OIB Language & Literature Subject Meeting, October 2020
Notes from discussion on Ted Hughes : Crow (1970)


Introductory points
· Hughes saw ‘Crow’ as his masterpiece
· Hughes casting off the visible technical virtuosity of his early work for a riskier, more primitive style
· Use of Myth, drawing upon creation myths from different cultures
· ‘the anti-Bible’ – Jonathan Bate
· Trickster myths (e.g. American Indian)
· Use of ‘super simple, super ugly language’
· Fascination with animated and strip cartoons and cartoon violence evident in narrative approach
· Anarchic collision of styles, discourses and tones (comic, angry, tragic, etc) to create new, fragmented and sometimes contradictory meaning

What draws you to these poems?
· Provocative, responding to horror 
· Trickster figure, moral ambiguity 
· Mythological approach
· ‘Cocky superiority’, masculinity
· Primal and primitive elements, darkness
· ‘Shamanic’ qualities of the verse: this is poetry that is less governed by visible rational structures than by invoking the primal energies of words and discourses in combination (in contrast with e.g. the Latinate and ruthlessly rational work of Philip Larkin)

What would you want students to get out of them?
· A different experience of poetry; a sense of how complex meanings can be created through poetry that doesn’t initially look ‘poetic’; a reflection on what poetry is and can be
· An opportunity to reflect on our intuitive response
· The idea that there is a paradoxical comfort in the darkness of the poems

How would you start? What teaching approaches might be interesting to try?
· Use the Baskin illustration on cover as a starting point for discussion
· Start with Baskin’s drawings both to illuminate the poems and to inspire students’ own 
· Start with the tone, since that’s the shocking thing
· Look at other instances in pop culture bringing together grotesque/violent & comic (e.g. cartoons)
· Read one of the more shocking poems (e.g. Apple Tragedy) and observe students’ reactions. If they laugh, ask them to pinpoint and reflect on what prompted their laughter. A way of exploring instinctive responses to the poetry: unease, recognition, cathartic release, etc.
· Crows – the birds themselves, and the myths or symbolism associated with them. Learn about them as a starting point for reading the poems
· Rewrite one of the poems as prose. How does this help you to understand how Hughes uses verse and creates poetry?

Useful resources
· ‘Stronger than Death’: BBC documentary on Hughes
· James O’ Barr: ‘The Crow’
· Raymond Carver: ‘My Crow’: ‘It was not Ted Hughes’ crow…This was just a crow’: poem that frees an ordinary crow from the mythological weight literature has burdened it with. A reminder of the density of the image of Crow in these poems.

Many thanks to all for your contributions to the discussion.

N. Baker, 11 October 2020
