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INTRODUCTION





The cat, as everyone knows, has a unique and complex relationship with man. Very generally admitted to our firesides, yet classified in law as animal ferae naturae, his place in human affections has varied, and still varies, very widely indeed.


I do believe that the essence of what happened is accurately conveyed in that magical fable of Kipling, ‘The Cat that Walked By Himself’. By the end of the tale a sequence of implicit bargains has been struck, and these remain in force. There is, however, in Kipling’s narrative one false note, or rather a moment in which the cloven hoof of the imperialist shows itself in a distrust of beauty and in the cult of ‘manliness’ which is such a marked feature of the Victorian ethic. ‘Three proper men out of five’, says Kipling’s Man, ‘will always throw things at a Cat whenever they meet him.’ To this day, in many quarters, it is thought or felt to be not quite masculine to be fond of cats.


Kipling sounds, in the story, another note which, if not false, is misleading. ‘I am the Cat’, he makes him say, ‘that walks by himself, and all places are alike to me.’ But, to the cat, all places are emphatically not alike, except in the sense that there are no places which are out of bounds, nowhere, however perilous, which he is not driven by his insatiable curiosity to explore. And having found a place or places to his liking, he will return to it or to them with inexhaustible persistence and guile.


I think that Kipling was right about the first reason for the cat’s reception into our houses and into our company: its therapeutic  value in charming the baby by its fur and its purring and its playfulness, rather than by any more material services which it might render to its hosts. The ability to catch mice comes third in the diplomatic strategy of his campaign to secure entrance to the cave. That, I think, is how it really happened. Cats were family pets in ancient Egypt, as well as being sacred objects if not actual gods. Their utility in controlling the rodent population, though undoubtedly useful to the cultivators of cereals, is surely incidental.


‘I am not a friend, and I am not a servant’, says Kipling’s Cat. He says it very early on in the negotiations: in fact he says it when the Woman has said that, having the Dog and the Horse, she has no need of friends or servants. The Cat takes this at face value, but he keeps his counsel. That is the text which later peoples, less civilized than the Egyptians, have found hard to swallow. Many of the poems in this book are, in effect, variations on that theme.


It may as well be said at the outset that there have been cases of close and self-giving friendship and love between cats and human beings. It must also be said, in rebuttal of the widely held belief that cats cannot be trained to do anything which they do not antecedently want to do, that they can. The detailed and entirely convincing narrative of Anthony Hippisley-Cox, who trained a troupe of ordinary domestic cats to perform reliably in the ring, is in prose and so has, alas, no place in this book. I have myself seen, on a lonely farm in Brittany, three or four young lions being taught to jump over a placidly standing sheep. Hippisley-Cox once struck one of his cats, and it went on strike for five days (A Seat at the Circus [1951]).


There is not a great deal of evidence that the Greek or Roman poets set as much store by their cats as by, for example, their pet sparrows or, to be more precise, the pet sparrows of their mistresses. Catullus is silent on the cause of death of Lesbia’s bird. Perhaps the cat, if he were the culprit, succeeded in making himself scarce or even invisible. (If I were of a suspicious turn of mind I might speculate on whether ‘Catullus’ might be a diminutive of ‘cattus’ which was the demotic Latin for a cat. While verifying this I found a word ‘catillus’ which means a licker of plates … But I digress.) 


Fifteen hundred years later, John Skelton was in no doubt about who killed his sparrow Philip, and devotes much of his poem to a recital of the horrible things which he hopes will be done to the cat. During the intervening centuries all too many of these horrible things were in fact done to cats, nor did this barbarity cease, nor is it even yet extinct.


The cat, like many of the rest of us, had a thin time of it during the Middle Ages. Almost alone in those dark centuries there shines out the anonymous Irish monk, who in the monastery of Sankt Paul in Carinthia in about the eighth century, wrote the famous ‘Pangur Bán’ (p.3). In this incomparable poem the author draws a parallel, by no means forced or far-fetched, which every writer will recognise, between the occupation of the sedentary scribe and of his guest. ‘Neither hinders the other, each of us pleased with his own art, amuses himself alone.’ It was to be a long time before any such sympathetic attempt to think one’s way into the cat’s mind was again to be made.


Geoffrey Chaucer disposes of the cat in six rather perfunctory lines about his practical utility, with no sign of affection or of close observation, and in another, rather obscure passage (in the Wife of Bath’s Prologue) he seems to be referring to some kind of folk-belief or superstition. Superstition, and perverted religion, are accountable for those atrocities inflicted upon the cat in the following centuries, from which, in Lytton Strachey’s words, ‘shuddering History averts her face’.


From near the end of the Middle Ages there is an anecdote which seems to run clean counter to what might be expected. Hakluyt relates that an Italian ship’s cat was lost overboard but ‘kept herself very valuantly (sic) above water’ so that the master sent a boat manned by half a dozen men to rescue her almost half a mile from the ship. Hakluyt is surprised: ‘I hardly believe they would have made such haste and meanes if any of the company had been in like peril.’ Italians, he explains, value a cat as a good spaniel would be valued in England. But he suspects that the captain had a special fondness for this cat. Nearly two hundred years later Fielding records a similar  incident, this time of a kitten, one of many, which, falling from the window of the captain’s cabin into the water, was rescued by the boatswain who swam back holding the kitten in his mouth, to all appearance dead. But while the captain was playing backgammon with a Portuguese friar, the kitten recovered, not entirely to the satisfaction of some of the crew who believed that drowning a cat was a good way of raising a favourable wind.


With the Renaissance comes the fitful recognition of the cat as an individual being. De Bellay loved cats and, in a poem nearly three hundred lines long, celebrated the life and mourned the death of his cat Belaud. Ronsard, on the other hand, did not care for cats and said so in an acid quatrain. Montaigne, their young contemporary, supplies the classic text on which so many variations have been played in the centuries since he wrote: ‘When I play with my cat, who knows whether she is amusing herself with me, or I with her?’


Sir Philip Sidney (p.6) shows some direct observation of how a cat ‘may stay his lifted paw’ while he is deep musing to himself. And at least Sidney hopes, or rather intends, that his cat shall have a long life. Shakespeare has very little to say about cats: Milton nothing at all. There are no cats in the King James Bible and very few dogs except those which ate Queen Jezebel (I Kings 20 v 23). According to Aubrey, Archbishop Laud was very fond of cats and imported, in 1637 or 1638, some tabby cats from Cyprus, which were sold at first for five pounds each. In time, says Aubrey, they ousted the English cats which, he says, were white with some bluish piedness. Certainly the cats have been hard at work ever since, mixing up the genes.


Thomas Flatman, a little after Milton’s time, observes the behaviour of cats and draws certain analogies between theirs and ours. There was to be plenty of that later on. But while, in the early eighteenth century, the number of cat-poems begins to increase, they are still, for the most part, little more than the incidental adjuncts to a polite scheme analogous to genre-painting or conversation pieces in which cats appear simply as decorative props. They are not individualised, nor, so far, is there any exploration of their mental processes. James Thomson, one of the first to put words into the cat’s  mouth, (p.11) makes her (she is un-named except as ‘Puss’) express conventional regret at the loss of creature comforts and, we must concede, an instinctive sense of impending loss. The little girl Lisy, her owner, who is being sent away (presumably to boarding-school), makes a longer speech and dwells more on the affection between them.


John Winstanley, a Dublin poet and contemporary of Swift, takes up—unknowingly of course—the Pangur Bán theme, and in his elegy (p.9) for his (un-named) cat looks forward to W.H. Davies, two centuries later (p.43). The set-up is the same: poet and cat pursuing their respective preoccupations, with the cat providing solace or a solution to the ‘writer’s block’. Gray’s famous cat ‘the pensive Selima’ (p.13) is remarkable only for two things: for observing and admiring her own reflexion (which not all cats can do) and for losing her balance and falling into a goldfish bowl.


John Jortin, a mid-century Latinist, here rendered in the translation (p.8) by Seamus O’Sullivan, most movingly has his cat, speaking from the Elysian Fields, send a message of undying devotion across the waters of the Styx.


Then there is Christopher Smart. (p.15)


What, in heaven’s name, can we say about Christopher Smart? He is like a visitor from another world. He has neither predecessors nor successors (except for two twentieth century jokers who have put on his skin and capered about in it, and great fun they are: see p.95 and p.98). We are tempted to say that after Smart nothing was the same again, until we remember that nobody knew about ‘My Cat Jeoffry’ till it was first printed in 1939, 168 years after his death. He had written some very good poetry, which was published, but A Song to David, of 1763, was so good that it was left out of the collection published in 1810. Browning, however, recognized his quality and wrote that he ‘pierced the screen/Twixt thing and word, lit language straight from soul’.


For Smart’s observation is that of a visionary, and he spent several years in confinement as a mental patient, so that his wife and children came to Ireland to take refuge with his married sister at Mount Falcon in Co. Tipperary. 


Back to the mainstream poets and their mainstream poems. Poems about cats remain scarce for the next hundred years, nor are they often of very high quality. Of the three best, two, Anna Seward (p.21) and Joanna Baillie (p.22), are women, while the third is William Cowper (p.19), not the most masculine of poets. When the great names touch on the topic they are seldom on their best form. Keats’s (p.26) cat-sonnet is adequate but hardly more, while Wordsworth’s ‘Kitten and Falling Leaves’ is sentimental, twee, and goes on far too long. Landor’s Cincirillo (p.25), by contrast, is acutely and lovingly observed, though with a critical eye, and vividly brought to life. But from Landor we would expect no less. Byron eschewed the cat, while Blake settled for the Tyger, nor does he appear, as far as I can tell, in Tennyson or in Browning. Although Johnson was very fond of his cat Hodge, whom he indulged in various ways, as Boswell relates, and Lear of his cat Foss, they did not put them into their poems. The cat in ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’ is not a real-life cat. Foss was to receive his due in our time from Charles Causley (p.97).


It is an ineluctable fact that, both in quantity and in quality, the last 150, even the last 100 years have been, in English at least, the golden age of cat-poetry. Perhaps it really began with Baudelaire, who died in 1868. He wrote three marvellous cat-poems, and of one of these I give two English versions (pp.30 & 31).


For the next hundred years two things were happening. There was an increased perception of cats as individual persons, and closer and warmer ties between particular cats and their hosts. There was more precise observation of the cat’s external behaviour with, inevitably, conjecture about his mental processes, in which the temptations of anthropomorphism were not invariably resisted.


At the same time the scientific study now called ethology was making progress. Much, indeed most, of its content was mechanistic It is the study of how animals behave and why they behave as they do, and it tends to show them as machines programmed to act and think in certain ways.


‘So you think I am just a machine?’ says the cat. ‘Have you not read your La Mettrie?’ 


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Julien Offrey La Mettrie. A French writer. He wrote a book 250 years ago called L’Homme Machine. If we are machines, so are you.’


If you want to be reassured that you are no end of a fine fellow, keep a dog. If you have a cat you will find yourself being looked at with a variety of enigmatic expressions: scrutinised, perhaps appreciated in the neutral sense of that word: evaluated, sized up. Or, more likely, sized down. ‘Dogs’ looks are no threat to a man’s self esteem’, says Fergus Allen. But the cat, the cat, is a customer of another kidney altogether. I like to believe that when my cat is looking at me with those large round eyes, and slowly lowers her eyelids till they are mere slits, she is expressing contentment and perhaps even conditional approval. But it is all guesswork. Even Desmond Morris, in his comprehensive book on Cat-Watching, is silent on this point except to say that, additionally to the reflex narrowing of the pupils, it reduces still further the input of light. I am not so vain as to suppose that the cat is dazzled by the beauty of my face. I prefer to think that she is, for the moment, content. More than any other animals, cats force us to consider our place in the scheme of things.


No amount of behaviourist theory will or ever can dispel the mystery and magic of the cat, especially if it is applied to us, as it must be. The progress of science, so far from dispelling the mystery, has intensified it.


This, of course, is the territory in which cat-poetry has flourished, just beyond the reach of the asymptotic approaches of scientific enquiry and affective insight.


The cat-poems of our period show variety as expected. Some express simple grief at the death of a pet, some simple acceptance of cat mortality, some dwell on the baffling complexities of cat nature. Some allude, glancingly, to an Egyptian past and hint at reincarnation, and so on.


A poem which appears to be about one thing may on closer examination turn out to be about something else. Thus, a section of Eliot’s Prufrock (p.65) which seems to be about the weather is in fact a description of a cat, while another poem, ostensibly about lions and  tigers, is a passionate love-poem addressed by an English lesbian lady to another English lesbian lady. I leave the reader the pleasure of finding this for his (or her) self.


Some poets make the cat speak. The most celebrated of all speaking cats is of course Saki’s Tobermory, who inhabits the world of prose. This cat is merely a device to facilitate Saki’s social comedy There is a real cat in his story ‘The Penance’, and in a short essay, ‘The Achievement of the Cat’, he says virtually the last word on the subject. Calverley’s cat (p.36) speaks, in perhaps too literary a tone for modern taste, but is nevertheless convincing in what she has to say.


Don Marquis’s Mehitabel (p.49) is a special case. The account she gives of life at the bottom of the—both human and feline—social ladder is entirely believable. Though it is all in reported speech, through the agency of Archy the typewriting cockroach, and though some of it ranges back through many years of theatrical history (and even further back in another Marquis poem not given here) it rings true. If we must have fantasy (and for my money we must) I prefer this to the usual stuff about Cleopatra. The thoughts which Dorothy L. Sayers (p.69) attributes to her little cat are just such thoughts as such a cat would have on such an occasion. Pollock’s cat (p.28) does not actually speak, but he plays his part in the College’s business no less effectively for that. I have no doubt that there was indeed such a cat in Trinity College, Cambridge, and that he vetted incomers in just the way described in the poem.


Two pieces of ingenuity in the speaking line call for special mention: that of Heath-Stubbs (p.98) when he has Jeoffrey speak of his master Christopher, and that of Fanthorpe (p.105) who provides an illuminating footnote to the story of Odysseus.


Not all the best cat-poems are by minor poets. Hardy’s ‘Last Words to a Dumb Friend’ (p.38) is quite generalized in that it gives no details which would not apply to almost any cat. Yet the poem as a whole is intensely individual and up to its author’s best. MacNeice’s ‘The Death of a Cat’ (p.83) tells us as much about his cat’s characteristics and accomplishments as Christopher Smart’s does about his, interweaving this with the poet’s life in Athens with his wife and their  cat, Thompson. He moralizes about his feeling rather more than Hardy does, but in many ways the two poems are comparable. Roy Fuller (p.91) in ‘In memory of … Domino’ says almost nothing about the cat but much about his own feelings. The cat in Edward Thomas (p.57) was not loved, even by the poet: yet she got her tribute of a poem. Even Thomas Lynch’s Grimalkin (p.116), for whom nothing good can be said except that she has gained the affection of the poet’s son, has clearly got under his skin and will be replaced when the time comes, for




All boys need practice in the arts of love


and all boys’ ageing fathers in the arts of rage.





I have my favourites among the poems in the last third of this collection, not counting those already mentioned: Gavin Ewart’s 14 year old cat (p.93), Anon’s ‘A Cat’s Conscience’ (p.119), Lillington’s Villanelle (p.99), Scot’s Ballade (p.67), Stevie Smith’s Singing Cat (p.77), Alexander Gray’s aging cat (p.63), Douglas Stewart’s bag-lady (p.92). And, of course, Strachey’s deliciously decadent invocation (p.60).


What is most remarkable is the wide variety of response. Whether it is their caressibility, their demonstrably close kinship with the most magnificent predators in the world, their flexibility both moral and physical, as though they had no bones (whereas they have in fact 24 more than we have, all apparently made of rubber), their aesthetic sense in disposing themselves in attitudes fit to drive a sculptor to despair, their ability to come and go in utter silence, their courage when cornered, their nice judgment in knowing when to turn and flee—all these things have inspired poets to feel privileged in sharing this fragile planet with enigmatic creatures who know so much that we do not.


‘There are’, Shakespeare (or rather Shylock) tells us, ‘some that are mad if they behold a cat.’ We have already noticed Ronsard. Perhaps in his case it was merely an allergy. We are reassured to hear that Napoleon, Hitler and Ceaucescu were cat-haters: less reassured to know that T.H. (Tim) White did not care for them. He even put a nastily detailed account of the torture and murder of a cat into one  of his Arthurian books. But I remember that he took great pleasure in the columnist Nathaniel Gubbins in, I think, the News Chronicle, who related the exploits of Katinka Pusskin, Hero-Cat of the Soviet Union. But that was at a safe distance from Co. Meath where Tim was then living. I used to think this was pure fantasy till I read, in Michael Joseph’s Cat’s Company, that ‘in the winter of 1942, during the siege of Stalingrad, a cat called Mourka carried messages about enemy gun emplacements from a group of Russian soldiers to a house across the street’ and found her way on to the leader-page of The Times. Was Mourka the brain-child of the Russian propaganda machine? Who knows?


Enough of that. There are plenty of books in which the extraordinary accomplishments of particular cats are circumstantially related. The aim of this book is simply to explore the ways in which the cat has insinuated himself into the consciousness of poets writing in English. But I have given a very few translations which appear to deserve inclusion on their own merits; one by Baudelaire, one by Verlaine, one by Valéry, one by Guillame Apollinaire, half a poem by Heine, and Derek Mahon’s version from Mallarmé.


The attentive and informed reader will be aware of the debt I owe to previous collections, notably Mona Gooden’s The Poet’s Cat (1946), Kenneth Lillington’s Nine Lives (1977), and Francis Wheen’s The Chatto Book of Cats (1993), and I gratefully acknowledge help from Rudy Kousbroek, Antony Farrell, Paul Keegan, Andrew Carpenter, Dorothy Molloy, Michael Solomons, Hugh Leonard, David Wheatley, Gemma Fallon and Michael Craig.
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