Work and Play

Discuss a poem which comments, favourably or critically, upon some aspect of society of human behaviour, and show how the poet achieves his purpose.

  “Work and Play” is a poem that criticizes the behaviour of mankind towards nature. Its poet, Ted Hughes, uses a swallow as a symbol of nature and reflects the beauty and elegance of the swallow (nature) through using techniques such as word choice, imagery and rhythm. In contrast, mankind is described as the villains who destroy the gracefulness of nature, and techniques such as change in tone and punctuation is used to achieve a greater realization of this divergence.  

  The title “Work and play” in itself contains two contradictory words which are swamped with irony. “Work” in theory reflects the swallow:

  “she toils all summer,”

But whereas work is usually associated with difficulty and negativity, the swallow shows no sign of these associations. Instead, the swallow displays enjoyment as it flies through the sky:

  “The swallow of summer, cartwheeling through crimson,”

“Play” on the other hand is considered to be more positive and associates with pleasure and excitement. But it is written in an ionic sense that although mankind is playing on the beach, they do not enjoy themselves or appreciate the beach. The use of irony undermines the human perception of play, and reflects mankind’s stubbornness and naiveness. It demonstrates that mankind is somewhat robotic – keeping to a procedure of going out to the beach whenever it was a sunny day. This also shows mankind’s irrational way of thinking.

  Word choice is used to describe the beauty of the swallow. Hughes considers the swallow as ‘perfect’, and because the swallow represents the nature, Hughes is in fact describing the wonderfulness of nature. The word “perfect” emphasizes on just how faultless and ideal nature is.

  In contrast, word such as “serpent” is used to portray human activity. The movement of a serpent – creeping – is used to reveal the movement of cars, although cars cannot physically creep. But in effect, it conveys evilness and negativity. 

  In the second stanza, Hughes applies imagery to paint a picture of the magnificence of nature:

  “She flings from the furnace, a rainbow of purples,

  Dips her glow in the pond and is perfect.”

The imagery created reveals a magical moment when everything is perfect. The description is full of brightness and colour. This again suggests the breathtaking beauty of nature.

  The tone changes dramatically as Hughes starts to describe mankind. The clash in tone makes the distinction between nature and mankind even more immense:

  “With faces of torment as space burns them blue

  Their heads are transistors

  Their teeth grit on sand grains

  Their lost kids are squalling”

Every image created of mankind is pessimistic and disapproving. The imagery used here shows what a horrible time mankind is having though this was supposed to be a enjoyable day trip.

   When describing nature – the swallow – there is a poetic rhythm present to make the descriptions flow. This ensures the readers to visualize the elegance of the swallow as it flies smoothly through the sky. Commas are used to separate a long list of descriptions; this allows time for each description to sink into the reader’s mind. 

  However, when Hughes describes mankind, it is formatted as a list without using commas. Additional images are piled on producing a never-ending list of negative human actions. Perhaps the use of one long sentence is intentioned for readers to feel uncomfortable whilst reading and therefore experience the discomfort felt by the people in the poem. This reaches out to the reader’s senses and inevitably allows the reader to be part of the poem.   

  Hughes criticizes the irrational human behaviour and mankind’s lack of appreciation towards nature in his poem “Work and Play”. He shames mankind for discharging pollution and damaging the beautiful yet vulnerable environment. He used effectual techniques to attain his objective, techniques such as rhythm, word choice and imagery, which I had verified above. But the slightly exaggerated comparison between nature (represented by a swallow) and mankind played the most significant role in assisting him to achieve his purpose, which was to convince his readers to learn and appreciate nature. Through using these effective techniques, I feel that Hughes has consequently achieved his purpose.

