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About the Poet 

Edward James (Ted) Hughes (17 August 1930- 28 October 1998) was born in Mytholmroyd, in the West 
Riding district of Yorkshire, UK. An incredibly prolific poet, translator, editor and children’s book author of 
the 20th century, he was appointed Poet Laureate in 1984 and held his office until his death. Among his 
many awards, he was appointed to the Order of Merit, one of Britain’s highest honours. 
 
The rural landscape of Hughes’s youth in Yorkshire exerted a lasting influence on his work. To read 
Hughes’s poetry is to enter a world dominated by nature, especially by animals. This holds true for nearly 
all of his collected poems. Animals appear frequently throughout his work as deity, metaphor, persona and 
icon. 

Theme 

The theme of the poem is the mutual relationship between the Laburnum tree and the Goldfinch bird. The 
large and beautiful tree is quiet and lonely till the arrival of the Goldfinch. On the other hand, the Goldfinch 
though amusing, is without a shelter till it finds the Laburnum top. The poem shows how the Laburnum top 
provides shelter to the Goldfinch and its chicks and the bird in turn takes away its dead silence. 

Analysis of the Poem 

Introduction: 
 
The poem begins with a description of how the Laburnum tree is pretty quiet in the yellow September light. Due 
to the autumn season, the leaves of the tree have turned yellow and the seeds have dropped on the ground. It 
appears to be still till a goldfinch bird perches on its branch. The poet witnesses the tree come to life as soon as 
the bird starts chirping. Upon the arrival of the mother goldfinch the nestlings start chirping and the tree 
becomes alive. She keeps flying in and out to feed her young ones. Thus, when she leaves, the tree once again 
dons its elusive silence. 
 
 
Summary: 
 

The poet describes his experience of what he witnesses in the Laburnum tree one sunny, September afternoon. 
He notices that the treetop is still and silent, the leaves have turned yellow due to the autumn season and the 
seeds have also fallen down. 

Just then a goldfinch alights on the Laburnum tree making short, high-pitched sounds. The goldfinch has her 
nest in the tree and her chicks are resting in the nest. On the mother’s return, a sudden movement stirs the 
tree. Her little ones are excited on her arrival and start chirruping. The cautious mother enters the tree with 
great care so that no predator can come to know that her babies are housed in the nest. 

The poet has compared the alert, abrupt and sleek movement of the goldfinch with that of a lizard. The 
goldfinch has been called the engine of her family. Just as the engine starts up the machine, her arrival in 
the nest has suddenly started up the silent machine (nest) i.e. the young ones have started chittering and 
making noise. By feeding her young ones, she has added fuel to the machine and as a result the chicks now 
have the erergy to be active and make noise. After feeding her chicks, the goldfinch flies up and rests on the 



end of a branch of the tree, her identity concealed behind the yellow flowers and yellowing leaves. 

After some time, the goldfinch makes a strange short, high-pitched sound. Then she flies away towards the 
infinite sky. The Laburnum tree becomes silent again after the departure of the goldfinch and everything 
seems to be the same as it was before the arrival of the goldfinch. 

Central Idea 

The poem The Laburnum Top is a beautiful poem in which the poet has used the Laburnum Tree and 
goldfinch as a symbol of life and its fluctuations. The Laburnum tree symbolizes the pattern of our life in 
general, which is usually dull and inanimate. The goldfinch breaks the usual pattern and makes it lively. 
Without the goldfinch, the Laburnum tree is just like another tree. In other words, it is the attitude of a 
person towards life that makes life meaningful and worth living. 
 

Poetic Devices 

1. Simile(direct comparison of two things using ‘like’ or ‘as’):  
Here, ‘sleek as a lizard’. The goldfinch’s alert, abrupt and sleek movement is being compared to that 
of a lizard 

2. Metaphor(indirect or implied comparison):  
Here, ‘engine of her family’- engine represents the mother Goldfinch; ‘machine starts up’- machine 
represents the nest with its brood of chicks. 

3. Alliteration(Repetition of same consonant sound at the beginning of two adjacent words) :  
Here, ‘September sunlight’; ‘A suddenness, a startlement’; ‘alert and abrupt’; ‘The whole tree 
trembles’ 

4. Onomatopoeia( a word that represents a sound):  
Here, ‘chirrup’; ‘chitterings’; ‘trillings’; ‘whistle-chirrup’ 

5. Transferred Epithet (attributes generally describing the state of human being, but made to refer to 
a thing or idea):  
Here, ‘Her barred face identity mask’- When the Goldfinch bird sits behind the flowers, the shadow 
of the flowers on her face seems as if she is wearing a mask with bars on it. 
 

Textual Questions: 

I. Find Out- Q1 and Q 2 ( Do it Yourself) 

II. Think it Out ( Use the given value points to frame your own answers) 

1 What do you notice about the beginning and the ending of the poem? 

Ans: Similarity in the state of the Laburnum tree- still and silent. 

2. To what is the bird’s movement compared? What is the basis for the comparison? 

Ans: To that of a lizard. Basis for comparison- sudden and abrupt movement similar to that of a lizard. 

3. Why is the image of the engine evoked by the poet? 

Ans: Engine- source of energy for the machine. Similarly, the mother Goldfinch- source of energy for her 
machine, i.e, the nest that shelters her young ones. 

4. What do you like most about the poem? 

Ans: (To be answered yourself with appropriate arguments) 

5. What does the phrase “her barred face identity mask” mean? 



Ans:  A transferred epithet (Refer to the ‘Poetic Devices’ given above)- ‘barred’, an adjective the flowers has 
been transferred to the bird.  

 

Extra Questions (SAQ): (Use the key words to write complete answers) 

1. Explain- “She launches away, towards the infinite.” 

Ans: again leaves her nest- in search of food for her nestlings- task is never ending. 

2. How does the Laburnum ensure security for the nestlings? 

Ans: bark and seeds of Laburnum poisonous- predators usually do not come to that tree- yellow of its 
leaves and flowers- camouflage the nestlings from predators 
 

3. What is the significance of ‘yellow’ in the poem? 

Ans: autumn, leaves and flowers of Laburnum tree, feathers of Goldfinch- all yellow in colour; the mother 
bird ensures high security for her babies; yellow colour helps in camouflaging her nestlings from predators 
 

Extra Questions (LAQ): (Use the key words to write complete answers) 

1. What value do you learn from the Goldfinch? 

Ans: motherly care and affection (cares for her offspring, flies regularly to search for food); sudden 
movement (alert so as to remain unnoticed by predators); concerned about the safety and security of her 
nestlings. 
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