, by a priori screening them out.





There is nothing final about Birthday Letters. In the first place it is not a memoir, that most fallible of endeavours, but a work of art, and the nature of art is infinite. Poems – by Ted Hughes, by Sylvia Plath, by any poet – may be linked to events, but they are not those events; they are themselves. Nearly drowning out the clear voice of poetry are the many voices of those who knew these two poets, who have their perceptions, too, of what was ‘really’ going on at this moment or that moment. I did not conduct many interviews during the writing of this book – none of the ‘so what did she say then?’ variety. Recollections at a distance of several decades, corrupted, as such recollections must be, not only by the passage of time but also by opinion, conscious or unconscious, seemed of little use to me: they could not get me any nearer any kind of ‘truth’, for that is, to my mind, simply never to be found.


One can say, to a certain extent, who, what, when, where – but why is trickier. ‘An early dramatic death gives one, in a literary sense, a real life, a throbbing biography,’ Elizabeth Hardwick said of Plath.




People discovered they had known a vehement, disturbing genius in their schooldays; mere propinquity became a challenge, and the brief life has been the subject for memories of no special usefulness. Sylvia Plath does not come closer, shine more clearly. Poems have followed her poems, making their statements and to most of these her own harsh eloquence is the proper rebuke.





Hughes’s poems, too, offer a rebuke to those who would, from the outside, try to solve the great mystery of his life.


Yet if there are no solutions to be found in Birthday Letters, there are insights to be gained into how Hughes perceived the poetic task. For just as the arrival of Birthday Letters into the world was an astonishment, so was the arrival, in the postwar 1950s, of Hughes’s voice. At the time the dominant voice in English poetry was that of The Movement (a term coined by J. D. Scott, literary editor of the Spectator magazine, in 1954), its exponents the anti-Romantic, witty and sardonic verses of Kingsley Amis, Philip Larkin, John Wain and Donald Davie, among others. But Hughes’s work was rooted in the English rural landscape, steeped in an understanding of a continuous, mythic history that could encompass Blake’s Albion as well as the destruction of the First World War. It also contained a larger understanding – through his readings of Robert Graves’s seminal The White Goddess, first published in 1948, the works of Carl Jung, and books such as Paul Radin’s African Folktales (1952) – of the great and universal stories that make us human and that we recreate in our own lives. He rejected the scepticism and rationality of The Movement, though his brand of Romanticism, while cousined to that of Wordsworth and Lawrence, was quite his own.


‘His stride is the wilderness of freedom,’ he wrote in his portrait of a caged jaguar, which appeared in his first book, The Hawk in the Rain. Thirty years on, his placing of himself in the animal’s eye, his naked language, does not shock. Then what he did was new, though linked, of course, to the ancient. Another poem from that first collection, ‘The Man Seeking Experience Enquires His Way of a Drop of Water’, has, even in its title, the feel of fairytale, and endeavours to link its speaker to something universal and eternal, rejecting the self-centredness of the mid-twentieth century. The speaker asks for the drop of water to tell him what made it what it is:








So he spoke, aloud, grandly, then stood


For an answer, knowing his own nature all


Droplet-kin, sisters and brothers of lymph and blood,


Listened for himself to speak for the drop’s self.


This droplet was clear simple water still.


It no more responded than the hour-old child







Does to finger-toy or coy baby-talk,


But who lies long, long and frowningly


Unconscious under the shock of its own quick


After that first alone-in-creation cry


When into the mesh of sense, out of the dark,


Blundered the world-shouldering monstrous ‘I’.











Hughes’s perception of his poetic world was one of connection, not separation. As the poet could see with the eyes of hawk or jaguar, could feel himself ‘droplet-kin’, so the work of the true poet was holistic. This philosophy is perhaps most clearly revealed in his 1992 book, Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being. This complex, difficult work at times borders on the incomprehensible; and it was received with hostility when it was published. Yet it reveals Hughes’s vision of the works of Shakespeare as an organic whole – from the early poems to the plays from first to last as an attempt to solve a ‘Tragic Equation’. ‘The point here is that though every play is made up, to some degree, of an amalgam of his earlier styles, each one opens a core of poetry, in the death–rebirth episode, that is absolutely new’; this Hughes calls the ‘systole–diastole of Shakespeare’s poetic life’. Hughes viewed his own writing as such a whole – as he did the work of Plath, or any true artist. In this sense the book can be taken as a commentary on Hughes’s own work, the solving of his own tragic equation.


Hughes’s early life was shadowed by the great tragedy of the First World War, which had killed so many of his father’s generation, emptying the valleys of his childhood of their young men; his later life by the suicide of Plath, his first wife, and then six years later the death, also by suicide, of his lover Assia Wevill and their daughter Shura. The poet’s attempts to find meaning in painful and apparently random events of life took the form of a journey through myth, his own and others’. One of the most striking examples of this is 1970’s Crow, an animal fable rooted in tradition, but whose humour and horror are all Hughes’s own. Gaudete, published in 1977, leads a modern minister, Lumb, in a pagan journey through the underworld; even Hughes’s laureate poems, collected in Rain Charm for the Duchy (1992), are powerfully connected to the cycle of British legend. His children’s books, such as The Iron Man, published in 1968, had the strength of myth; his penultimate book, Tales from Ovid – Whitbread Book of the Year in 1997 – transformed Ovid’s legendary transformations into his own visionary verse. Poetry, for Hughes, was animated by a shaping force whose energy was beyond the poet’s control. In Birthday Letters he writes, in ‘Flounders’, of a fishing trip taken with Plath as they travelled in America shortly after their marriage. It seems to be a tale of freedom, but it ends on a sense of imprisonment. Their actions are not their own but controlled by another force: ‘And we / Only did what poetry told us to do.’ As Robert Graves wrote in The White Goddess:




The poet is in love with the White Goddess, with Truth: his heart breaks with longing and love for her. She is the Flower-goddess Olwen or Blodeuwedd; but she is also Blodeuwedd the Owl, lamp-eyed, hooting dismally, with her foul nest in the hollow of a dead tree, or Circe the pitiless falcon, or Lamia with her flickering tongue, or the snarling chopped Sow-goddess, or the mare-headed Rhiannon who feeds on raw flesh. Odi atque amo: ‘to be in love with’ is also to hate.





If Hughes was not a confessional poet in the conventional sense, however, the myth he built around himself and felt himself to be participating in was a kind of confession in itself. As he said in 1995:




Goethe called his work one big confession, didn’t he? Looking at his work in the broadest sense, you could say the same of Shakespeare: a total self-examination and self-accusation, a total confession – very naked, I think, when you look into it. Maybe it’s the same with any writing that has real poetic life. Maybe all poetry, insofar as it moves us and connects with us, is a revealing of something that the writer doesn’t actually want to say, but desperately needs to communicate, to be delivered of. Perhaps it’s the need to keep it hidden that makes it poetic – makes it poetry. The writer daren’t actually put it into words, so it leaks out obliquely, smuggled through analogies. We think we’re writing something to amuse, but we’re actually saying something we desperately need to share.





Look at the Reverend Lumb, in Gaudete, alive in a post-holocaust town in the North of England that has turned to a mass grave; he encounters a half-human, half-animal female who solicits his help, but Lumb only:








… stands in confusion


And looks round at the shadowed hollow faces


Crowding to enclose him


Eyepits and eyeglints







He declares he can do nothing


He protests there is nothing he can do


For this beautiful woman who seems to be alive and dead.


He is not a doctor. He can only pray.











Reviewing Birthday Letters when it appeared, Professor John Carey – discussing the abandonment of will to the Fate that haunts the work, the avoidance of responsibility – quite rightly fitted it into the larger cycle of Hughes’s work:




… In his vision human beings have always been dwarfed by what he has called ‘the elemental power-circuit of the universe’ – a coercive force variously identified with the laws of science, or the giant figures of classical myth, or the brutal intensity of birds and animals. In this view of life (and who is to say it is false?), ‘responsibility’ becomes a figment, valid only in the make-believe world of lawyers and moralists. We are moulded, directed and destroyed by cosmic forces beyond our control or understanding. Throughout Birthday Letters, this fatalism is relentlessly endorsed.





Believing as he did that Plath was a true poet, it is not surprising that Hughes viewed her work through a similar lens of myth and overarching structure. A myth – with its fury at and imagined reunion with her dead father – both seductive and dangerous. In his ‘Notes on the Chronological Order of Sylvia Plath’s Poems’, Hughes wrote:




Most readers will perceive pretty readily the single centre of power and light which her poems all share, but I think it will be a service if I point out just how little of her poetry is ‘occasional’, and how faithfully her separate poems build up Into one long poem. She faced a task in herself, and her poetry is the record of her progress in that task. The poems are chapters in a mythology where the plot, seen as a whole and in retrospect, is strong and clear – even if the origins of it and the dramatis personae, are at bottom enigmatic. The world of her poetry is one of emblematic visionary events, mathematical symmetries, metamorphoses. Her poetry escapes ordinary analysis in the way clairvoyance and mediumship do: her psychic gifts, at almost any time, were strong enough to make her frequently wish to be rid of them.





Hughes believed the exact nature of that task was abundantly clear. Two years before his death he told the Israeli journalist Eilat Negev:




All [Sylvia Plath’s] creative work tells just one story: her Oedipal love for her father, her complex relationship with her mother, the attempt at suicide, the shock therapy. The novel and the poems all tell one story, and she never wrote about anything else. Whatever she wrote before, were metaphors on parts of this story. The power of these poems is because of her ability to cling to feelings of an eight-year-old, emotions that simmered for 20 years. And this naked little girl is at the bottom of all this.





Birthday Letters is powered by this perception of her life and her art. It is impossible to say whether Hughes was ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ to believe all her work falls into this predetermined structure: the point is that the book is built upon this notion, and the poems must be understood in this context. Here is the origin of the fatal helplessness that threads the book, haunted as it is by the presence of Fate, laced as it is with Hughes’s repeated protestations of his ignorance of the situation (‘I was the gnat in the ear of the wounded / Elephant of my own / Incomprehension’, he writes in ‘Moonwalk’). For Hughes, Plath’s artistic endeavour set her on a trajectory towards her death – the metaphor of the bullet is his, from ‘The Shot’.


The voice of her late poems, in his view, is disembodied, the pure voice of poetry, uncontrollable, and the turning point for the arrival of this voice also gives a clue to the title of Birthday Letters. In November 1959 she wrote ‘The Stones’, the last poem in her Roethke-influenced cycle ‘Poem for a Birthday’,








This is the city where men are mended.


I lie on a great anvil.


The flat blue sky-circle







Flew off like the hat of a doll


When I fell out of the light.











Of ‘The Stones’ Hughes wrote:




… In this … poem, the ruins are none other than her hospital city, the factory where men are remade, and where, among the fragments, a new self has been put together. Or rather an old shattered self, reduced by violence to its essential core, has been repaired and renovated and born again, and – most significant of all – speaks with a new voice.





It is this ‘new voice’ that belonged to Ariel; Hughes then links the emergence of that voice directly to her death:




It is doubtful whether we would be reading this journal at all if the ‘birth’ recorded in that poem, ‘The Stones’, had not happened in a very real sense, in November 1959 … It is unlike anything that had gone before in her work. The system of association, from image to image and within the images, is quite new, and – as we can now see – it is that of Ariel. And throughout the poem what we hear coming clear is the now-familiar voice of Ariel.





He calls this voice ‘the real thing’. After she wrote ‘Pheasant’, in April 1962, the transformation was, says Hughes, complete: ‘And at once the Ariel voice emerged in full. From that day on, it never really faltered again. During the next five months she produced ten more poems. The subject matter didn’t alarm her. Why should it, when Ariel was doing the very thing it had been created and liberated to do?’2


It was a birthday, then, that was both a rebirth and a death; Birthday Letters crosses over the shadowy barrier between death and life by conjuring their subject, Sylvia Plath, so vividly that she seems to stand before the reader, vibrant with life – and radiating death. The poems, written with hindsight, seem to make her suicide inevitable. Hughes sees himself, in ‘The Table’, unlocking the inner door that led her down to oblivion.








                               I did not


Know I had made and fitted a door


Opening downwards into your Daddy’s grave.











Al Alvarez, in his memoir Where Did It All Go Right?, refers to Plath’s willingness – the willingness of the alpha student – to adopt Hughes’s methods of ouija, horoscope, hypnotism; Hughes believed she had great ‘psychic gifts’.




I don’t think her ‘psychic gifts’ were a power that came naturally to her; they were a symptom of her pathology. Hughes’s loony methods for getting through to his creative underlife worked for him because, among other reasons, he was a man of unusual inner strength and assurance. Sylvia may have been saner and more sceptical than he was, but only intellectually; emotionally she was altogether more fragile. She had never got over her father’s death, never finished mourning him and, because her mother wouldn’t let the children go to the funeral for fear of upsetting them, she had never even buried the monster. For her, he was a scary absence, off somewhere out of sight, biding his time. With nightmares like those to contend with, Hughes’s creative strategies would have worked on her like, say, the ‘recovered memory’ games untrained rogue psychotherapists play on unwary patients – releasing the inner demons then stepping aside with no thought of the consequences. Because he truly believed in her talent he did it … in the name of poetry. He handed her the key she had been looking for to find her dead father and, always the good student, she went down into the cellarage, key in hand. But the ghouls she released were malign. They helped her write great poems, but they destroyed her marriage, they destroyed her.





Birthday Letters demonstrates the extent to which the poets influenced each other. Hughes’s papers at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, and Plath’s papers at the Lilly Library at Indiana University and at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, show that the poets often worked on the reverse sides of each other’s drafts; proof of their closeness, certainly, but also an indication of the cycle of influence that made their work. Hughes set Plath exercises – her poem ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’ was the result of such an exercise – and together they explored the effects of the occult on their work. Two years after her death Hughes spoke of the artistic link which, he believed, made them almost a single unit:




… There was no rivalry between us as poets or in any other way. It sounds trite but you completely influence one another if you live together. You begin to write out of one brain … It was all we were interested in, all we ever did. We were like two feet, each one using everything the other did. It was a working partnership and was all-absorbing. We just lived it. There was an unspoken unanimity in every criticism or judgment we made. It all fitted in very well.





Thirty years later, he would take their connection even further, believing that the sympathy that existed between them bordered on the supernatural. ‘Our minds soon became two parts of one operation,’ he said in 1995. ‘We dreamed a lot of shared or complementary dreams. Our telepathy was intrusive …’ To Eilat Negev he spoke of the ‘supportive atmosphere’ that exists when two writers share a space.


Whether this is an idealization of the situations that can arise when two artists – particularly artists as talented and ambitious as Hughes and Plath – share their lives is not the point. An understanding of Hughes’s viewpoint increases the reader’s appreciation of the necessary quality of these poems. Two feet, one mind: her death, then, a kind of severing of the self. When Birthday Letters won the Forward Prize for poetry in 1998, Hughes spoke of the book’s intentions:




My book Birthday Letters is a gathering of the occasions on which I tried to open a direct, private, inner contact with my first wife – not thinking to make a poem, thinking mainly to evoke her presence to myself, and to feel her there listening. Except for a handful, I never thought of publishing these pieces until this last year – when quite suddenly I realized I had to publish them, no matter what the consequences.





It is a kind of conversation – one-sided, but a conversation nonetheless. Plath may be gone but her work remains; and so Hughes engages with her work, connecting with the imagery she used, the events she described. Poems like ‘Brasilia’ and ‘The Rabbit Catcher’ are not attempts to rewrite her poems of the same titles: they echo, they recall, they project into the future; they see darkly through the glass of her work. Plath’s poetic voice is one of the most distinctive of the twentieth century; it is a mark of Hughes’s artistic courage that he engages with it as he does.


Plath’s ghost, of course, is not the only spirit that haunts this work. It is impossible to adapt a literary tradition – as Hughes did – without a thorough understanding and appreciation of that tradition; there is nothing new under the sun. Hughes’s poems are one link in a chain of elegy and lament that stretches back to the very beginnings of poetry, and to which Hughes felt a fierce connection. It is possible to compare the sudden emergence of Plath’s astonishing poetic voice with that of another American poet to whose work Hughes was very close: Emily Dickinson. Hughes edited a selection of Dickinson’s poems in 1968; her rhythmic spring, her unflinching gaze at death are recalled by Plath’s work although, without Christian faith, Plath’s observance of the horses’ heads turned towards eternity take on a darker character.


And there are close – some might say, eerie – parallels between Birthday Letters and Thomas Hardy’s Poems of 1912–13, written after the death of his wife Emma Gifford. Hardy and Emma married in 1874; she died suddenly in 1912, after the couple had been estranged for a number of years: her strong Christian faith and his increasing unbelief were not a happy mix. But her death made him recall the happy days of their early courtship (memories he would later publish as Some Recollections), though he was distressed to discover, among her papers, an unflattering portrait of himself entitled ‘What I think of my Husband’ – he destroyed the manuscript. Hardy’s work foreshadows that of Hughes, as the poet addresses his late wife as ‘you’:








Why did you give no hint that night


That quickly after the morrow’s dawn,


And calmly, as if indifferent quite,


You would close your term here, up and be gone


           Where I could not follow


           With wing of swallow


To gain one glimpse of you ever anon!











So begins Hardy’s first poem of his sequence, ‘The Going’; over the course of decades, language and style change; emotion – affection, regret – does not. Poems of Hughes’s like ‘Freedom of Speech’, which chart an imagined future, recall Hardy’s ‘Family Portraits’ or ‘The Pedigree’.


More than subject and style, however, are belief and intent. Hardy’s acceptance of ‘the Immanent. Will that stirs and urges everything’ also links him to Hughes; both saw a greater force not controlling, but overseeing human action. Choices are made within its framework.




The will of man is … neither wholly free nor wholly unfree. When swayed by the Universal Will (which he mostly must be as a subservient part of it) he is not Individually free; but whenever it happens that all the rest of the Great Will is in equilibrium the minute portion called one person’s will is free, just as a performer’s fingers are free to go on playing the pianoforte of themselves when he talks or thinks of something else and the head does not rule them.





Birthday Letters reflects an imbalance, as Hughes saw it, in the Great Will; and it registers, too, what Harold Bloom called a sense of ‘belatedness’: of writing within a larger poetic sequence of work which – from Shakespeare to Dante to Hardy to Plath – seems to anticipate his own.


Douglas Dunn’s Elegies, written after the death of his wife Lesley in 1981 and published in 1985, offer a precedent in the late twentieth century; they show a kind of mirror image of Birthday Letters, their emotional focus on Dunn, left behind to mourn, rather than on his late wife. But go back even farther: it is worth noting that when Hughes read in public, his final selection was often an early Irish poem, ‘Donal Og’.








It is late last night the dog was speaking of you;


the snipe was speaking of you in her deep marsh.


It is you are the lonely bird through the woods;


and that you may be without a mate until you find me.











The naked style of Hughes’s lament is closer to that of ‘Donal Og’ than it is to that of Hardy. ‘You promised me a thing that is not possible,’ the poet says to the departed love; the loss is almost greater than he can bear.








You have taken the east from me; you have taken the west from me;


you have taken what is before me and what is behind me;


you have taken the moon, you have taken the sun from me;


and my fear is great that you have taken God from me!











After her death, the spirit of Plath survived in Hughes through his perception of the tradition of which they both were a part.


 


Birthday Letters appeared, so it seemed, out of nowhere. In the summer of 1997, Ted and Carol Hughes came to lunch at the Gloucestershire home of Matthew Evans and his wife Caroline Michel. As Evans relates:




At the end of the lunch Ted said, I have another manuscript for you, it’s rather long. He went on – It’s in the car; it’s about Sylvia. I’ll bring it to Faber in the next day or so. And I suppose I couldn’t quite believe what I’d heard; they left, and he was down at the end of the drive before I realized what he’d said.





When he finally saw the manuscript a few days later, Evans was amazed and somewhat fearful: he knew its publication would have to be very carefully handled. Its existence was kept absolutely secret – a quite remarkable feat in the gossipy world of British publishing. The book was offered to The Times for serialization in November 1997; the paper paid £25,000 for the rights to the book. Poems don’t fit easily into a newspaper, as Peter Stothard, the paper’s editor, has remarked. But Birthday Letters was different: ‘It wasn’t just the extraordinary quality of the poems, but they had this: these were real events that happened and this was a narration of them. This was first-rate art that had the qualities of a real news story. You can work in papers for decades and not come across something that has both of these qualities.’


The Times published twelve of the poems between 17 January and 22 January 1998; I selected them and wrote the accompanying commentary that was the genesis of this book. There were certain poems Hughes did not wish taken out of context; on a photocopy of the book’s table of contents, ‘Dreamers’, ‘The Inscription’ (taking the place of another poem, ‘The Laburnum’, which appeared in the first proof I saw), ‘The Cast’, ‘The Ventriloquist’ and ‘Life after Death’ are marked ‘NO’ in Hughes’s strong, sloping hand.


The first day of the serialization was twelve days before the book’s actual date of publication, which Hughes had insisted be 29 January (and requested that The Times print the date alongside publication details): the day the planet Neptune, the ruler of poetry, enters Aquarius, a constellation considered by astrologers to have much to do with collective awareness. Collective awareness there certainly was: poets and critics who had never imagined they would see so much of Hughes’s heart were astonished, and this book of difficult, complex poems became an instant best-seller on both sides of the Atlantic.


It was not just their subject matter that made the poems sensational. Their vivid directness of style, their epistolary immediacy, the manner in which they drew together all the poetic threads that had occupied Hughes throughout his life, gave them a tremendous power. As Al Alvarez wrote in The New Yorker: ‘[Hughes] takes the bare bones on which the biographies have been hung – Cambridge, Spain, America, Devon – and does what no biographer, however diligent and impartial, could ever do, he describes what it felt like to be there with her.’ Seamus Heaney – who was one of the few to have seen the book before its release – called it:




… a book of poems as solid as a sandbagged wall, as miraculous and yet as inevitable within the geology of imagination as a volcanic island. The immediate impression is one of wounded power healing and gathering and showing its back above the depths where it has been biding. To read it is to experience the psychic equivalent of ‘the bends’. It takes you down to levels of pressure where the undertruths of sadness and endurance leave you gasping.





On the day the existence of Birthday Letters was revealed in The Times, Andrew Motion wrote of the symbolic, private language of the book’s final poems, written to run parallel to the Ariel poems: ‘In the short term, these final poems will probably be less admired than the rest. In the fullness of time, they should be reckoned its finest achievement: poetry staggering under the weight of its emotional load, but keeping its dignity and purpose.’ A few weeks later, Michiko Kakutani, Pulitzer Prize-winning literary critic of the New York Times wrote:




Written over the last few decades, the poems seem remarkably free of self-pity, score-settling and spin; rather, they draw a deeply affecting portrait of the couple’s marriage while attesting to Mr Hughes’s own impassioned love for Plath. Poems, however, are not biography, and these should not be read simply for the light they shed on the Hughes–Plath relationship. They should be read because they constitute the strongest, most emotionally tactile work of Mr Hughes’s career … Burned free of the detachment, condescension and contrivance that cramped much of his earlier work, they dazzle not only with verbal dexterity but also with clear-hearted emotion. They are clearly the work of a poet writing out of the deepest core of his being.





And yet there were doubts. James Fenton, reviewing the volume in the New York Review of Books, raised the question of self-justification. In ‘Fever’ Hughes implies that he thought Plath’s distress might be a form of crying wolf:




To the hostile ear this will sound like a carefully placed piece of self-justification: Plath was self-dramatizing, so it was impossible to guess just how bad her state of mind was at any given time. My own feeling about this poem and the whole sequence is that the view given is perfectly plausible. As for the question of self-justification, it is, it must be, a legitimate aim of poetry. At the very least, the urge to justify ourselves may provide the first impulse for a poem. ‘Saints will not mind from what angle they are viewed, / Having nothing to hide,’ Auden wrote. But the rest of us do mind. Indeed we should mind. How could we go through life with utter indifference to the angle from which we are viewed? What would such indifference imply?





Birthday Letters proved that Hughes had never been indifferent; he had perhaps, as Seamus Heaney has commented, been fearful that if he stepped into the arguments that swirled around his life with Plath his ‘version’ of events would become simply that, another version, with no special authority over the versions of those who had not lived it. The only way for him to enter this discussion was through the complex structure of his art. As Hughes said once of Douglas Dunn’s accomplishment of the Elegies:




It means the world becomes yours – whereas if you don’t do it, it drifts away and takes a whole piece of yourself with it, like an amputation. To attack it and attack it and get it under control – it’s like taking possession of your own life, isn’t it? Otherwise, it means whole areas of your life stand in front of you and stop you.





Still, it was possible to look at the poems simplistically, as a kind of excuse. American poet Emily Warn wrote:




presenting Plath’s suicide as a fait accompli makes me question Hughes’s intent: did he seek through writing to truly understand the complexity of their relationship, or to create a fiction in which he and Plath are conjoined victims of a sealed fate? Because he so carefully constructs his case, I assume his purpose is to persuade others and free himself from any personal responsibility.





Robin Morgan reacted with characteristic rage; when she heard about the new book, ‘my teeth began to grind uncontrollably … I want to make it clear that Hughes didn’t kill Sylvia, but that he drove her to suicide.’ Critic James Wood remarked:




In the book’s angriest poem, ‘Suttee’, a work of astonishingly poor taste, Hughes plays on the idea of Plath as a mother who gave birth not to children, but to the evil baby of her own fragile survival from her suicide attempt. Like a good father, Hughes must look after not his children, but the death-baby that his wife has become … ‘Suttee’ should remind us, if we were in any doubt, that this is a book of anger and grief. Revenge and self-justification are inherent in this enterprise. I do not believe that Hughes, as an editor of Plath’s work, ‘silenced’ her: quite the opposite. But Birthday Letters must amount to a kind of silencing because it is like listening to one half of a telephone call … It is hard to ignore Hughes’s bitterness. His poems are little epidemics of blame. This book is the progress of a hysteric, recorded by a husband who was not hysterical enough to comprehend his wife …





What Hughes’s purpose was in publishing Birthday Letters can never really be known. Hughes’s account is of a release of psychic pressure; as to the question of why publish – as Michael Glover wrote in the New Statesman: ‘Now he has issued an open invitation to every amateur psychologist in the land to expatiate loudly and at whim upon his private life with Plath’ – to Hughes the poet’s role, linked to an ancient bardic tradition, was a public one: the work exists in the open air. It is not a silencing, or one half of a telephone call, because what the poems do finally is return the reader to the well from which they sprang: the work of Sylvia Plath. To poet Katha Pollitt this was a weakness: poems in Birthday Letters that take all or part of their titles from Plath’s work (‘Ouija’, ‘The Rabbit Catcher’, ‘Brasilia’, ‘Black Coat’, ‘Night-Ride on Ariel’) are written ‘as if to answer, or contextualize, poems of hers. But Plath’s poetry is one of intense compression and musicality, its imagery complex and ambiguous, whereas Birthday Letters is lax and digressive, the symbolism all on the surface, so these allusions, quotations and re-renderings serve mostly to remind us of what a great poet she was.’


Plath’s work is characterized by a rhythmic tension that binds all of her writing, however casual or conversational it might seem on the surface. She was a poet who schooled herself in form; her first collection, The Colossus, is often constricted by her adherence to it. It was Ariel that marked the leap free into something else: to work informed by a deep understanding of poetic texture but no longer constrained by it. It is this freedom that Birthday Letters seeks to echo; its laxness – and certainly, there are poetic longueurs over the spread of eighty-eight poems – is linked to its effort to make a ‘direct, private, inner contact’ with Plath; these are part poem, part conversation. It is as well to recall Hughes’s words of advice to young people who would try to turn their hands to poetry:




… 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, the words look after themselves, like magic … The minute you flinch, and take your mind off this thing, and begin to look at the words and worry about them, then your worry goes into them and they set about killing each other.





Birthday Letters is nothing if not seen and lived. From the beginning of his poetic career, Hughes was trying to capture a quality that exists, as it were, beneath language; he himself referred to what he was trying to work with as: ‘… Some sort of language or set of sounds I can hear going on in the bottom of my mind, that’s not quite English and not quite music. It’s probably some sort of forgotten inherited language.’ Hughes’s understanding of poetic form was just as great as Plath’s; he, too, broke away. By the time his third volume of poetry, Wodwo, was published in 1967, he had moved far away from the ‘well-made’ poem in order to try to reach something deeper, more basic. The movement of poetry in the twentieth century has been an expansion of what the word itself might mean: the work of Gerard Manley Hopkins, when it first appeared, seemed just as startling and audacious as the work of Hughes. It is important to remember, too, that Hughes’s language is grounded in his native dialect. As he said in an interview in 1971:




I grew up in West Yorkshire. They have a very distinctive dialect there. Whatever other speech you grow into, presumably your dialect stays alive in a sort of inner freedom … it’s your childhood self there inside the dialect and that is possibly your real self or the core of it … Without it, I doubt if I would ever have written verse. And in the case of the West Yorkshire dialect, of course, it connects you directly and in your most intimate self to Middle English poetry.





Hughes’s work harks back more than most to the viscerality of Beowulf or Gawain and the Green Knight.


The work’s vividness is sometimes shocking. A poem like ‘Suttee’ cares nothing for the reader’s squeamishness or sensibility: this is the truth as the poet perceives it, however distasteful that might seem. The impact of a poem like this is a reminder of the primal power of Hughes’s work as a whole, of what an impact he had on the body of poetry in English. Hughes’s work, with




its sensuous fetch, its redolence of blood and gland and grass and water, recalled English poetry in the Fifties from a too suburban aversion of the attention from the elemental, and the poems beat the bounds of a hidden England in streams and trees, on moors and in byres. Hughes appeared like Poor Tom on the heath, a civilised man tasting and testing the primitive facts,





as Seamus Heaney wrote. What applies to streams and trees, moors and byres, also applies to the heart and the mind.


Ted Hughes is often compared to William Blake. Both were visionaries, though of very different sorts: both saw the world, the poetic world, as a whole; both tried to cast off the shackles of tradition and create something entirely new; both understood the terrible beauty of the tiger. In ‘Milton’ Blake wrote of the desire








To bathe in the waters of life, to wash off the not-human, 


I come in self-annihilation & the grandeur of inspiration,


To cast off rational demonstration by faith in the Saviour;


To cast off the rotten rags of memory by inspiration;


To cast off Bacon, Locke & Newton from Albion’s covering;


To take off his filthy garments, & clothe him with imagination;


To cast aside from poetry all that is not inspiration,


That it no longer shall dare to mock with the aspersion of madness


Cast on the inspired, by the tame high finisher of paltry blots


Indefinite, or paltry rhymes, or paltry harmonies …


Who publishes doubt & calls it knowledge, whose science is despair …











The enduring power of Birthday Letters comes not from rhyme or reason, but from the grandeur of inspiration, from Hughes’s ability, in the end, to wash off the Not Human and engage with his humanity. In Birthday Letters, Ted Hughes honours the work and the person of Sylvia Plath. There is no greater gift of love than that honour.




1 There are eleven more poems about his marriage to Sylvia Plath that do not appear in Birthday Letters; they were privately printed by The Gehenna Press as Howls and Whispers, in 1998, and illustrated with etchings by Leonard Baskin. However, as they are not available to the general reader. I have not discussed them in Ariel’s Gift.


2 John Berryman’s description of Theodore Roethke’s work as ‘psychological, irreligious, personal … witty, savage and willing to astonish’ could as easily be applied to Plath’s: it is unsurprising that Roethke was an influence on her. Born in Michigan in 1908 – his father was Prussian – he suffered the first of a series of breakdowns in 1936. He died suddenly of a heart attack in the year of Plath’s death.
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