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As an environmentalist for the imperilled globe, he embarks on a spiritual quest to have a 

unified vision of nature. Each volume of his poetry is a step forward in offering thematic insights 

to achieving self-realization, and living harmoniously with and in nature. On his poetic journey 

he continuously encounters the cultural and psychological demons that hamper his holistic 

attempt to establish some kind of negotiation with nature. 

River (1983) is impregnated with the most spectacular nature poetry written by Ted 

Hughes. Writing at the height of his creative powers he crosses new frontiers and wins new 

triumphs in his meditations on nature. This volume, rich in beauty and awe, offers a fully 

realized apotheosis of nature. Ted Hughes, in River, comes even further forward in time and 

celebrates the sacred account of the ‘otherness’ of life in the non – human universe of nature. 

River is simply a record of the poet’s own observations and reflections as a fisher of salmon. 

At the level of deeper ecology the poems also shroud in its symbols and metaphors the 

spiritual quest of the poet who is, in a way, fishing for “the sacred ground of being” (Gustavsson 

230). The natural imagery used in the volume gives the splendid effect of fishing the natural and 

spiritual realms. While using the rich metaphor of the salmon and tracing its life-cycle, Hughes 

takes his readers on a spiritual journey and celebrates the metaphysical connection between 

humans and nature. Ted Hughes gets the glimpses of light in River. Gustavsson makes a similar 

observation about this palpable shift of perspective in the Hughes’s poetry: “The tone of the 

Crow- poems is of a desperation shot through by a wry humour and irony; the tone of River, on 

the other hand, is reverential, almost devotional as if Hughes here composes a hymn to life” 

(233). Of course it implicitly demands a mystic reverence for the autonomous world it projects. 

 Hughes in River contemplates the natural flow of life to seek the sanctuary of life. At 

deeper level the poet protagonist is in search for the manifestation of the sacred in time. By 

following the life of the river and contemplating the wondering of the salmon River symbolically 
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articulates the different stages of the mystic journey. The underlying quest is to completely 

merge and integrate with the divine element represented by water. Hindus in India also hold a 

similar belief.  

They hold the view that by taking a holy dip into the Ganges at Haridwar they will regain 

their sacred and purified self by washing off their sinful nature. The dip also symbolizes an 

integration and union of the human spirit with the cosmic elemental spirit of the water in 

perpetual flow. The poetic description of the River which Ted Hughes chooses for the purpose of 

his spiritual journey is identical to the one that the Hindus find about the Holy Ganges in their 

scriptures and mythologies. The poem “The River” is in fact just like the Holy Ganges of the 

Hindus:  

  Fallen from heaven, lies across 

The lap of his mother, broken by world 

But water will go on 

Issuing from heaven 

In dumbness uttering spirit brightness 

Through its broken mouth… 

It will rise, in a time after times, 

After swallowing death and the pit 

It will return stainless 

For the delivery of this world. 

So the river is a god… 

It is a god, and inviolable. 

Immortal. And will wash itself of all deaths. (664) 
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The poems in River follow a series of rivers through the course of a year, describing their sundry 

landscapes and animal life, evoking the natural world in rich, sensuous detail and Hughes’ 

unsentimental yet respectful view of life. This spiritual journey courses through the annual cycle 

of the seasons from December to January the following year. The poems of River are structured 

according to the solstitial year, the archetypal cycle of existence underlying the most 

mythologies and religions.  

The great goddess, who pervades the whole existential play of life and death, is present 

throughout River. Like all nature goddesses, she is seen as both fickle and stable, sensuous and 

evil, young and old: two-faced like her face was ugly, but the other side was very comely. In fact 

in the whole of River Hughes minutely observes the sacred flow of life as manifested by the 

cyclical journey of the river also symbolize the various stages on the path of self-realization and 

illumination. This keen observation and the subsequent ‘awareness’ of the deep processes of 

nature leads the questing hero to another kind of spiritual realization – the knowledge of his own 

place in this entangled web of life. Like the passage of the river this spiritual quest of the 

protagonist is also full of eddies and whirlpools.  

In “Go fishing” (652), Hughes not only gives a clear description of his spiritual journey, 

he also directs imaginatively through the process step-by-step. The mystic quest requires a 

complete annihilation of the ego-centric self so as to establish union and oneness with the flow of 

the river and its fish that he enters the ‘otherworld’ to regain his real self. Hughes quest in the 

River is thus an attempt to know his true self, the deep ecology of his body.  

This spiritual journey for self-realization is the main theme of his collection. His aim has 

all through been to try to himself up to his own deeper self both in terms of Jungian 

‘individualization’ and in terms of oriental spiritual philosophies. Contrary to the post modern 

preference for a ‘decentred discourse’ in favor of ‘margins’, Hughes years for a true centre 

sustain him in the face of the voracious nature. This self symbolizes the divine and absolute 

reality. To Hughes the creatures of the River assume a superior status as compared to the modern 

secular man as they live out their existential stay in perfect conformity with the flow of the 

existence symbolized by the metaphor of River. Hughes realizes that the death of the egocentric 

self symbolized by the ritualistic dance of death by the salmon is essential precondition for 

purification and spiritual regeneration: 
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 There some on a stony platform of water, 

Aboriginal Americans, 

High among rains, in an opening of the hills, 

They will begin to dance 

With shuffling and shudders, 

Shedding their ornaments, male and female, 

They will dance their deaths… 

Ecstasy dissolving 

In the mercy of water, at the star of the Universe, 

Devoured by revelation. (668) 

The music and dance in fact symbolize the rhythmic order of nature. In Hindu mythology God 

Shiva, the God of destruction, has also been described as ‘Natraj’ a dancer, who enacts this 

existential play of creation and destruction, thereby giving it a perfect poise and balance in terms 

of continuity. As a mythical poet Hughes, on his spiritual quest for the sane and sacred, draws 

heavily from all the spiritual traditions. So Hughes, who has been a spiritual voyage, has reached 

the end of his quest. 

 Hughes ecological vision and his exploratory quest to rediscover some spiritual meaning 

and purpose of life within nature find a poignant expression in the poem. He underlines the need 

for fundamental and transformational changes in human kind’s currently dysfunctional 

relationship with the natural environment at spiritual, cognitive and behavioral level. In River 

Hughes comes even further forward in time and celebrates the sacred account of the ‘otherness’ 

of life in the non-human universe of nature. To conclude, in his quest for rediscovering 

spirituality in ecology, the poet takes his readers along a fishing expedition. As he celebrates the 

mystic connection between humans and nature, some of the poems in the selection almost 

acquire the status of a hymn to nature. Hughes in River seems to have fully and finally come out 

of his divisions to achieve illumination. By following the life of the river and contemplating the 
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wandering of the salmon, River symbolically articulates the different stages of the mystic 

journey. The underlying quest is to completely merge and integrate with the divine element 

represented by water.  
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