
INTRODUCTION

The "business" of the poet, according to Keith Sagar in his essay on

`Hughes and his Landscape',

is to effect subtle changes, poem by poem, book by book, in the consciousness of
his most responsive readers, towards a more whole and balanced sense of
themselves and of their dependence on and obligation towards all that is not
themselves. To do this, he need not be in possession of The Truth. What we
require from him is not answers but metaphors - sparks which fly from the
imagination of the poet to fire the imagination of the reader.

Hughes, I believe, would agree with this. He would almost certainly

acknowledge, too, the truth of Sagar's claim that a great poet needs also "to save

himself, cure himself, in the role of Everyman", not simply by imagining the

process of self-examination and re-creation, but by living through the process and

using imagination as a tool by which to achieve this.

The main thrust of this work, therefore, is to show the way in which

Hughes' artistic career demonstrates just such poetic purpose. It examines

Hughes' constant concern with the nature of Mankind, with his own and our

place in the world, and with the relationship between Man and Nature, mind and

matter, rational thought and imagination. It looks, too, at his concern with the

relationship between the human and the divine, the transient and the eternal,

and the human consciousness and the elemental energies. This thesis deals,

therefore, with the complex of experiences, ideas, attitudes, beliefs, and goals

which are the source of Hughes' work, and, in particular, it deals with Hughes'

preoccupation with the relationship between the creative arts, the artist, and the

energies of The Source, and the way this preoccupation is reflected in his work.



Underlying the main body of Hughes' work is Wodwo's question

"What am I?"(W.183). "Poem by poem, book by book" Hughes has explored its

ramifications, drawing on his own experiences and life to do so but working,

always, in a manner and within a context which extends their relevance from the

personal to the universal. In this process, Hughes' work has taken on the nature

of a quest and, gradually, he appears to have formulated answers which are

presented in his poetry with increasing certainty, authority and skill. Although all

of Hughes' work has been examined, this thesis does not attempt to trace the

whole route of Hughes' questing journey, but to explore in detail just some of the

many pathways which he has traversed. It seeks to show how certain of Hughes'

early beliefs concerning the divided nature of Mankind and the healing power of

music and imagination have been reinforced and developed by the questing

process. And it seeks to demonstrate, through a detailed examination of three of

Hughes' most recent works, the way in which Hughes' quest provides the source

and content of his work, and fulfills, also, prophetic and altruistic purposes.

Hughes creates deliberate parallels between his own journey towards

enlightenment and its poetic documentation, and the journeys of questing

Everyman figures in myth and epic. As for the Everyman hero, the paths which

Hughes has taken in his quest have been decided by events and experiences in his

own life. More importantly, Hughes identifies a pattern of enlightenment and

healing, achieved through struggle, pain and sacrifice, which is common to such

quests and which is universally present in Nature. Such a pattern, he believes,

has been reflected in the literature and lore of Mankind throughout history, and

he consciously uses the pattern in Cave Birds, Remains of Elmet, and River. This

thesis attempts to elucidate these parallels and to demonstrate the way in which

Hughes deliberately exploits them in order to involve his readers in the process

of enlightenment and change.
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The sources with which this work is concerned, therefore, are not

simply the various works, people and ideas which have influenced Hughes'

writing: rather, they are those from which Hughes has developed the strongly

held beliefs which have become an essential part of his life and work. These

beliefs are, themselves, the ultimate source of Hughes' inspiration, and, in a

cyclic fashion which has become fundamental to his work, they shape it, and are

shaped by it.

In the opening section of this thesis, I explain Hughes' view of poetry

as a product of the poet's inner world; his belief in its communicative power; and

his faith in it as a vehicle through which suppressed energies may be released, so

that wholeness and harmony may be restored to our world. I discuss, too,

Hughes' concept of Universal Energies, their presence in Nature, and their

relevance to his poetic purpose. In the following section I attempt to show how

these views were expressed in Hughes' work on Orghast, and how his experiences

with Peter Brook's drama company influenced the subsequent direction of his

poetry. In particular, I explain how his use of myth as an aid to imaginative

communication in Orghast, and his work with the Sufi fable, The Conference of

The Birds, can be seen as two important formative influences which shaped the

Cave Birds sequence.

The several sections dealing with Cave Birds set out to demonstrate,

in detail, the care and precision with which Hughes crafted this poetic cycle.

They examine the way in which Hughes' quest for Truth and enlightenment is

expressed in the shape, the theme, and the content of the sequence, and in the

creative, imaginative processes through which Hughes and his readers share the

experiences of his protagonist. In order to do this, and to explain why Hughes

adopted Alchemy as a framework on which to develop the Cave Birds theme, it

was necessary to explain the alchemical process and the various levels on which it
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can be understood. In this explanatory task, I found Charles Nicholls' book The

Chemical Theatre(2), inspiring and informative. I referred, also, to the

alchemical expositions of Jung(3), and examined a number of original alchemical

works both in manuscript and in facsimile form. In dealing with the alchemical

parallels, all the available versions of Cave Birds are examined and discussed and

a detailed examination is made of each poem and its related illustration. At the

same time, the close connection which exists between Cave Birds and Blake's

interpretation of the biblical 'Book of Job'(4) is demonstrated by indicating the

parallels which exist between the themes, events and overall pattern of both

works: Blake's and Hughes' common interpretation of the nature of Mankind's

ills, and the means by which they may be cured, is also discussed. 'The influence

on Hughes of various other works and ideas is apparent in the poems, and this is

dealt with as and when it occurs.

I turn, next, to Remains of Elmet in order to show how Hughes

continued to pursue his poetic purpose, building on the experience of Cave Birds

and adopting, in a manner similar to that of Blake, a prophetic role in his attempt

to effect change and healing in our world. I endeavour to show Hughes'

increasing ability to immerse himself deeply in the creative/re-creative process,

using, in this sequence, his own personal heritage as a source of inspiration.

Hughes' Yorkshire-Celtic-Norse heritage is but one strand of the thematic

threads on which these poems are strung: other strands include the mythical

theme of the spiritual fall and salvation of Mankind, and that of the war between

Man and Nature as exemplified by the history of the Calder Valley. Each of

these themes is revealed through a close examination of many of the Remains of

Elmet poems, and with reference to the continuing interaction between text and

illustrations.
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The third poetic sequence examined in this thesis is River. Because

of the complex, holistic, nature of this sequence, I have dealt with it in a broader

fashion, attempting to show the way in which it continues to demonstrate

Hughes' struggle for union with the energies of the Source and his overall re-

creative, healing, sacralising purpose. River, I believe, shows the extent of the

development which has taken place in Hughes' personal beliefs through his work

with Cave Birds and Remains of Elmet. It presents The Truth, as Hughes sees it:

and it exemplifies the great skill with which Hughes now handles the creative

energies and unites the many conflicting and contrary elements of our world in a

realistic, but imaginatively conceived whole. In attempting to show this, I suggest

the ways in which Hughes constantly tries to put his beliefs into practice in his

work; how his personal heritage and experiences are again generalised through

the use of an Everyman figure; and how myth and epic have become, for him, an

essential part of the creative/re-creative process.

River is probably the most rich, complex, and (in Hughes' terms)

successful of all Hughes' poetic sequences. It will undoubtedly yield more

pleasure and further insights to those who examine it in greater detail than I have

had space to do here. Nevertheless, I hope that my approach to it sufficiently

demonstrates its place in relation to Hughes' earlier poetic sequences, and its

importance in the development of Hughes' work with the Universal Energies.

Orghast, I believe, began an intensive and prolonged attempt by Hughes to link

human and elemental energies, using myth as a means of enhancing

communication and as a protective controlling structure within which to work.

Cave Birds and Remains of Elmet show the development of this endeavour in

poetic sequences which thematically parallel Hughes' own quest for the source of

healing energies - for mana. River, in this schema, describes the culmination of

Hughes' quest, and it presents the enlightenment, the Truth, which he has gained
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by his journey in a work which is both a representation of, and a vehicle for, the

eternal energies of The Source itself.

Although the poetic sequences with which I have dealt in this thesis

have been the subject of other commentaries and interpretations, I hope that

what will gradually emerge from my detailed examination of the poetry is a clear

indication of the developmental character of Hughes' poetic opus, and of the

equal and fundamental importance of metaphysical and physical sources in his

work.
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I
THE ENERGIES AND THE INNER WORLD 

In 1966, whilst reviewing a collection of Dylan Thomas' letters, Ted

Hughes wrote of the relevance of biographical information to an understanding

of the work of some poets. As an example, he referred to the importance of the

"biographical matrix" in the work of W.B.Yeats and, in this context, he suggested

that

Everything we associate with a poem is its shadowy tenant and part of its meaning.
(1).

Similarly, Hughes has claimed that

At the moment of writing, the poetry is a combination or resultant, of all that he
[the poet] is, unimpeachable evidence of itself and, indirectly, of himself.

(2).

In the light of these beliefs one might expect the importance of the

`biographical matrix' in Hughes' own work to be considerable, and, fortunately,

Hughes has written and said much about the way in which his own work is

produced. In 1957, he wrote of the way in which "the living, individual element"

of a poem results from "feelings and energies...from all over the body, heart and

brain"(3). Turning, as he frequently does, to a musical analogy, he described the

way in which he orders these disparate elements

using something like the method of a musical composer...[to] resolve the whole
uproar into as formal and balanced a melody and rhythm as I can.

And he went on to express his belief that the "musical element -, the inner figure

of stresses" which such ordering produces in a poem - "is what is unique and

precious in it is its heart".
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Between 1961 and 1963, Hughes attempted to explain this ordering

process in more detail in the B.B.C. broadcasts which he made for children and

which were subsequently collected and published as Poetry in the Making(4). In

these, he spoke of the process in strongly autobiographical terms, explaining and

demonstrating the way in which his own life experiences are fundamental to his

work. He chronicled, for example, the development of his passionate interest in

Nature, and his growing awareness of the complexity of relationships between

animals and people. He was fifteen, he said, when he first began to look at

animals from their own point of view and to see his own hunting activities as an

unwarranted disturbance of their lives(PIM.10). Such sensitivity and interest

have allowed him to capture and recreate animal life vividly in his poems. More

importantly, his belief in the intrinsic value of animal life emerges frequently in

his work as an underlying theme, and it is the basis of his symbolic use of animals

as the embodiment of the beauty, the endurance, and the instinctive power of

Nature.

Over the years, Hughes has consistently represented the creative

process as a way of capturing the inner life of both the artist and his subject.

"You only write the poetry you find in yourself', he once said(5); and in 1976,

when questioned about the aims of the Arvon Foundation(6), he spoke of the

need to let young people experience the way in which writing can lead them

into the world of perceptions and understanding which art attempts to express...the
world of those who in every age attempt to explore and express the human spirit.

(7).

Art, however, unless it is purely private, attempts not only to express

the artist's inner life and his or her perceptions and understanding, but also to

communicate these things to others. Whether, and to what extent, knowledge of

the artist's 'biographical matrix' is a necessary part of this communication is a

moot point. Hughes, however, would undoubtedly agree with the common belief
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that a work of art should "work on its own" - that it should stir the emotions,

kindle some spark of recognition, and be appreciated without reference to the

ideas and circumstances which prompted its production. In his own work, as is

apparent from his discussions of Orghast(8), he goes to great pains to achieve

such immediate communication. Yet, his poetic purpose is so intimately related

to his beliefs and experiences that knowledge of his 'biographical matrix' brings

understanding far beyond that achieved by the casual reader.

In Hughes' terms, the artist's 'biographical matrix' is not simply a

catalogue of the events which might be expected to influence the mood and tone

of the work at any particular time. Rather, it concerns those experiences which

shape an artist's beliefs, and those inner resources from which art grows and from

which it gains its characteristic form and content: it is the source of the

imaginative energies which link the poet's inner and outer worlds. Moreover, the

ability to stay in touch with this inner life is, Hughes believes, the key to

communication. He sees it as necessary for a poet to "ignore all influences and

mine his way back to the source of poetry inside his own head"(9) and, in similar

vein, he has written:

The poet's only hope is to be infinitely sensitive to what his gift is, and this in itself
seems to be another gift that few poets possess. According to this sensitivity, and
to his faith in it, he will go on developing as a poet, as Yeats did, pursuing those
adventures, mental, spiritual and physical, whatever they may be, that his gift wants,
or he will lose its guidance, lose the feel of its touch in the workings of his mind,
and soon be absorbed by the impersonal dead lumber of matters in which his gift
has no interest, which is a form of suicide....

(10).

This view is expressed, too, in 'Famous Poet' (HIR.17), where Hughes states his

attitude towards those artists who fail to trust their gift. A poet who tries "to

concoct/ The old heroic bang" using fame and former glories, "money and

praise", for inspiration, is, he suggests, "not dead" but "half-buried", "monstrous"
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As a Stegosaurus, a lumbering obsolete
Arsenal of gigantic horn and plate
From a time when half the world still burned, set
To blink behind bars at the zoo.

Above all, Hughes sees poetry as a vehicle for the inner life - an

expression of the inner energies - and he sees his work as a search for a language

and style through which he may contact and channel these energies. "We go on

writing because one poem never gets the whole account right", he told Egbert

Faas, "There is always something missed"(11) - a view which echoes that of

T.S.Eliot, who described writing poetry as

...a raid on the inarticulate
With shabby equipment always deteriorating
In the general mass of imprecision of feeling,
Undisciplined squads of emotion.

(12).

Yet, for Hughes, it is not the language, the style, or the narrative which is most

important - these are "just a way of getting a big body of energy moving on a

track"(13): rather, it is the ideas and the energy, themselves.

At the core of Hughes' own inner world are certain ideas and

problems to which he constantly returns and which have given his creative work

the character of a personal quest s . Part of this quest is for an understanding of

our own existence and in each of his major works Hughes has fished new areas in

the shifting waters of the human spirit, and has discovered, like Eliot, that there

is no end to the process; that "the way up is the way down, and the way forward is

the way back"(14), and that

[Several of Hughes' literary critics have commented on the questing nature of his work, notably Sagar, Faas and Scigaj,

each of whom has interpreted Hughes' goal in a different way. Faas describes Hughes' questing as a "descent into the

underworld to save his desecrated bride"(60) and links it closely with events in Hughes' personal life; Scigaj interprets it as

an "inward journey towards self-knowledge, the acceptance of mortality, and the surety that the poetic imagination has the

power to raise nature to culture"(61); and Sagar, whose interpretation seems most apt, has brought his earlier description

of Hughes' pursuit of The Goddess within the scope of a more general quest for Blakean unified vision(62).
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within a week the whole thing goes dead, fishing has to be abandoned, the shoal
has moved on. While we struggle with a fragmentary Orestes some complete
Bacchae moves past too deep down to hear. We get news of it later...too late. In
the end, one's poems are ragged dirty undated letters from remote battles and
weddings and one thing and another.

(15).

Hughes' battles have taken him, by way of Hawk in the Rain,

Lupercal, Wodwo, Crow, Gaudete, and Cave Birds, through a progressively deeper

probing of the human spirit; whist Season Songs, Moortown, Under the North Star,

River, What is the Truth, and Flowers and Insects, seem to deal most closely with

the natural world. Remains of Elmet, in this schema, holds a unique position in

that it focuses on the failed human attempt to use mind and will to dominate

Nature. However, this representation of Hughes' work as a dichotomy between

works concerning Man and those concerning Nature introduces a division which

would be unacceptable to the poet himself. One of Hughes' most strongly held

beliefs is in the necessity of our own inclusion in the natural world. "The whole

world of nature", he once wrote, "is of course what we have to live in, what we are

part of, what we grow out of'(ME-1.69). And he deplores our hubristic pride, the

"Egg-Head"(HIR.35) faith we have in the superiority of our rational abilities,

believing that it alienates us from Nature and blocks the fecund, regenerative,

natural energies which ensure the health and growth of our species. Through his

work, therefore, Hughes tries constantly to alert us to such divisive and

dangerous human propensities, he attempts, also, to promote healing and

reintegration. So, as will be seen when Hughes' more recent work is examined

closely, Nature has become both his subject and the vehicle for his purpose.

Over the years, Hughes has dealt with Nature in a variety of ways.

Keith Sagar, in The Art of Ted Hughes, traced the pathways of the Goddess as, in

her various forms, she threads her way through Hughes' poetic work 2. There is

2Sagar notes that early in his career Hughes was "wrapped up"(63) in Robert Graves book The White Goddess(64).
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no doubt that she plays a central role, both in the form of ever-present natural

forces and as the source of the many powerful, and often threatening, female

figures in Hughes' poems. More recently, Sagar has described Hughes' poetic

development as a struggle to regain the wholeness of a Blakean "fourfold vision"

which Mankind has lost through rationalism and arrogant pride(16). Both of

these analyses provide valuable insight into the particular "knot of

obsessions"(17) which are the driving force behind Hughes' work, and which he

pursues with the single-minded tenacity which he once ascribed to Shakespeare.

The parallels between Blake and Hughes are very evident, too, in the similarity

of their concern for the materialistic, sterile state of their respective societies,

and in their joint emphasis on imagination as the path to spiritual wholeness. As

Sagar rightly points out(18), however, Hughes' love of the natural world

expresses itself in sentiments which are often closer to those of Wordsworth than

of Blake. He describes it in precise but vividly sensual terms rather than using it

symbolically in metaphysical argument. Whilst Blake's

Robin red breast in a Cage
Puts all Heaven in a Rage

(19).

yet remains a symbolic image, Hughes' birds, even when they are used

symbolically, have the characteristic life, warmth and immediacy exemplified by

his swifts in the poem of that name in Season Songs. These birds are "Gnat-whisp

frail, and hover-searching, and listening", until suddenly they come

Erupting across yard stones
Shrapnel-scatter terror....

•••
They swat past, hard-fletched,

Veer on the hard air, toss up over the roof,
And are gone again.

('Swifts'SS.27).
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These are birds which not only represent the powerful energies of Nature but

also demonstrate them in action. And the death of one fledgling, a "little

Apollo", a "moustached goblin savage", is felt with a poignancy which a purely

symbolic bird could never provoke.

Despite these links with Wordsworth and Blake, Hughes' use of

Nature in his work is idiosyncratic. He often immerses himself in the natural

world (both physically and imaginatively) for the sake of the healing energies

which he finds there, and the images and symbols which he uses most powerfully

are those which derive directly from his own experiences in this domain. So, in

Season Songs for example, the final poem3 'The Warm and the Cold'(SS.74),

conveys Nature's promise of continuity and rebirth through homely images which

reflect Hughes' farming life. In its carefully chosen similes, Hughes actively

reunites natural and human energies, joining potential animal energy with

symbols of human creativity: the badger is

in its bedding
Like a loaf in the oven.

And the butterfly in its mummy
Like a viol in its case.

And owl in its feathers
Like a doll in its lace.

Time, "the past and the future", dominates the world of the poem, but the "key" to

release from the "freezing dusk" which closes inexorably on "all that can no

longer feel" (the ambiguity encompasses human emotions as well as dormant

nature) lies in those concealed energies which nevertheless exist "like the lost

3It should be noted that the final poem in each of Hughes' books of poetry is of particular importance, either as a

summation of the main theme or purpose of the book, or as a visionary statement or a prayer for inspiration:

Wodwo'(W.183), for example, metaphorically sums-up the questing nature of the "single adventure"(cf.'Author's

Note'W.9) which is the theme of Wodwo; similarly, the fertility rite in Tupercalia'(L.61) provides a metaphor for the

theme of Lupercal, each poem of which is a small adoration of the regenerative energies, or a ritual exorcism of the
unwanted elements of this world. Frequently, these final poems reveal Hughes' poetic purposes and express his beliefs
most strongly.
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score of a jig": in these, as the imagery of dormant animals suggests, lies the

promise of renewal.

Embedded deep in Hughes' `biographical matrix' are his concerns

with Nature, the Goddess, and our own propensity for suppressing our natural

emotions and instincts, either by paying undue allegiance to puritanical religions

or through a mistaken reverence for scientific rationalism. Forming a common

strand between all of these concerns, however, is Hughes' conception of some

universal cosmic force - a force which is the source of creative and destructive

energies, and which controls the death/rebirth cycles which pattern events in our

world. For him, it is this force and these energies which control events in the

natural world; which are expressed in the many different forms taken by the

Goddess; and which offer hope of re-integration in our divided world, both for

the individual and the species. The way in which Hughes has handled these

energies in the course of his writing career has been very varied but they have

remained his constant preoccupation, and the cycle of death and rebirth has,

consequently, been his constant theme.

The Energies themselves, Hughes undoubtedly sees as a form of

spiritual energy. Not the narrow formalized version of spiritual energy which is

the concern of such rigid forms of religion as that of which Hughes writes so

scathingly in 'Mount Zion'(ROE.82), but the great range of cosmic energies of

which we are sometimes aware, and which Hughes sees as underlying many of

our imaginative and spiritual endeavours. These are the energies which Hughes

often connects in his poetry with the forces of Nature, and which he handles with

great impact in the images of light and darkness which form a linking thread in

Remains of Elmet.
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he once called "The luminous spirit (maybe he is a crowd of spirits), that takes

account of everything and gives everything its meaning"(20). His apprehension of

this "being" is of something "strange, beautiful, pathetic, terrible"; something

which is "a truth under all the truths" and which

opens a door to a world of spirit - nothing else, it simply opens a door, and that
other world is present. And it is as if the whole of Creation were suddenly present.

(21).

Hughes' view of this universal spirit energy is not simple. It

encompasses the sort of psychic spiritualism which Yeats experienced, Hughes'

own vivid dreams and the animals which he regards as his shamanic guides, and

some of the most profound and widespread religious beliefs in the world,

amongst which, Alchemy and the oriental philosophies have been particularly

influential in shaping his work. He has spoken of it as Nature, the Goddess, Pan,

and as an elemental demonic force. In a recent introduction to The Complete

Works of Leonard Baskin(22) he describes it as mana - the underlying force in

Nature, art and music; something which creates in us a paradoxical awareness of

both horror and beauty; something which is "the core of life, like the black,

ultimate resource of the organism"(23). Like Lorca's Duende, it is "the mystery,

the roots fastened in the mire that we all know and all ignore, the mire that gives

us the very substance of art"(24). And like Lorca, and also Nietzsche, Hughes

sees both the necessity for confronting this demonic, magical power which exists

around and within us, and the danger of suppressing it, since it is an essential part

of our striving for wholeness. "Every man and every artist,", wrote Lorca,

"whether he is Nietzsche or Cezanne, climbs each step in the tower of his

perfection by fighting his duende", for the Duende is

a mental wind blowing relentlessly over the heads of the dead, in search of new
landscapes and unknown accents; a wind that smells of baby's spittle, crushed grass,
and jellyfish veil, announcing the constant baptism of newly created things.

(25).
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In Hughes' words, this Duende/ energy is "a divine horror - a thunderbolt

beautiful and terrible"(26).

The idea of the existence of some universal energy or power is as old

as Mankind itself, and anthropologists regard it as the source of all the magical

and religious beliefs and practices which people have developed over the

centuries. Such an apprehension, however, is not confined to the realms of

primitive thought, nor is it limited to any particular group of people, such as

poets or musicians. In a recent study of the spiritual aspect of human nature, Sir

Alister Hardy' recorded the following observations:

At certain times of their lives many people have had specific, deeply felt,
transcendental experiences which have made them aware of this (non-physical)
power. The experience when it comes has always been quite different from any
other type of experience they have ever had. They do not necessarily call it a
religious feeling, nor does it occur only to those who belong to an institutional
religion or who indulge in corporate acts of worship. It often occurs to children, to
atheists, to agnostics, and it usually induces in the person concerned a conviction
that there is another dimension to life.

(27).

In Hughes' words, "we recognise a truth under all the truths. Far beyond human

words"(28).

Sir Alister records, also, that in his research into spiritual experience,

he found a strong link between this abstract power and aesthetic and creative

activities. Prayer and meditation, natural beauty, literature and music, rate

highly as "triggers" of spiritual experience. Similarly, Hughes writes:

Some animals and birds express this being pure and without effort, and then you
hear the whole desolate, final actuality of existence in a voice, a tone. There we
recognise a spirit, a truth under all the truths...It is a spirit and it speaks to a spirit.

Sometimes singers have this elemental, bottomless, impersonal, perfect quality,
which seems to open up to the whole Creation....Children acting sometimes have it,

4Emeritus Professor of Zoology and Honorary Fellow of Exeter College and Merton College, Oxford.
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and it is the distinctive thing in the recorded chanting of religious texts, where they
are distinctive at all, or in the recorded singing of primitive holy men.

(29).

Hardy's factual, statistical, and 'scientific' assessment of subjective data appears

to make the subject more 'concrete', and hence more acceptable in a rational,

science-orientated world: but Hughes' poetic descriptions of the same kind of

experience offer a more immediate appreciation of its quality and impact.

Hughes' awareness of the power of music to trigger spiritual

experience is of particular importance to his work. He is aware that from the

earliest times music has been used by primitive people to promote trance and

ecstatic states, and that it has always been an important part of religious ritual.

He knows, too, that, since it is independent of language and seems not to be an

attempt by man to imitate nature (in the way that Aristotle believed that

literature and art were), philosophers have sometimes sought to explain its

existence and its influence in terms of a direct link with the Universal Energies.

Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, for example (whose works are familiar to Hughes),

regarded music as the pure expression of the universal energy which they called

"the will". In his essay, The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche wrote:

Language can never adequately render the cosmic symbolism of music, because
music stands in symbolic relation to the primordial contradiction and primordial
pain in the heart of the Primal Unity, and therefore symbolizes a sphere which is
beyond and before all phenomena. Rather are all phenomena, compared with it,
merely symbols; hence language, as the organ and symbol of phenomena, can
never, by any means, disclose the innermost heart of music;....

(30).

Acknowledging Schopenhauer's description of the terrible awe which the

rationally inexplicable arouses(31), Nietzsche wrote, also, of the ability of music

to link man with the "Primal Unity" through the awakening of Dionysian ecstasy

and "self-forgetfulness" which occurs in communal musical activity. "Under the

charm of the Dionysian", he wrote,
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not only is the union between man and man reaffirmed, but Nature which has
become estranged, hostile, or subjugated, celebrates once more her reconciliation
with her prodigal son, man.

(32).

Yet, despite his belief in the inadequacy of language to explain the powers of

music, Nietzsche saw a close relationship between music, lyric poetry, and drama,

linking each with energies "which burst forth from nature herself, without the

mediation of the human artist"(33). Music, however, he considered as the most

fundamental and deeply significant of these arts. In poetry and drama, unlike

music, other antithetical sub-conscious energies, which he called "Apollonian",

exert a controlling and shaping influence on the Dionysian energies, and he

described the "dialectical resolution"(34) of these dual "art-impulses of

nature"(35) as the source of the great artistic creations of Hellenic poetry and

drama. Yet, whilst Nietzsche regarded the Apollonian and Dionysian energies as

the necessary source of all works of art, it was the Dionysian energies, and in

particular music, which he believed gave access "to the innermost heart of

things"(36).

There are many similarities between Nietzsche's view of the creative

arts and those of Hughes, who has also written of the close links between music,

art, poetry, and drama. In a 1962 book review he wrote:

Poetry at its most primitive seems first to occur as a one-line chant of nonsense
syllables in accompaniment to the rhythm of a stamping dance.

(37).

At the same time, he called primitive songs "power charms", or "tools", designed

to control the spiritual energies in some way. Discussing his language, Orghast,

in 1971, he spoke of music as being

mathematically precise but completely mysterious and open, giving access to a
deeper world, closed to direct analysis.
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Most recently, Hughes has written that "music holds the key" to those powerful

energies which can be experienced through great works of art; and that

In all art, everything that isn't the music rides on the music. Without that inner
musicality of every particle, art ceases to do the work and have the effect and retain
the name of art.

(39).

For Hughes, as for Nietzsche, the music which connects man with the

Energies is often made by the combination of words and rhythm, sound and

sense, which can be achieved in poetry or poetic drama. So, in Gaudete, which is

Hughes' most thorough exploration of the Dionysian energies, music of every

kind plays an important role. Early in this poetic drama, when Jennifer Estridge

plays a Beethoven sonata, the music seems to be "Havocking polished, interior

glooms"(G.41), and it deeply disturbs her father who

...cannot interpret those atmospherics
And soundings and cries.
It is shouting something impossible, incomprehensible, monstrous.

•••
He listens. And he hears
Something final approaching.
Some truly gloomy horror is pushing.
Something that makes nothing of names, or affection, or loyalty, or consideration.

An evil
Like his own creeping, death-dawn-emptiness fear.

(G.42).

This music is "Like a materialised demon", bringing in its wake havoc and death.

Later, in one of the most horrifying episodes in Gaudete, the Reverend Lumb

and the women of his parish enact a ritual in which the music of "the pipe and

drum"(G.139) controls them as if it is a "tight, shuddering, repetitive machine",

and the women are like "mechanical parts...fastened into it". With his words

Hughes recreates the powerful, throbbing, rhythms of the music:
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A hobbling, nodding, four-square music, a goblin monotony,
The women in a circle clapping to the tread of it.
Their hair dangles loose, their eyes slide oiled, their faces oiled with sweat
In the trundling treadmill of it.
It is like the music of a slogging, deadening, repetitive labour.
They have left their faces hanging on the outside of the music as abandoned masks.
They no longer feel their bodies.
They have been taken deep into the perpetual motion of the music
And have become the music.

(G.139).

As the music becomes progressively more insistent the Dionysian energies take

over and run out of control until

Everything and everybody is moving
As if the music were the tumbling and boiling of a cauldron.
•••
The music inside their bodies is doing what it wants at last
As if they were all somnambulist
They are no more awake than leaves in a whirlpool.

(G.145).

Finally, in this trance-like, demonic scene, the powerful music climaxes in the

ritual sacrifice of one of the women.

In an interview with Egbert Faas in 1971(40), Hughes spoke of the

dangers of releasing such Dionysian energies, even within his own poetry. The

poem `Gog', for example, alarmed him so much that he wrote "the Red Cross

Knight just to set against it with the idea of keeping it under control"(41).

Hughes went on to explain in some detail his use of poetry as a means of both

contacting and controlling the Universal Energies. Just as myth and religion

provide a framework of ritual within which these energies can be experienced

and explored in a controlled way, so Hughes uses poetry as a carefully

constructed ritual in which powerful symbols link the poet and the reader with

the "elemental power circuit of the universe". Thus, in Gaudete, as in much of his

work, he uses his skill to shape his poetry and to provide the "Apollonian",

logical, control over the universal force which is the subject and content of the

work.
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From the point of view of Hughes' own creative work, his most

significant statement concerning the Energies is that he believes that

the sole original purpose of the sound and action of poetic drama was to engage
that world [the world of spirit], open it, and act out its pressures and puzzle over its
laws.

(42).

He has repeatedly spoken of his belief in the power of poetry to tap the spiritual

energies within us and to "express something of the deep complexity that makes

us precisely what we are"(PIM.123-4); and of the poet's ability to make contact

with the greater energies of the universe of which we are only dimly aware in

glimpses of it which are "terrible", and "harrowing", as well as "utterly

beautiful"(43).

Because of his beliefs, Hughes has personally explored the Energies

in a number of different ways. His book reviews show the breadth of his interests

covering, as they do, such topics as drama, folklore, myth, Shamanism, Sufism,

magic and poetry. Sylvia Plath, his first wife, wrote of his knowledge of Astrology

and of their experiments with a ouija board as a source of inspiration for their

poetry(44), and Hughes has sufficient knowledge of Buddhist thought to have

written the libretto for an opera by the Chinese composer, Chou Wen-chung,

based on the Bardo Thodol(45). Increasingly, Hughes has been drawn towards

the image of the poet as one who invokes the Energies through powerful symbols

and makes them subservient to himself; one who, like a shaman, can use the

Energies as "a cure, an answer, some sort of divine intervention in the

community's affairs"(46).

Fundamental to Hughes' attraction towards the image of the

poet/shaman is his desire to restore harmony and wholeness to a society which

has successfully buried the spiritual aspect of human nature by its pursuit of

rationality, and of objective, "scientific", knowledge. Hughes has a clear
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apprehension of the dangers to which such "single vision" may expose us. In his

essay, Myth and Education(47), he discusses the essential interdependence of our

inner, imaginative faculties - our "inner world" - and the outer world in which we

must function. Our inner world he describes as the seat of our emotions and

instincts, and of "psychic, spiritual, and cosmic" energies(ME-2.86). It is

"indescribable, impenetrable and invisible"(ME-2.85), but more importantly, it is

subjective, seemingly capricious, and unverifiable, therefore, we are taught to

regard its messages and promptings with suspicion and to rely, instead, on

"objective intelligence"(ME-2.87). This is the "modern ideal", and because of our

adherence to it

we sit, closely cramped in the cockpit behind the eyes, steering through the brilliant
crowded landscape beyond the lenses, focussed on details and distinctions....The
body, with its spirits, is the antennae of all perceptions, the receiving aerial for all
wavelengths. But we are disconnected.

(ME-2.87).

So, he believes, we have become alienated from our inner world and it has

become

elemental, chaotic, continually more primitive and out of control. It has become a
place of demons.

(ME-2.90).

In this loss of our instinctive and spiritual life, he believes "the real distress of the

world begins"(48). Hughes' purpose is to alleviate this distress, and the methods

he has chosen have been those of the poet/shaman who can contact the

Universal Energies - the source of destruction and renewal - and transmit them

to others through the imaginative stimulus of his work.

Mircea Eliade, whose book on shamanism Hughes reviewed in 1964,

describes the shaman as "indispensable in any ceremony which concerns the

experiences of the human soul"(49), and Hughes (who studied Anthropology and

Archaeology at Cambridge and has a wide knowledge of primitive peoples and
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their ideas, mythologies and rituals) sees close parallels between the shamanic

journey to the underworld and the heroic quest as expressed in the great poetic

epics and sagas. Poetry, too, as he explained to Faas, is a "record of just how the

forces of the Universe try to redress some balance disturbed by man"(50).

Poetry, therefore, is not just Hughes' personal means of linking his own inner and

outer worlds: it is an expression of the Universal Energies in action and, through

its musical power and its power to stimulate the common human faculty of

imagination, it is a means of bringing these energies to others.

In another respect, also, the role of poet/shaman has particular

appeal for Hughes, since it combines the primitive and poetic ability to contact

the subconscious mind with an awareness of the importance of dreams and

symbols. In reviewing Mircea Eliade's book on shamanism, he wrote:

The initiation dreams, the general schema of the shamanic flight, and the figures
and adventures they encounter are not a shaman monopoly: they are, in fact, the
basic experience of the poetic temperament we call "romantic"....

The shaman seems to undergo, at will and at phenomenal intensity, and with
practical results, one of the main regenerative dramas of the human psyche: the
fundamental poetic event.

(51).

Perhaps, because of his own visionary experiences with poetry and dreams, or

because he agrees with Schopenhauer that dreams afford a glimpse of a quite

different reality, Hughes is fascinated by the link between poetry, dreams, the

subconscious mind, and the potentially healing Universal Energies.

Like the shaman, who is summoned to his calling by dreams or

visions, Hughes pays particular attention to his dreams: and the animal spirits

that summon and guide the shaman find their counterparts in the animals in

Hughes' poems. In his interview with Egbert Faas, Hughes spoke of the symbolic

nature of his Jaguars, and many of his animal subjects contain a force and energy

far beyond a simple animal picture: the menacing horses in 'The Rain
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Horse'(W.45-55), for example; the rat in 'Song of a Rat'(W.162-164); and, in

particular, his foxes, birds and fish. Quoting W.S.Merwin, a London friend and

neighbour of Hughes and Plath, Sagar records a particularly influential

dream/vision of a fox which apparently caused Hughes to abandon the study of

English Literature, and turn, instead, to Anthropology and Archaeology:

At Cambridge he set out to study English Literature. Hated it. Groaned having to
write those essays. Felt he was dying of it in some essential place. Sweated late at
night over the paper on Dr. Johnson et al. -things he didn't want to read. One
night, very late, very tired, he went to sleep. Saw the door open and someone like
himself come in with a fox's head. The visitor went over to his desk, where an
unfinished essay was lying, and put his paw on the papers, leaving a bloody mark;
then he came over to the bed, looked down at Ted and said, "You're killing us" and
went out the door.

(52).

Similarly, both Faas(53) and Heilpern(54) record incidents which

reflect the importance that Hughes places on his dreams. Plath, too, seems to be

drawing on personal experience in her story, 'The Wishing Box'(55), wherein a

dreamless wife grows jealous of her husband's nightly dream life: this fictional

husband not only reflects Hughes' own particular activities and interests, he also

accepts his dreams "as if they were really an integral part of his waking

experience". In addition, Plath's poem, 'Shrike's, has a jealous 'earth-wife' take

bloody revenge on her errant, dream-enchanted husband.

The most important evidence of the dream origins of some of

Hughes' work, however, comes from the poet himself. He described his play, The

Wound, which was first broadcast by the B.B.C. in February 1962, as being based

on a dream which he dreamed twice, waking up in between, and which he

subsequently wrote down, "managing to get the main thread and most of the

episodes"(56). Similarly, parts of a play which was based on a recurring dream
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were broadcast in November 1965, and an expanded fragment of this play has

since been published as a poem entitled, The Brother's Dream'(57).

Music, too, is a central element of the shamanic seance and, as a

preliminary to ecstatic flight, the shaman summons guiding spirits with rhythmic

drumming on a magic drum. This instrument is made of wood from the cosmic

tree and it is given a life of its own in special anointing ceremonies. Shutting the

animal guide or guides in this drum, the shaman flies to the Otherworld, often

using the drum as his vehicle(58). In Hughes' work, animals frequently function

as summoning spirits through which Hughes' inner powers, his poetic and

visionary abilities, are tapped and released. Using the rhythms of poetry as his

drum, he encloses their 'spirit' within the poems' framework and 'flies' through

his poetry into the spirit realm. As the shaman who knows the road, he has the

ability to escort the 'soul' of his reader on this journey, and he does this by using

the poetic energy which he has created to arouse the interest, emotions and

imagination of his reader. He directs the course of these, to some extent,

through the structures of the poem itself - his subject matter, images, words,

rhythms and word patterns - all of which express, at the same time, his own

meaning and intentions.

One further aspect of the shamanic role is of particular relevance to

Hughes, and this is the connection which he sees between the shamanic flight to

the spirit world, and the underlying theme of many mythologies. He explained

this connection to Faas in the following way:

Now this flight to the spirit world he [the shaman] experiences as a dream...and
that dream is the basis of the hero story. It is the same basic outline pretty well all
over the world, same events, same figures, same situations. It is the skeleton of
thousands of folktales and myths. And of many narrative poems. The Odyssey, the
Divine Comedy, Faust etc. Most narrative poems recount only those other
dreams...the dream of the call. Poets usually refuse the call. How are they to
accept it? How can a poet become a medicine man and fly to the source and come
back and heal or pronounce oracles? Everything among us is against it.

(59).
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Yet, through the imaginative and the musical power of his poetry, Hughes makes

repeated attempts to fly to the Source and return with healing energies, and the

processes of death and rebirth, dissolution and renewal, which are the essence of

the shamanic journey, are fundamental in his work. It is these processes which

are at the core of the inner life that is expressed in the themes and subjects

Hughes chooses for his work: they are, also, an integral part of his own deep

involvement in his poetic task.
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II

STARTING THE JOURNEY

If poetry is the means by which Hughes seeks to contact the

Energies, then myth has frequently been the framework within which he has

sought to control them. In his two essays entitled 'Myth and Education'(1), he

writes of imagination as the human faculty which "embraces both outer and inner

worlds"(ME-2.92), and of the way in which traditional stories, such as myth and

legend, work on the imagination through "the brain's fundamental genius for

metaphor"(ME-2.94). His description of this process is speculative but cogent.

The brain, he suggests

uses the pattern of one set of images to organize quite a different set. It uses one
image, with slight variations, as an image for related and yet different and
otherwise imageless meanings.

In this way, the simple tale of a beggar and the princess begins to transmit
intuitions of psychological, perhaps spiritual, states and relationships. What began
as an idle reading of a fairy tale ends, by simple natural activity of the imagination,
as a rich perception of values of feeling, emotion and spirit which would otherwise
have remained unconscious and languageless. The inner struggle of worlds, which
is not necessarily a violent and terrible affair, though at bottom it often is, is
suddenly given the perfect formula for the terms of a truce. A simple tale, told at
the right moment, transforms a person's life with the order its pattern brings to
incoherent energies.

And while its pattern proliferates in every direction through all levels of
consciousness, its images are working too.

a simple image in a simple story...somehow focus[ses] all the pressures of an age -
collisions of spirit and nature and good and evil and a majesty of existence that
seemed uncontainable. But it [brings] all that into a human pattern, and [makes] it
part of our understanding.

(ME-2.94).

Myths and legends, then, "can be seen as large-scale accounts of

negotiations between the inner world and the stubborn conditions of the outer

world"(ME-2.92); and because of the world-wide similarity of their basic patterns,

Hughes believes them to be "tribal dreams of the highest order of inspiration and
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truth"(ME-2.93). He sees them as a "kit", "an archive of draft plans"(ME-2.93)

for the imagination, and he sees them, also, as metaphors for the quest for

healing mana(2) which he, as poet/shaman, is undertaking in his work.

One further aspect of traditional epic stories which is of importance

to Hughes, is their educative value. As in any true healing process, the nature

and cause of the sickness have first to be identified, then removed. So, the

traditional stories tell of the trials and difficulties which the shaman or hero must

undergo before he reaches his goal, and they describe the methods used to

overcome these. The stories are, characteristically, worldly making it easy for the

reader to identify with the hero or heroine, but there is usually moral purpose in

their theme. Significantly, from the point of view of his own work, Hughes not

only cites Plato as an authority on the use of myth and legend in education; he

refers, also, to the Sufi tradition of using simple stories for purposes of spiritual

enlightenment, and to the mystical techniques of certain hermetic magicians who

use specific stories to develop their own magical and mystical abilities(ME-1.62).

In Hughes' earliest work, the epic theme of the shamanic/heroic

journey is expressed in its most basic form in the eternal death/rebirth cycles of

Nature. There is no suggestion, however, that Mankind might benefit from the

renewing energies. Instead, the temporal, human world is set alongside that of

Nature which, unlike ours, was "there yesterday and the world before

yesterday"(`Mountains'W.172), and we are seen to be cut-off from its mysteries

by our "braggart-browed complacency"(`Egg-Head'HIR.35) and pride.

In Lupercal, in his children's stories in How the Whale Became..., and

in individual pieces of work, such as his verse-play, The Difficulties of a

Bridegroom', (which resulted from Hughes' interest in the alchemical text by
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Andreae, The Chemical Wedding of Christian Rosencreutz(3)), there is evidence of

Hughes' early use of mythological and traditional stories. His first published

sequence of poems to be structured around the mythological theme of the epic

journey, however, was Crow, which was published in 1970.

In Crow, for the first time, Hughes wrote a poetic sequence which

combined his exploration of suppressed natural energies with the theme of the

heroic quest. He describes the poems in the published work as being part of a

"vast folk epic"(4), and the folk-tale origins of the sequence are important,

because they show his deliberate choice of an epic framework for this poetic

adventure in which he intended to concentrate on language, music and style.

This epic framework was to have been Hughes' means of controlling the

Energies, but in some ways it apparently failed to do so. As he told Faas:

The story behind Crow brought me to the point where the poems arrived naturally,
precipitated themselves naturally. In a way the whole adventure was a machinery I
designed gradually to produce the poems until it produced them of its own
accord....There was no planning in the poems themselves. Most of them were
revealing to me as I wrote them and they usually wrote themselves quite rapidly.

(5).

In other respects, Hughes use of traditional material was rather more

successful. Crow comes complete with all the mythological and folk-loric

accretions which crows have gathered through their long existence, and, of

course, all the natural characteristics of the crow species. He is the first of the

Everyman figures to appear in Hughes' poetic sequences, and the first to

undertake the questing journey. Hughes calls him "the shadow of man. He's a

man to correct man, but of course he's not a man, he's a crow"(6), and his

relationship to Man is that of Trickster, or Fool:

If we take the elements from which our emotions are built and give them separate
names such as Mother, Hero, Father, King, Child, Queen, the element that I think
marks most of us is that of the Fool. It is where our humanity lies. For the Fool is
the advocate of uncertainty: he is at once creator and destroyer, bringer of help and
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harm. He draws a boundary for chaos, so that we can make sense of the rest. He
is the shadow that shapes the light....

...He is comical, grotesque, stupid, cunning, ambiguous. He is sometimes part
animal, and always part something else. The something else is what is so special.
He is the dawning godhead in Man.

(7)-

The embryonic spiritual element in the character of the Fool is as

important to Hughes' purposes in Crow as are Crow's human characteristics, for

his aim is spiritual enlightenment and healing. But, although Crow shares the

mythological totemic attributes of his species', he has too atavistic and primitive

a nature for much spiritual progress to be made. Despite this, within the folk-

tale "machinery" of the sequence Hughes developed a simple and powerful style

which communicated with the subconscious energies so well that many readers

found the Crow poems unacceptably disturbing.

Hughes himself seemed to feel that the Crow sequence had taken

him too far, too fast. He seemed to have little control over the poems, and he

described the experience as like "putting [himself] through a process". When

asked by Faas if he felt the process had come to completion, he said:

In a way I think I projected too far into the future. I'd like to get the rest of it. But
maybe it will take a different form.

(8).

Consequently, he returned to the attempt to handle the natural energies in

poetic, mythological, death/rebirth sequences such as Cave Bird, Gaudete,

Remains of Elmet and River, which are as different from each other as they are

from Crow.

* * * * * * * * * *
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Three years were to elapse between the publication of Crow(1970)

and the writing of the first Cave Birds poems, which according to Sagar date from

1973. During this time Hughes had the opportunity to experience, at first hand,

the powerful way in which mythology could be combined with sound, and with

light, to create a pathway for the subconscious energies in Man. This experience,

which came through his involvement with Orghast, expanded, strengthened, and

confirmed, many of the strongly held beliefs which are a fundamental part of the

`biographical matrix' from which Hughes writes. It is interesting, therefore, to

look more closely at this phase of Hughes' life and work.

In 1971, Hughes joined Peter Brook's newly established 'Centre for

Theatre Research' in an expedition to Persia where they had been invited to

perform at the Shiraz-Persepolis Festival of Arts. Hughes was to write the

language for an experimental drama which Brook intended to perform in Persia,

and through which he was hoping to discover a mode of theatrical

communication which was independent of any particular language.

As the basic theme for the performance, Brook was drawn towards

the myth of Prometheus, whose gift of fire to Man has been symbolically equated

with the gift of language, and whose story provided a connection with the

Manichaean myths of opposing forces of Darkness and Light, God and Man,

which preoccupied Brook at that time. These myths were central to the exercises

which the company had been doing for several months using Calderon's Spanish

masterpiece, La Vida Es Sueno, and a modern play by Peter Handke, Kaspar, as

source material.

Brook's views on the modern relevance of Manichaean themes in

which light is opposed and imprisoned by darkness, and where good and evil,

love and hate, are in constant conflict, were ones which chimed with Hughes' own

beliefs in the artificiality of such dualism. Also, Hughes had worked before with
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several of Brook's actors in experiments on the use of sound for expression and

communication. From an early interest in the musical components of poetry,

which he had once described for children as dance and song in words which

"engage the deepest roots of our minds, and carry poet's words down into our

depths"(9), Hughes had become "interested in the possibilities of a language of

tones and sounds, without specific conceptual or perceptual meaning"(10).

Whilst making a translation of Seneca's Oedipus for Brook's company in 1968,

Hughes had introduced the actors to the sound of primitive song, and to

anthropological recordings of Tibetan Buddhist monks who used parts of their

bodies as the source of different resonant sounds(11). Brook's production of

Oedipus, using Hughes' translation, had been enormously successful, and its

impact had been achieved to a great extent by focusing attention "on the spoken

words, their tones and rhythms"(12). Vocal devices, humming, chanting and

drumming, were combined with innovative staging in which lighting effects

complemented the sounds and intensified the atmosphere, so that the audience

"were aware only of the strong assault upon the nerves and senses"(13).

Orghast was to be an extension of the work undertaken in Oedipus in

stretching conventional theatre to the limits, in accordance with Brook's principle

that

if the need for a true contact with a sacred invisibility through theatre still exists,
then all possible vehicles must be re-examined.

(14).

Hughes' task, now, was to find sounds which would embody the myth,

and would express the actors thoughts, feelings, and intentions in a vocal form

which was universally intelligible. Describing this process to Ossia Trilling,

Hughes said:

The main point was to create a language which would be precise in itself and yet
act as an invitation to this other hidden, or lost world, which is the world which we
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said we wanted to explore: a language that would deal with precision, and in a
completely intelligible way, with a world that is, in a way, closed to direct, rational
analysis.

...We're trying to create a language which is close to the original elements of action
and inner life, a material which will yet be immediately expressive at that level of
complexity and depth to all kinds of people, whatever their own language.

(15).

In essence, the task which Hughes was undertaking was an attempt, through

music and language, to link the inner and outer worlds of a group of people. It

was an attempt to create a shared experience of dramatic intensity (perhaps

ecstasy) through the natural energies; an "attempt to find the primal impulse in

the sound of a word"(16). At the same time, it was an attempt to use his own

poetic, "Apollonian", energies, in the form of language, to shape and control the

Dionysian elements and to reconcile the energies into a creative unity.

The language which Hughes invented was called `Orghast' (as was

the play), and it consisted of rhythmic sounds which had specific meanings but

which were flexible in pronunciation. Hughes described it as "creating the

sensation of a half-barbaric world"(17), an atmosphere which particularly suited

the mythical themes for which it was used and the surroundings in which it would

be heard. It had its own limited grammatical structure and the invented words

were fished "out of the air"(18) by Hughes in an intuitive search for a sound

which exactly fitted what he wanted to express. Yet, it remained an essentially

empirical language in which the actors experimented with the sound and mode of

utterance of each word before it attained its final form.

Orghast, the group found, "worked best in rhythmic exchanges"(19),

and, like poetry, Hughes envisaged Orghast as being closely related to music in

its communicative powers. Asked if there would eventually be a dictionary for

Orghast, he replied

33



Where is the dictionary of music? There is one - in your body.
(20).

In explication of his views, he told Anthony Smith (the group's official chronicler)

how he saw the musical elements of language as functioning in this effort to

establish a common basis for communication between people of disparate

cultures:

The deeper into language one goes, the less visual/conceptual its imagery, and the
more audial/visceral/muscular its system of tensions. This accords with the
biological fact that the visual nerves connect with the modern human brain, while
the audial nerves connect with the cerebellum, the primal animal brain and nervous
system, direct. In other words, the deeper into language one goes, the more
dominated it becomes by purely musical modes, and the more dramatic it becomes
- the more unified with total states of being and with the expressiveness of physical
action.

(21).

In performance, the connection with music was so close that Smith

described Peter Brook as "conducting" the Chorus during rehearsal: "...punching

the air to get a rhythm, beckoning in new voices or sections, calming,

invigorating", asking for "patterns of sound", and demanding "vocal experiment",

and a "flowing tempo" as for an opera or a musical performance(22). Ultimately,

however, Orghast alone could not convey all that Brook and Hughes wanted in

the dramatic performance, so Latin, Greek, and an ancient Zoroastrian language

called "Avesta", were also used. The final combination was described by Brook

as

a conscious attempt to marry myth and poetry [in aj musical language which
communicated over and above intellectual understanding.

(23).

Orghast, in performance, was to be a combination of a language

which "metaphorically" magnified the relationship between sounds and

feelings(24), and dramatic action which incorporated movement, setting, and

lighting. For all this, it was necessary to Brook and Hughes that they should start
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work from some common basis out of which universally understood patterns,

independent of specific cultural contexts, might be derived. In a B.B.C. interview

Brook commented:

We naturally start with what we know. So Ted and I started work, not from a void,
in which we tried to invent pure pattern[sic]. The starting-point for both of us was
a concrete reference, and that was the image and the myth of Prometheus.

(25).

For Hughes, at least, another important reason for incorporating

myth in Orghast was his belief in the need for controls in any evocation of the

Universal Energies. He was aware that mythology had been a valued part of the

ritual and dogma traditionally employed to control spiritual energies. As he

explained to Faas:

In the old world God and divine power were invoked at any cost - life seemed
worthless without them. In the present world we dare not invoke them - we
wouldn't know how to use them or stop them destroying us. We have settled for
the minimum practical energy and illumination - anything bigger introduces
problems, the demons get hold of it. This is the psychological stupidity, the
ineptitude, of the rigid rationalist outlook - it's a form of hubris, and we're paying
the traditional price. If you refuse the energy, you are living a kind of death. If you
accept the energy it destroys you. What is the alternative? To accept the energy,
and find methods of turning it to good, of keeping it under control - rituals, the
machinery of religion. The old method is the only one.

(26).

In addition, there was Hughes' belief that mythology presents us with an analogy

for our inner conflicts, and that it can provide a vehicle for the resolution of

those conflicts.

Greek mythology, in particular, Hughes has described as presenting

"...a working anatomy of our physical life in a very complete and profound

way"(27), but he believes that all mythology allows us to make an imaginative

identification with its heroes and, thereby, to participate in their attempts at

reconciliation of the subconscious and conscious elements of the human

personality. Through the imagination, we can vicariously share the heroic deeds,
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struggles and torments of the mythological hero whose actions objectify the inner

turmoils of the human psyche: and, in so doing, we gain valuable insight into our

own condition. Discussing the relevance of mythology in education, Hughes

wrote:

...the real problem comes from the fact that [our] outer world and inner world are
interdependent at every moment. We are simply the locus of their collision. Two
worlds, with mutually contradictory laws, or laws that seem to us to be so, colliding
afresh every second, struggling for peaceful coexistence. And whether we like it or
not our life is what we are able to make of that collision and struggle.

So what we need, evidently, is a faculty that embraces both worlds simultaneously.
A large flexible grasp, an inner vision which holds wide open, like a great theatre,
the arena of contention, and which pays equal respects to both sides. Which keeps
faith, as Goethe says, with the world of things and the world of spirits equally.

(ME-2.91).

This faculty is the imagination, and Hughes goes on to say that the work of great

artists is an imaginative restatement of those universal laws which reconcile the

inner and outer worlds:

The myths and legends which Plato proposed as the ideal educational material for
his young citizens, can be seen as large-scale accounts of negotiations between the
powers of the inner world and the stubborn conditions of the outer world, under
which ordinary men and women live. They are immense and at the same time
highly detailed sketches of the possibilities of understanding and reconciling the
two...they were originally the genuine projection of genuine understanding. They
were tribal dreams of the highest order of inspiration and truth, at their best.

(ME-2.92).

So, the choice of the Prometheus myth as a starting point for Orghast

might be expected to have two important results. Firstly, the tribal dream

incorporated in the story would strike chords of recognition in the audience

which would harmonize with the thoughts and feelings communicated through

the new language; secondly, it would provide a ritual by means of which the

energies released in the audience would be guided and controlled.
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As a tribal myth, the Prometheus story with its theme of defiance and

punishment3 was particularly pertinent to the early Greek people, since they lived

in a society which was beginning to put the interest of the State above that of

individuals. Moral responsibility, in this society, was based on notions of

perfectibility through the use of Man's rational powers. This was epitomized by

Plato's concept of the Ideal State ruled by philosopher-guardians, and it

expressed itself in the refinements of the Classical arts. Along with the increased

emphasis on rational powers came a need to suppress the instinctive, individual,

`animal' side of human nature, (which Prometheus' cunning and trickery

exemplified) and so began a duality and conflict within Man which exists to the

present day. "The Platonic system of ideas", Hughes wrote, "...has in one way or

another dominated the mental life of the Western world ever since"(ME-2.77),

for, with the increased emphasis on rational objectivity, the inner life has come to

be regarded as a suspect source of information:

In the end, since all our attention from birth has been narrowed into that outward
beam, we come to regard our body as no more than a somewhat stupid
vehicle...The body, with its spirits, is the antennae of all perceptions, the receiving
aerial for all wavelengths. But we are disconnected. The exclusiveness of our
objective eye, the very strength and brilliance of our objective intelligence, suddenly
turns into stupidity - of the most rigid and suicidal kind.

(ME-2.87).

Prometheus is a being torn between his sympathy for Earth's human

creatures and his loyalty to the ruling gods. In him are combined both human

and god-like qualities, and his attempt to reconcile their conflicting interests

leads him to a state of perpetual torment. From the point of view of the tribal

dream, Prometheus not only embodies Man's rational/instinctive dilemma, he is

a super-human figure who is able to challenge the power of the gods and who

3Prometheus was son of a Titan (a giant race fathered by Uranus on Mother Earth) and a sea nymph: thus he inherited

Heavenly and Earthly characteristics. He was cunning and clever, and, traditionally, he created Mankind from earth and

water and stole fire from heaven to give to them. Zeus, angered by his trickery and thieving, had him chained to a rock

and sent a vulture to eat his liver which grew whole again each night(45).
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acts as a scapegoat on whom they take their revenge. Prometheus is, in fact, the

archetype hero who willingly takes personal risks and challenges established

limits in the fight for individual freedom. His punishment, as Nietzsche pointed

out, is seen as a necessary and just consequence of his challenge to the gods; a

parallel to the suffering Man must undergo in any attempts to alter and control

his own destiny(28).

Nietzsche's analysis of the Prometheus myth in terms of a conflict

between the subconscious Dionysian energies and the rational, self-controlling,

Apollonian energies, emphasized the need to reconcile these two elements of the

human personality. Too much reliance on Apollonian energies, Nietzsche saw as

leading to rigidity and coldness; too much freedom for the Dionysian impulse to

a "witches brew" of sensuality and cruelty. "The conjoint Dionysian and

Apollonian nature might", wrote Nietzsche, "be thus expressed in an abstract

formula: "Whatever exists is alike just and unjust, and in both cases equally

justified"(29). The similarity between Nietzsche's views on myth and Hughes'

description of it as "the realm of management between our ordinary mind and

our deepest life"(30), is readily apparent. And the necessity, attested to by both,

of interaction between subconscious and conscious energies is summed up by

William Blake's parable:

The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.
(MHH.7:7).

Hughes' adaptation of the Prometheus myth in Orghast, then, was a

further attempt to utilize universally recognizable patterns as a means of

communication at a sub-conscious level. It is interesting, in the light of Hughes'

stated intentions in aghast, to note, also, that Levi-Strauss describes the

structure of myth as being revealed through a musical score, and that he relates
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music and myth together as "languages which, in their different ways, transcend

articulate expression"(31).

During rehearsals for Orghast, the basic Prometheus myth underwent

many changes. New characters and actions were invented, and ideas from

Calderon, Handke's Kaspar, Manichaean beliefs, folklore and many other

sources, were incorporated. In the end, however, there was a

withering away of the forms themselves, of the details, of the narrative, of the
anecdotal side of these myths, [which] led just as naturally to the attempt to look at
what lay beneath.

(32).

Finally, Orghast expressed some of Hughes' most basic beliefs about

the conflict between Man and Nature, and about the healing power of the natural

energies, as can be seen from this summary which he made of Part I:

In abstract, it is the story of the crime against material nature, the Creatress,
source of life and light, by the Violator, the mental tyrant, I-Ioldfast, and her
revenge. The first plan of her revenge is on the animal level, and it fails, because
on the animal level the situation is unalterable, or rather inevitably reproduces
itself; the second plan is on the truly human level, and it succeeds, transcending the
conflict by creating a being which, like Prometheus ...includes the elemental
opposites, and in whom the collision and pain become illumination, because it is
the true account.

(33).

One further crucial component of the dramatic experiment at

Persepolis was Peter Brook's sensitivity to the effect of the setting in which the

drama was to take place. As an experienced theatrical director, Brook is well

aware that a close relationship exists between a performance and its setting.

Smith reports that

It is one of [Brook's] cardinal principles for the Centre that it should "redefine the
notion of a touring company", wherever it travels, by opening its work to the
influences of the place it works in....
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It was only after visiting Persepolis that Brook was convinced that his I.C.T.R.

company could do some work there.

The city of Persepolis was built by the Persian king, Darius I,

between 512 and 494B.C., and burned to the ground by Alexander the Great in

331B.C. The ruins of its palaces lie close beneath the steep north face of Mount

Kuh-i-Rehmat into which have been excavated the tombs of two Persian kings,

worshippers of Ahura Mazda the sun god. Six miles from Persepolis, at Naqsh-i-

Rustam, are three more royal tombs, again carved into a towering cliff and

decorated with carved figures and symbols of sun and fire worship. After an

initial reconnaissance of all three sites, Brook and his company, impressed by the

awesome atmosphere and the magnificent natural acoustics of the mountain

tombs, chose two of these as settings for their performance. It was decided that

the first part of Orghast would be performed on a stage like platform half-way up

the cliff-face in front of the tomb of Artaxerzes II, overlooking the ruins of

Persepolis. Part II would take place at Naqsh-i-Rustarn, using the whole of the

open piece of ground in front of the royal tombs together with the tombs and the

cliff-face itself. The audience would need to move around to follow the action

which would be a sort of "walking show for cast and mass audience, unfolding the

tombs and rock shelves as a series of epic backdrops"(35).

Enthusiasm for the setting was high, and Brook spoke in glowing

terms of the powerful atmosphere of the ruins, describing them as a place where

"the past is no longer something that once was, but a present experience".

Elaborating on this, he continued:

Persepolis has a quality that you can taste on the tongue. It's not just a collection
of stones. One can sense that the men who built Persepolis chose with care and
accuracy the spot where they were building and understood why they were making
certain proportions, what the relation of brilliant sun and dark shadow was: and
although Persepolis has fallen into ruin, the ruin is not so complete, that the central
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form is lost, so that in Persepolis there is still a life...a mysterious, impalpable life,
which one can only talk about in a rather abstract manner....

(36).

In these sites, which had been skillfully chosen by Persian kings for

qualities of natural illumination suited to their sun-worshipping religious rituals,

Brook chose to rely almost entirely on the use of sun, fire, and naturally created

areas of light and darkness, for the performances of Orghast. Part I was played at

dusk and just after sunset: Part II at dawn. The whole became a ritual

combination of light and music as Hughes' version of the theft of fire from the

gods unfolded in the natural grandeur of the setting. Performers were

silhouetted against the skyline, emerged from the darkness of tomb-mouths and

rock crevices, and carried burning torches to illuminate the scene or to perform

symbolic acts. Bowls of fire lit the pathways from the tombs down to Persepolis

and, at Naqsh-i-Rustam, great blazes edged the clifftops, and the Chorus carried

flambeaux from place to place until the fires were extinguished and the sun rose

behind the tomb of Xerxes.

Using every means at their disposal, Hughes and Brook set out to

break down the rational barriers erected by the "mental tyrant, Holdfast", first, in

each member of Brook's company through constant exercises and experiment,

then, through the performance of Orghast, in each member of the audience.

Their aim was to re-establish contact, however tenuous, with the imaginative,

creative faculties: to open the mind and to extend the vision. The symbolism of

illumination through fire, inherent in the Prometheus myth and in the historical

atmosphere of Persepolis, was a suitable metaphor for their efforts, just as the

whole performance resembled a ritual purification.

Neither Hughes, nor Brook, expected the task to be easy. Orghast,

for Brook, was one more experiment in his years of research into the "holy"

nature of theatre; his search for "the springs of drama itself'(37); and his attempts
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to recreate the power which early magico-religious drama seems to have

contained. For Hughes, Orghast was one more route by which the natural

energies could be channelled into the sterility of the modern world, where "the

story of the mind exiled from nature is the story of western man"(38).

Predictably, reactions to the performances at Persepolis varied.

Critics, locked into lifelong habits of rigid rational analysis, complained that

Brook and Hughes had "erected a verbal blockade"(39); that there was no

"intelligible plan"(40); and that the whole thing was "a striking example of a

movement in the theatre towards mystification"(41). Yet, as Irving Wardle of the

Sunday Times pointed out in a slightly different context, "such arguments, for or

against, miss the point by erecting an intellectual barricade against a work

intended to awaken the pre-logical faculties and conjure buried music out of the

earth"(42). More frequently, Orghast was described as a beautiful, impressive,

and breathtaking spectacle. "Man came as close as he possibly can...to creating

sacred ritual without actual instruction from heaven", wrote one observer, and

the critic of the Financial Times declared:

The playgoer who has entered deeply into Orghast has passed through fire, and can
never be the same again.

(43).

If this was true for the audience, then it was also true for those

involved in the production. Orghast provided Hughes with valuable insights into

the summoning and control of the Universal Energies, as well as practical

experience of the difficulties which would inevitably confront him in his attempts

to break down rational and intellectual barriers. Such insights and experience

confirmed his faith in myth, ritual, music and poetry as effective tools in his task

of reintegrating our inner and outer worlds, and the dramatic experience he had

undergone began to shape his work, giving it a broader scale and greater impact

than anything he had attempted before.
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III

THE PERFECTIBILITY OF MAN

Hughes' experience with Orghast not only influenced the structure

and development of the poetic sequence, Cave Birds, which was soon to follow, it

also brought new life to ideas Hughes had begun work on earlier but had, for

various reasons, abandoned.

The first of these works to be completed was Season Songs - a

sequence of poems based on Autumn Songs for Children's Voices, five poems

which were written for the Harvest Festival at Little Missenden in 1968.

Additional poems for this sequence were written during the same period as

Gaudete and Cave Birds, and in 1974 it appeared as a Rainbow Press limited

edition entitled, Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter. In it, with the cyclical

destructive/re-creative energies of Nature as his theme, Hughes attempted, once

again, to communicate his unifying vision simply and directly to his readers.

Introducing a reading from it on the BBC, Hughes said:

My only concern was to stay close to simple observation, directing my reader's
attention to things which had interested me and keeping myself within hearing of
children.

(1).

The result, as Gifford and Roberts note, reflected "far more concentrated

attention and imaginative activity"(2) than is apparent in any of his previous work

for children, and the "freedom and expansiveness" of Hughes' tone was apparent,

also, in the other work he was producing at this time. It prompted reviewers to

write of Hughes' "renewed vision of life's sacredness and harmony"(3) and,

looking at Season Songs in relation to Hughes' other work, Keith Cushman later

described it as "a path back towards life and wholeness" from the "nihilistic

impasse" to which Crow and Prometheus on His Crag appeared to lead(4).
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A second work to which Hughes returned at this time, was the story

of the Reverend Lumb, which he had first written as a film script for a Swedish

director between 1962 and 1964(5). In 1971, prompted by a series of "dreams

connected with the rnythopoeic narrative behind Crow"(6), Hughes began to

rewrite Lumb's story. 'The result was Gaudete and, in reply to a query from Faas,

Hughes wrote:

Gaudete obviously is connected to Crow. Crow in full, with big developments,
would be the yolk, and Gaudete would be the shell. I projected the life of Lumb in
the underworld, and it became entangled with Crow, and the episodes became like
real events of which the Gaudete events are the shadow on the wall in the cave.

(7)

The link between Gaudete and Crow, and the theme of the mythical,

transforming, journey through the Underworld, show the persistence of Hughes'

poetic attempts to examine and to heal the divisions in our world. His theatrical

experiences with Orghast, meanwhile, brought increased "vividness and

intensity"(8) to this work, thereby enhancing its cinematic qualities and producing

"pictures and soundtrack"(9) which so powerfully disturbed some critics that they

vehemently attacked Hughes for excessive bloodiness and violence, missing,

altogether, the balancing harmony and beauty of the final scenes and poems.

Unfortunately, few readers understood what Hughes was attempting

in Gaudete, and even those critics who were favourably disposed towards him

found the sequence difficult and perplexing. Julian Symons, reviewer for the

Sunday Times, described Gaudete as "a very strange work indeed". Having

explained some of his puzzlement, he wrote:

It is a pity that the poem should be so obscure, not passage by passage, but in its
ultimate meaning....But whatever the poem finally means, its eloquence, passion
and power are unmistakable. It is the most impressive single work produced by an
English poet in this decade.

(10).
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Which prompted another reviewer, Edwin Brock, to accuse him pithily of

contradicting himself. Brock, apparently, had no difficulty in understanding what

Gaudete was about. For him, it was simply the story of "the Reverend Nicholas

Lumb fucking his parishioners". He chose to deal 'with only part of the text and

to ignore the Epigraphs and Hughes' Argument, Prologue and Epilogue; he

conceded that a lot of the text was "beautifully written"; but he concluded that

"Gaudete could well find a place in English Literature as a monument to the

misuse of talent"(11). Unfortunately, he was not alone in this assessment.

Other reviewers suggested that Gaudete was an "attempt to discover

the point where good and evil meet"(12); that it was a "religious polemic" in

"Yorkshire Gothic" manner(13); and that it was a story "of the Polanski type"( 14).

It was left to those who had made a close study of Hughes' work over a number

of years (Sagar, Hirschberg, and Gifford and Roberts, for example) to elucidate

the underlying themes of reconciliation with the Goddess; of the poet's

negotiations with his own inner world which, as he has written elsewhere, is the

"dehumanized" inner world of modern Man - "elemental, chaotic, continually

more primitive and beyond our control...a place of demons"(ME-2.90); and of his

shamanic attempt to re-establish communication between our dislocated inner

and outer worlds. Those who still object to the inner vision which Hughes

presents in Gaudete (and few readers find it altogether acceptable) are behaving

just as he once predicted when he wrote:

If we do manage to catch a glimpse of our inner selves, we recognize it with horror
- it is an animal crawling and decomposing in a hell. We refuse to own it.

(ME-2.90).

Despite the careful analyses of Sagar, Hirschberg, and Gifford and

Roberts, the perplexities which so troubled the critics still prevail. As Gifford

and Roberts remark, even "the most generous reading cannot evade the

judgment that certain crucial weaknesses obscure the meaning of the narrative

45



itself'. Hughes, too, was far from regarding Gaudete as completely satisfactory.

By August 1977, shortly after the Platform Performance readings of Gaudete at

the National Theatre in London, he had, apparently, come to feel that

the entire venture had turned into a deja vu experience pointing backwards rather
than towards a conclusion.

(15).

Nonetheless, his progress in Gaudete was noted. Faas described Gaudete as "an

unprecedented new stage in Hughes' artistic development"(16), and J.M.Newton,

wrote that "in all the compellingness of Gaudete there is an extraordinary

freedom" as if "something has come free in him [Hughes]"(17). Newton found,

too, a "terrific equanimity" in the sequence - "the impression that everything in the

world of the tale is at once terrible and beautiful and all of it, in the end, one" -

words which echo Hughes' own comments on the "horror", the "peculiarly intense

kind of beauty", and the "healing" ability of mana which connects, "as it seems,

everything to everything, and everything to the source of itself'(18).

The third, and perhaps the most carefully structured, dramatically

balanced, and emotionally satisfying work to follow Orghast, was Cave Birds. In

it, Hughes deals again with the perennial dualism of human nature in a dramatic

and imaginative way. The sequence represents one more "raid on the

inarticulate", and it is a further expression of Hughes' faith in the magical power

of poetry to "to make things happen the way you want them to happen"(19).

In the notes Hughes wrote for the Ilkley Festival performance of

Cave Birds, he called it "A mystery play, of sorts"(20). Building on his earlier

experiences with Orghast, and drawing on the great tradition of Mystery and

morality plays which still exists in his native Yorkshire, he combined musical and

dramatic effects in a story which tells of the spiritual transformation of a

protagonist who shares many of the qualities of Prometheus and Crow. This
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protagonist is arrogant, egocentric and destructive. He defies the gods and

suffers in consequence of this, and he is blind to his own condition. Yet, through

the god-like component of his nature, he is capable of redemption. He is a

familiar hero with human characteristics, who has the universal qualities of

Everyman in the early English morality plays and, like this traditional Everyman

figure, he has his own personality and his feelings are expressed in dramatic

dialogue. Summoned by God's messenger, Death, for his materialism, he

"prevaricates and stalls"(21) and, like Everyman, he is "afraid of Death and

everlasting damnation" and is "victimised by his vices" which appear before him

in various forms. Above all, he is a figure with which both Hughes and his

readers can identify, and, through imaginative involvement in his adventures,

Hughes attempts education, catharsis, and healing.

The first tentative steps towards the Cave Birds journey can be traced

in the twenty-one poems of 'Prometheus on his Crag'(M.71-92) which were

written at the time of Hughes' involvement with Orghast. Prometheus, as

Nietzsche pointed out, is a scapegoat(22). He dares, whilst in human form, to

challenge the Gods on Man's behalf and he suffers the inevitable punishment for

his deeds. Prometheus is also a Trickster - an amoral being whose actions are

governed by impulse and who is both

creator and destroyer, giver and negator,...who dupes others and is always duped
himself.

(23).

As such, Prometheus is directly related to Crow. Yet, although he shares many

of Crow's brash, daring, anti-authoritarian characteristics he, unlike Crow, has

the human potential to understand and evaluate the causes and results of his

actions.
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Because Prometheus is related to the Titans, who were born of the

mating of Gaia (Earth) and Uranus (Heaven), he embodies the whole range of

human and godlike qualities, good and bad. For Hughes, this made him an ideal

figure with which to attempt to reconcile instinct with intellect and, thereby, to

achieve understanding and wholeness. In a poetic recreation of Prometheus'

plight, Hughes reiterates the ancient wisdom of many major religions, wisdom

which is paralleled by the basic tenets of twentieth century Jungian psychology:

In order to achieve release from his suffering, Prometheus must undergo a

spiritual/psychic journey of self-examination, understanding and acceptance.

Poem by poem, Hughes' Prometheus progresses through the stages of suffering

and self-knowledge until he is able to recognise and accept the vulture as his own

daemon - his own dark energies. This bird is at once his tormentor and his

helper, come to "pick at the crucial knot of all his bonds". It is a necessary part of

himself, called into being by his own cry, and essential to the process of

enlightenment and wholeness. So, through the figure of Prometheus, Hughes

again undertook a questing journey which was essentially one of painful self-

discovery.

There is little that one can add to Keith Sagar's analysis of the

Prometheus poems, except to emphasise that Hughes shows cleverness and pride

as being the cause of the torment suffered by both Prometheus and Mankind.

The theft of fire from Zeus is achieved by Prometheus through trickery and

cunning and with an arrogant disregard for the vulnerability of his own human

form. It is this misuse of his knowledge and abilities which brings about his

suffering, just as the misuse by Mankind of religion, spiritual energy (holy fire),

and knowledge causes the chaos which Hughes captures in the surreal images of

poem 6 :
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Below, among car-bumpers and shopping baskets
A monkey of voice, shuffling Tarot
For corpses and embryos, quotes Ecclesiastes

To the clock that talks backward.
(M.76).

Yet, Hughes' Prometheus is not only like the serpent in the Garden

of Eden, bringing Mankind knowledge with its potential for both good and evil,

he is also like Christ, showing us the way to overcome our suffering. He is

the crossroads of eternal light and ecstasy, and temporal doom, pain, change and
death.

(24).

Through his suffering, Prometheus finally achieves an understanding and a

wholeness which allows him to surmount his Earthly pride. In a poem filled with

imagery which presages that of 'The Owl Flower' in. Cave Birds, Hughes describes

the moment of illumination as one of glorious release:

And Prometheus eases free.
He sways to his stature
And balances. And treads

On the dusty peacock film where the world floats.
(M.92).

Other experiences, besides Orghast, were to influence the

development of Cave Birds. During the year which followed the performances of

Orghast at Persepolis, Hughes continued to write for Brook's experimental

theatre group. Working from his home in Devon, away from the mainstream of

Brook's experimentation at the group's Paris centre, Hughes wrote over a

hundred poems on which Brook's actors drew for inspiration in their exercises

and improvisations(25).

Brook's work at this time was beginning to reflect his idea of the

theatre as an empty space which could be magically brought to life by the actors.
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His aim was to achieve maximum impact with the utmost simplicity of form and

imagery. To this end, a year after the Shiraz Festival, Brook took his group on a

tour through Africa where, utilising natural open spaces or a square of carpet, the

actors improvised performances for village audiences. Nothing about the

performances was planned, nothing had been prepared. The only shared frame

of reference between the actors was the experience of Orghast, and a year's work

with the poems which Hughes provided(26).

The twelfth century Sufi fable on which Hughes' poems were based

was The Conference of the Birds, by the Persian poet, F'arid ud-Din Attar. As an

allegorical tale of a symbolic journey in search of wisdom and understanding, this

fable was a felicitous choice for a group of actors embarked on a similar, though

less symbolic, quest. For Hughes, the fable was important, because the journey

which the birds undertake in search of the Simurgh, the Great Bird, a symbol of

God, is a shamanic journey. It is the heroic quest which Hughes believes to be

one of the main regenerating dramas of the human psyche:: the fundamental poetic
event.

(27).

As such, it is the story of Prometheus in another form. And the allegorical theme

and the story-telling pattern of the poem link it closely with both Prometheus on

his Crag and Cave Birds.

Like all Sufi poetry, the story of Conference of The Birds is full of

hidden meanings. On one level it is simply the tale of the birds' search for a king:

on another (as Attar makes clear), it is a guide for man in his quest for spiritual

truth. "My friends!", wrote Attar in the invocation which precedes the poem,

We are neighbours of one another: I wish to repeat my discourse to you day and
night, so that you should not cease for a moment to long to set out in quest of
Truth.
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The heroic quest, however, is never easy, and Attar's warnings of the

difficulties of such a task are very clear. The invocation contains a caution for

himself and his readers :

0 my heart, if you wish to arrive at the beginning of understanding, walk carefully.
To each atom there is a different door, and for each atom there is a different way
which leads to the mysterious Being of whom I speak.

(29).

And, with reference to the trials of such Biblical figures as Adam, Noah, Job and

Christ, he writes :

After this, do you think it will be easy to arrive at a knowledge of spiritual things?
It means no less than to die to everything.

(30).

For most of the birds in Attar's fable, the quest ends literally in

death. Those few who do reach the sublime place, led by the Hoopoe who is "the

messenger of the world invisible"(31), have learned to put aside all worldly

concerns and have achieved complete humility. For them, finally, "a hundred

curtains are drawn aside" and an amazing truth is revealed :

At last, in state of contemplation, they realized that they were the Simurgh and that
the Simurgh was the thirty birds...that they and the Simurgh were one and the same
being.

(32).

This is the paradox which lies at the heart of mystical teaching. It is essentially a

belief in the perfectibility of Man, and it is what Eliot described in Four Quartets

when he wrote that

...the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive were we started
And know the place for the first time.

(33).

The belief that all creatures carry God and the seeds of

enlightenment within them is the fundamental tenet of Sufism, and it is a belief
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which is essential to an understanding of the theme in Hughes' Cave Birds. Attar

expresses this belief when he writes that

God is all, and things have only a nominal value; the world visible and the world
invisible are only Himself.

(34).

Since Man is part of the world, he, too, is an expression of God.

Man, however, is more complex than other creatures, for he is capable of

knowing the divine element within himself. Using allegory, in the Sufi manner,

Attar explains:

When the soul was joined to the body it was part of the all: never has there been so
marvellous a talisman. The soul had a share of that which is high, and the body a
share of that which is low; it was formed of a mixture of heavy clay and pure spirit.
By this mixing, man became the most astonishing of mysteries. We do not know
nor do we understand so much as a little of our spirit...Many know the surface of
the ocean, but they understand nothing of the depths; and the visible world is the
talisman which protects it. But this talisman of bodily obstacles will be broken at
last. You will find the treasure when the talisman disappears; the soul will manifest
itself when the body is laid aside. But your soul is another talisman; it is...another
substance.... In this vast ocean the world is an atom and the atom a world. Who
knows which is of more value here, the cornelian or the pebble?

(35).

There is much in Sufi philosophy which chimes with Hughes' own

views about our position in the natural world. He has always depicted Man as

being part of that world, and his questioning of our assumption of superiority due

to our rational abilities grows naturally from such a view. Hughes' graphic

descriptions of the emergence of animal appetites in Man, as well as in other

creatures, are, for him, no more than a factual depiction of Nature. It is such

descriptions which have been responsible for much of the criticism of violence

which has been levelled against Hughes, yet to deny the existence of violence in

Man (or in Nature) he would regard as foolish and hypocritical, as a denial and

suppression of the natural energies.
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Despite the relevance of Sufi thought to Hughes' own concerns, and

the obvious links between Attar's poem and Hughes' Cave Birds, it was not

specifically a Sufi framework within which Hughes chose to construct his bird-

drama. Instead, Hughes turned to an art which has many things in common with

Sufism but which has, in addition, a history which made it particularly suitable for

Hughes' purposes at that time. That art was Alchemy.

Just as Sufi philosophy emphasizes the essential indivisibility of body

and spirit, so Alchemy, in its original and ancient form, maintains the truth of the

same belief. The first of the precepts of Alchemy engraved on the Emerald

Tablet of Hermes 'Trismegistus (who is acknowledged as the founder of the art in

Ancient Egypt) states that

In truth certainly and without doubt, whatever is below is like that which is above,
and whatever is above is like that which is below, ....

(36).

The earliest known record of this Hermetic Tabula Sinaragdina appears in an

eighth century Arabic text which is ascribed to a famous alchemist, Jabbir-ibn-

Hayyan(37). The principle that "All things proceed from one and all are one" is,

however, constantly reiterated in alchemical writings, and Alchemy, like Sufism,

contains a body of mystical teaching based on this precept.

Traditionally, both Alchemy and Sufism have been regarded as

secret doctrines. This is partly because both disciplines regard direct contact

between a master and a pupil as the only valid way of passing on their

knowledge, and partly due to the allegorical nature of their teaching methods.

Both doctrines veil their knowledge in symbolism and metaphor, regarding it as

physically and spiritually dangerous if misused. Both, at times, have been the

object of religious bigotry and persecution, which has reinforced the clandestine

nature of their study. Alchemy, in particular, has successfully hidden its mystical
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intent behind a secular facade which represents it as a practical and materialistic

art. Paradoxically, this has not only done much to discredit the alchemical art,

but has also ensured its survival.

Hughes' handling of the spiritual energies in Cave Birds owes much

to both Sufi and alchemical traditions. The theme is presented in the

characteristic Sufi mariner through poetic metaphor and symbol, a method which

Robert Graves likens to the techniques of the medieval master poets of

Ireland(38). "Under the poet's tongue", wrote Nizarrf , a Persian Sufi, "lies the

key to the treasury"(39), and, as Graves points out, such encrypted presentation

provides a form of protection for the mystical secrets. At the same time, this

method allows the poet to assume the role of mystical teacher, a role which fits

well into Hughes' ideas of the poet as a shaman/priest.

Hughes does not hide the mystical nature of the Cave Bird poems but

presents his story, like that of the Conference of the Birds, so that it may be

understood on several levels. On the surface it is the fable of a bird-being who

is to be imagined leading his earthly life, until one day he wakes to the fact that
Higher Powers have become interested in him....

(40)-

These Higher Powers, appearing in the form of bird spirits, accuse and judge the

protagonist for Earthly crimes, and

The sequence begins in this world, passes into an underworld, returns to this world.
(41).

From his initial appearance as a cockerel, the protagonist undergoes progressive

transformations until he enters the heaven of the eagles and is reborn as a falcon.
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would have been sufficient for a general understanding of his bird-drama when

presented as it was, for example, at the Ilkley Literature Festival in 1975. At

Ilkley, a number of the poems were read whilst Baskin's drawings were projected

onto an overhead screen. Given the brief outline of the story in the Festival

Programme, no special understanding of Hughes' philosophies would have been

required to appreciate the poetic sequence.

At another, more important, level, Cave Birds is described by Hughes

as "The Death of Socrates and his Resurrection in Egypt"(ED) and, as such,

Hughes says it is

a critique of sorts of the Socratic abstraction and its consequences through
Christianity to us. His resurrection in Egypt, in that case, would imply his
correction, his re-absorption into the magical-religious archaic source of
intellectual life in the East Mediterranean, and his re-emergence as a Horus -
beloved child and spouse of the Goddess.

(42).

Hughes expands on this aspect of the story in a letter which he wrote to me in

November 1984:

The plot consists of two parallel 'stories'. In the one, the dramatis personae are
birds. In the other, a man and a woman. My starting point was the death of
Socrates. The crime for which he is judged, and which he expiates, in the sequence,
is not the crime of which the Athenians accused him—rather the one for which
(from one point of view) history holds him responsible, namely, the murder of the
Mediterranean Goddess (as Mother and Bride).

His soul becomes a bird and is judged by birds. Throughout the stages of this
judgment, projections are made, into the 'human world', where the man and
woman enact (in static tableaux sure enough) the phase of the relationship,
between male and female, which is being dealt with, at that point, in the judgment
of the birds.

This judgment follows a simple course: accusation, defense, conviction for the
murder, execution after an expiatory sacrifice (the cockerel), passage to the
underworld. In the underworld, a different order of judgment takes place---as in
the Bardo Thodol (Tibetan Book Of The Dead), the soul is confronted by
everything which, in the upper world, he had rejected. He is confronted, that is, by
the Goddess in various forms: if he rejects again, he would be annihilated. If he
accepts, he will be resurrected. So through this phase he does accept, with
difficulty. Going through the ordeals of acceptance, he is transformed. When he
achieves total acceptance he is resurrected. He was accused, and executed as one
of the corvidae. He is judged in the underworld by the raptores, and becoming one
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of them is resurrected as a Falcon. Dying in Athens as a sceptical philosopher, the
patron saint of irony and dialectical reason, he is resurrected in Egypt as 14orus,
child and spouse of the Goddess. The human scenario of the first half presents the
disintegration of the female and the anaesthetised alienation of the male, and the
second half the reconstitution of the female and the reunion of the female and
male. So that is my view of it. The 'alchemy' of the process operates in bringing
the most debased raw materials of de-spiritualised entropy, in the matter of human
relationship, to a perfect spiritualised wholeness.

That was my intent, at least, my guiding image.
(43).

Hughes' distaste for Socrates appears very early in his work. 'The

Perfect Forms' in Lupercal depicts Socrates as

Smiling, complacent as a phallus,
Or Buddha, whose one thought fills immensity:

Visage of Priapus: the undying tail-swinging
Stupidity of the donkey
That carries Christ.

(L.51).

Here, is a searing description of the perverted, blind stupidity of a great teacher

who could have helped Man towards understanding, since, like the donkey, he

"carries Christ". Instead, his obsession with the superiority of Man as a rational

being led him to teach the suppression of the instinctive, subjective, side of

human nature in favour of his objective, rational, and 'scientific' abilities.

Hughes' use of the Biblical quotation in the final line of the poem effectively

demonstrates the distortion which the Socratic view creates: to Socrates (and

those who later adopted his teachings), the childlike innocence fostered by

Nature throughout the process of evolution is seen as "Godforsaken darkness",

and Man as a "six-day abortion of the Absolute", a "monstrous-headed difficult

child!". These attitudes presage the development of the restrictive, moralizing,

religions which Hughes believes

...divide nature, and especially love, the creative force of nature, into abstract good
and physical evil.
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And, in the poem, they powerfully convey the dreadful irony of Socrates' careful

nursing of Mankind(45).

Socrates' teachings about the Absolute led to

the Platonic system of ideas - a system which has in one way or another dominated
the mental life of the Western world ever since.

(ME-2.77).

This mental life, as Hughes describes it, is one in which "our imagination has

been immobilized" by the "scientific attitude, which is the crystallization of the

rational attitude"(ME-1.56).

With such views in mind, and with Hughes' acknowledged belief in

the magical powers of poetry', it can be seen how, by identifying Socrates with

the protagonist in Cave Birds, Hughes intends to carry out the ritual cleansing

through which the suppressed energies of the pre-Socratic world may be reborn.

The similarity, here, with Blake's ideas on the artificial division

which Man has made between rational and natural energies, and with Blake's

belief in the cyclical pattern of the conflict, death and re-birth of these energies,

is very apparent. In Blake's work, divided Man is symbolized by two god-like

figures, Orc and Urizen, which are the "two contrary states of the soul"(46). Orc

represents "human imagination"(47), and Urizen represents "mental

uniformity"(48) based on reason and moral law. Unlike Hughes, however, who

uses Egypt as a symbol of pre-Socratic, pre-Christian, magical and mythical

fecundity, Blake, working within his own idiosyncratic interpretation of Christian

thought, adopted 'Christian symbolism and used Egypt to represent a place (or

state) of enslavement. By analogy with the Biblical story of the Exodus from

1Hughes has expressed this view a number of times, but perhaps most clearly in the interview with Faas and in the taped

introduction to his poems(59).

57



Egypt which freed the Israelites from spiritual bondage, Blake interpreted Egypt

as the Urizenic state of man from which Orc is released'.

Hughes' Egypt is the place in which Alchemy began. The powerful

and magical gods of its cosmology provided the earliest stories and poetry of the

Mediterranean area, some of which survived in ancient writings and were

eventually incorporated in the Old Testament(49). Blake's Egypt, on the other

hand, is derived from the Christian interpretation of these Old Testament stories.

This disparity between Hughes' and Blake's symbolic use of Egypt reflects their

very different attitudes to Christian belief and Biblical interpretation, yet the

purpose of their usage is identical: both are attempting to achieve an imaginative

re-integration of Man's divided nature.

A similar disparity can be found between the symbols and metaphors

of early alchemical texts of Islamic, Ancient Greek, and early Christian origin. In

such texts, common alchemical procedures are described in terms which reflect

the religious and philosophical beliefs of their authors, yet, underlying all, there

is the essential Hermetic belief in the "oneness of existence"(50). Faith in the

presence of the spiritual within each physical thing validates all the Alchemists'

work towards the enlightenment of Man.

Socrates, in Blake's writings, too, was linked with the sort of "abstract

Law"(51) which distorts human life, although Blake seems to have had some

ambivalence towards him, due to the fact that his teaching are only known

through Plato's works. About the pernicious influence of Greek writing in

general, however, he had no doubts:

The Stolen and Perverted Writings of Homer & Ovid, Plato & Cicero, which all
Men ought to condemn, are set up by artifice against the Sublime of the Bible;...We
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do not want either Greek or Roman Models if we are but true to our own
Imaginations,.....

(Mil.Preface).

According to Blake, it was not Jesus, but "The Heathen Deities", Plato and

Cicero, who wrote the "Moral Virtues" on which the Christian teaching of his own

time was based(52). And, having dismissed the Gods of Greece and Egypt as

"Mathematical Diagrams", he inscribed on the Laocoon Plate the ironic

comment:

If Morality was Christianity, Socrates was the Saviour.
(53).

That the protagonist in Cave Birds is (as Hughes says) also Socrates,

is apparent in the poems only in the emphasis on his divided state, and in his

reliance on rationality and moral conventions. However, directly related to a

trial and rebirth in Egypt are the elements of Egyptian mythology, especially the

Egyptian Book of the Dead, which appear in Cave Birds and which Hirschberg has

described (54).

Hughes, himself, has pointed out the influence of the Bardo Thodol

in his depiction of the underworld, where "the soul is confronted by everything

which, in the upper world, he had rejected...that is, by the Goddess in various

forms"(55). There is an obvious relationship between some of the bird-beings in

Cave Birds and certain wrathful, blood-eating, deities of the bardo such as the

vulture-headed Grdhramukha, the hawk-headed Kankamukha, the raven-headed

Kankamukha, and the owl-headed Ulumukha. Apart from this, the importance

of the relationship between the two works seems to lie mainly in the concept that

all the manifestations originate within the person who experiences them.

Constantly re-iterated in the Bardo Thodol is the advice that the visions
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will emerge from your own brain and appear before you. Do not be afraid of them.
Recognise whatever appears as the play of your own mind, your own projections.

(56).

The key to progression through the bardo state, which is a state said to be

experienced by all souls between death and re-birth, is the recognition and

acceptance of these beings as a part of the self. Similarly, in Cave Birds, the bird-

beings teach the protagonist that he must recognise and accept his own true

nature before he can achieve enlightenment and wholeness.

Blake, too, declared that "all deities reside in the human breast". His

Urizenic man, however, is "Self-clos'd"(U.1:3), "in chains of the mind lock'd

up"(Mi1.3:6), and he is able to see only "small portions of the eternal

world"(Eu.Preface:4) through the "narrow chinks of his cavern"(MMH.49).

Hughes, by calling the Cave Birds sequence "an Alchemical cave drama", suggests

the similarly "cavern'd" state of his protagonist. Both views are reminiscent of the

Platonic allegory of human life as being lived in a cave where reality appears only

as distorted shadows reflected upon the wall.

Hughes' subtitle for his poems has other meanings, too, for in many

cultures, including those of Egypt and Ancient Greece, the cave is an important

symbol, frequently used to represent an entrance to the underworld. The

relevance of this to Hughes' cave drama and to the metempsychosis of his

protagonist can be seen in the words of Greek scholar, Peter Gorman, who

describes the cave as representing

...a potent mystical vehicle through which enigmatic truths could be conveyed....[in
Greek philosophy it was] the elements of air, fire and water which acted upon the
`pentekosmos' or `pentemychos', the five primeval caverns which completed the
creation [of the world]...For the ancient Greeks the cave was sacred to many
gods.... Mystical rites were conducted in them, and they were regarded as the focal
points of cosmic energies and for the reception of me tempsychosing psyches
returning and leaving the earth.

(57).
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From the first mention of the sun on the nursery wall in the opening lines of the

Cave Birds, the light and shadows of the Platonic cave, the suggestions of mystical

rites, and illusion/dream/nightmare imagery occur constantly throughout the

sequence. There is Manichean symbolism, too, as the flickering light of reality

grows progressively stronger until the illumination of "cavern'd

man"(Eu.Preface:l) is finally achieved by passage through the cleansing fire of

the gods.

Despite these links with Platonic and Manichean philosophy,

however, the fire and light imagery in Cave Birds derives essentially from the

alchemical nature of Hughes' drama, which, after the bird-drama fable and the

exorcism of socratic rationalism, comprises the third and deepest level of

meaning in the poems. It is Alchemy which provides the underlying fabric into

which the numerous philosophical and mythological strands are woven to create

the rich and complex tapestry of Hughes' allegorical picture.

As has already been suggested, Alchemy, itself, can be understood on

several levels. There is a concrete surface level derived from its association in

ancient Egypt with the crafts of dyeing, metallurgy, brewing and perfume making.

Over the centuries the technical skills involved in these arts were refined and

condensed, forming the basis of a body of knowledge from which grew the

science of Chemistry. Along the way, the magical, spiritual, and imaginative

aspects, which were once an essential part of these ancient crafts, came to be

regarded as subjective, irrational and 'unscientific', and, consequently,

unimportant. Allied to this view of Alchemy as a body of technological

knowledge, is its reputation for embodying a secret method of turning base

material into gold. Those who have pursued this secret have found the

alchemical texts incomplete, contradictory, and confusing, being couched, as they

are, in language full of metaphor and symbolism; but avarice and dreams of
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power have spurred them on, and magic and superstition have accompanied

them. It is this level of Alchemy which has fostered allegations of witchcraft and

occult power, and which has brought the art into disrepute.

At yet another level, Alchemy is an esoteric mystical doctrine in

which the practical techniques of the alchemical art are, also, an allegory for

spiritual transubstantiation - a mnemonic for the stages by which spiritual truth

might be approached. At this level the alchemical process, the magnum opus

(often described allegorically as a journey) is a process by which the divine spirit

(the soul) is gradually freed from the chaos of the human body (the Raw Stuff'),

and is purified and finally reunited with it so that a state of enlightenment and

wholeness may be achieved.

The Alchemy in Cave Birds works at all these levels. Yet, despite

Hughes' interest in magic, there might seem to be little point in him adopting

such a confusing, complex, and easily misunderstood framework for his poems.

He could, instead, have built his sequence around the shamanic journey,

especially since his views on its relationship to mythology and the mystical quest

have been so clearly stated. Alchemy, however, was more than just a suitable

framework for Hughes' bird-drama: it was, also, a magical process and a symbol.

The perversion of Alchemy, from a mystical discipline to a scientific dead-end

with questionable occult associations, provided Hughes with a perfect paradigm

for the perversion of Man's nature as a result of Socratic thought. Thus, it is

entirely suitable that, through the imaginative Alchemy of Cave Birds, this

situation should be reversed; that Alchemy as a spiritual art should be redeemed,

and Man in his post-Socratic divided state should be restored to wholeness.

Unlike the Shaman, the Alchemist does not merely journey to and

from the Otherworld for healing energies, he is himself changed and transmuted

by the alchemical process. His work, as Jung explains, has
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a magically effective action which, like the [alchemical] substance itself, impart[s]
magical qualities.

(MC.532).

Because of such magical effects, Alchemy is not simply an allegory or metaphor

for the spiritual journey, it is, for those who participate in the process, the journey

itself. In Cave Birds, therefore, Hughes not only adopts the symbolic and mystical

traditions of Alchemy, he takes on the role of Alchemist and subjects both

himself and his readers to the purifying processes of transmutation.

In addition to the different ways in which Hughes uses the alchemical

process, one needs to be aware of the alchemical power which he ascribes to the

human mind in relation to myths and language. "Words", Hughes once wrote,

"are meaningless hieroglyphs, unless the stories behind the words are

known"(ME-2.80). However,

If [a] story is learned well, so that all its parts can be seen at a glance, as if we
looked through a window into it, then that story has become like the complicated
hinterland of a single word. It has become a word. Any fragment of the story
serves as the 'word' by which the whole story's electrical circuit is switched into
consciousness, and all its light and power brought to bear. As a rather extreme
example, take the story of Christ. No matter what point of that story we touch, the
whole story hits us. If we mention the Nativity, or the miracle of the loaves and
fishes, or Lazarus, or the Crucifixion, the voltage and inner brightness of the whole
story is instantly there. A single word of reference is enough - just as you need to
touch a power-line with only the tip of your finger.

(ME-2.80).

Throughout Cave Birds, Hughes uses this magical power of words to re-activate,

in his audience's imagination, some of the great mythological and mystical stories

of the world. Thus, just as the Alchemist uses skill and energy (fire) to extract

the spiritual, 'alchemical' gold from the primal chaos of his original mixture, so

Hughes uses his poetic powers to activate the reader's imaginative energy and to

"crystallize" understanding from the "chaos" of the human mind.

Thus, the "alchemical cave drama" of Cave Birds is designed by

Hughes to purify, enlighten and transform his protagonist, his readers, and
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himself. Through the alchemical process, Hughes seeks the healing mana - the

transmuting "Philosopher's Stone" - which will end the divisions between our

inner and outer worlds and re-unite us with the Absolute, which is the Source of

all.

* * * * * * * * * * * * *

Cave Birds is such a complex and carefully structured version of the

epic journey that the sequence has frequently been misunderstood and its

alchemical aspects regarded as relatively trivial(58). A close analysis of the

poems is, therefore, warranted. However, because of Hughes' purposes and

method, there is a very real danger that a direct, rational analysis may destroy the

natural, imaginative energies of the sequence, thereby negating all his alchemical

efforts. With this in mind, the analysis offered here will take a somewhat unusual

form.

First, a brief, general description of the whole alchemical process will

be given. A similar description will preface each of the four main stages of the

alchemical process, making broad reference to the poems which appear to

constitute each stage.

Next, in dealing with the individual poems, Hughes' own story-telling

commentary will be quoted, together with the title, or titles, of the accompanying

Baskin drawing. The position of the poem in each sequence (See Appendix II)

will also be given. The alchemical/spiritual context and content of the poem will

then be discussed, and reference made to various other texts relevant to Hughes'

treatment of each stage of the spiritual journey. By approaching the analysis in

this way, it is hoped that the information given will illuminate the text and

increase, rather than destroy, the imaginative, alchemical power of Hughes' work.

64



IV

CAVE BIRDS 

AN ALCHEMICAL CAVE DRAMA

Seeing he that readeth without understanding doth see many things but hath no
relish to them he is rightly compared to the shadow on the wall, and is more
miserable than one that is wholly blind, who not seeing doth understand.

Fundamental to the alchemical process is a belief in the essential

unity of all things and in the transmutability of matter. As in Ancient Greek

philosophy, matter is thought to be composed of the four elements, Air, Fire,

Earth and Water, which are related to each other by four qualities - Hot, Cold,

Moist and Dry. Each element possesses two qualities and is linked to two other

elements by the quality held in common. So, as can be seen from the diagram,

Water possesses cold and moist qualities and is linked to Earth by its cold

quality, whilst Earth is linked to Fire by their common quality of dryness, and so

on.

...all four elements renounce their
own nature and by rotation,
transform themselves into one
another. Just as in the beginning
there was One, so also in this work
everything comes from One and
returns to One. This is what is
meant by the retransformation of the
elements...

(2).

The common axis around which the rotation of the elements takes

place (see diagram) represents the perfect balance of the elements. This is The

Centre, The Source, from which all things have come, and to which they must

return. It is the force which maintains the essential unity of the cosmos; the

power at "the still point of the turning world"(3). It is, also, the quintessence, or

65



the spiritual centre, towards which the alchemical process leads, the alchemical

gold (`Our gold') towards which the work is directed, and

the divine breath, the central and universal fire, which vivifies all things that exist.
(4).

On Earth, the original harmony of the elements has been disturbed

and matter is in an impure, chaotic state. It retains, however, some germ of

quintessential, spiritual energy through which, by the interaction of elements and

qualities, unity and balance may be restored. Alchemists identify this

quintessential energy with mercury (both the naturally occurring element and

Mercury/Hermes the divine messenger), and they attempt to aid elemental

interaction by means of a series of hierarchical procedures using mercury as a

catalyst.

Essentially, an alchemical synthesis entails the progressive

purification of a substance in conditions of carefully regulated heat. The process

begins with base, chaotic, matter which, through repeated distillation and

condensation ("Solve et coagula" is the phrase used in alchemical texts) is

gradually cleansed of its impurities until the pure essence (the alchemical gold) is

revealed. Always, Sulphur and Mercury are necessary in the procedures

(Appendix III) and, because "everything comes from One and returns to One"(5),

the patterns of the synthesis are circular: each procedure may be repeated many

times and, eventually, the pure essence is reimmersed in base matter to act as a

catalyst for further transmutation.

Although the process and procedures are cyclical, and although the

number of stages and operations in the synthesis varies between texts, it is

generally agreed that there are four stages and seven operations through which

the original material must pass. The four stages begin with Base Matter CRaw

Stuff), progress through stages dominated by Mercury, and by Sulphur, and
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culminate in the synthesis of alchemical gold (or Lapis, the Philosophers' Stone).

The seven operations, which may be repeated many times, are often symbolised

by the seven planets and seven metals:

Calcination Putrefaction Solution Distillation
(Saturn) (Jupiter) (Mars) (Venus)
(Lead) (Tin) (Iron) (Copper)

Conjunction	 Sublimation	 Congelation
(Mercury)	 (Moon)	 (Sun)

(Quicksilver)	 (Silver)	 (Gold)

Described in terms of four stages and seven processes, the

alchemical synthesis appears to be fairly straightforward. Alchemical texts,

however, are notoriously obscure. They rarely detail, or agree on, the exact

methods the Alchemist should employ, and they are often deliberately

ambiguous and misleading. The language of the texts, too, is one of rich poetic

metaphor and symbolism rather than factual statement.

An alchemical synthesis is often described in terms of a perilous

journey. Materials and processes, too, are associated with astrological signs and

are represented in the text by colours, animals, and sigils. So, Mercury, for

example, may be referred to by whiteness, a white bird, an eagle, a snowy swan, a

dragon, divine rain or dew, a small child, or its astrological sign 9 , any of which

may indicate the metallic quicksilver, or the planet Mercury, or Mercurius (the

mythological winged messenger), or the divine spirit within Man. Understanding

an alchemical text, consequently, is like solving a riddle, and its meaning may

vary according to the interpretations made.

For whatever reason, whether it be for self-protection, from the need

to keep spiritual knowledge from misuse, or simply from greed, alchemists have

always demanded application and special perception in their followers. As one

mediaeval alchemist wrote:
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One must not explain this art in obscure words only; on the other hand, one must
not explain it so clearly that all can understand it. I therefore teach it in such a way
that nothing will remain hidden to the wise man, even though it may strike
mediocre minds as quite obscure; the foolish and the ignorant, for their part, will
understand none of it at all....

(6).

This particular statement, as well as the earlier alchemical practices discussed, is

certainly relevant to an understanding of Cave Birds, since it, too, is a text in

which important and complex knowledge is embedded in a seemingly simple

story. It is important to remember, too, that authors of alchemical texts always

speak of the material process and the spiritual processes together, so that every

action and event has both a material and a spiritual meaning. Hughes'

"alchemical" fable of the judgment, death and rebirth of his cockerel protagonist,

may, therefore, be expected to have a parallel spiritual meaning.

In spiritual terms, the difficulties of the circular path which the

Alchemist must travel lie in its paradoxical nature. Over-riding all else is the

paradox of the death of self which is necessary for enlightenment and re-birth. In

Eliot's words:

In order to possess what you do not possess
You must go by the way of dispossession.

In order to arrive at what you are not
You must go through the way in which you are not.

(7).

This is the paradoxical pattern which is common to most spiritual teaching. And

this, it seems, is the spiritual pattern which parallels the Cave Birds fable.

Table I(page 70), which is based on a summary of the alchemical

stages and procedures made by Ad de Vries(8), suggests the way in which these

may be related to the structure of Cave Birds. For a fuller understanding of this

structure the individual poems of Hughes' bird drama must be examined and, to
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provide the essential alchemical background for this, a general summary of the

main alchemical parallels is given at the beginning of each 'Stage'.
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