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DAY 1   (Thursday 15 June) – Heritage Quay, University of Huddersfield 

08.30 – 09.00:  Registration 

09.00 – 09.15:  Welcome 

09.15 – 10.15:  Keynote – Terry Gifford (Bath Spa): ‘Hughes’s Notion of Shamanic Healing’ 

10.15 – 10.30:  Refreshment Break  

10.30 – 11.45:  Hughes & Anthropology: Pre-Historic to Post-Nuclear 

  Chair: Neil Roberts 

Robert Layton (Durham): ‘What did Ted Hughes learn from anthropology?’ 

Nicola Presley (Bath Spa): ‘”A buried land and a blazing source”: Ted Hughes and 

William Golding’ 

Felicity Powell (Sheffield):  ‘The Post-Nuclear Landscapes of Ted Hughes’ 

11.45 – 13.00:  Ted Hughes: Myth, Influence, Inspiration 

  Chair: Terry Gifford 

  George Simmers (Sheffield Hallam): ‘Ted Hughes and Gallipoli’ 

Gabriella Assante di Panzillo (Rome): ‘Ted Hughes’s and Alan Sillitoe’s appropriations 

of the myth of Phaeton’ 

Daniel Weston (Greenwich): ‘Two contemporary poets and the Ted Hughes bestiary’ 

13.00 – 13.45:  Lunch 

13.45 – 15.00:  Hughesian Worlds: Inner, Outer, Lost 

Chair: Steve Ely 

Mark Hinchliffe (The Elmet Trust): ‘Ted Hughes and Place: At Home on the Earth’ 

David Troupes (Sheffield): ‘Hughes and Eden’ 

Sophie Elzière (Paris-Sorbonne): ‘“Being in the Middle”: Ted Hughes and the Locus of 

Imagination’ 

15.00 – 16.15:  Ted Hughes, Literary Criticism, and Self-Fashioning 

  Chair: James Underwood 

James Robinson (Durham): ‘“Closest to Chaucer”: Ted Hughes at the Court of St 

James’s’ 

Steve Ely (Huddersfield): ‘The Parochial Courage of Ted Hughes’ 

16.15 – 16.30:  Refreshment Break 

16:30 – 17.30:  Keynote – Neil Roberts (Sheffield): ‘Hughes and Lawrence’ 

17.30 – 18.15:  Poetry reading – Andrew McMillan 

19:30:   Conference Dinner (Med-One) 
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DAY 2   (Friday 16 June) – Heritage Quay, University of Huddersfield 

09.00 – 09.15:  Arrival / Refreshments 

09.15 – 10.15:  Keynote – Heather Clark (Huddersfield/CUNY): ‘Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath at 

Cambridge’ 

10.15 – 10.30:  Refreshment Break  

10.30 – 11.45:  Multi-Medial Hughes 

Chair: Steve Ely 

Judy Rye (Exeter): ‘Ted Hughes and The Poets’ Theatre’ 

Peter Fydler (Institut Français): ‘Still Rolling: The Legacy of Crow in the songs of Nick 

Cave’ 

Paul Evans (Manchester Metropolitan): ‘Corvidomancy – divining the future from 

crows’ 

11.45 – 13.00:  Hughes & Place (I): Yorkshire 

Chair: Nicola Presley 

Kyra Piperides (York): ‘Remains of Elmet: Hughes, the environment and the Yorkshire 

landscape’  

Ruth Crossley (Huddersfield): ‘Mapping Elmet: Ted Hughes and Place in the Calder 

Valley’ 

James Underwood (Huddersfield): ‘Mayday on Holderness: Ted Hughes, National 

Service, and East Yorkshire’ 

13.00 – 13.45:  Lunch 

13.45 – 15.15:  Hughes & Place (II): Cambridge, Devon, Ireland 

Chair: Heather Clark 

Di Beddow (QMUL): ‘The Cambridge of Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’ 

Jack Thacker (Bristol/Exeter): ‘“A useful adjunct”: Ted Hughes and James Ravilious in 

North Devon’ 

Mark Bauer (Berkeley): ‘The Souvenir Bloom: Poetry and Paratext in Moortown Diary’ 

Robert Jocelyn (independent): ‘Ted Hughes and the West of Ireland’ 

15.15 – 15.30:  Refreshment Break  

15:30 – 16:30:  Keynote – Mark Wormald (Cambridge): ‘Irishwards: Ted Hughes, Freedom and Flow’ 
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Venues 

 

The conference venue is Heritage Quay, the University of Huddersfield’s state-of-the-art 

archival centre, located inside the Schwann Building.  

 

The conference dinner will take place at 7.30pm on Thursday evening at Med-One: 

10 – 12 Westgate 

Huddersfield 

HD1 1NN 

01484 511100 

 

James Underwood has a record of your starter and main choices – just in case you’ve forgotten! 

 

 

 

 

Poetry Reading 

 

We are delighted to include a reading by Andrew McMillan as part of the conference 

programme.  

Andrew McMillan is a multi-award winning poet, born in 

South Yorkshire in 1988. His debut collection physical was 

published by Jonathan Cape in 2015, and was the first ever 

poetry collection to win The Guardian First Book Award. The 

collection also won the Fenton Aldeburgh First Collection 

Prize, a Somerset Maugham Award (2016), an Eric Gregory 

Award (2016) and a Northern Writers' award (2014). It was 

shortlisted the Dylan Thomas Prize, the Costa Poetry 

Award,  The Sunday Times Young Writer of the Year 

2016, the Forward Prize for Best First Collection, the 

Roehampton Poetry Prize and the Polari First Book Prize. It 

was also a Poetry Book Society Recommendation for Autumn 

2015. He lives in Manchester, and will join the Manchester 

Writing School this September from Liverpool John Moores 

University, where is currently teaches Creative Writing.   
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Keynote Speakers 

 

Heather Clark is a Visiting International Professor at the Ted Hughes Network, University of 

Huddersfield; a Fellow at the Leon Levy Center for Biography at the Graduate Center, City 

University of New York; and a Visiting U.S. Fellow at the Eccles Centre for American Studies, 

British Library. A former Professor of Literature at Marlboro College in Vermont, she is the 

author of The Ulster Renaissance: Poetry in Belfast 1962-1972 (Oxford UP, 2006), which won the 

Robert Rhodes Prize for Books on Literature and the Donald Murphy Prize for Distinguished 

First Book from the American Conference for Irish Studies, and The Grief of Influence: Sylvia Plath 

and Ted Hughes (Oxford UP, 2011), which was a Choice Outstanding Academic Title. Her reviews 

have appeared in the Times Literary Supplement, the Harvard Review, PN Review and elsewhere. She is 

working on a literary biography of Sylvia Plath, to be published by Alfred A. Knopf. 

 

Terry Gifford has been a Visiting Scholar at the Centre for Writing and Environment at Bath 

Spa University since 2011, having retired from the University of Leeds in 2004 as Reader in 

Literature and Environment and Director of Research in the School of Performance and 

Cultural Industries. He is also Profesor Honorifico at the Universidad de Alicante, Spain. He is 

the author of seven collections of poetry, several books of ecocriticism, a collection of climbing 

journalism, and editor of the complete works of John Muir. He is the author or editor of six 

books on Ted Hughes, including (with Neil Roberts) Ted Hughes: A Critical Study (Faber, 1981); 

the Routledge Guide to Ted Hughes (Routledge, 2009); The Cambridge Companion to Ted Hughes 

(Cambridge UP, 2011); and the Ted Hughes New Casebook (Palgrave, 2015). Ted Hughes in Context, 

which he has edited for Cambridge University Press, is due out in 2018.  

 

Neil Roberts is Emeritus Professor of English at the University of Sheffield, where he has 

taught since 1970, and Honorary Professor of D. H. Lawrence Studies at the University of 

Nottingham. He has published on topics ranging from the Victorian novel to contemporary 

poetry. He is the editor of the Blackwell Companion to Twentieth-Century Poetry (Wiley-Blackwell, 

2001); of Peter Redgrove’s Collected Poems (Jonathan Cape, 2012; he is also Redgrove’s 

biographer, and the author of books on George Eliot, George Meredith, and D. H. Lawrence. 

His work on Ted Hughes includes Ted Hughes: A Critical Study, co-authored with Terry Gifford 

(Faber, 1981); Ted Hughes: From Cambridge to Collected, co-edited with Terry Gifford and Mark 

Wormald (Palgrave, 2013); and Ted Hughes: A Literary Life, published by Palgrave in 2006.  

 

Mark Wormald is a Fellow and College Lecturer in English at Pembroke College, Cambridge, 

where he has served for sixteen years as Senior Tutor, and as Director of Studies in English. He 

read English at Magdalen College, Oxford, where he won the Newdigate Prize for poetry and 

completed a D.Phil on expressions of the self in Victorian fiction. Mark's teaching and research 

have focused on the poetry and fiction of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: he is the editor 

of the Penguin Classics edition of Charles Dickens’s The Pickwick Papers, and numerous essays 

and articles on writers ranging from Hopkins to Ishiguro. His current project, a book on Ted 

Hughes, fishing and poetry, will be published in 2018. He is the editor of the Ted Hughes Society 

Journal, and co-editor of Ted Hughes: From Cambridge to Collected (Palgrave, 2013).  
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Abstracts & Biographical Notes (by panel) 

 

❖ Panel 1: Hughes & Anthropology: Pre-Historic to Post-Nuclear 

 

‘What did Ted Hughes learn from anthropology?’ (Robert Layton) 

 

In asking what Hughes may have hoped to gain from anthropology, what he is likely to have 

actually learned, and how anthropological knowledge informs his poetry and prose, the paper 

starts by considering the influence of Robert Graves and the poetic world view of medieval 

Wales that Graves propounds in The White Goddess. I argue that Willey and Tillyard’s teaching in 

the Cambridge English Department about the destructive effect of the Scientific Revolution on 

the veracity of poetic imagination may well have prompted Hughes’s transfer to a department 

that could introduce him to the world views of societies untarnished by the Scientific Revolution. 

The teaching Hughes is likely to have experienced in the Cambridge Anthropology Department 

during the mid 1950s, with its emphasis on Functionalism, the importance of placing customs 

and beliefs in their context and its aversion to speculative histories, may not have been as fruitful 

as he hoped, but it did inform his reviews of books on oral literature. 

I take a critical view of claims that Hughes was a ‘shaman’, suggesting the individual 

spirit quest provides a closer parallel to Hughes’s early experiences. On the other hand, Hughes 

had clearly learned the importance of placing other cultures’ beliefs in context. I argue that 

Hughes’s greatest reward from anthropology lies in his transformation of the Winnebago 

Trickster legend into Crow, and examine how he successfully transmuted the Trickster into a new 

cultural context while drawing on the imagery and structure of the original.  

 

I am a semi-retired anthropologist (Professor Emeritus) who has long been interested in the 

links between anthropology and poetry which I explored in my M.Phil thesis, many years ago. 

Since my quasi-retirement I have been able to return to this topic and look at the background to 

Ted Hughes’s work in more detail. 

 

 ‘“A buried land and a blazing source”: Ted Hughes and William Golding’ (Nicola 

Presley) 

 

This paper will explore the neglected literary relationship between Ted Hughes and William 

Golding, and trace the connections of the representations of place in both authors’ works.  For 

Golding’s 75th birthday tribute, Hughes wrote an essay ‘Baboons and Neanderthals: A Rereading 

of The Inheritors’, an appreciative examination of Golding’s depiction of the struggle between 

Homo Sapiens and Neanderthals. In a letter to Nick Gammage about the essay, Hughes 

demonstrates his typical reluctance to inhabit the ‘place’ of literary criticism: ‘[the essay] was my 

way of writing an essay remotely connected with the world without touching Lit Crit.’ In 

addition, Hughes was invited to read a section of The Inheritors at Golding’s memorial service at 

Salisbury Cathedral in 1993. 

Through an examination of Golding’s The Inheritors and The Double Tongue and of key 

poems from Hughes, including selections from Crow, Cave Birds and Gaudete, I will demonstrate 

the connections between the two writers, with particular reference to the Palaeolithic world; the 

mother Goddess; the ‘spoiled’ versus the ‘unspoiled’ landscape; civilisation and savagery. I will 

conclude with a consideration of the complex relationship both had with literary criticism, as 

evidenced in Golding’s The Paper Men and in Hughes’s own works of criticism and Birthday 
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Letters. This paper will benefit from access to Golding’s unpublished Journals for a better 

understanding of this literary relationship. 

 

Nicola Presley is Senior Lecturer and Teaching Fellow in English Literature at Bath Spa 

University. She has interests in digital literature and pedagogy; 20th century poetry; Post-War 

British and American Fiction. She is also New Media Manager for William Golding Ltd. 

 

‘The Post-Nuclear Landscapes of Ted Hughes’ (Felicity Powell) 

 

In ‘A Reply to my Critics’ Ted Hughes stipulates that ‘Black Comedy is the end of a cultural 

process. Trickster Literature is the beginning. […] It is the difference between two laughters: 

one, bitter and destructive; the other zestful and creative, attending what seems to be the same 

calamity.’ Although Hughes insists that his poetry collection Crow: from the life and songs of the Crow 

belongs to the latter category, echoes of “destructive laughter” remain present in the narrative. It 

can therefore be said that Crow operates across the boundary that distinguishes these 

anthropological polarities; it navigates a paradigm shift where one cultural process is destroyed 

and another begins. In this case, the “calamity” that facilitates the change is the apocalyptic 

detonation of a nuclear bomb. 

In this paper, I will investigate how Hughes depicts the post-apocalyptic landscapes of 

the twentieth century by situating the narrative of Crow: From the Life and Songs of the Crow within 

the context of the Cold War and the post-nuclear tensions of World War Two. In doing so I will 

provide evidence for Hughes’s responsiveness to such tensions from his other published writings 

and correspondence. I will also draw upon Hughes’s interest in Jungian psychology to explore 

the roles that a trickster is called upon to play in the psychological reconfiguration of personal, 

cultural and national post-war identities. 

 

Felicity Powell is a PhD student at the University of Sheffield, and has presented papers on 

Ted Hughes for the British Society for Literature and Science and the PsyArt Foundation. Her thesis 

explores attitudes to physics in post-nuclear and Cold War literature of the twentieth century.  

 

❖ Panel 2: Ted Hughes: Myth, Influence, Inspiration 

 

‘Ted Hughes and Gallipoli’ (George Simmers) 

 

Few places mattered more to Ted Hughes than Gallipoli, where his father had fought in 1915. 

His father avoided speaking about aspects of his experiences on the peninsula (which have 

sometimes been misrepresented by biographers). Tim Kendall has suggested that his sense of his 

father’s exposure to horrors was ‘a pressure which shape[d] his writing career.’ Crucial to 

Hughes’s self-definition as a poet was a commitment to speaking the unspeakable, and giving 

voice to violence. For him the Great War was ‘our number one national ghost’ and ‘unfinished 

business.’ In the 1960s, Hughes planned a poem-sequence about Gallipoli, but all we have are 

suggestive fragments. References to the battle, and to the war are found throughout his work, 

from his earliest poems to his Laureate verses and letters from the last year of his life. These 

suggest conflicting approaches to the subject. This paper suggests that, for Hughes, making a 

poem meant the realisation of episodic intensity, but also the expression of a mythic pattern. It 

explores why the standard myths about Gallipoli did not suit his poetic purposes, but also 
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suggests that Hughes’s mythic turn of mind, so productive when dealing with some subjects, was 

less suited to dealing with the details of historical narrative. 

 

After a career in teaching, George Simmers researched a Ph. D. at Oxford Brookes University, 

on the fiction of the Great War. His publications include articles on Kipling, T.S. Eliot and 

‘Sapper’, and chapters in collections about Arnold Bennett, P.G. Woodhouse and the cultural 

memory of the Armistice. He writes the Great War Fiction blog, and is currently an Honorary 

Research Fellow at Sheffield Hallam University. He lives in Huddersfield. 

 

‘Ted Hughes’s and Alan Sillitoe’s appropriations of the myth of Phaeton’ (Gabriella 

Assante di Panzillo) 

 

Ovid’s tales of transformation have been a reservoir of endless inspiration serving the 

imagination of writers of all ages. The twentieth-century cultural discourses of psychoanalysis 

and postmodernism, the concerns of the age with war, the unconscious, homosexuality, gender, 

fragmentation, alienation, a divided self, environmental degradation and nuclear threat fostered a 

remarkable flowering of Ovidian texts throughout the second millennium. 

This paper takes as its privileged focus the appropriation of the myth of Phaeton in Ted 

Hughes’s Tales from Ovid (1997) and Alan Sillitoe’s The Broken Chariot (1999), to show how Ovid’s 

tale is relevant to the most vital and pervading preoccupations marking their art. It lays emphasis 

on how writing is for both a shamanic art invoking the obliteration of fragmentation, closing the 

split that human institutions have produced. The analysis follows the approach developed by 

James Maurice Ivory in his insightful essay on the theme of metamorphosis in the twentieth-

century literature and applies it to the works on which this paper pivots. Ivory argues that the 

leitmotif of metamorphosis is used by the writers of the second millennium to represent the rent 

that society has engendered between “the empowered who have a voice and the unempowered 

who attempt to gain or regain equality by speaking from the cultural margins.” By drawing on 

the Ovidian myth of Phaeton, Hughes and Sillitoe similarly gave voice to those dimensions—

whether environmental or social—that history and culture have oppressed, marginalized and 

offended. Their art aimed ultimately at restoring the integrity of a broken world and settling the 

abysmal chasms afflicting society and mankind. 

 

Gabriella Assante di Panzillo is a teacher of English as a Foreign Language with a tenure 

status at Liceo Statale Cornelio Tacito in Rome. She is currently a third year doctoral student of 

English Literatures at La Sapienza in the Department of European and American Studies. Her 

research interests revolve around post-war British literature. 

 

‘Two contemporary poets and the Ted Hughes bestiary’ (Daniel Weston) 

 

Ted Hughes’s animal poetry seems, at first, to oscillate back and forward between two poles: 

creatures recorded in lyric, observational mode – The Hawk in the Rain, Remains of Elmet, Moortown 

Diary – and sometimes-mythical beasts carrying heavy metaphorical burden of spirit world and 

creation myth – Wodwo, Crow, Adam and the Sacred Nine. This paper examines contemporary 

poets’ debt to both of these aspects; it finds that those who work with Hughes’s legacy often 

combine the two. Poems by Alice Oswald and John Burnside provide the sample material to test 

this case. Oswald has selected the poems for A Ted Hughes Bestiary (2014) and her introduction to 

that volume provides a document of her engagement with Hughes’s animals. Her poetry from 
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this period bears the mark of his influence. John Burnside is, in many ways, the heir to Hughes’s 

depiction of animals and human animality across a long period. Both poets write half-

observational, half-imaginative poems that, following Hughes, embody rather than only describe 

animals. From noticing a combinatory approach in the work of these two contemporary poets, 

the paper then turns back to the Hughes oeuvre and argues that even the most subjective 

renderings of animals there have their basis in objective reference to experience. Thus, charting 

Hughes’s place in contemporary writing returns attention anew to his own poetry. 

 

Daniel Weston is Lecturer in English Literature at the University of Greenwich. His 

monograph, Contemporary Literary Landscapes: The Poetics of Experience, was published with Ashgate 

in January 2016. He has published work on modern and contemporary poetry, prose fiction and 

non-fiction, with particular emphasis on literary geographies and place writing. 

 

❖ Panel 3: Hughesian Worlds: Inner, Outer, Lost 

 

‘Ted Hughes and Place: At Home on the Earth’ (Mark Hinchliffe) 

 

The main theme of the paper is Hughes’ argument to accept and live on the earth in harmony 

with the natural world and with its creatures.  

This is illustrated by an exploration of a number of linked works, written at/around the 

same time, Orpheus and Eurydice, a review and essay on the environment – An Idea Whose Time Has 

Come, and his essay Myth and Education. 

I will also explore some of Hughes’ stories, his focus on the fox, his farming poems from 

Moortown, and a number of poems on places associated with his Childhood. 

The paper closes with his last unfulfilled plan to adapt Gilgamesh which returns to the key 

theme of living on earth and accepting mortality, and the cycles of life and death evident in 

Orpheus and Eurydice. 

 

I first encountered Ted Hughes studying ‘A’ level English in the Gunn and Hughes anthology, 

and hearing a record of him reading his work - the radio programme, Capturing Animals. 

I wrote to him when in school, and our correspondence continued up to weeks before his death. 

He encouraged me as a poet and took an interest in my poetry. I am a Director of The Elmet 

Trust who promotes and celebrate Hughes’ life and work. I have presented papers on Hughes at 

conferences, and given talks on him. I was acknowledged in a number of books by the late Keith 

Sagar. I am in contact with Carol Hughes and Frieda Hughes, and was a friend of Olwyn 

Hughes. 

 

‘Hughes and Eden’ (David Troupes) 

 

The idea of Eden, a paradise shut against us to which we cannot, despite our longing, return, 

appears repeatedly in Ted Hughes’s poetry and commentary. This is closely linked with the idea 

of a Fall into a state of transgression against God or a divine principle, and together these ideas 

seem to have formed an irresistible template for Hughes, concerned as he is with repairing our 

relationship with non-human nature.  

My talk will look at some of the most salient Hughes’s invocations of Eden, including an 

impressively eccentric attempt to marry science and religion in his essay ‘Baboons and 

Neanderthals : a rereading of The Inheritors’. Drawing on contemporary scientific discoveries, 
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Hughes floats the idea of a biological fall linked to human evolution, an idea which resonates 

with a number of his poems and sequences. The idea of Eden is also of course linked to his 

nostalgia for the West Yorkshire moorland ‘paradise’ which he shared with his brother Gerald 

prior to the family’s move to Mexborough, a nostalgia which incorporates another consistent 

element of his narrative structures: the theme of the rival brothers. This theme returns to map 

intriguingly onto the biological fall and scattered biblical texts, encouraging us toward an overall 

view of the human condition. 

I will argue that these reference are more than convenient metaphors or ironic hijackings 

of a Judeo-Christian story, but serious attempts to understand ourselves – on both a species-wide 

and a private level.  

 

David Troupes is currently in his last year of a PhD concerning Ted Hughes & Christianity, and 

has published chapters and article on Hughes in Ted Hughes: Cambridge to Collected (Palgrave), New 

MacMillan Casebook: Ted Hughes (MacMillan), The Ted Hughes Society Journal and PN Review. He has 

also published two full collections of poetry, and a selection of his recent work was included in 

Carcanet's 2015 anthology New Poetries VI. He is currently a Fellow of the Jerwood Opera 

Writing Programme. 

 

‘“Being in the Middle”, Ted Hughes and the Locus of Imagination’ (Sophie Elzière) 

 

In ‘Myth and Education’, Hughes distinguishes the outer world, in which men live, from the 

inner world of their bodies and sensations. He defines imagination as the capacity thanks to 

which men can face the collision between these two places, and the poems as ‘little factories of 

understanding’ which help men to take full grasp of this existential struggle. However, he quickly 

identifies the abyss which separates these two worlds in our scientific and technological age. As 

the outer and inner worlds are interdependent, their division only creates ‘accidents’ and deprives 

man from his humanity.  

Through a study of Hughes’s poetic topography, this essay will focus on the role of 

imagination and the nature of poetry as an open medium able to re-establish the connections 

between the outer and inner worlds. This is fundamentally akin to Gilles Deleuze’s theorisation 

of ‘being in the middle’ as standing ‘on the line of encounter between an internal world and the 

external world’. Hughes’s practice aims at making visible this middle and paradoxical place, the 

‘arena of contention’ where the struggle between opposite forces takes form.4 But where and 

how does it happen? Therefore the problem is to determine how imagination, if based on an 

eternal struggle, can then lead to any balanced poetical experience, and what kind of place it 

provides in order to achieve such negotiations. In this respect, Deleuze’s reflections on literature 

prove useful, and with the help of the poet’s critical writing and several of his poems, these are 

some of the questions this study will address in order to best understand and shed a new light on 

the locus of Hughes’s poetic experience. 

 

A former student of the Ecole Normale Supérieure de Cachan, and a 2015 laureate of the 

Agrégation in English Studies, I am now a PhD student at Paris-Sorbonne University and I 

currently work on the key processes of Hughes’s poetics – notably the notions of composition 

and decomposition in Hughes’s use of language, its powers and resources and the kind of 

aesthetic experience it provides for the reader, under the supervision of Professor Pascal Aquien. 

In 2014 I completed my Research Master’s Degree with Highest Honours, thanks to my research 
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project which focused on the notions of the completion of language and the development of 

being in Hughes’s poetic work. 

 

❖ Panel 4: Ted Hughes, Literary Criticism, and Self-Fashioning 

 

‘“Closest to Chaucer”: Ted Hughes at the Court of St James’s’ (James Robinson) 

 

Ted Hughes’s reputation as a poet was arguably secured in the 1990s, a decade which saw the 

publication of his two major prose works Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being and Winter 

Pollen, and the prize-winning collections Tales from Ovid and Birthday Letters. Yet it was also a time 

which found Hughes in a rhetorically uncomfortable place: as the Poet Laureate since 1984 he 

was, to the greatest possible extent, an ‘establishment poet’, an authorised and official writer 

speaking for the British Crown; and yet he felt himself to be under sustained attack, hounded 

and persecuted for his tendency towards intellectual and poetic unorthodoxy. 

 This paper explores the ways in which Hughes’s engagement with medieval literature, 

particularly the work of Geoffrey Chaucer, mediated his experience of three potentially 

uncomfortable places: his location within a national canon, his place on the public stage, and the 

compromised privacy of his personal life. Framed around Hughes’s reaction to the critical 

savaging of Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being which left the Poet Laureate identifying 

with ‘estate workers’ creeping about ‘among the gentry’ (LTH 603), this paper will show how 

through his critical and poetic engagement with the work of Chaucer, Hughes ultimately found a 

way out of his rhetorical bind, and managed to return the Court Poet back to being the poet of 

Court Green. 

 

James Robinson is the author of Joyce’s Dante: Exile, Memory, and Community (CUP, 2016), and 

has published a number of articles on the interaction of modernist and medieval literatures. He 

currently teaches at Durham University where, from 2013-2016, he completed a Leverhulme 

Early Career Fellowship conducting research into Ted Hughes’s engagement with medieval 

literature, to be published as: Ted Hughes and Medieval Literature: ‘Deliberate Affiliation’. 

 

‘The Parochial Courage of Ted Hughes’ (Steve Ely) 

  

Almost twenty years after his death, the status of Ted Hughes as a ‘major’ English poet seems 

secure. However his place in the context of modern and contemporary poetry is less certain, with 

the encyclopaedic nature of his oeuvre and the singularity of much of his expression leading 

many to see him as a maverick figure.  This paper uses Patrick Kavanagh’s categories of the 

metropolitan, provincial and parochial to investigate the place of Ted Hughes and concludes that 

he is a parochial poet — in Kavanagh’s enobling sense of that term.  However, Hughes’s 

distinctive parish is not topographical but intellectual, arising from the fusion of philosophical, 

spiritual, ecological and occult ideas that inform his vision.  The urgent visionary dimension of 

Hughes’s expression does not sit easily within modern and contemporary poetic culture, which is 

dominated by the first person ‘human interest’ lyric, and is suspicious of ambition and scale in 

poetry, particularly if the content and themes being addressed are not journalistically current.  It 

is in Hughes’s dogged persistence to articulate his vision — in the context of critical scepticism 

and popular bemusement — that his ‘parochial courage’ inheres. 
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Steve Ely is Director of the Ted Hughes Network at the University of Huddersfield where he 

also teaches creative writing.  He is the author of Ted Hughes’s South Yorkshire: Made in 

Mexborough.  He has published four books of poetry, the most recent of which, Incendium Amoris, 

was published in June this year. 

 

❖ Panel 5: Multi-Medial Hughes 

 

‘Ted Hughes and The Poets’ Theatre’ (Judy Rye) 

 

Between 1959 and 1971 Ted Hughes wrote at least seventeen plays, most of which were 

produced by one of the following organizations: The Poets’ Theatre in Boston, BBC Radio, The 

National Theatre, and The International Centre for Theatre Research (CIRT). These early plays 

and their productions have received relatively little scholarly attention. The same might be said 

for Hughes’s development as a dramatist during this period and his biographical associations 

with the organizations listed above. Scholars such as Sagar, Jacobs, Faas, Gifford, Roberts, and 

Skea have offered a basic outline of Hughes’s early drama. This paper seeks to build on their 

work by tracing the relationship of Ted Hughes with The Poets’ Theatre, where Hughes’s early 

plays, The House of Aries and The Calm, were produced in 1960 and 1961 respectively. I will draw 

on letters written by Hughes and Plath, archival materials at Harvard and Emory Universities, 

and interviews with those associated with The Poets’ Theatre, now and during the 1960s.  

I contend that a comprehensive portrait of Hughes as a dramatist will balance the early 

plays from the 1960s with his better known works for the theatre in the 1990s. Navigating the 

landscape of the early dramas is challenging due to the fragmented nature of some of the 

manuscripts and the thinly scattered references to them across the literature. However, The 

Poets’ Theatre in Boston appears to be the best place to begin this particular journey of 

discovery.  

 

Judy Rye is a second year Ph.D. student at the University of Exeter. She is researching Ted 

Hughes’s early drama. Judy comes to this work with over thirty years of experience as an 

educator and practicing theatre artist in New York, Los Angeles, and Nashville. As a director and 

actor, Judy brings production and performance perspectives to the academic study of Ted 

Hughes’s early drama. 

 

‘Still Rolling: The Legacy of Crow in the Songs of Nick Cave’ (Peter Fydler) 

 

12 years ago while reading Song for a Phallus (Ted Hughes, 1970) I found myself singing it 

(inside my head) to the tune of Nick Cave’s Lyre of Orpheus (2004). I put this down to an 

unhealthy obsession with both poet and singer until I dug out Cave’s lyrics and looked at them 

side-by-side with the Hughes poem. Clearly the Cave song owes a huge debt to the Hughes 

poem (nursery rhyme retelling of ancient myth with singalong ABAB rhyme scheme, childish 

vocabulary, and repeated Mamma/Mamma chorus).  

I didn’t really think much more about it until Nick Cave became the subject of a 

documentary ten years later called 20,000 Days on Earth. The poster for the film features Nick 

Cave at his desk in front of a type writer and surrounded by piles of books. Pride of place in the 

background is the hardback Collected Poems (Ted Hughes, 2003). Perhaps Nick Cave, who 

declared himself the “Black Crow King” in 1985, owes more to the legacy of Ted Hughes than I 

had originally thought… 
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Peter Fydler studied English Literature at the University of London (1983-1987) where he 

submitted his dissertation about the White Goddess Myth in Ted Hughes’ Poetry between 1967 

and 1987 as part of his finals. He is recently retired. 

 

‘Corvidomancy – divining the future from crows’ (Paul Evans) 

 

Inspired by Crow and other Ted Hughes poems with wild subjects, this is a creative writing 

response to place as symbiotic community - in this case, ours with corvids. 

Corvidomancy offers a vision of corvid culture conjured from the streets & car parks, fields 

& woods, hills & sea cliffs of Britain - a Crowscape we know little of within places we know well, 

a 5th column, a 4th estate, a 3rd world, a 2nd sight – stone the crows!    

Quoted in the Animist Jottings blog, from his article on Ted Hughes’ death in the Guardian: 

 

Paul Evans says that his younger self liked the fact that Crow ‘shat on the sensibilities of 

those for whom Nature was somehow set apart from the world as we live it, to be 

preserved as chocolate box landscapes inhabited by cuddly animals’.    

 

Ted Hughes’ Crow archetype - created from crows, magpies, jackdaws, jays, choughs and ravens, 

birds verminous and ominous, persecuted and mythologised - is the future survivor. In that 

shadowy way of knowing, a divination, our own existence in self-inflicted ecological turmoil may 

depend on reclaiming a corvid place in the human spirit and a human place in crow culture: a 

murder of crows, an unkindness of ravens; a republic of swirling ultraviolet, vivid carrion, 

trickery, mythic power, intimate community; a commonwealth of dark wonder. 

Using sound recordings, images and field notes, Evans evokes a glimpse of the 

Crowscape we share with these poetic, prophetic birds, mixing narrative performance with 

creative nonfiction.   

 

Paul Evans is a writer, radio broadcaster and senior lecturer in creative writing at Manchester 

Metropolitan University. As a nature writer, environmental journalist and poet, Evans’ work is 

informed by experience in the UK conservation movement, horticulture and a PhD in 

philosophy. He has a lifetime’s fascination for a Nature that few have articulated as well as Ted 

Hughes. 

 

❖ Panel 6: Hughes & Place (I): Yorkshire 

 

‘Remains of Elmet: Hughes, the environment and the Yorkshire landscape’ (Kyra 

Piperides) 

 

‘Here the leaf-loam silence / Is old siftings of sewing machines and shuttles, / And the silence of 

ant-warfare on pine-needles / Is like the silence of clogs over cobbles’ (Hardcastle Crags, 2-4). 

 

In ‘Hardcastle Crags’ Ted Hughes juxtaposes the natural with the manmade, the human with the 

non-human and the traditional with the contemporary. The striking effect he achieves forms the 

basis of this paper. With detailed reference to ‘Hardcastle Crags’, as well as several other poems 

from the Remains of Elmet collection, I will discuss the poet’s work in terms of the literary 

geography of the environments and landscapes that he represents. For Ted Hughes, Yorkshire 



13 
 

was both a poetic subject and his home: his vivid, poetic representations and multi-sensory 

engagement with familiar locations from throughout his lifetime make for particularly interesting 

and rewarding interpretations from an interdisciplinary perspective. This paper will consider the 

specific natural, geographical and ecological characteristics of place within Hughes’s poetry by 

drawing on my current research topics: Yorkshire as a prominent place within twentieth-century 

poetry, and the effects of portraying the natural (including rivers, woodland and native plants and 

animals) alongside the manmade (bridges, railways and depictions of the post-industrial county). 

Whilst considering contextual aspects of Remains of Elmet, this paper will emphasise both the 

significance of Yorkshire as a specific place within Hughes’s poetry, and the mutually important 

contribution of Hughes’s poetry to the poetic portrayal of Yorkshire during the twentieth 

century.  

 

Kyra Piperides is a first-year PhD student at the University of York. Her current research 

explores twentieth-century poetic depictions of Yorkshire, with particular emphasis on place 

within the poetic works of Philip Larkin. Kyra’s work is funded by the AHRC and the White 

Rose College of the Arts and Humanities. 

 

‘Mapping Elmet: Ted Hughes and Place in the Calder Valley’ (Ruth Crossley) 

 

Ted Hughes and Place is arguably no more clearly illustrated than through his Calder Valley 

based poems in his collections Remains of Elmet and Elmet. In both books, place is expressed both 

spatially and temporally as lasting influences of the landscape are intertwined with childhood 

reminiscences, family history, personal emotional experience and Hughes' deep love of nature. 

Drawing from archives held at the University of Huddersfield, including childhood memoirs and 

letters exchanged with Gerald Hughes, this paper will attempt to accurately map some of the key 

locations of poems set within the Calder Valley in relation to Fay Godwin's photographs and 

present an explanation for a dual-centred Elmet. More specifically, the paper will map and 

interpret a key poem featured in both Remains of Elmet and Elmet: Two, which reflects Hughes' 

psycho-geographical response to his exploration of the landscape around Mytholmroyd as a 

child, and his relationships with nature, Mytholmroyd itself, his childhood memories, his brother 

and the shattering impact of war.  

 

Ruth Crossley is currently the Head of Geography at Stonyhurst College, Lancashire. She is also 

a Director of the Elmet Trust, a charity organisation aimed at promoting the life and work of 

Ted Hughes in the Calder Valley and beyond. As a director she helps to organise and run the bi-

annual Ted Hughes Festival and poetry competition. She has just begun work on her PhD, 

Mapping Elmet, at the University of Huddersfield.  

 

‘Mayday on Holderness: Ted Hughes, National Service, and East Yorkshire’ (James 

Underwood) 

 

Hughes’s period of National Service – only glanced at in critical and biographical accounts – is 

usually summarised using his own words: ‘nothing to do but read and reread Shakespeare and 

watch the grass grow’. But his stint in Patrington, East Yorkshire, where he completed the bulk 

of his service, would have important consequences for his career. Between 1949 and 1951, 

Hughes sharpened his sense of his own identity, personal and poetic, through friendships made 

and the time spent following up and absorbing an idiosyncratic set of influences. Looking back 
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at the region a decade later from America, he wrote ‘Mayday on Holderness’, a key transitional 

poem which helped Hughes find the voice that would mature in works like Crow, Moortown, and 

Remains of Elmet. Bringing together a range of published and archival sources, this paper will 

explore the significance of Hughes’s time in East Yorkshire.  

 

James Underwood is Research Fellow in Modern and Contemporary Literature at the 

University of Huddersfield, where he works on the Ted Hughes Network. His research focuses 

on modern and contemporary poetry, and he is currently working on a monograph entitled Early 

Larkin. He is the recipient of a British Academy Rising Star Engagement Award for 2017-18, and 

a Director of The Elmet Trust, which promotes the life and work of Ted Hughes and preserves 

Hughes’s birthplace in Mytholmroyd.   

 

❖ Panel 7: Hughes & Place (II): Cambridge, Devon, Ireland 

 

‘The Cambridge of Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath’ (Di Beddow) 

 

“Sometimes I think Cambridge wonderful, at others a ditch full of clear cold water where all the 

frogs have died.” (Ted Hughes, letter to Olwyn, February 1952, Letters, p.12) 

 

So says Hughes in an early letter to his sister, from Cambridge.  Although he changed degree 

from English to Anthropology; met and married Sylvia Plath and published his first collection of 

poems, little work directly addresses his life in the city until “Birthday Letters.” Similarly, the 

Pembroke archives and Cambridge poetry warrant more detailed study than they have received 

so far. 

My doctoral research will remedy this, by producing a literary map of the work, lives and 

Cambridge legacy of both Hughes and Plath. 

Tim Ingold the anthropologist, tells us, “Among hunters and gatherers generally, the 

most significant places are where the paths of different beings intersect, or perhaps merge for a 

while before diverging again.”  Cambridge is such a place for Hughes and my paper will address 

this significance. 

 

Di Beddow taught English in state secondary schools for over thirty years; after headship, she 

took early retirement and returned to her first love - the work of both Plath and Hughes.  She is 

following a research PhD at Queen Mary University, London in “The Cambridge of Hughes and 

Plath” and she lives in Cambridge. 

 

‘“A useful adjunct”: Ted Hughes and James Ravilious in North Devon’ (Jack Thacker) 

 

The poems of Hughes Moortown Diary have an especially complicated publication history. Yet a 

key aspect of their life in print remains overlooked. In 1979, a number of the poems were 

included in Michael Morpurgo’s All Around the Year, alongside prose and notes by Morpurgo 

addressing agricultural matters, as well as photographs by the documentary photographer James 

Ravilious. Like Moortown Diary, the work is site specific: Morpurgo spent a year with the Ward 

family, who managed Parsonage Farm in Iddesleigh in North Devon. Hughes’s Moortown Farm 

and the Ward’s Parsonage are separated by a matter of miles. The significance of the inclusion of 

the Moortown poems in All Around the Year has by and large been neglected by critics. The 

exception is Dennis Walder, who argues that their appearance ‘provides a useful adjunct to the 
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“Elegies”’ of Hughes’s original 1978 publication Moortown Elegies. Walder’s assessment can be 

interpreted as a pun: Morpurgo’s diary offers readers of Hughes an alternative to the literary 

category of the elegiac; the poems are also useful in the sense of being instructive and educational. 

This paper reads Hughes agricultural poems in light of both Morpurgo’s notes and Ravilious’s 

images. The collaboration between Hughes and Ravilious may not have been as direct as that 

between the poet and photographer Fay Godwin, but in the case of All Around the Year the 

results are no less illuminating when it comes the subject of ‘Hughes and place’.  

 

Jack Thacker grew up on a farm in Herefordshire. He is currently an AHRC-funded PhD 

candidate at the Universities of Bristol and Exeter researching contemporary poetry and 

agriculture. He has published articles on Alice Oswald (in The Cambridge Quarterly) and on Ted 

Hughes (in The Ted Hughes Society Journal). He is also a poet and his poems have appeared in 

online and in print in PN Review, The Clearing and The Literateur. In 2016, he was the winner of 

Charles Causley International Poetry Competition (judged by Sir Andrew Motion) and in 2017, 

he will be the poet in residence at the Museum of Rural Life in Reading.  

 

‘The Souvenir Bloom: Poetry and Paratext in Moortown Diary’ (Mark Bauer) 

 

Moortown Diary is overtly about the place of its composition, recording often extraordinary scenes 

and events from life on Moortown Farm in Devon.  However, while the importance of the 

physical setting of the poems is clear, what is less certain is Hughes’ relationship to the events 

the poems record.  Indeed, the volume has earned a critical reputation for impersonality and 

objectivity; Hughes’ stated goal was to capture the “authentic fingerprints of the day” before 

“the processes of ‘memory,’ the poetic process,” could intervene (64, x).  But what space in the 

poems does this fixation on the recording of events leave for Hughes, the diarist whose 

emphasis on the day leaves little place for himself as observer?  Hughes’ notes and preface to the 

volume show the poet’s attempts to answer that very question, illustrating Hughes’ efforts to 

capture his lived experience in language in the face of the formal and generic demands of poetry 

that Hughes insists bend that experience to its own patterns.  While these poetic demands 

sometimes displace a sense of Hughes’ own subjectivity, the poems nonetheless retain enough of 

what Hughes calls the “souvenir bloom” to allow him a second chance to reengage moments 

that might otherwise be lost, returning to the poems’ scenes in the notes he writes to the volume 

over a decade later (xi).  Far from being a straightforwardly diaristic recording of events, 

Moortown Diary’s dialogic form illustrates Hughes’ belated solution to the problem of how to 

rescue his lived experience from the inevitable mediations of poetry.   

 

Mark Bauer has recently completed his PhD in English at the University of California, Berkeley.  

His dissertation examines Ted Hughes’ reimagining of the diary form as part of a larger 

discussion of poetic life writing after World War II in America and the British Isles.   

 

‘Ted Hughes and the West of Ireland’ (Robert Jocelyn) 

 

This paper will review Ted Hughes’s relationship with landscape, in particular the landscape of 

the West of Ireland. 

Hughes’s formative relationship with the Yorkshire Moors of his childhood was 

truncated by the family’s move to Mexborough. In much of his later life he sought to replicate 

this Yorkshire idyll, seeking out numerous locations in England, Scotland and Ireland with, for 
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various reasons, only partial success. One such location was the West of Ireland, where he found 

the similarities with Yorkshire, as well as the all-important creative ingredient of solitude and 

time, conducive to re-evaluating his work and life. 

Well aware of his Irish roots, Hughes had many friends in Ireland and frequently went 

there to work and fish. The effect of the West of Ireland was best demonstrated after the 

particularly difficult and arid period following Sylvia Plath’s death when he took his family to 

Connemara. It turned out to be a landmark in his life, albeit curtailed by his having to return to 

England. 

Having made my home in the property that was leased to Ted Hughes, researched the 

time he spent here with his family, and subsequently hosted two conferences around this theme, 

I will explore why the West of Ireland became so special to Hughes and how it influenced his 

work and general outlook on life. 

 

Robert Jocelyn is the co-organiser of and participant in the annual Ted Hughes conferences at 

Doonreagan (see www.tedhughesweekend.com). He is a visiting lecturer at Galway University on 

landscape and 18th and 19th century landscape in particular. He is the author of Tollymore, the Story 

of an Irish Demesne, an architectural and social history, and a biography, Major John (D.M.) Kennedy 

M.C – A Tribute. He has also edited The Diaries of Lord Limerick’s Grand Tour 1716 – 1723. 

http://www.tedhughesweekend.com/

