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Christmas 
letters

Christmas is a time for writing. Friends and 
colleagues exchange Christmas cards, children 
send lists to Santa and sometimes letters are 

sent to those we’ve lost touch with during the year. 
In an era of instant messages, e-mails and Facebook 
posts, a letter stands out: the immediacy coupled with 
considered thought, the physical action of putting pen 
to paper and the character of an individual handwritten 
script are just some of the features that make letters so 
special.

And for publishers, letters are big business. The 
collections Philip Larkin: Letters Home (2018) and The 
Letters of Sylvia Plath (2018) are selling well. So, for 
readers and students, what are the attractions of reading 
literary letters?

Collections of letters can stimulate fresh interest 
in writers, cast new light on their work and satisfy 
curiosity about their private lives and opinions.  For 
example, you can read about Larkin’s support of the 
Tory MP, Enoch Powell, who opposed uncontrolled 

immigration. To his mother in 1970, Larkin wrote 
that ‘Mr Powell is still saying we must keep out the 
immigrants — a pity he isn’t leading the Conservatives’. 

Plath’s letters reveal ugly moments in her 
relationship with her husband, the poet Ted Hughes. 
After Hughes had left her for another woman, she 
wrote to her psychiatrist that ‘Ted beat me up physically 
a couple of days before my miscarriage: the baby I lost 
was due to be born on his birthday’.

Interpreting letters
Such revelations can shape the ways in which writers 
are read. Many take a distinctly anti-Hughes line 
when reading Plath, pointing to his destruction of her 
journals, his partisan editing of Ariel and his alleged 
domestic violence. Plath’s gravestone in Heptonstall, 
Yorkshire, is often targeted, with the ‘Hughes’ on ‘Sylvia 
Plath Hughes’ being forcibly removed.

Larkin’s alleged right-wing views have led to 
negative reassessments of his work. Letters with puerile 

Luke McBratney looks at how our 
views on authors can change when 
we read collections of their letters
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Task
Read a collection of letters by an author of one 
of your set texts. You might like to use the index 
to search for letters of particular relevance to your 
text. What do you learn about the text? How 
reliable are the opinions in the letters? 

For older texts, letters may be available online. 
For example, you can discover a lot about F. Scott 
Fitzgerald’s feelings about The Great Gatsby and 
contemporary responses to the text at  
http://fitzgerald.narod.ru/letters/letters.html

Further reading

Review of Philip Larkin: Letters Home: 
www.tinyurl.com/ya8nvgjg

British Library site dedicated to Sylvia Plath, with 
links to items such as an article by Plath’s daughter, 
Frieda and a close reading of Plath’s seminal poem 
‘Daddy’: www.bl.uk/people/sylvia-plath

An article by Frieda Hughes commenting on her 
mother’s letters: www.tinyurl.com/yafhnflm

humour and smutty comments to long-standing male 
friends were included in Anthony Thwaite’s Selected 
Letters (1992). One, to Robert Conquest in 1978, 
contained joking lines of doggerel that formed an 
alternative Conservative Party manifesto. It argued 
for corporal punishment, imprisoning strikers and, 
most shockingly, used racist language. These lines 
were quoted by the influential Marxist scholar, Terry 
Eagleton. He used them as one of the planks of his 
argument in his damning assessment of Larkin’s poetry 
in the Channel 4 arts programme J’Accuse (1993).

Context is all
Is it fair to rip a letter from its context and use it to 
harm a reputation? Plath’s daughter, Frieda Hughes, 
has written about the normal desire to ‘paint [a] 
departing husband in anything other than the darkest 
colours’. She also speculated as to what ‘beat me up 
physically’ actually meant, and recognised the bias of 
letters that are seen from the perspective of one person 
only. Frieda said that ‘the letters had been written by 
my distraught mother in the throes of real emotional 
pain; her side of the argument was the only side and I 
knew that was the side everyone was sure to take’.

While some argue that the reprehensible views aired 
in Larkin’s mock manifesto speak of a deep-seated and 
troubling attitude that infects his poetry, others argue 
that the schoolboy humour sent to an old friend in 
private and written in a comic persona deserves much 
less attention than the poet’s published verse. Indeed, 
one of the joys of reading a collection of letters is 
the ways in which they often reveal many aspects of 
a writer’s life and personality. The miserable Larkin 
whose persona complains about being damaged by 
his upbringing still writes to his mother when she is 
depressed at the loss of her husband:

Do not worry about the past: it is, after  all, 
past, and fades daily in our memory & in the 
memories of everyone else. Further, it can’t 
touch the future unless we let it. Every day 
comes to us like a newly cellophaned present, 
a chance for an entirely fresh start.

Collections of letters often reveal writers at their 
most intimate and unguarded. They reveal their virtues 
as well as their vices: for all his complaints, Larkin was 
always a devoted son. While you might have to wade 
through shopping lists and other mundane details, 
writers’ letters sometimes illuminate their major 
concerns in language that might have come from the 
best of their work.
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