
Ted Hughes
1930-98

As you will read in the biography, Ted Hughes’s life was affected by a 
great deal of tragedy yet he is considered to be one of the greatest poets of 
the 20th century. Can tragedy be an inspiration for writers and artists? 
Can you think of any examples in which this has been the case?

APPROACHING THE WRITER

 

Edward J. Hughes was born in 1930, in a small village in Yorkshire, 
  England. His talent as a poet was already evident at school, resulting 

in his being awarded a scholarship to Pembroke College, Cambridge, 
where he studied English literature and anthropology. He always had 
a fascination with animals, consequently, following university, in 1954 
he moved to London to work as a zoo attendant and gardener. In 1956 
he married the American poet Sylvia Plath, they had two children, 
but separated in 1962 and Plath committed suicide in 1963. 
After his wife’s death he stopped writing poetry for nearly three years, 
dedicating himself to the editing and publishing of Plath’s poetry. 
Hughes had a casual relationship with Assia Wevill, who had been his 
lover  during his marriage. Six years after Plath’s suicide Wevill also 
committed suicide after murdering their four-year old daughter (Alexandra 

Tatiana Elise, born in 1965). 
Hughes married again 
years later and earned his 
living writing for adults 
and children, and he’s also 
author of The Iron Man (1968), 
which has now been made 
into two successful films 
(with the title The Iron Giant).
He received every major 
literary prize in Europe 
but was never awarded the 
Nobel Prize. He died in 1998. 

Answer.

1 What did Hughes study 
at university?

2 What did he do in London?

3 Which three tragic episodes 
characterised Hughes’s life?

4 What famous children’s 
story did he write?

1

MAIN WORKS
• The Hawk in the Rain (1957)
• Remains of Elmet (1979)
• Wolfwatching (1989) 
• Birthday Letters (1998) Ted Hughes  

and Sylvia Plath.
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From 1945 to the Present Day 7

Themes
The main theme of Hughes’s earlier works is nature, in particular the 
mixture of beauty and violence in the natural world and the often 
damaging and manipulating presence of man. He contrasts with 
contemporary poets, such as Philip Larkin and other poets of the 
Movement, as his works are based on vivid and imposing imagery and 
focus on energy and the power of the primitive and unconscious – themes 
that poets of the Movement rejected. Their work, in fact, was governed 
by lucid rationality, a controlled language and irony. In Hughes’s later 
works he was strongly influenced by myth and the ancient, bardic 
traditions although his approach to them was more modernist and 
satirical. His poetry is often charged with rhetorical figures such as violent 
metaphors and numerous repetitions and the frequent use of assonance. 

Birthday Letters
‘Perfect Light’ is a poem from the collection Birthday Letters, which 
includes 88 poems written over a period of 25-30 years. It was published 
in 1998 and is Ted Hughes’s last volume of poetry. All these poems are 
about Sylvia Plath and their six year marriage, from their wedding day 
to their separation and her suicide. Until this anthology was published, 
35 years after Plath’s suicide, Hughes had never written or spoken 
about his relationship and life with her. 
The publication of the collection was a great success: it topped the 
bestseller lists immediately and in only one week sold 40,000 copies. 
This was due to the fascination and mystery surrounding the lives 
of the two poets. 
The poems appear to be arranged chronologically. Some of them were 
inspired by specific letters or photographs of Sylvia Plath. ‘Perfect Light’ 
is one of them. 
The poem is based on a photograph taken in 1962 in a field of daffodils. 
The photo is of Sylvia and her two children. The scene is described 
with tenderness and sentimentality but the second part hints at Sylvia’s 
fate. The tone is emotional and meditative. Birthday Letters is the only 
collection in which this poem appears.

Choose the correct alternative.

The main theme of Hughes’s 
earlier works is

A  relationships

B  nature

C  time

Answer true or false.

1 Hughes’s writing 
was similar to that 
of the poets’ of 
the Movement. T  F

2 His later work was 
influenced by myths.  T  F

Complete the following 
about Birthday Letters.

Date of publication: 1 

Years involved: 2 

Number of poems: 3 

Subject: 4 

Source of inspiration: 5  
 

Answer.

Why was this collection 
so successful?

Complete the following 
about ‘Perfect Light’.

Based on: 1       

Setting: 2       

Subject: 3       

2

3

4

5

6

Iron Giant, animated science 
fiction action film (1999).
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Ted Hughes ‘Perfect Light’  
(1998)

Aside is the photo of Sylvia Plath in the field. Probably the same photo 
Ted Hughes is referring to in his poem. What are your impressions 
of the woman? How do you think she looks?

The photograph was taken in 1962. What do we know about Sylvia Plath? 
(Refer back to the Literary Context if necessary.) 

1

BEFORE READING

‘Perfect Light’
  There you are, in all your innocence, 
  Sitting among your daffodils, as in a picture
  Posed as for the title: ‘Innocence’. 
  Perfect light in your face lights it up
 5 Like a daffodil. Like any one of those daffodils
  It was to be your only April on earth 
  Among your daffodils. In your arms,
  Like a teddy bear, your new son, 
  Only a few weeks into his innocence. 
 10 Mother and infant, as in the Holy portrait. 
  And beside you, laughing up at you, 
  Your daughter, barely two. Like a daffodil
  You turn your face down to her, saying something. 
  Your words were lost in the camera. 
 15 And the knowledge
  Inside the hill on which you are sitting, 
  A moated fort hill1, bigger than your house, 
  Failed to reach the picture. While your next moment, 
  Coming towards you like an infantryman2

 20 Returning slowly out of no-man’s-land, 
  Bowed3 under something, never reached you – 
  Simply melted4 into the perfect light. 

1. A moated fort hill: una collina fortificata.
2. infantryman: fante.

3. Bowed: curvo.
4. melted: si sciolse.

 AUDIO CD 3 - TR 06/MP3 58

Answer.

1 Line 1: Who does ‘you’ refer 
to?

2 Line 5: Who is ‘like a daffodil’?

3 Line 8: Who is ‘like a teddy 
bear’?

4 Line 10: What is the mother-
infant scene compared to?

5 Line 12: What do we learn 
about the daughter?

6 Line 16: What is the setting?

7 Line 16: What is ‘inside the 
hill’?

8 Line 17: What is ‘a moated fort 
hill’ associated with?

2
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UNDERSTANDING THE TEXT

Choose the correct alternative.

1 Which narrative perspective does the poet use?
A  first

B  third

2 Who does the poet talk directly to? 
A  me

B  you

C  us

Read the first part of the poem again (ll. 1-14) and answer the following questions. 

1 Who is in the photo?

2 Where are they? 

3 What month is it? 

4 What is the woman doing in the photo? 

Which feeling do lines 6-7 convey? 

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

Repetition is a feature of this poem. The most repeated word is ‘innocence’. Find the lines in which this 
word occurs and state who or what they refer to. 

What is the poet trying to underline with his repetition of the word ‘innocence’?

Other words referring to the landscape (two in particular) are frequently repeated. Which ones? 

The poet establishes a powerful connection between the flowers and the woman. Find the comparisons 
he makes. What elements do they have in common?

In lines 18-20 what is being personified with this military image, coming towards her ‘like an infantryman / 
Returning slowly out of no-man’s-land’? Choose from the following. (More than one alternative is possible.)

A  life

B  death

C  time

D  depression 

The poet says in lines 19-22 that whatever is coming ‘like an infantryman […] never reached you – Simply 
melted into the perfect light.’ Why do you think it never reached her in that moment? (Think of her mood 
at that moment.)

The poem does not rhyme and is not divided into stanzas. What do we call this type of verse? What do you 
think is the main theme of the poem? Choose the correct alternative.

A  Life is beautiful and we must enjoy it to the full.

B  Life is short and may be full of problems.

C  Life.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
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