
 

Imagery and Symbolism in Hawk Roosting by Ted Hughes 

 

Ted Hughes’ Hawk Roosting is a powerful poem that delves into the mind of a hawk, 
presenting a chillingly direct exploration of power, control, and the natural order. 
Through vivid imagery and potent symbolism, Hughes crafts a voice for the hawk that is 
both regal and ruthless, highlighting nature’s raw and unapologetic hierarchy.  

 

Imagery in Hawk Roosting 

 

Imagery is a crucial element in Hawk Roosting, as it brings the hawk’s world into sharp 
focus. Hughes employs a range of visual, tactile, and even auditory images to immerse 
the reader in the hawk’s perspective. 

 

From the opening lines, the imagery is immediate and striking: 

 

“I sit in the top of the wood, my eyes closed.” 

 

This image of the hawk at the peak of its domain suggests not only physical elevation 
but also dominance and superiority. The closed eyes add an unsettling element, as if 
the hawk can afford to rest because nothing threatens its supremacy.  

 

The tactile imagery in: 

 

“Or in sleep rehearse perfect kills and eat.” 

 

Offers an insight into the hawk’s nature. The phrase “perfect kills” is visceral and 
unsettling, showing that even in rest, the hawk’s mind is consumed by predatory 
instincts. The use of “eat” as a blunt, monosyllabic conclusion to the line emphasizes 
the cycle of life and death, underscoring the hawk’s brutal pragmatism. 

 



The hawk’s physicality is also vividly depicted through imagery: 

 

“My feet are locked upon the rough bark.” 

 

The “rough bark” offers a tactile contrast to the sharpness and control of the hawk’s 
talons. This grounded, earthy imagery reinforces the hawk’s absolute connection to its 
environment and its ability to manipulate it with ease. 

 

Symbolism in Hawk Roosting 

 

The hawk in Hughes’ poem is a multifaceted symbol. On one level, it represents the 
natural world’s inherent violence and the predatory instinct. However, the hawk also 
symbolizes broader themes of power and control, which can be extended to human 
sociopolitical contexts. 

 

The hawk’s self-assuredness and god-like perspective are evident in lines such as: 

 

“I hold Creation in my foot” 

 

This symbolic assertion suggests not only control over the natural world but also an 
almost divine power. The capitalization of “Creation” imbues the line with a theological 
undertone, positioning the hawk as a god-like figure over its domain. 

 

Furthermore, the hawk’s statement: 

 

“The sun is behind me.” 

 

Can be interpreted symbolically. The sun, often associated with life, light, and 
enlightenment, is subordinate to the hawk. This line suggests that the natural order 
(represented by the sun) supports the hawk’s reign, highlighting the hawk’s perception 
of its own supremacy. 



 

Imagery and Symbolism of Power and Control 

 

Hughes uses imagery and symbolism together to emphasize the theme of control. The 
hawk’s language is often militaristic and authoritarian: 

 

“My manners are tearing off heads.” 

 

The violent image of “tearing off heads” is not just a literal depiction of the hawk’s 
feeding habits but also a symbolic representation of dominance. The hawk’s 
“manners”—its natural behavior—are intrinsically violent, underscoring a worldview 
where power is maintained through force. 

 

Moreover, the hawk’s assertion: 

 

“Nothing has changed since I began. 

My eye has permitted no change.” 

 

Is rich with symbolic meaning. The unchanging nature of the hawk’s world is a metaphor 
for the static and immutable nature of power when it is absolute. The “eye,” often seen 
as a symbol of vision and control, suggests that the hawk perceives and dictates the 
world’s reality. 

 

The Natural World as Imagery and Symbol 

 

The natural imagery in Hawk Roosting is not just about setting but also serves to amplify 
the hawk’s perspective on life and death. Lines such as: 

 

“The earth’s face upward for my inspection.” 

 



Present nature as submissive to the hawk’s gaze. The personification of the earth as 
having a “face” turned upward evokes an image of worship or surrender, reinforcing the 
hawk’s self-perception as a ruler or deity. 

 

Additionally, the imagery of: 

 

“The allotment of death.” 

 

Casts the hawk as a judge and executioner within the natural world. This phrase 
introduces a bureaucratic undertone to the natural process of predation, suggesting an 
ordained and systematic approach to killing that aligns with the hawk’s god-like self-
image. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Through vivid imagery and layered symbolism, Ted Hughes’ Hawk Roosting offers a 
profound exploration of power, control, and the natural order. The hawk, both a literal 
bird of prey and a metaphor for autocratic power, serves as a reminder of nature’s 
inherent violence and the unsettling stability of unchallenged dominance. Hughes’ 
masterful use of imagery not only paints a clear picture of the hawk’s world but also 
invites readers to reflect on broader human constructs of power and morality.  

 

 

 


