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2. The Laburnum Top
(Ted Hughes)

ABOUT THE POET

Ted Hughes (1930 - 98) was born in West Yorkshire and educated at
‘\vm‘\-borough Grammar School and Pembroke College, Cambridge.
Asaboy he spentalot of time on shooting and fishing and developed
an obsession with birds and animals which is evident in "The
Laburnum Top" as well as in many other works by him. This poem
captures the beauty and silence of the natural world. Besides several
columes of poems, Ted also published plays for children. Many of
Ted's poems constitute interesting examples of the topographical
poetry. Ted stresses on the physical, animal and the subconscious. He

was appointed poet Laureate in 1984 and breathed his lastin1998.

ABOUT THE POEM

Introduction

The poem, through picturesque images, portrays the moods of the
various phenomena‘of nature in Autumn. Its four seasons are marked
with their own hues, music and movements and each season

fascinates us with its specific characteristics. The autumn season is

marked with its silence and serenity, but it has its movements,

motions, music, and thrill.
¢ of the peace and silence that fills

~ The Laburnum top is symboli
- nature during the autumn season. But this calmness is disturbed with
o has built her nest there. As she

the arrival of the goldfinch wh
hboriously feeds her young ones,
edlam of their chirrupings. Having fed theyoung ones,
i soars away into the infiity of the sky leaving the Laburmum

silen '_ and stillagain.

there is a commotion, a veritable

the bird once
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Summary
| i d still. Its yellow
The 'Laburnum tree stands silent an yellow flowerg APpea,

to be in harmony with the yellow sunlight in the afternoon Of the
September month. With the onset of the autumn season, leaye,
start yellowing and its seeds are scattered.

This peace and silence give way to a stormy commotion wher, the
goldfinch comes and perches at a branch end with a twitching
chirrup. With a startled look on her face, she very cautiously enter
the thickness of the tree. Thereis a sudden commotion as she feeds her
young ones in the nest. The whole tree seems to tremble and resound
with the twittering of the baby birds and the sound of their wings
flapping as they grab food. Having fed her family to their fill, she
again sneaks out to a branch-end. As if conscious of being the culprit
behind the commotion, she makes delicate whistling sounds and
soars away into the infinity of the sky. Silence and hollowness
descend on the Laburnum tree again.

LITERARY DEVICES

Symbols:
A symbol is an object which represents or stands for another object.

Examples:
o Laburnumtop:
symbol of peace and serenity which is an integral part of Nature.

o Yellow September, leaves yellowing:
symbolic of autumn and passing age which brings in its wake
'~decay and loneliness.
o Goldfinch:
- symbol of vivacity and liveliness.
Simile:
Simile is a comparison of two unlike objects using the word ¢
comparison - 'like' or 'as',
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sleekasalizard

Having made sure that she is safe and secure, the goldfinch
cautiously sneaks into the thickness of the tree just as a lizard

nimbly passes through a narrow slit.

Metaphor:
A metaphor is a poetic device in which the poet compares two objects

without using the word of comparison - 'like' or 'as’.

Example:

. engineofher family
The tree is the scene of the bird's family's activity. It 'trembles’ and
'thrills' just like the whirring of an engine in motion creates
vibrations. The poet does not say that tree is like an engine; he

presents tree as an engine itself.

Transferred epithet:
Transferred epithet is an adjective which is not used with the noun it

qualifies but with another noun.

Example:

o barred faceidentity mask
The stringed flower clusters of the Laburnum tree hang like bars
and partially cover the bird. The goldfinch typically has yellow
bands or bars on its face or wings which help inits identification.

COMMENTARY

~+ leavesyellowing, allits seedsfallen

The expression creates an image of decay and deterioration. With

" the onset of the autumn season, leaves become yellow and the
dned seeds of the Laburnum tree fall. The autumn season in
man's life is marked with similar decay and deterioration.
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A suddenness, astartlement, ata branch end

The arrival of the mother bird with food in its bey) Creates
sudden and startling commotion in the tree. The mothe, sits o
the branch end with a twitching chirrup, cautiously Picking up
her ears at any sudden or startling sound.

« amachinestartsup
The expression refers to the commotion created in the silens tree
when the goldfinch starts feeding its young ones. There is a
blended noise of their chirruping and flapping of wings as the
baby birds vie with one another to get their mother's attentiop
and food. Often such a commotion is created by machines when

they are operated.
o shestokesitfull

The expression refers to the goldfinch feeding her young ones to
their fill. Just as coal is fed into the fireplace of a steam engine, the
goldfinch feeds her young ones till their hunger is satisfied.

o identity mask

The bird surfaces from the thick cover of Laburnum flowers. The

characteristic bars on its face or wings are a mark of her identity.

+ eeriedelicate whistle

The expression refers to the gentle and soft sound made by the
goldfinch. Having accomplished her task of feeding her young
ones thereis a feeling of motherly satisfaction as expressed by the
soft wh1$tle before she flies in thesky.

* AndtheLaburnum subsides to empty

- The: poet creates an image of lifelessness, emptiness, hollowne™
and seclusmn The Laburnum tree which is abuzz with activ'? (8
- with the arnval of the goldfmch returns. to its silence once 1.
‘ blrd whichiis symbohc oflifeand liveliness, .departs.
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STANZAS FOR COMPREHENSION

Read the following extracts and answer the
questions that follow.

(1)

The Laburnum top is silent, quite still

Inthe afternoon yellow September sunlight,

Atew leaves yellowing, allits seeds fallen.

; SET-I (Answerinone ortwo lines)

(@)  What does the Laburnum top symbolise?
The Laburnum top is the green cover of leaves. Itis a symbol of
peace and serenity pervading the nature.

(b)  Whatliterary device has been used in these lines?
The poet has created a special sound effect with the help of
alliteration created with the repetition of 's' sound.

()  Whattime of the yearisreferred to in these lines?
The lines suggest the onset of the autumn season when the sun
is still warm and tree leaves begin to yellow and fall.

(d)  Explain: "leaves yellowing, all its seeds fallen".
The expression creates an image of decay and deterioration.
With the onset of the autumn season leaves become yellow and

the dried seeds of the Laburnum tree fall. The autumn season in
man's life is marked with similar deterioration.

e T R B A N e 5
2E1 =1l ({Choose the most appropriate option)
R R S L'.{n..ﬁ.x_e’ai_'.‘_'-;.';g\:;;...-._.;... ..p R S

@ The'Laburnum topissilent’ means

() thetreeis unableto expressitself

(i) thetreeisinastate of peace and serenity
(i) the treeis proud and high-headed
o (iv) | ashadow of gloom is castover the tree

(i) thetreeisinastate of peace and serenity
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above extract are suggestive of
(iif) death
(iv) decay

(b) Theimages in the
(i) silence

(ii) shade

(iv) decay

The silence and stillness of the treeis shattered by
(i) thearrivalof the goldfinch

(i) the wind blowing hard

(iii) the noise of amachine

(iv) thelizard onthe Laburnum tree

(i) thearrival of the goldfinch
()’
A suddenness, a startlement, at a branch end.
Thensleek asalizard, and alert, and abrupt,

She enters the thickness, and a machine starts up

Of g;hitterings, and a tremor of wings, and trillings-

’sf‘“r ~1 (Answerin one or two lines)

(@)  Whatcauses the suddenness and startlement?
The suddenness and startlement is caused by the arrival of the
goldfinch. It sits on the branch end with a twitching chirrup,
cautiously picking up her ears at any sudden or startling sound.

(b)  Explainthe literary device used in the second line.

The poetic device used in the second line is a simile. Havié
made sure that she is safe and secure, the goldfinch cautiously
sneaks into the thickness of the tree in a quiet and quic
manner. A lizard has a similar movement when it pass®
through a narrow slit. '

Whatdo
esthe ex ion' -
pression 'a mathne starts up' mean?

The €Xpression refers t

“ v ‘le
_ o the commotion created in the *
tree w_he_n the goldfinch

i
starts feeding its young ones. Ther®
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blended noise of their chirruping and flapping of wings as the
. : O
baby birds make a noise for their mother's attention and food

Often such a commotion is created by machines when they are
opera ted.

seT-Il (Choose the most appropriate option)

() Whatcausesa startlementin the tree?
(i) thearrival ofasnake
(ii) adraftof thewind
(iii) the flapping of wings by the baby birds
(iv) thearrival of the goldfinch
(iv) thearrival of the goldfinch

(b) Thegoldfinchiscompared toalizard because of its
(i) golden, greenish colour (iii) swiftnessand alertness

(i) silence and stillness (iv) cruelty and ugliness

(iii) swiftness and alertness

() Whostarts up a'machine'?
(i) thegoldfinch
(i) theclamouring of the baby birds
(iii) the yellowingleaves
(iv) thefallenseeds
(ii) theclamouring of the baby birds

ik

ltisthe éngine of her family.
She stokes it full, then flirtsouttoa branch-end
ShOV\;}Hg her barred face identity mask

4 (a) ' What image has the poet .used in these lines? .
. e of an engine to express the noise
f the goldfinch.

| The poet has used the imag
" and commotion made by theyoung ones o
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1 \,p\ain‘ “ehe stokes it full™,

(b
The expression refers to the goldtineh teeding her young o
v their Bl Tust as the coal is ted into the fireplace of , stear
cneine the goldineh teeds her young ones till their hunger ,
watinhed

1 Where does the goldfinch go after feeding her young ones?

After feading its voung ones, the goldfinch stealthily comges o

L
the end of 2 hanging branch, all ready to fly.

() Explain: “identity mask”.
The characteristic bars on the face or wings of a goldfinch are 3
mark of her identity. One may recognize her because of these bars,

SIT -1 [Choose the most appropriate option)

{2} The literary device used in the firstlineisa
(11 simile (111) personification
{z) alliteration (iv) metaphor

) metaphor

(b} ‘Shestokesitfull'means
(1) shefeeds her little ones to their fill
{1} she stores food for the little ones
(11} she makes her little ones chirp loudly
{rr) she eats as much as she could
{1} shefeeds herlittle onesto theirfill

(€} Theexpression 'barred face' means
(i) thebird seemsto be behind thebars  (iii) a striped face
(i) afacethatis partially visible (iv) a paintcd face
{iif) astriped face

) |

Then with eerip delmale whistle-¢

hirrup whisperings 1
Siwlaunches away, wwards the N

infinite
And the Labumum subsides to empty,
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-Sﬁ"' (Answerinone or two lines)

(a) Who does 'she' refer to and where is she sitting?

'‘She' is the goldfinch bird. She is sitting at the end of a branch of
| the Laburnum tree.

(b)  Explain: "eerie delicate whistle".

The expression refers to the low, gentle and soft sound made by
the goldfinch. Having accomplished her task of feeding her
young ones, she experiences motherly satisfaction. As an
| expression of this feeling, she whistles softly and flies up into
| thesky.

()  Whatdoes'infinite' refer to?
'Infinite' refers to the vast expanse of the sky where the
goldfinch disappears once again after feeding her young ones.
(d) What image is created in the lastline?
The poet creates an image of emptiness, hollowness and
seclusion. The Laburnum tree which was abuzz with activity

with the arrival of the goldfinch returns to its silence once the

bird, a symbol of life, departs.
SET-II (Choosé the most apprdpriafe opti'on')

(@) Thebird's chirruping changesinto whispering because
(i) shesensessomedanger (iii) she feels sleepy
(ii)) shefeelssatisfied (iv) sheistired
. (ii) - shefeels satisfied
- b) "The Laburnum subsides to empty" means
() quietness descendson the tree again
( ll) _thenestof the goldfmch becomes empty

) A
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() What does the word 'empty’ signify?
(i) withnoleaves (i) being withou i,
(ii) with no other company (iv) being without o

(iii) beingwithout life

SHORT ANSWER QUESTIONS
(to be answered in about 40 words each)
Q1. What do you notice about the beginning and the ending of the
poem? (Textual)
The beginning and the ending of the poem are beautifully
worded, invoking images of silence, seclusion and hollowness,
which are integral part of life. The Laburnum tree, which is
symbolic of silence and stillness as well as decay and

deterioration is passing through the autumn season.

Q2. What is the bird's movement compared with? What is the basis

forthe comparison? (Textual)

The bird's movement has been compared with the sleek and

stealthy movement of the lizard. The comparison has been

drawn because the goldfinch makes her moves cau tiously as she

enters the thickness of the tree where she has built her nest. She

stretches herself like a lizard and then in a very alert and abrupt

manner she enters its thickness because she wants to protect hef

- young ones from any danger. The comparison is odd but quite
A graphic.

Q3. Whyistheimage of the engine evoked by the poet? (Textual)

The poet has evoked the image of the engine to compare the
hasty movements of the young ones and the commotio™ i
Create as they coax their mother for food. In great commoti®”
.‘hey trail bem“d their mother who satisfies their hung®” by
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feeding them one by one. The image of the engine captures the

flutter, commotion and noise created by the birds.

Qi, What do you like most about the poem? (Textual)

The poem is captivating because of a vivid presentation of the
sights, sounds, and colours around the Laburnum tree. The
poem also is remarkable for a close observation of the varying
moods of nature. The chirpings of the young ones of the
goldfinch beautifully balance the silence of the Laburnum tree.
The maternal care of the mother goldfinch s really touching and

fascinating.

Q5. Whatdoes the phrase "l;er barred face identity mask" mean?

(Textual)
The Laburnum tree has stringed clusters of flowers called which
hang like bars. Thus, the goldfinch hidden behind these bunches
looks as if standing behind bars. Another plausible explanation
can be that the goldfinch has characteristic yellow bars on its
face and wings which act as its peculiar mark of identification. "
Each goldfinch, I believe, has a unique pattern of bars. Yet
another explanation can be that the goldfinch is perfectly
camouflaged in the yellow flowers and yellowing leaves of the

Laburnum tree.
Q6." What message does the poem give?
The poem does not appear to give any significant message. The

poet seems to be interested in merely describing the scene of the
Laburnum in a graphic manner both when the goldfinch comes |
to it and when she leaves. However, the parental instinct and
care which is powerfully depicted in the poem, can be
| con31dered as the message of the poem. The impatience of the

s ’hungry young ones, the alert cautious and protective mother
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with food in her beak, the commotion during feed'mg and ; very
satisfied mother bird - all these images reinforce the messagé_
Q7. Briefly describe the scene at the Laburnum tree after the Mothe,
bird has fed her little ones.
After the mother bird has fed her little ones, a calm and stillnegg
~ descends on the tree. The mother bird expresses her happines,
and satisfaction with strange sounding, delicate, whisper-like
chirrups and then flies away into the infinite sky. The Laburnym,
issilent, still and empty now.

\ Q& Why does the poet call the whisperings of the bird 'eerie’?

The word 'eerie' implies strange or weird. The delicate and

B\

; whistle-like whisperings of the mother bird express hes
: immeasurable happiness at the satisfaction of maternal instinc:
z in feeding her little ones. So her sound conveys the strange thrill
of pleasure she has just experienced. It is 'eerie’ also in the sense

that it is in sharp contrast to the loud commotion heard a little

while ago.

Q’9 What makes the Laburnum tree "tremble" and "thrill"?

When the mother bird brings food for her little ones, they make

restless and impatient noise expressing their joy at seeing their

mother and the prospect of getting food. Each of them fights
i with others to be the first to recejve the food. Thus the chirping
E . and fluttering of wings start up a commotion in the nest that
e makes the Laburnum trempje and thrill.

Qﬂl Whathappens to the Laburnum tree jn September?

The Laburnum tree is usually very quiet and still during
, SeP.fember perhaps because of the onset of autumn. Its leaves
. begin to y ellow and fall; evep, the seeds fall, too. This eerie

: st Tar : - e |
NS F‘!hiéssf_;however, 15 shattered by birds nesting in the dense tree: |

{
{
|

£ |
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