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Saffron-robed, Turing-striped,
Tyger, tyger, burning bright,
In the forests of the night,

Whither the cruel heart that ends thy might?

This dystopian echo of Blake's The Tyger encapsulates the poignant plight of the largest cat on
Earth. The tiger's fate is also that of countless other species, many less charismatic and
un-mourned, but all a testament to our collective callousness and exploitative greed. In 1900, the
population of wild tigers was estimated to be 100,000 (Seidensticker, Jackson & Christie, 1999). A
century later, that number had collapsed to roughly 3,000 (Dinerstein et al., 2007). Today, it has
rebounded modestly to about 6,000 in the wild (Jhala, Qureshi & Mungi, 2025). A staggering
contrast, made even more stark when one realizes that about 9,000 tigers live in captivity, largely
unregulated (Environmental Investigation Agency, 2024). And the genetic diversity of these
stealthy saffron-clad hunters whispers of a tipping point for the species — a warning of a world
unraveling.

Like many an Indian child, my fascination with tigers began with Kipling's kathas and Corbett's
(blood) curdlers, brought to life in comics, books, and movies. Now, decades later, that fascination
remains, but is more curious and multi-layered. Can we understand the diversity of biological
pattern, from the dual perspectives of development and evolution, and ask: how varied are the
stripe patterns on these coal-striped felines? Can we provide predictive theories for their origin?
Can we compare these magnificent patterns with those in house-cats bred to look like miniature
tigers? Can we understand their genetic origins? And can we harness this knowledge to
communicate, to conserve, and pull back from the abyss?

But where to start? Given the paucity of tigers in (and data from) the wild, I thought museum
collections might be a better source. Nearly a decade ago, at Mumbai's Prince of Wales Museum,
I was shown a few moth-eaten specimens. Further hunting via email and phone pointed toward a
place that has more tiger skins than anywhere else in the world — far from India, a tragic reflection
of a dark history of people and planet.

And so, on a cold and cloudy day in late November 2024, with permission at hand, I found myself
in the Natural History Museum in London, alone on the sixth floor that houses part of the mammal
collection. Above the din on Cromwell Road, I stood amidst grey rows of locked steel almirah-like
cabinets, armed with a camera, tripod, iPad, and notebook. On opening the cabinets, even
through my mask, a pungent, musty smell of preserved specimens filled the air. Drawer after
drawer contained flattened, folded remains — tiger skin and claws. Each bore a yellowing paper
tag labeling their habitats, from Iran to Indonesia, from Manchuria to Madras, and a date — 1884,



1895, 1923, 1932 — a heartless roll-call of lives cut short cruelly.

I unfolded the skins and photographed the striped patterns, focusing especially on the torso and
the tail, to make the mathematical analysis manageable. Some were larger than a twin-size bed,
and had once enwrapped 250 kg of muscle (Sunquist & Sunquist, 2002), bone, and sinew,
evoking awe and sorrow. As I folded one back into its drawer, I recall wondering: why would
anyone kill these animals? And when I absent-mindedly pulled out the next drawer, something
small fell out, startling me — a stuffed tiger cub, but not the toy variety. The fragility of that moment
lingers on.

A few hours later, I had photographed enough specimens for a preliminary analysis of the statistics
of the patterns. I estimated that there might have been about 50 tiger remains in the NHM,
perhaps with as much genetic diversity as present in living tigers today. But despite the fragility
implied, there may be hope. Indeed, a recent study (Armstrong et al., 2024) suggests that wild
tiger populations retain more genetic diversity than previously thought, and with the right efforts,
could be harnessed for recovery (Lamba et al., 2023).

But museums could only be a start. Having never seen a tiger in the wild, despite many attempts
over the years, I was determined to try again. And on January 2, 2026, on our first day at Kanha
National Park, where Kipling is thought to have birthed the plot(s) for The Jungle Book, a warning
call from a deer followed by a human shout caused my heart to start racing. Could it really be
happening? And DJ9 slipped from the tall grass, pausing to regard us with curiosity before passing
— close, sovereign, and unhurried. What a wonderful way to begin the year!

Inspired and exhilarated by this direct viewing, armed with knowledge of the genetic loci of feline
skin patterning, and the science underlying self-organized patterns (Walker, Townsend,
Chudasama & Krause, 2023) going back to the work of Alan Turing (Turing, 1952), might it be
possible to realize Turing's tiger, and explain how stripes develop in a cub, mature in a mother,
and evolve over aeons? Such understanding could eventually help us uncover the basis for the
observed variability in the patterns seen in collections, in the wild, and give us a glimpse of the
past — and perhaps the future. And teach us something about these beautiful animals.

As Baba Dioum said, "In the end we will conserve only what we love, we will love only what we
understand, and we will understand only what we are taught." Perhaps by uncovering the origin of
Turing's tiger stripes, we can learn to teach others to love and conserve what little we have left —
not as lifeless trophies but as sentient fellow travelers on a fragile planet. And leave the place, if
not better than we found it, at least not worse.

Saffron-robed, Turing-striped,
Tyger, tyger, burning bright,

Will thy roar fade from the night,
Or stir the world to set it right?
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