
Symbols in The Laburnum Top

The Laburnum Tree
The laburnum tree symbolises silence, stillness and 
dormant life.
Its transformation when the goldfinch arrives shows how 
life and energy can awaken a quiet world.

The Goldfinch
The goldfinch symbolises energy, vitality and motherhood.
Her arrival brings sound, movement and excitement to the 
otherwise silent tree.

The Nest
The nest symbolises home, security and family.
It is the safe space where the goldfinch's young ones live 
and receive care from their mother.

The Young Ones
The young birds symbolise new life, growth and 
dependence.
Their excitement when the mother arrives highlights the 
strong bond between a mother and her children.

The “Engine”
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The goldfinch is called the “engine of her family”, 
symbolising her role as the source of energy and 
nourishment.
Like an engine starts a machine, the mother bird activates 
the entire nest through her arrival.

The “Machine”
The “machine” symbolises the busy, interconnected life of 
the bird family.
The nest suddenly becomes active when the mother 
arrives, resembling a functioning machine.

Major Themes

Life and Vitality
The poem shows how the arrival of the goldfinch 
transforms a silent tree into a lively place. It celebrates 
the energy and beauty of life.

Motherhood
The goldfinch is shown as a devoted mother who returns 
to feed and care for her young ones. Her role as the 
“engine of her family” emphasises her importance.

Interdependence in Nature
The birds use the tree as their home, while their presence 
brings movement and life to the tree. The poem therefore 
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shows the interconnectedness of living beings.

Silence and Activity
The poem follows a clear pattern: silence → activity → 
silence. This contrast makes the goldfinch's arrival more 
dramatic and meaningful.

Change and Transience
The poem captures a brief moment of activity in nature. 
The goldfinch eventually flies away, reminding us that 
moments of excitement and beauty are temporary.

Cycle of Life
The autumn setting suggests change and decline, while 
the young birds represent new life. Thus, the poem 
presents decay and renewal as natural parts of life.

Critical Analysis 
The Laburnum Top is a beautifully observed nature poem in 
which Ted Hughes presents a brief episode from the life of a 
laburnum tree and a goldfinch. The poem is simple on the 
surface but carries deeper ideas about life, energy, 
motherhood, interdependence and change.The poem begins 
with a silent and still laburnum tree in the yellow September 
sunlight. The yellowing leaves and fallen seeds create an 
autumnal atmosphere and suggest a phase of decline or 
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dormancy. The mood changes dramatically when the 
goldfinch arrives.The goldfinch becomes the source of 
energy for the entire tree. Her arrival produces “chitterings”, 
movement and the trembling of wings. The poet uses the 
metaphor of a “machine” and calls the bird the “engine of her 
family”. These mechanical images are striking because they 
present the natural world in terms of energy, movement and 
functioning systems.The goldfinch also represents 
motherhood and care. She enters the nest, feeds her young 
ones and then flies away. Her brief visit gives purpose and 
activity to the otherwise quiet tree. A major strength of the 
poem is its contrast between stillness and movement. At the 
beginning, the tree is silent; in the middle, it becomes full of 
sound and activity; at the end, it becomes empty again. This 
creates a natural cycle of silence → life → silence.
Hughes also uses vivid visual and auditory imagery. The 
yellow sunlight, yellowing leaves, bird's movements and 
various bird sounds allow the reader to see and hear the 
scene. Devices such as personification, simile, metaphor, 
alliteration, onomatopoeia and enjambment make the natural 
scene dynamic.The ending is particularly significant. After 
the goldfinch leaves, the laburnum “subsides to empty”. The 
return of silence reminds us that moments of activity are 
temporary. Yet the poem is not pessimistic: it shows that 
even a brief moment of life can transform an 



otherwise silent world. Overall, The Laburnum Top is a poem 
about the rhythm and interconnectedness of life. Through 
the relationship between the tree and the goldfinch, Hughes 
shows that nature constantly moves between stillness and 
activity, emptiness and fullness, silence and sound. The 
poem's real beauty lies in showing how an ordinary natural 
event can reveal a larger truth about life.

Questions 

1. The laburnum tree changes from a silent space into a 
lively one after the goldfinch arrives. Analyse the significance 
of this transformation.

2.The description of the goldfinch as the “engine of her 
family” presents motherhood in a distinctive manner. Explain 
the idea.

3.The poem presents nature as an interconnected system. 
Support the statement with suitable examples.

4.The use of mechanical imagery in the poem creates a 
particular effect. Evaluate the significance of “engine” and 
“machine”.

5. The Laburnum Top is a poem of contrasts.” Examine this 
statement with reference to the poem.

6.The poem presents a small natural event but conveys a 



larger message about life.” Discuss.

7.“Nature in the poem is both beautiful and dynamic.” 
Evaluate the statement with reference to Hughes's poetic 
techniques.


