Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers by Adrienne Rich

Theme:

One theme is the relationship between men and women – especially in this case the oppression of women by men, though it’s not clear whether we can make this broad statement validly or whether this is just about one bad relationship, between the poet’s Uncle and her Aunt Jennifer. It certainly seems to be the case that it was a bad marriage – “The massive weight of Uncle’s wedding band”. She seems to have been quite miserable – “mastered” (a male term), “terrified”, “ringed with ordeals”. 

But there is another strand in the poem – through her craft and creativity Aunt Jennifer gets some satisfaction, not by rebelling directly or striking back but by capturing the ideas of freedom and dignity in her picture of the tigers. The way they are described is much more positive compared to the way the relationship is described – “tigers prance”, “topaz denizens”, “they do not fear the men” (unlike Aunt Jennifer who is “terrified”), “sleek chivalric certainty”, “proud and unafraid”. It’s as if she strikes out for freedom and dignity in her imagination – living vicariously through the tigers, who have the life that she longs for but doesn’t have. 

Use of Colour
There are a few colours – the “green” of the scenery in the screen/picture, the “topaz” colour of the tigers, the “ivory” of the needle – note that these apply only to the positive aspects of the poem – Aunt Jennifer’s craft and her picture. 

Use of Movement
As with the use of colour movement is used in the positive parts of the poem – the tigers “prance” and “pace”, her fingers are “fluttering” as she crafts her picture. The oppression of her husband is by contrast fixed, stiff, weighty (massive weight”), heavy, effectively impeding movement. The implication is that she can’t find freedom of movement in her marriage, but finds it, in a way, in her craft. 

Symbolism
Wedding rings normally symbolise love and commitment, but here the “wedding band” has a “massive weight”, symbolising oppression – in this case of the wife by the husband. The tigers are also symbols – of freedom, dignity, fearlessness, confidence. 

Mood/Tone
The tone is bleak for the most part – in the real world Aunt Jennifer is oppressed, and doesn’t get free of it before death – 

“When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie
Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by”.

It’s only in the imagination that she gets some relief. The author is probably sympathetic to her, portraying her as the victim, and there doesn’t seem to be any evidence of her being critical because the aunt didn’t stand up to her husband. If anything she admires the aunt’s artwork, seeing it as a final tribute to her inner independence of spirit:

“The tigers in the panel that she made

Will go on prancing, proud and unafraid”. 

In other words there’s a contrast of tones – bleak relating to the marriage, more upbeat relating to the life of the imagination. 

