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A clowder of cats and a rat feeding on eggs, bestiary, with extracts from Giraldus Cambrensis, Harley 4751 f.30v, 13th century. From the British Library archive/Bridgeman Images.
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INTRODUCTION


The Middle Ages. What a fun time to be alive! It was an era of sieges and superstition, bloodshed and bloodlines, conquest and chaos. Between 500–1500 CE, mythical megastars such as Robin Hood and King Arthur rubbed muddy metaphorical shoulders with real-life legends such as Leonardo da Vinci and Joan of Arc, to name just two heroes of history. It was also a time before cutlery, underwear and flushable toilets and, boy, does it show. If the medieval ages were a modern Hollywood movie, critics would call it ‘the bloodiest action-mystery-thriller-fantasy-horror-romance-drama ever made’, with a 1,000-strong cast of lunatics, heretics, shamans, pagans, witches, warlords and dictators too unbelievable to lead the way – but most certainly did. It was a wild, wicked and weird time, no doubt. It comes as little surprise that nobody got out of it alive.


At the heart of all of this mayhem, there was a horse-and-cartload of curious medieval cats bearing witness – when they weren’t napping in a nice warm spot, of course – to a rather epic thousand years of human misadventure. However, cats did more than just simply observe our shenanigans. They became integral to them (though not by choice). We squeezed them into our storytelling, our superstitions, our sin – even our language – almost as soon as the Dark Ages kicked in. At first, these domestic pets simply kept the rodents in check before being elevated to valued status symbols, creatures we allowed to pounce playfully across the parchment of important manuscripts, recorded with joy by their narrators. Alas, as the medieval age evolved across Europe, cats soon transmogrified into agents of evil in league with the devil, condemned to live their nine lives as mere puppets of sorcerors, according to the stupid and superstitious. (Cats work for no man, not even the Dark Lord; anyone who’s ever met a cat knows that!) We can laugh about it now, but the end of the medieval era was not cool for cats. Thankfully, they landed on their paws and are now pretty much adored all over. As for humans, the jury’s still out.


Anyway, welcome to this curious compendium that goes seriously medieval on cats. Inside, you’ll find a catalogue of frisky felines from ye olde times of yester yore getting up to all sorts of fun – and a whole lot more. Now tell me, which medieval cat is your favourite?









1.


THE CATT SATTETH UPON THE MATTETH


Medieval cats of all shapes and sizes strayed and sprayed the world for more than a millennium in the humble hope of finding a good home in which to nap on a nice warm lap. Because medieval cats loved nothing more than staying out of trouble, after all. Well, sort of…
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Bestiary cats in illumination, St John’s College MS 61, f.32v, c. 1200.


© The President and Fellows of St John’s College, Oxford.











[image: ]



‘I am a most faithful watchwoman, ever-vigilant in guarding the halls; in the dark nights I make my rounds of the shadowy corners — my eyes’ light is not lost even in black caverns. Though I am a roving huntress and will pry open the dens of beasts, I refuse to pursue the fleeing herds with dogs, who, yapping at me, instigate cruel battles. I take my name from a race that is hateful to me.’


What am I?





‘Riddle No.65’, Aldhelm, Abbot of Malmsbury (a famed medieval riddler), Wiltshire, 700. The answer is ‘mouser’ – a medieval way of saying ‘cat’.





‘Bum’s out, tongue’s out!’
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Kitty lick, Bibliothèque municipale, MS 320, f.73, Valenciennes, France, 1280.











‘Didn’t think this through, did I?’
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Upside down cat, The Tudor Pattern Book, Bodleian Library MS. Ashmole 1504, f.32v, 1464. © Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford.
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‘Cursed be the pesty cat that urinated over this book during the night.


And beware well not to leave open books at night where cats can come.’





One morning, in 1420, a Dutch monk found his beautiful manuscript ruined by cat wee. The monk was so annoyed he drew a picture of the cat and cursed it on the page – for all of eternity to see.
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‘Cock-a-doodle-dinner.’
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‘Unless need compels you, my dear sisters, you must not keep any animal – except a cat. Now, if someone needs to keep one, let her see to it that it does not annoy anyone or do any harm to anybody, and that her thoughts are not taken up with it.’


Ancrene Riwle, Anonymous, 1225.





The Ancrene Riwle was a code of conduct written by medieval monks for anchoresses, religious hermits, and the original crazy cat-ladies.





‘I’d love a back scratch, thanks! Oh, wait…’
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Close range cat attack, St John’s College MS 61, f.12v, 1200. © The President and Fellows of St John’s College, Oxford.











‘What do you call a book full of kitties? A catalogue!’


[image: ]




Book lovers, Bibliothèque municipale, MS 0016, f. 023v, Abbeville, France, 1475-1499.
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Pangur Bán


The most famous feline love letter that survives from the medieval period is the poem by Sedulius Scottus, an Irish monk in exile, writing about his white spotted cat, Pangur Bán, c. 900. In the poem, Scottus playfully compares his daily chores to that of his mouser.


I and Pangur Bán my cat,


‘Tis a like task we are at:


Hunting mice is his delight,


Hunting words I sit all night.


So in peace our task we ply,


Pangur Bán, my cat, and I;


In our arts we find our bliss,


I have mine and he has his.
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All domesticated cats descend from one genetic ancestor, felis silvestris lybica, from one common location: Africa.





‘I am your king. Bring food.’
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If looks could kill, Nicolaus de Lyra super Bibliam, Italy, Latin MS 162, f. 252v, 1402. Image provided by The John Rylands Research Institute and Library, The University of Manchester.











‘Be quiet as a mouse...then POUNCE!’
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A cat prepares to leap, MS 190, f.72r,
Cambrai Bibliothéque municipale, France, 1266.
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‘Let’s take a cat, and feed him well with milk And tender flesh, and make his couch of silk, And let him see a mouse go by the wall, Then he waives milk and flesh and all, And every dainty that is in that house, Such an appetite he has to eat a mouse.’


The Manciple’s Tale, The Canterbury Tales, Geoffrey Chaucer, on cats as mousers, c.1400.





The tradition of black cats symbolising bad luck began in the medieval era. One particularly silly strand of superstition stated that if a black cat walks towards you, it is good luck…but if it walks away from you, it takes the good luck with it – and leaves you with none!
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‘The cat is called musio, mouse-catcher, because it is the enemy of mice. Others say it gets the name from capto because it catches mice with its sharp eyes. For it has such piercing sight that it overcomes the dark of night with the gleam of light from its eyes. As a result, the Greek word catus means sharp, or cunning.’


Origin of the word ‘cat’, Aberdeen Bestiary, 1200.





‘Sorry, Jesus, but my bum’s not gonna clean itself!’
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Christ in Majesty (while a cat licks its bum), MA 112, f.7r, Germany, 1440-1460. From the New York Public Library.











‘Wow! This stuff is strong.’
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Cat super high on catnip, De natura animalium, MS 711, f.23r, Bibliothèque municipale, Cambrai, France, 1270.
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