
Physical Characterstics and Facts
The Bengal Tiger
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The Bengal (Panthera tigris tigris) is India's national 
animal and emblem. This subspecies is primarily 
found in India, though very small numbers also occur 
in neighbouring areas like Bhutan, Nepal, and 
Bangladesh. The Bengal tiger, also known as the 
Indian tiger, is the most numerous subspecies, 
numbering roughly 2,000 – 2,500 animals. The 
majority of these are in small and scattered protected 
areas. 
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The Indian tigers are on an average 8 to 9 feet long (from 
the tip of the nose to the end of the tail), with the tail being 
about one third of the total length. They weigh between 120 
to 200 kg and live to an age of 10 to 15 years. The male tiger 
is longer, heavier and has a smaller life-span than the 
female. They have short reddish-orange fur crossed with 
narrow black stripes, predominantly in a vertical direction. 

Physical
Characteristics
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The principle prey of this subspecies are wild deer, such as the 
Spotted and Sambar deer, Bovids like the Nilgai and the Gaur and 
Wild Boar. However, if the opportunity arises, almost all the large 
animals are potential prey. 

Binocular vision  

A tiger's eyes are the brightest of any animal and the way they 
bulge gives a wide-angle view. Evolution has seen the cat develop 
the most accurate binocular vision of all carnivores; this is so 
good it is almost on a par with that of man. Despite all this, great 
difficulty may be experienced in seeing stationary objects. 
Fortunately for the tiger, but unfortunately for prey species, in the 
presence of a prowling cat other animals tend to become nervous 
and start to move, drawing attention to themselves 

Tiger claws 

Their claws are up to 5 inches in length. Forefeet have five claws, 
including a dew-claw, while hind paws have four claws with the 
dew claw being absent. Because dew-claws are placed high on 
the limb they do not suffer wear and tear from contact with the 
ground. This means they become particularly long and sharp, 
very useful for holding prey. 
Claws are usually described as retractable, however this is a 
misnomer. In their normal relaxed position claws are sheathed, 
which keeps them sharp. It is only during a stretch, such as that 
involved in catching prey, that the connecting tendons are pulled 
taut automatically forcing the claws outwards. S
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Pugmarks

The pug mark should be approximately 4.5 inches wide by 5.5 
inches high. The paw prints of a tiger are termed ‘pug’; derived 
from a Hindi word whereas prints of an animal is ‘spoor’.

It is relatively easy for an expert to discern the spoor of a felid from 
that of a canid. The prints of a dog will always show the claws, 
whereas the prints of a cat normally won’t, because of their 
retracted position. There are occasional exceptions to this rule 
and the claws of a cat will be in evidence if the animal was at a 
stretch when the print was made.

Colour Vision

Rods and cones are light- receptive cells in the eye. The more 
cones, the better the colour vision. The more rods, the better the 
low-light vision, but these are of no use for seeing in colour. The 
eyes of cats contain primarily rods. Tigers have circular pupils and 
yellow irises (white tigers have blue irises). Due to the lack of 
cones in the eye, they see depth rather than colour.

Flehman 

'The flehman response', popularly known as 'stinking face', is a 
grimacing look easily identified by an open mouth, wrinkled nose, 
raised chin and gaping tongue. Its function is to open the 
Jacobson's Organ, located in the roof of the mouth. This allows 
the full strength of a scent to enter and the testing of chemical 
scents travelling through the air; from this a cat can read many 
things. The flehman response is most often exhibited by both 
males and females where other cats have marked their territory by 
spraying scent. 
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Cleanliness
Tigers are very clean animals. Tigresses never take meat
into their dens and constant licking keeps cubs clean and 
strengthens the bond between mother and cubs. Though the tiger 
spends a great deal of time in the water this is not actually done for 
cleanliness, but to regulate the body temperature and provide 
cooling.

Foot pads

A tiger has very soft foot pads and a hungry cat cannot hunt 
successfully if the prey is standing in a rocky uneven area, or the 
ground is baking hot. Pads can easily become cut or blistered on 
these surfaces.

Walking
The gait of individual tigers varies from animal to animal, but 
certain things are common to them all. All cats walk on their toes; 
their heels are positioned halfway up their legs. During a walk the 
tiger lifts both limbs on the same side together. This gait is similar 
to that of a camel, and quite unlike that of a horse.
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Running

When running flat out the tiger’s gait changes so that only a single 
paw touches the ground at any one time. These big cats can 
move extremely fast over short distances, having a top speed of 
around 60 km/hour, but they cannot sustain this speed over long 
distances.
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Jumping
The hind legs of the tiger are longer than the forelegs. It is this that 
enables them to jump impressive distances. There have been 
instances recorded of tigers leaping widths of as much as 20 feet. 
It is not uncommon for wild tigers to make vertical leaps of up to 
eight feet in an effort to scale an obstacle.

Swimming

Tigers are powerful swimmers and are quite at home in the water. 
They can easily cross rivers 6-8 kms wide.
In southeast Asia and in Sundarbans in India, tigers are semi-
aquatic, spending much of their time in rivers or swamps and 
feeding on fish or turtles.

Hearing ability
The tiger’s hearing is its most highly developed sense and it is far 
more dependent upon hearing than sight or smell. Cats are able 
to hear over a very wide range of frequencies from 200 Hz to 100 
kHz; this is five times better than human hearing. In the tiger, such 
acute hearing allows these big cats to distinguish the rustle of 
leaves in the breeze from the sound of an animal brushing 
through the undergrowth.
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Ear spots
All subspecies of tiger have white spots or ‘flashes’ on the backs of 
their ears; the reason for these remains mostly unknown. It is most 
likely that ear spots are a signal for aggression. A tiger under 
threat will rotate the ears in such a way that the spots can be seen 
from the front, providing a visual warning.

Life span

On an average, tigers will live for 10 to 15 years in the wild and 16 
to 20 years in captivity. Elderly tigers take on a saggy appearance 
as their hip bones tend to protrude. Tigers in the wild face many 
dangers and the odds are against them living past even their early 
months. One cub, usually the runt of the litter, often dies at birth. 
The other cubs are prime targets for predators. Once they 
become adults, the defence of territories, particularly by males, 
places the tiger at risk of injury or death. Chronic shortage of prey 
can also result in starvation and some are killed by other animals 
such as bear or packs of wild dogs.
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Skeleton

Cats are particularly flexible, this is due to the structure of their 
body. Felids have:

• 30 spinal vertebrae which extend all the way to the tip of the tail. 
This is 5 more than is found in humans.

• Scapulae (shoulder bones) which are attached to the sides of 
the body by muscle.

• Pliable discs of the bone-like substance fibrocartilage.
• A small floating clavicle attached to the body by muscle.
• Hind legs which are longer than the forelegs. It is this that 

enables them to jump long distances.

The skeleton of the lion and tiger are so alike that without the skin it 
is almost impossible to tell them apart, presenting even the best 
experts with a great challenge. This is perhaps not so surprising 
when you consider that the same bones are present in all 
mammalian species, only the size and shape varies.
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The pelage or coat

The correct term for the fur coat of any mammal is ‘pelage’. In the 
tiger it consists of many individual hairs, each of a certain 
thickness and length depending upon which area
of the cat’s body it grows on. Males grow a well-defined ruff of fur 
around their necks and in that subspecies the coat becomes 
somewhat longer and thicker during the winter months. In all 
subspecies the tail is ringed and the ears have a white spot on the 
rear.Ti
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The pelage or coat

Tiger stripes are like human fingerprints, no two tigers are ever 
marked the same. Stripes can be grey or brown through to black 
and vary in width, pattern and number. They are different in 
subspecies, members of the same subspecies and even from one 
side of an individual to the other. These stripes extend through to 
the skin. Scientists have yet to determine exactly why tigers are 
striped, but  the obvious reason is that the pattern is a disruptive 
camouflage to hide the tiger from their prey. The stripes break up 
the animal’s outline as it stalks through, or hides in long grass. 
They also draw the eye away from the true shape of the predator, a 
shape which prey species would normally react to. The pattern of 
the stripes is the only fool- proof method of identifying individual 
tigers.

Stripes



The sense of smell in the tiger is much lower than in canids (dog 
family) and a very small segment of the brain is devoted to 
interpreting scent. Some disagreement exists over how much the 
tiger uses its sense of smell in hunting with most experts agreeing 
that smell plays only a minor part. Experiments have shown that 
the tiger is unable to detect human scent, and even rotting meat is 
often overlooked until it is well and truly high.
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The tigers tail is around 3 feet in length and is used both for 
communication and balance, particularly when in a run requiring 
fast turns. The mood of a tiger can be read in the position of its tail; 
a relaxed tiger also has a relaxed tail. A friendly greeting on neutral 
territory would see the tail carried high and slowly moving back 
and forth; excitement brings on vigorous swishing, while anger 
can be seen in a tail which is lowered and twitching.

Tiger tails

Scent spraying is a very common form of communication. The 
liquid used in spraying is not pure urine, it is mixed with scent 
gland secretions. Tigers will mark any conspicuous object like 
trees or rocks. They do this for various reasons:

• To mark the boundaries of their home ranges. The urine sends a 
clear signal that another tiger is in the locality and gives a visitor 
the opportunity to avoid conflict. A tiger coming across a scent 
mark may sniff, leap back and snarl. One test carried out in 
captivity also showed the same reaction to human urine.

• Females scent mark more frequently during oestrus and the 
chemical signals within the urine attract a mate. The male will, in 
turn, usually scent mark where the female has sprayed.

It is while reading the chemical signals found in these deposits 
that the flehmen response will frequently be seen.. The anal 
glands also produce a strong- smelling secretion which is mixed 
with the faeces and used to further establish territory.

Scent spraying
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