
ENGLISH ADVANCED MODULE C 
 
Telling the truth 
 
 
Truth is tainted by personal prejudice and subject to subversion by individuals. This concept is 
evident in Ted Hughes’ compilation of poems, ‘Birthday Letters’ a suite that delves into his and 
Plath’s troubled relationship and the circumstances surrounding her suicide. ‘In telling his truth’ of 
their relationship, the representation is obscured and subject to egocentric bias which is supportive 
of Ripley’s suggestion in the film ‘Talented Mr. Ripley’ that ‘no-one sees themselves as a bad 
person’ hence attempting to prevaricate responsibility of Plath’s suicide. Poetry is a textual form that 
according to Christina Patterson, the Director of Poetry Soceity ‘contains no absolutes and no final 
readings’. However it is consequential of such poetry that the media and individuals form opinions 
and represent their version as demonstrated in a transcript from ‘The News Hour with Jim Lehrer’ 
and an article from the Telegraph, ‘Ted Hughes blamed drug for Plath’s suicide’ on 5th august 2001.  
 
In two poems, “Fullbright Scholar’ and ‘The Shot’, Hughes positions responders to see Plath as 
having a psychological disposition and a  personal history that is central to her demise which is 
influenced by Hughes own agenda to absolve himself of blame. In Fullbright Scholar, a 
retrospective account of their initial meetings, the use of direct first pronoun, ‘I’ establishes sincerity 
and creditability about his right to tell the truth. The connotation of narcissism aligned with Plath 
within ‘I want to be alone’ portray her as having a difficult personality, which is impugned for their 
degenerated relationship. Furthermore his reference to ‘baggage’ metaphoric of her broken psyche 
alludes to her emotional predicament, which is a direct result of her failed attempts at suicide and 
attachment to and ideals of her father displays the shortcomings in Plath’s character and questions 
her ability to separate truth from allusions.   
 
 In ‘The Shot’ Hughes depicts Plath’s death as an unavoidable event suggested in the weapon 
imagery of ‘nickel tipped, trajectory perfect’ symbolic of her predetermined fate. The connotations of 
momentum as she metaphorically ‘ricocheted’ ‘with the fury of a high velocity bullet’ exhibit Plath’s 
turbulent psyche as the catalyst of her own downfall. In an attempt to clear himself of guilt, Hughes 
concentrates heavily upon Plath’s obsession with her ‘daddy’, a reference to the poem from ‘Ariel’, 
and the use of matter of fact tone in ‘your worship needed a god’ which connotes to Plath’s search 
for a partner who is a replica of her father. The accumulation of mental instability cast doubt upon 
Plath’s dependability to process reality hence questioning her right and authority to claim the ‘truth’.  
 
Although Hughes accounts are biased and limited in their capacity to represent a definitive ‘truth’, 
his uncertain tone and flawed memory enunciated in ‘Fullbright Scholars’ in ‘maybe’, ‘then I forgot...’ 
affirms honesty to his claims encouraging acceptance of his version. His admittance of ignorance at 
a young age expounded in, ‘at 25, I was dumbfounded afresh’ highlights his vulnerability and the 
use of enumeration ensure validity that in conjunction with his confession may induce the audience 
to assume that he is telling the truth.  
 
 Hughes further attempts to absolve guilt in ‘Fullbright Scholar’ presenting the illusions to cultural 
difference in ‘the exaggerated American grin’ as a potential aspect of the failed marriage, 
compelling the responder to consider their disparity as a cause of the unsuccessful relationship as 
opposed to his infidelity. In addition, he positions himself as the victim of her façade by 
metaphorically symbolizing her as the ‘first peach he had ever tasted’.  
 
Prior to the publication of Ted Hughes’ ‘Birthday Letters’ in 1998, the ‘blame for Plath's death, 
directly or indirectly ‘lay at Hughes's door‘ as ‘he had said or published almost nothing in response’ 
according to Jim Lehrer. A transcript from ‘The News Hour with Jim Lehrer’ in February 1998 
examines varied views on the reason for Hughes extended quiet and his motif for ‘breaking the 
silence’. The introduction of the script is written in an informative tone, containing references to the 
literary works of both Plath and Hughes suggesting impartiality and a knowledgeable view thus 
increasing the reliability of the views of individuals testing and refuting the truth portrayed in Hughes  



poetry.Diane Middlebrook, denotes the emergence of Birthday Letters by Ted Hughes as a symbolic 
of a ‘man who can now… recognize … deal with it in an artistic mode’ as opposed to justification of 
his actions. Robert Hass, poet laureate of the United States from 1995 to 1997 contrasts Diane’s 
view via a succinct representation of Plath’s ordeal, the use of ellipses in ‘who didn't make it--who 
killed herself’ urging audience to consider Plath’s representations of the truth.  
 
The interview transcript utilises a conversational tone and language features in testing and refuting 
the integrity of Ted Hughes version of the truth. Middlebrook provides a stance presenting the book 
as ‘written by a man in his prime’ attesting Hughes integrity. Conversely Bob Hass employs a 
definitive tone in expressing his contrasting view that it is ‘impossible not to justify yourself at some 
level’ suggesting that Hughes personal agenda of prevaricating responsibility prevails. The use of 
rhetoric evinced in ‘how do you do it without making yourself look good?’ generates audience 
involvement forcing responder to endorse Hass’ viewpoint and question Hughes veracity.  
 
Hughes’ attempt to shift blame is further implied in the article from the Telegraph, ‘Ted Hughes 
blamed drugs for Plath’s suicide’. Hughes supports his belief with past accounts of similar 
circumstances where, ‘Plath had taken anti depressants once before while living in America, and 
suffered and adverse reaction’, the recollection of experience strengthening his argument. The 
range of acceptance of Hughes truth is presented in the contrasting views of Elaine Connell, the 
author of Sylvia Plath: Killing the Angel in the House who claimed that ‘drugs may be an 
explanation’ as otherwise Plath was ‘writing fantastic poetry... Loved her children passionately’ and 
Elizabeth Sigmund, a close friend of Plath who said, ‘Sylvia may have reacted badly... but you have 
to look at why she was needing them in the first place’. Although Elaine Connell has extensively 
studied Plath, it is Elizabeth Sigmund, a close friend of Plath’s who has the right to the truth. 
Sigmund establishes the friendship between Plath and herself through presenting Plath’s thoughts 
and feelings as she had exposed to Sigmund embodied in ‘she said to me’ establishing the close 
link between the two. 
 
The three texts studied together establish the dominance of personal inflictions and agendas in the 
portrayal of truth.   


