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ABSTRACT 

 

Ted Hughes, one of the most prominent 20th-century British poets, is widely acclaimed for his exploration of the 

primal forces of nature, the dark side of human existence, and the psychology of animals. In his poems “Hawk 

Roosting” and “The Jaguar,” Hughes portrays two distinct animals—each with its own personality and symbolic 

meaning—using vivid imagery and strong thematic structures. This paper investigates the structural 

organization of both poems, analysing how Hughes employs formal features, narrative voice, rhythm, and stanza 

organization to convey deeper meanings. The purpose is to explore how the form and structure in each poem 

serve to amplify their respective themes of power, control, freedom, and aggression. Ted Hughes is known for his 

complex representations of animals, not merely as creatures of nature, but as symbols of untamed force, 

dominance, and the darker facets of existence. In his poems “Hawk Roosting” and “The Jaguar,” he uses a 

variety of structural techniques to capture the essence of the animals' personalities, while also reflecting on 

broader themes related to human nature, power dynamics, and existential freedom. Both poems stand as 

exemplary works within Hughes' oeuvre, showcasing his skill in the manipulation of form to enhance the 

thematic depth of his writing. This paper will explore how Hughes uses structural elements such as narrative 

voice, stanza form, lineation, rhythm, and syntax to shape the tone and meaning of the poems. By contrasting 

the structural organization in "Hawk Roosting" and "The Jaguar," we can appreciate how these formal devices 

contribute to the exploration of the primal and the predatory. 

 

 

“Hawk Roosting” is a dramatic monologue delivered by a hawk who speaks with an air of authority and supremacy. 

The poem‟s structure and form play an important role in illustrating the hawk's commanding nature. Hughes employs a 

series of six unrhymed, relatively short stanzas that reinforce the hawk‟s focus and self-obsession. The use of unrhymed 

free verse provides a sense of autonomy for the hawk, allowing its monologue to feel uninterrupted and self-contained, 

which mirrors the hawk's solitary and unyielding existence. 

 

Each stanza, though relatively concise, builds on the previous one to develop the hawk‟s sense of power and control. 

The lack of consistent meter or rhyme scheme in the poem reflects the hawk‟s unrestrained nature, suggesting that the 

bird is above any constraints or limitations—just as it operates independently of any human authority or moral code. 

This aligns with the hawk's self-aggrandizing view of the world and its role within it. 

 

The hawk‟s words are direct and declarative. Hughes uses a commanding, almost imperious tone to reflect the hawk‟s 

belief in its right to rule its domain. For example, in the opening line, “I sit in the top of the wood, my eyes closed,” the 

hawk asserts its place at the apex of nature, its physical posture mirroring its internal state of absolute control. The first-

person perspective reinforces the hawk‟s egoistic worldview, reinforcing the animal‟s belief that the world revolves 

around its existence. 

 

Critic Helen Vendler notes that “Hughes‟ hawk is not merely a bird, but a kind of psychopathic figure, one who 

embodies the unsentimental, impersonal force of nature” (Vendler, The Art of Ted Hughes). Vendler‟s view 

complements the structure of the poem, where the hawk‟s monologue offers no room for questioning or empathy. Its 

absolute control is mirrored in the poem‟s regular, unbroken structure, which heightens its dominant, authoritarian tone. 

The structural simplicity of the poem allows for the exploration of the hawk‟s internal psychology. It reflects a creature 

entirely consumed by its own power, disconnected from the struggles and concerns of other living beings. The hawk‟s 

speech, marked by a cold, authoritarian tone, emphasizes its perception of itself as a natural ruler. This is especially 

evident in lines such as “I kill where I please because it is all mine,” where the hawk‟s absolute dominion is asserted.  

 

The regularity of the stanza structure, combined with the hawk's unbroken monologue, reinforces its sense of control. 

 

In the closing stanzas, the hawk‟s self-absorption deepens: “The allotment of death is mine,” where Hughes presents 

the hawk not only as a predator but as a master over life and death. The use of a consistent narrative voice throughout 

the poem enhances the hawk‟s perceived power, allowing it to dictate the tone and pacing of its own monologue. 
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In contrast to the solitary, self-absorbed hawk, “The Jaguar” presents a dynamic, energetic creature full of vitality and 

raw, uncontrollable force. The poem is structured as a series of ten stanzas, each varying in length, with lines that 

alternate between longer and shorter phrases. The use of a varied stanza form and lineation in “The Jaguar” mirrors the 

unpredictability and boundless energy of the jaguar, creating a sense of movement and momentum. 

 

Hughes employs a narrative approach in “The Jaguar,” wherein the poem shifts between the observation of the jaguar‟s 

behaviour and the description of the cage in which it is confined. The irregular line lengths and shifts in rhythm help to 

create a sense of discomfort and unease, emphasizing the contrast between the jaguar‟s untamed spirit and the 

artificiality of its captivity. In the poem, the jaguar is both confined by the bars of its cage and simultaneously defiant of 

the limitations imposed upon it. The jaguar‟s strength and power remain intact, even in an artificial environment. 

 

For example, in the second stanza, Hughes writes, “The jaguar’s eyes / Are flames of fire”—a description that 

emphasizes the animal‟s inner vitality and force. The jaguar‟s gaze is one of intense focus and energy, which contrasts 

sharply with the passivity of the other zoo animals: “The animals are such a heap of death.” Here, Hughes uses stark 

imagery to show the contrast between the energy of the jaguar and the dullness of the other caged animals, emphasizing 

its resistance to captivity. 

 

In contrast to the hawk‟s cold dominance, the jaguar is often seen as a symbol of untapped potential. As critic Terry 

Gifford suggests, “The jaguar represents freedom and vitality not only within the confines of the zoo but as a symbol of 

rebellious power, a latent force waiting to be unleashed” (Gifford, Ted Hughes: A Critical Study). This opinion is 

reflected in the poem‟s form, which shifts between moments of tension and release—capturing the jaguar‟s restless 

energy. The jaguar‟s force is symbolized in its “unblinking” eyes, which Gifford interprets as “a challenge to the very 

idea of containment.” 

 

The structural fluidity in “The Jaguar” reflects the jaguar's volatile, untamed energy, which cannot be easily captured or 

tamed. The irregularity of line breaks adds to the sense of restless motion, evoking the jaguar‟s physical agility and the 

tension between the animal‟s inner vitality and its external restraint. The repeated image of the jaguar‟s “unblinking” 

eyes further underlines the animal‟s unwavering power and resistance to oppression. 

 

Furthermore, Hughes uses the stanzaic shifts to capture the transition from the mundane to the extraordinary. In the 

earlier stanzas, the focus is on the dullness of the zoo, where “The glass is a glare” and “The gorilla / In a cage”—the 

animals‟ lethargy is emphasized. This sets the stage for the jaguar‟s electrifying presence. The jaguar, unlike the other 

animals, is portrayed as a symbol of freedom, vitality, and an unbroken will to live. Hughes captures the energy of the 

jaguar in the line, “He is the Jaguar,” placing emphasis on the animal's own inherent power. 

 

David Lloyd, in his essay “The Jaguar as the Ultimate Symbol of Freedom”, writes, “Hughes portrays the jaguar not 

merely as a beast of the jungle, but as a force of raw, unfettered vitality, capable of shaking off the monotony of 

captivity with an almost transcendental force” (Lloyd, The Poetry of Ted Hughes). Lloyd‟s observation echoes the sense 

of freedom captured through the jaguar‟s untamed movements and the poem‟s shifting structure. 

 

The structural differences between “Hawk Roosting” and “The Jaguar” highlight the distinct thematic concerns of each 

poem. While “Hawk Roosting” emphasizes control, self-sufficiency, and domination through its formal simplicity and 

regularity, “The Jaguar” uses irregularity and variation to evoke the animal‟s untamed spirit and the contrast between 

external confinement and internal strength. Both poems use structure to reflect the psychological states of the animals 

they depict—however, the hawk‟s authoritarian, static power is mirrored in the controlled, repetitive structure of its 

monologue, whereas the jaguar‟s chaotic, defiant energy is mirrored by the poem‟s varied, dynamic form. 

 

The hawk, in its controlled, uninterrupted monologue, claims dominion over its realm: “I am going to keep things / To 

myself”—a declaration that establishes its sense of absolute ownership over the environment. On the other hand, the 

jaguar‟s energy is untamable and explosive, seen in lines like “The jaguar's eyes / Are flames of fire,” where Hughes 

conveys an animal that defies its confines through sheer energy and presence. 

 

In conclusion, Ted Hughes‟ use of structural organization in both “Hawk Roosting” and “The Jaguar” serves as a means 

to deepen the reader‟s understanding of the primal forces that shape the personalities of these animals. Through 

carefully crafted stanza forms, line lengths, and rhythmic variations, Hughes enhances the thematic exploration of 

power, autonomy, and the animal psyche.  

 

While the hawk‟s monologue in “Hawk Roosting” speaks to an unyielding sense of control and dominance, the jaguar 

in “The Jaguar” represents a dynamic force that cannot be contained or subdued, even within the confines of a cage. In 

both poems, the structural choices amplify the core ideas of the animals' lives and attitudes, reinforcing Hughes‟ 

portrayal of the primal world as a realm defined by forces beyond human comprehension. 
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