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Figure 4.52. Above: A leopard in Namibia. (Photo: S. Schad) Inset: The edge of its pupil and 
the arteries in its iris show a rhythmically oscillating pattern. 
Below: Two fighting female leopards. (Photo: R. du Troit)
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Figure 4.53. Above: A relaxing female leopard with young. Toward the chest, the spots become 
smaller; toward the abdomen, they become broader and darker. (Photo: F. Pölking) 
Below: The ventral coloration pattern of the larger tiger is still broader and more irregular. A 
male Bengal tiger in India. (Photo: K. Sankhala)
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Figure 4.54. The jaguar of tropical 
Central and South America is the most 
powerful of the spotted large cats. It 
swims as well as climbs. Note the espe-
cially large black spots on its underside. 
(Photos: A. Rouse)
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Figure 4.55. Snow leopards in the high 
mountains of Central Asia. 
Above: Full grown. 
Below: Young snow leopard. 
(Photos: J. Klages)
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somewhat metabolic middle animal, the jaguar takes to water as easily as to 
trees, and is, unlike the leopard, an excellent swimmer. It preys on swamp- 
and water-dwelling animals such as capybara, marsh deer, lowland tapir, 
and even turtles, in South American rain forests. 

�e snow leopard (Panthera uncia) takes on the harsh winds and weather 
of the Himalayan high mountain zones and neighboring Central Asian 
mountains where it roams the bushy rhododendron woodlands; it climbs 
to still greater elevations to hunt the markhor (Capra falconeri: a wild goat), 
musk deer, Himalayan blue sheep, and the powerful mountain sheep, the 
argali. Its color is predominantly light beige, its ventral side lacks spots, and 
its fur is very woolly. But the rosette pattern of its plentiful spots is still rec-
ognizable. �e snow leopard displays some characteristics common in small 
cats: it purrs and eats in a crouching position similar to house cats.

�e largest of the big cats is the tiger (traditionally classi�ed as Panthera 
tigris). �e tiger is thought to be a close relative of the lion and leopard 
(genus Panthera), but it also exhibits a�nities with the snow leopard and 
especially with the much smaller Southeast Asian clouded leopard (genus 
Neofelis). Both the clouded leopard and the tiger are forest dwellers. �eir 
especially long canine teeth and magni�cent rhythmical spot-, ring- and 
stripe-patterns distinguish them as eminently central representatives of all 
the cats, and thus also of all terrestrial carnivores. �eir canine length was 
exceeded, both relatively and in an absolute sense, only by the extremely 
long canines of the Ice Age saber-toothed cats—for example those found 
in the Americas. �ese were “large, long-legged animals, whose upper ca-
nines grew into immense, knife-like tusks with serrated cutting edges, but 
whose lower canines were therefore stunted” (Steinmann 1907, p. 473). As 
we might expect, the anterior of their body was emphasized through its bulk, 
and they had a short tail.

�e tiger is an extremely large cat, whose dominating power is infused 
with a mesmerizing elegance. With its broad skull, extensive whiskers on 
the muzzle (especially in the larger males), its stronger front legs with their 
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Figure 4.56. Above: A female Bengal tiger, with young, marking a tree with her claws. The double 
stripes are long, drawn-out ring markings. (Photo: M. Nichols) 
Below: A tiger running through the water. (Photo: T. Brakefield)
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Figure 4.57. Above left: A Siberian tiger in deep snow. 
(Photo: M. Hornocker) Above right: (Photo: J. Klages) 
Below: The gigantic size of the Siberian tiger is shown in this 
confiscated skin of a poached tiger. (Photo: M. Nichols)
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larger paws (as compared to its smaller posterior torso and hind legs), the 
build of the tiger, like that of the lion, displays a strong anterior emphasis. 
Its graphic stripes blend with the delicate dark-and-light patterns of its 
habitat. But why exhibit this camou¢age when no other organism (with 
the more recent exception of humans) can endanger it, and when it usually 
hunts in the forest? Perhaps an answer lies in the recognition that the con-
spicuous double stripes can be seen as stretched-out rings! In this connec-
tion, it is also signi�cant that the longitudinal stripes on the forehead (the 
nerve-sense pole), characteristic of many small cats, have been diverted into 
latitudinal stripes in the tiger (see Figs 4.57, 4.63, and 4.64). 

Tigers inhabit spacious forests with plenty of water. �ey are much better 
swimmers than lions and like to cool themselves in pools and ponds during 
the hot hours of the day in the forests of the southerly part of their range. 
Tigers can withstand large contrasts in temperature, and their range ex-
tends from the equator (the Sumatran tiger) to the taiga of eastern Siberia 
(the Chinese and Siberian tigers). �e latter are not only lighter in color, 
and have thicker fur, but are also larger, completely surpassing the lion, both 
in size and in weight. �e largest reliably recorded tiger measured 3.5 m 
(11.5 ft) from its snout to the tip of its tail. It was a gigantic male, shot in 
northeast China (Mazak 1983). 

Unlike lions, tigers are solitary. �anks to their well-conditioned limbs, 
they travel tremendous distances during the night in their extensive hunt-
ing grounds. In India, these can exceed 50 km2 (18 square miles); in their 
most northerly ranges they can reach 1000 km2 (365 square miles). At al-
most the very last moment, the survival of these extraordinary and irre-
placeable animals in the wild has been helped through protective programs 
in India, China, and Siberia (Sankhala 1974, Matthiesen 2003, Wilson and 
Mittermeier 2009).

�e clouded leopard, split into two subspecies (or even two species), in-
habits the rain forests in the lower ranges of the Himalayas, and Southeast 
Asia from the Malaysian archipelago to South China. It is a typical arboreal 
cat, a little over 1 m long, with a tail of equal length. It lives in the treetops 
where it hunts, sleeps in hollow tree trunks, gives birth, and rears its young. 
Because it rarely descends to the forest ¢oor, it has been di�cult to observe, 
but recently it has been photographed using camera-traps. 

With its relatively short legs, the clouded leopard is built for climbing 
and stalking rather than running or jumping. �e patterns on its coat are 
very interesting, transitioning from simple spots on its forehead, legs, and 
tail into rosettes and then into large �elds on the anterior part of its rump 
that are reminiscent of the tiger’s “double stripes” and point to the relation-
ship between these cats. Its agile, sense-active behavior is re¢ected in the 
pure white of the anterior part of its chest. �e markings on its cheeks 
are identical to those in the tiger; however, the resemblance of the two 
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Figure 4.58. A clouded leopard with its remarkably long tail, above, and its long 
canine teeth, below. (Photos: T. Stone and L. Oliver)




