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An Exhumation: 

Poetry of Seamus Heaney and Ted Hughes: Disinterred Ancient Texts. 

 
Thesis Abstract 

 
Seamus Heaney and Ted Hughes are major English language poets who, like others, 

disinter the bones of ancient texts and reclothe them in living flesh. This thesis argues 

that the poems discussed, which were published in the last decade of the twentieth 

century, expose and explore themes and ideas that have determined human action from 

ancient to modern times. Heaney, who is Irish and has an English publisher, is installed 

at the centre of the Anglo-American literary canon. Conversely, apart from Birthday 

Letters which offer segments of his relationship with Sylvia Plath, Hughes is largely 

ignored by American critics. In dealing with Hughes’ last long poems, this thesis fills a 

gap in the critical literature. Examination reveals Hughes’ work to be as powerful, 

disturbing, appealing and pertinent for modern readers as Heaney’s.  

 

The focus of the study is a detailed analysis of the poetry’s power in a 1990s context of 

war, oppression and intermittent peace. Basic to the analysis is Heaney’s repeated 

assertion: “the way an artist engages with the modern world is through the techniques of 

his art among other things, it doesn’t have to be modern subject matter at all, I think” 

(qtd. in John Haffenden 66). The thesis establishes Heaney’s ideal of modern relevance 

by exposing through close analysis continuous patterns of themes and ideas from 

ancient to modern times. Concurrently, the argument demonstrates similarities and 

differences in Heaney’s and Hughes’ poetic techniques. 

 

 

 

 

 



Smith  ii

An Exhumation: 
 
 

Poetry of Seamus Heaney and Ted Hughes:  
Disinterred Ancient Texts 

 
    Primary Poetry Texts 

Heaney, Seamus.  Beowulf. London: Faber and Faber, 1999. 
______. The Cure at Troy: A Version of Sophocles’ Philoctetes. New York: Farrar, Straus 

 and Giroux, 1991. 

______. “Death of Orpheus.” After Ovid. Eds. Michael Hofmann and James Lasdun. 

 London: Faber and Faber, 1994. 
______. “Mycenae Lookout.” Opened Ground. London: Faber and Faber, 1998.  
______. “Orpheus and Eurydice.” After Ovid. Eds. Michael Hofmann and James Lasdun. 

 London: Faber and Faber, 1994. 

 

Hughes, Ted.  Aeschylus, The Oresteia. London: Faber and Faber, 1999. 
______. Euripides, Alcestis. London: Faber and Faber, 1999. 
______. Tales from Ovid. London: Faber and Faber, 1997. 

 

Primary Prose Texts 

Heaney, Seamus  “The Art of Poetry LXXV: Seamus Heaney.” Henri Cole. Paris

 Review 39 (1997): 88-138. 
______. “Crediting Poetry.” Opened Ground. London: Faber and Faber, 1998. 

______. “The drag of the golden chain.” Times Literary Supplement 12 Nov. 1999, 14-5. 

______. “Eulogy: Memorial Service for Ted Hughes.” Guardian 16 May 16 1999. 

 Online Guardian Archive. 28/05/1999. 

______. Finders Keepers. Selected Prose 1971-2001. London: Faber and Faber, 2002. 
______. The Government of the Tongue. London: Faber and Faber, 1988. 
______. Interview. Viewpoints: Poets in Conversation with John Haffenden. John  

 Haffenden. London: Faber and Faber, 1981. 
______. Preoccupations. Selected Prose 1968-1978. London: Faber and Faber, 1980. 



Smith  iii

______. The Redress of Poetry. London: Faber and Faber, 1995. 

 

Hughes, Ted. “The Art of Poetry LXXI. (interview with poet Ted Hughes).” Drue

 Heinz. Paris Review  35 (1995): 55-95. 
______. “Two Interviews conducted by the Author: Ted Hughes and Crow (1970), Ted  

 Hughes and Gaudete (1977).” Ekbert Faas. Ted Hughes: The  

 Unaccomodated Universe. Santa Barbara, CA: Black Sparrow P, 1980. 
______. Winter Pollen. Ed. William Scammell. London: Faber and Faber, 1994. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Smith  iv

Abbreviations 
 

B Heaney, Seamus.  Beowulf 

  CP Heaney, Seamus.  “Crediting Poetry” 

  CT Heaney, Seamus.  The Cure at Troy 

  DGC Heaney, Seamus.  “The drag of the golden chain” 

DO Heaney, Seamus.  “The Death of Orpheus” 

  Eu Heaney, Seamus.  “Eulogy: Ted Hughes Memorial Service” 

  FK Heaney, Seamus.  Finders Keepers 

  GT Heaney, Seamus.  Government of the Tongue 

  HA Heaney, Seamus.  “Interview – John Haffenden”  

  ML Heaney, Seamus.  “Mycenae Lookout” 

  P Heaney, Seamus.  Preoccupations 

  PA Heaney, Seamus.  “Interview – Henri Cole” 

OE Heaney, Seamus.  “Orpheus and Eurydice” 

  RP Heaney, Seamus.  The Redress of Poetry 

 

 

  A Hughes, Ted.  Alcestis 

  FA Hughes, Ted.  “Interview – Ekbert Faas” 

  DH Hughes, Ted.  “Interview – Drue Heinz” 

 TO Hughes, Ted.  The Oresteia 

  Ov Hughes, Ted.  Tales from Ovid 

  WP Hughes, Ted.  Winter Pollen 

 
All textual references (B 32, Ov 115) cite page numbers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Smith  v

Contents 

Abstract           i 

List of Primary Texts        ii 

List of Abbreviations       iv 

Introduction: Thesis Argument       1 

  Approach        3 

Chapter 1:  Fragments of Bone: Theoretical Issues    6 

Authorship and Translation      6 

Modern Relevance      15 

 Poetic Language      19 

  A Hypothesis       22 

Chapter 2:  Revenge       28 

Chapter 3:  Greed, Power and Pride     50 

Chapter 4:  Grief and Despair      73 

Chapter 5:  Sacrifice       93 

Chapter 6:  Heroes and Heroism               112 

Chapter 7:  Hope                 131 

Conclusion                  143 

Works Cited                  150 

Works Consulted                 159 

 
 
 
 


	Cover Sheet
	Title page
	Declaration
	Statement of access
	Acknowledgements
	Thesis abstract
	Primary poetry texts
	Primary prose texts
	Abbreviations
	Contents



