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“The Thought Fox”, one of the most anthologized poems of Ted Hughes 

was composed in 1955 and first published in 1957 in Hughes’s first 

volume of poetry, Hawk in the Rain. It has went on to appear in other 

volumes of Hughes’ too (it is the opening poem in both in his Selected 

Poems and New Selected Poems, for example) and anthologized in many 

other volumes of verses. Notes Keith Sagar,  

That Hughes opened both his Selected Poems and his New 

Selected Poems with ‘The Thought-Fox’ suggests that he 

thought of it as an overture announcing the central theme 

of all his subsequent poems. (1) 

 

Indeed, “The Thought Fox” perfectly crystalizes Hughes’s poetic 

credo. It is primarily a poem about writing a poem but is structured 

such that it plays around Hughes’s signature central imagery of an 

animal, a fox to be specific in this particular poem.In Poetry in the 

Making, Hughes while talking about his poetic craft observed: 

 

The special kind of excitement, the slightly mesmerized and 

quite involuntary concentration with which you make out the 

stirrings of a new poem in your mind, the outline, the mass 

and colour and final form of it, the unique living reality of it 

in the midst of the general lifelessness . . . This is hunting 

and the poem is a new species of creature, a new specimen 

of the life outside your own. (qtd in Sagar 18) 



 

This is classic Hughes whose primary prism through which he observes 

the world is tinged with his fascination with animals. Hughes’s 

connection with the animal world runs deep back to childhood days and 

foxes have always captured his imagination. In Poetry in the Making, 

Hughes recalls: 

An animal I never succeeded in keeping alive is the fox. I 

was always frustrated: twice by a farmer, who killed cubs I 

had caught before I could get to them, and once by a 

poultry keeper who freed my cub while his dog waited. [qtd 

in Sagar 19] 

 

W.S. Merwin recounts another fascinating story about Hughes’s 

connection with foxes: 

 

At Cambridge he set out to study English Literature. Hated 

it. Groaned having to write those essays. Felt he was dying 

of it in some essential place . . . One night, very late, very 

tired, he went to sleep. Saw the door open and someone like 

himself come in with a fox’s head. The visitor went over to 

his desk, where an unfinished essay was lying, and put his 

paw on the papers, leaving a bloody mark; then he came over 

to the bed, looked down at Ted and said, “You’re killing us,” 

and went out the door. (qtd. in Sagar 8) 

 

‘The Thought Fox’ doesn’t deal with any of the above mentioned 

specific stories of Hughes’s life. Absorbing all of them rather in some 

way, Hughes uses his totem of the fox to craft a poem about crafting a 

poem. Notes Sagar: 

 

By recognizing the fox as his totem…Hughes had 

instinctively recognized it (along with the wolf) as an 

outward living embodiment of everything within his own 



psyche which had been persecuted, injured, imprisoned, 

either by his culture or by his own rational intellect. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
The Thought-Fox 

I imagine this midnight moment's forest: 

Something else is alive 

Beside the clock's loneliness 

And this blank page where my fingers move. 

 

Through the window I see no star: 

Something more near 

though deeper within darkness 

Is entering the loneliness: 

 

Cold, delicately as the dark snow 

A fox's nose touches twig, leaf; 

Two eyes serve a movement, that now 

And again now, and now, and now 

 

Sets neat prints into the snow 

Between trees, and warily a lame 

Shadow lags by stump and in hollow 

Of a body that is bold to come 

 

Across clearings, an eye, 

A widening deepening greenness, 

Brilliantly, concentratedly, 

Coming about its own business 

 

Till, with a sudden sharp hot stink of fox, 



It enters the dark hole of the head. 

The window is starless still; the clock ticks, 

The page is printed. 

 

 

 

 

The very title of the poem strikes one instantly. What is this poem all 

about? How can a fox be a thought or a thought a fox? What does it 

mean? Hughes himself answers elsewhere: 

 

This poem does not have anything you could easily call a 

meaning. It is about a fox,obviously enough, but a fox that is 

both a fox and not a fox. What sort of a fox is it that can 

step right into my head where presumably it still sits . . . 

smiling to itself when thedogs bark. It is both a fox and a 

spirit. (qtd. in Summerfield 267–68) 

 

The very first two words of the poem hints at a possibility towards a 

resolution of the riddle – ‘I imagine’. The most personal of utterances, 

‘I’, is followed by the most intimate of acts, imagining. And both of 

these coupled together and presented at the very onset of the poem 

prepares one for an experience that is more psychological than real. ‘I 

imagine’, as Sagar notes,  

 

are his opening of the door, his invocation to ‘something 

else’ to visit him out of the darkness. At that point his ego 

abdicates control. (Sagar 3) 

 

But it is not the fox that he imagines first, but ‘this midnight moment’s 

forest.’ The midnight moment conjures up an atmosphere of intense 

solitude and evokes a sense of dark wonder as it gets associated with 

the image of a forest. Observes Sagar, 



 

Midnight is the witching time of night, when human 

consciousness is most exposed to the non-human. Darkness 

is the subconscious world with all its primeval fears. (Sagar 

3) 

 

What is even more interesting, however is how the first line jumbles up 

the sense of space and reality so very effectively and purposefully. 

The external set up of the poem, presumably a solitary room where the 

poet is at work sitting at his writing desk seamless merges with the 

internal space of his psyche. The ‘midnight moment’s forest’ exists 

hanging midway in a mysterious limbo between the real and the 

imagined. And amidst all these, ‘something else is alive’. Intensifying 

the atmosphere of mystery, it is not specified what else is alive. And 

yet its palpable presence can be surely felt as it ‘enters the loneliness’ 

without being clearly detected. As one refers back to the very first 

opening words – ‘I imagine’, again, it becomes clearer that the entire 

action of the poem belongs to the theatrical psychodrama being played 

in the arena of the speaker’s psyche. Notes Richard Webster, 

 

The disturbance is not in the external darkness of the 

night, for the night is itself a metaphor for the deeper and 

more intimate darkness of the poet’s imagination in whose 

depths an idea is mysteriously stirring. (36) 

 

The vagueness in specifying what else is alive results not just out of a 

structural attempt on the part of the poet to ramp up the sense of 

anxiety; it is indeed as nebulous to him even, for at this particular 

moment the thought is not fully formed, emerging out of the depths of 

his own subconscious.  

 

The next three stanzas intricately conjure up the scene wherea 

fox gradually and surreptitiously emerges out of the dense blackness 



of the midnight forest, its body forming distinctive features along its 

meticulously cautious journey towards the ‘clearings’. Sagar notes, 

 

The ‘clearing’ made by the poet’s openness and receptivity 

emboldens the fox to assume its confident, brilliant 

foxhood, to come about its own business, and to enter in 

safety its true home, the ‘dark hole of thehead’. (4) 

 

The thought emerging out of the dark reservoir of the poet’s psyche, 

makes a similar journey too towards being articulated in clearer terms. 

The fox’s actions, as described, are strikingly vivid as is the play of the 

language and the metrical, phonetic and sonic jugglery by Hughes.  

  

 The fox, as it draws itself upclose to the poetic persona, 

transforms into the unitary image of - ‘an eye, /A widening deepening 

greenness’, tinged with the primeval mythical mysteries of the forest 

and the animal kingdom. The visual imagery dissolves into the realm of 

other senses too, as the fox asserts itself with the domain of the 

olfactory – ‘sudden sharp hot stink’ and plunges into the ‘dark hole of 

thehead’. Notes Webster, 

 

If we follow the 'visual logic' of the poem we are compelled 

to imagine the fox actually jumping through the eyes of the 

poet - with whom the reader of the poem is inevitably drawn 

into identification. The fox enters the lair of the head as it 

would enter its own lair, bringing with it the hot, sensual, 

animal reek of its body and all the excitement and power of 

the achieved vision. (37) 

 

The external setting remains the same – ‘the window is starless still’ 

and the ‘clock’ goes on ticking.  Yet to borrow Yeats, something has 

changed, changed utterly for the page lies printed with the poem about 



the fascinating journey between realms of the real and the imagined, 

conscious and the subconscious. Notes Bibhu Padhi,  

 

 

The moment of the fox’s entry into the “dark hole of the 

head” coincides with the moment of the poem-within-the-

poem’s completion in both space and time.  

(88-89) 

 

The fox, like Lamb’s dream children, finds a safe haven in the confines 

and expanses of Hughes’s psyche and his poem.  

 

 The above discussion might find a fitting closure with Hughes’s 

own words about the fox and the poem. He observes: 

 

It is a real fox; as I read the poem I see it move, I see it 

setting its prints, I see its shadow going over the irregular 

surface of the snow. The words show me all this, bringing it 

nearer and nearer. It is very real to me. The words have 

made a body for it and given it somewhere to walk . . . 

(E)very time I read the poem the fox comes up again out of 

the darkness and steps into my head. And I suppose that 

long after I am gone, as long as a copy of the poem exists, 

every time anyone reads it the fox will get up somewhere 

out in the darkness and come walking towards them. (qtd. in 

Summerfield 268) 
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