
Poetry Lesson #2 

William Blake 

The Tyger 

What’s it About? 

 

William Blake’s poem, The Tyger, is a poem made of questions.  

In the poem there are thirteen questions (and only one sentence 

that ends in a period).  What’s interesting, though, is that while 

there are more than a dozen questions, there are no answers.  

That’s the point of the poem.   
 

In the poem, the speaker (no one knows for sure who that is) is 

talking to a Tyger (old-fashioned spelling of tiger).  They’re  

asking questions like Who made you Mr. Tyger, How were you 

 

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 sieze the fire?  
 

And what shoulder, & what art,  

Could twist the sinews of thy heart?  

And when thy heart began to beat,  

What dread hand? & 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?  

made?  Where?  Why?  What was the person or thing 
like who made you?  
 

It’s all a big mystery.  No one knows for sure what Blake 

is asking the Tyger, but many people think the poem’s 

about things like inspiration, poetry, mystical knowledge, 

God (or maybe the devil depending on if the Tyger is 

good or evil), good and evil, and the mysteries of the 

universe.  The bottom line—the poem isn’t about any   

single thing—that’s how William Blake rolls.   
 

Sound Check 
When we read the poem, one of the most important 

things we need to do is understand why the poet put it 

together the way they did.  There’s a method to his 

madness here.  William Blake wrote in a type of rhythm 

called trochaic, using trochees. 
 

A trochee is a lot like a backwards iamb.  Instead of  

being soothing and following the rhythm of our heart-

beat, a trochee stresses the beginning syllable.  DUM da 

DUM da DUM da DUM.  It’s supposed to sound like a 

chant.  I don’t know about you, but chants don’t sound 

calm and soothing to me.  I picture scary and spooky, 

like witches or creepy people out in the woods.    
 



Ty ger ty ger burn ing bright 
DUM da DUM da DUM da DUM 

 

In  the  for- ests of  the  night 
DUM da DUM da DUM da DUM 

 

For a poet writing in trochaic verse, it’s important for them to think about how we say certain 

words.  Look in the first words of the poem.  Tyger.   You don’t go to the zoo with your parents 

and ask to see the tiGERS.  If we stress the GER part, it sounds strange and unnatural.  When 

we say tiger (or tyger) we don’t stress the second part, we put an emphasis on the beginning 

syllable.  We don’t really even think about this, it’s just the natural rhythm of our language.  

To make this rhythm sound like a chant, William Blake had to really think about where he put 

the words in his poems, because he wanted his words to sound natural and fluid—not strange 

and choppy.  
 

Now, why would you want to make it sound like a chant?  Simple.  The poem is about asking 

really hard questions.  About wondering what the universe is made of and where stuff comes 

from.  That’s some deep stuff that may make some of us uncomfortable.  So, you wouldn’t want 

that poem to be in the soothing heartbeat rhythm of an iambic verse—you want it to be chanty 

and spooky and weird, kind of like some odd people that make you uncomfortable might be 

chanting weird stuff out in the woods, or some creepy religious cult in an Indiana Jones movie.  

No, that doesn’t mean Blake (or your teacher) want you to join a cult—it just means that  

sometimes the rhythm of the language is just as important and powerful as the language itself.    
 

Your Turn 
Now I want you to try to write your own trochaic verse.  Let’s keep ours a wee bit less creepy 

than Blake’s poem.  Instead, let’s think about your favorite sports team and write four lines of 

a trochaic chant to cheer them on.  This might be really easy if you’re favorite team is the  

Detroit  Tigers.  (if you don’t have a favorite sports team, imagine one of your friends just 

made one of the teams here at school, so cheer them on).  Make sure your words fit the 

rhythm of the chant, having the stress on the right syllables throughout your poem.   
 

Extra bonus points if you can use alliteration just like Blake did in his lines about “burning 

bright.” 
 

Question Time  
Pick one of the questions to answer as completely as you can. 
 

1. Do you think the Tyger is a force of evil, good, or neither? Why? 

2. If almost every sentence in "The Tyger" is a question, what is Blake saying with any       

certainty? Is he telling us anything at all?  How is that important? 

3. Notice that the first stanza and the last stanza are almost identical.  In fact, there’s only 

one word different between the two.  What is the significance of the one-word change 

from the first to last stanza of the poem? 

 


