The Tyger

By William Blake (1757–1778)

Tyger! Tyger! Burning bright

In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye

Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In what distant deeps or skies

Burnt the fire of thine eyes?

On what wings dare he aspire?

What the hand dare seize the fire?

And what shoulder, and what art.

Could twist the sinews of thy heart?

And when thy heart began to beat,

What dread hand? And what dread feet?

What the hammer? What the chain?

In what furnace was thy brain?

What the anvil? What dread grasp

Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

When the stars threw down their spears

And water’d heaven with their tears

Did he smile his work to see?

Did he who made the lamb make thee?
Tyger! Tyger! Burning bright

In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye

Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?
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Michael Donaghy

The first thing I think that strikes us about the poem in reading it on the page is the way it’s spelled. It was engraved in Blake’s own hand in his illustrated Songs of experience. This isn’t just a tiger this is a tyger and it is something other.

Tom Paulin

It’s mysterious, it’s strange, it’s powerful, it’s got the rhythm of a blacksmith hammering metal on an anvil. ‘Tyger, tyger burning bright’.

Kate Clanchy

Tyger, tyger burning bright/in the forest of the night and the rhymes are very full rhymes and end stop rhymes so they bang in.

Michael Donaghy

This is an animal that’s been made with a hammer, chain, furnace, anvil, this is a creature out of the factory somehow.  This is a metal tiger.

Clare Pollard

What the hammer? What the chain?/In what furnace was thy brain?/What the anvil? What dread grasp/Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

Michael Donaghy

In the course of twenty-four lines we have at least fourteen questions and they’re remarkable questions about this really manufactured thing.

Jamie McKendrick

These are questions about the presence of cruelty in the natural world but also by extension of the human world. The poem could easily be read as a response to the French Revolution, it could be seen as a question about the cruelty of the French Revolution and at the same time as a celebration of revolutionary energy.

