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Introduction to Aunt Jennifer's Tigers

"Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” is a poem written in 1951 by the American poet Adrienne Rich. It was
published in her first book of poems titled A Change of World. The poem is narrated by an
anonymous speaker who describes Aunt Jennifer, a woman who creates vibrant tapestry
panels featuring tigers. These tigers symbolize an escape from her unhappy marriage,
reflecting her mental desire for freedom. The poem critiques the traditional institution of
marriage, highlighting how it oppresses women, especially at a time when divorce was
socially unacceptable.

The poem contrasts Aunt Jennifer’s delicate and swift needlework with the physical
difficulty she experiences due to the heavy wedding band on her hand, symbolizing the
burden of her marriage. The tigers she creates are bright, fearless, and free, representing
the qualities she longs for but cannot express in her own life.

Key Elements

e Theme: The poem explores themes such as the female role in home and marriage,
patriarchal power, individual freedom, political issues, and art as a form of escapism.

e Message: It is a strong protest against male chauvinism and patriarchy that
marginalizes women.

e Title Significance: The title refers to the tigers Aunt Jennifer creates, which symbolize
freedom and strength contrasting her constrained life.

e Form and Style: The poem uses short lines and a third-person narrative to juxtapose
Aunt Jennifer’s struggle with the power of the tigers she creates.



e Structure: The poem has three quatrains that highlight the contrast between freedom
and fear, rebellion and repression.

e Tone: The tone is distant and objective, created through the third-person point of
view, emphasizing Aunt Jennifer’'s passivity versus the tigers’ strength.

Textual Evidence

The poem opens with the tigers prancing “across a screen” in a "world of green,” fearless
and proud, unlike Aunt Jennifer who is burdened by her ‘massive” wedding band. The final
stanza reflects on Aunt Jennifer’'s death, where her "terrified hands” will lie still, but the
tigers will continue to "go prancing proud and unafraid,” symbolizing enduring freedom
beyond her life.

Practice Set

e Who is the speaker in the poem "Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers™?
e What do the tigers symbolize in the poem?

¢ Explain the significance of the wedding band in the poem.
e How does the poem portray the contrast between Aunt Jennifer and the tigers?

e Discuss how Adrienne Rich uses imagery and symbolism to critique the institution of
marriage in "Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers.” Provide examples from the poem.

Answer Key



e The speaker is an anonymous narrator describing Aunt Jennifer and her tapestry
work.

e The tigers symbolize freedom, strength, and fearlessness, qualities Aunt Jennifer
desires.

e The wedding band symbolizes the oppression and burden of Aunt Jennifer’s
marriage, weighing heavily on her both physically and mentally.

e The poem contrasts Aunt Jennifer’s fearful, oppressed existence with the tigers’ proud
and fearless nature, highlighting the repression women face in patriarchal society.

¢ Rich uses vivid imagery of the tigers prancing boldly and the heavy wedding band to
symbolize oppression. The tigers’ fearless movement contrasts with Aunt Jennifer’s
trembling hands, illustrating the conflict between freedom and repression.

Quick Reference

Theme: Patriarchal oppression, female strength, art as escape.
Symbols: Tigers (freedom), wedding band (oppression).

Structure: Three quatrains with a rhyme scheme of aabb.
Tone: Distant, objective, contrasting strength and weakness.

Glossary

e Prancing: Moving in a lively, spirited manner.

¢ Chivalric: Showing qualities of honor, courage, and respect, especially towards
women.

¢ Ordeals: Difficult or painful experiences.

e Patriarchy: A social system where men hold primary power.

e Escapism: The tendency to seek distraction from unpleasant realities.

Detailed Analysis of Aunt Jennifer's Tigers

The poem vividly describes the tigers Aunt Jennifer creates with her needlework. These
tigers are depicted as "bright topaz denizens of a world of green,” prancing fearlessly
without concern for the men beneath the tree. This imagery suggests a world of freedom
and courage that Aunt Jennifer herself cannot access.



Aunt Jennifer’s fingers "flutter” through the wool, but she struggles to pull the ivory needle
through the canvas, symbolizing her physical and emotional weakness. The "‘massive
weight” of her husband’s wedding band presses heavily on her hand, representing the
oppressive nature of her marriage.

In the final stanza, the poem looks forward to Aunt Jennifer's death. Her "terrified hands’
will lie still, but the tigers she created will continue to "go prancing proud and unafraid.”
This contrast highlights the enduring power of art and the spirit of freedom beyond the
constraints of her life.

Key Literary Devices

e Imagery: The vivid description of the tigers and Aunt Jennifer's hands creates a
strong visual contrast between freedom and oppression.

e Symbolism: The wedding band symbolizes marital oppression; the tigers symbolize
courage and independence.

e Alliteration: Examples include “finger fluttering” and "prancing, proud,” which add
rhythm and emphasis.

e Anaphora: The repetition of "They" at the beginning of lines in the first stanza
emphasizes the tigers’ fearless nature.

e Paradox: Aunt Jennifer’'s trembling hands create confident and fearless tigers,
highlighting the contrast between her reality and her artistic expression.

e Contrast: The poem contrasts Aunt Jennifer’s fearful life with the fearless tigers,
underscoring the theme of repression versus freedom.

Textual Evidence

"Aunt Jennifer's tigers prance across a screen, [ Bright topaz denizens of a world of green.”
This line uses bright colors and lively movement to depict the tigers as symbols of
freedom.

"The massive weight of Uncle's wedding band [ Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer's hand.”
This metaphor highlights the burden of marriage on Aunt Jennifer.



"When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie. / Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered
by." These lines suggest that Aunt Jennifer’s oppression continues even after death, but
the tigers remain free.

Practice Set

e What does the "'massive weight" in the poem refer to?
e Describe the movement of the tigers in the poem.

¢ Explain the paradox presented in the poem regarding Aunt Jennifer's hands and the
tigers.
e How does the poem use contrast to highlight the theme of repression?

e Analyze how Adrienne Rich uses symbolism and imagery to critique patriarchal
society in "Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers." Support your answer with examples.

Answer Key

e The "massive weight' refers to the oppressive burden of Aunt Jennifer's marriage
symbolized by the wedding band.

e The tigers are described as prancing boldly and fearlessly across a green world.

e The paradox is that Aunt Jennifer’'s trembling, weak hands create tigers that are
confident and fearless, showing the contrast between her reality and her artistic
expression.

e The poem contrasts Aunt Jennifer’s fearful, oppressed life with the fearless, proud
tigers to emphasize the theme of repression versus freedom.



e Rich uses the wedding band as a symbol of patriarchal oppression and the tigers as
symbols of freedom. The vivid imagery of the tigers’ fearless movement contrasts
with Aunt Jennifer’'s trembling hands, critiquing the limitations placed on women by
society.

Quick Reference

e Imagery: Tigers as symbols of freedom; wedding band as oppression.
e Paradox: Weak hands create strong tigers.
e Contrast: Fearful woman vs. fearless tigers.

Glossary

e Prance: To move with high springy steps.

e Denizens: Inhabitants or residents.

e Enjambment: The continuation of a sentence without a pause beyond the end of a
line.

e Chivalric: Relating to the medieval knightly system with its moral, social, and religious
codes.



