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Cats and People

[image: A Roman mosaic in Pompeii depicting a cat with a striped and spotted coat, crouching and raising one paw.]
Cat mosaic in Pompeii, National Museum of Archaeology, Naples. Photo by Massimo Finizio.



“A carnivorous mammal (Felis catus) long domesticated as a pet and for catching rats and mice.” With this definition from Merriam-Webster, we’re well on the way to defining what a cat is and its role in relation to human beings.

Biologically speaking, cats belong to the Felidae family. These carnivorous placental mammals are characterized by their round heads, shortened skulls, jaws with around thirty teeth, and, with a few exceptions, retractable claws. The “small felines,” including our domestic cats, are distinguished from their big cat cousins not only by their size, but also by their inability to roar, even though they are perfectly capable of making themselves heard from afar when their adopted humans have forgotten about their mealtimes. However, they can purr instead. And of the thirty or so species of “small felines” currently identified, they are the only ones to have come close to humans long enough for dictionaries to define them as pets. And what extraordinary animals they are!

If we take France as an example, according to the latest figures published by FACCO (the French federation of manufacturers of cat, dog, bird, and other pet food) in November 2020, France had 14.2 million cats.1 That’s around one cat for every five inhabitants in the country! With the exception of fish in aquariums and ponds, cats are France’s favorite pets, ahead of birds and dogs. Since people and cats first began to cohabit in the Neolithic period, guided by converging interests arising from agriculture,2 the history of cats and humans has been a complicated one, with many ups and downs. At certain times, cats were adored, venerated, and pampered, while at others, they were hunted down, martyred, and vilified. Sometimes, hunger and greed meant that they were merely animals to be hunted or raised for their meat and the quality of their fur. And to complicate matters, at any given time, the cat’s status in human society varied enormously from one country to another and from one people to another.

This long, eventful history spawned a profusion of myths, symbols, and works of art in which the cat plays a central role. Their foray into popular culture, past and present, will be the focus of this book. It’s not about boring you with biological, historical, economic, religious, or other considerations about the cat’s place in our society. Instead, this book shows you how our relationship with this special animal has woven the fabric of a varied and abundant body of work. Throughout the pages, you’ll come across works in which the cat plays the starring role as adviser, protector, or, quite simply, heroic figure in his own right. And others in which the cat is used as the ideal antagonist, either as Satan’s minion or as a creature that is simply evil by nature. Sometimes, the cat is there just to make us laugh with his antics and the human qualities and faults we attribute to him. At other times, he terrifies us by being ferociously free and independent, never really tamed, and always uncompromising in his affection or indifference. In these cases, our fear is twofold, either because of his violence and predatory instincts, linked to malice or a desire for vengeance on the part of the animal, or because of the fear his fate inspires in us and, on the contrary, our desire to protect him and save him from suffering. All of which are unreal, because in fiction, unlike in science, the cats concerned are rarely hurt, being no more than actors, mere splashes of color on paper or computer-generated pixels.

This book is about more than just cats. It explores the various facets the animals take on in our popular culture and teaches us about our own humanity and our relationship with these companions who have lived alongside us since the dawn of time. [image: ]

[image: A Japanese woodblock print depicting a cat sitting on a windowsill, gazing out at a rural landscape with a mountain in the distance.]
From One Hundred Famous Views of Edo, Utagawa Hiroshige, between 1857 and 1858, Brooklyn Museum.



[image: An anatomical illustration of a cat, showing both its external appearance and internal skeletal structure.]
Cat Skeleton, drawing, St. George Mivart, 1881.




	
1 This figure includes animals in homes or shelters but doesn’t include stray cats in towns or the countryside, for whom, by definition, no one buys bags or cans of cat food.

	
2 Agriculture means seeds, which means food for mice. And mice mean cats that will hunt and eat them and human farmers who encourage this predatory behavior and protect their reserves.
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Cats vs. Other Animals: Let the Fun Begin!
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Introduction: Cats Against the World

To be the hero of his own story, a cat doesn’t need a human foil. However, whether they’re protagonists or not, cats are regularly portrayed in conflict with other animals for comedic purposes, even if they are not traditionally seen as enemies.

Let’s not kid ourselves: Humor, and in particular the situational comedy in which cats are often used, is based on conflict between two opposing forces. Their mutual misunderstandings and clashes, staged in a slapstick manner, generate plenty of laughs. That’s why felines are regularly pitted against other animals. At the top of the list is the one animal considered their hereditary enemy, as it competes with them for the position of favorite household pet: the dog.


Cats and Dogs

Many stories about cats also feature canines. So why are dogs almost always pitted against them? The first factor is the contrasting personalities of the two animals. Cats are idle by nature. Their active times don’t necessarily match those of the Homo sapiens with whom they live. Cats like to sleep, whereas dogs like to run or play in the house at times when humans are active. Dogs are accustomed to living in packs and are sociable. Felines also enjoy social contact but remain solitary animals. Moreover, their need for interaction varies greatly from one individual to another. And their games are often solitary. It’s not unusual to see a cat chasing a string or a reflection against a wall.

The mostly successful domestication of the two animals is often at the heart of the gags in their relationship. The cat is seen as an indoor animal, while its antagonist is often identified with the outdoors and the backyard. With the advent of sedentary lifestyles and urbanization, dogs are moving into our homes more and more, but their sleeping space is often designated by a basket or a dedicated area, whereas felines sleep wherever they please, be it a bed, a closet, or a chair. In older stories, the dog has their doghouse and is destined to stay outside. This element figures prominently in Warner cartoons with Claude Cat. He regularly taunts Marc Anthony, the bulldog who has been kicked out of the house. This explains why, in the antagonistic duo, the feline always plays the bad guy against the ever-benevolent dog. It also stems from the vision of the temperamental cat versus the compassionate guard dog. The role of guardian is also opposed to the independence of an animal that is almost impossible to train.

The two species also contrast in size. The canine is often much larger than the feline, and if this isn’t the case, it becomes an interesting comic element in the narrative. While dogs don’t eat cats, they tend to hunt and kill them when they haven’t learned to cohabit with them. However, this aspect of predation and gratuitous violence is never used to the dog’s disadvantage in fiction. On the contrary, the cat is seen as a relatively cunning animal, and its victimization rarely moves the audience. In ALF, for example, the alien who wants to eat his host family’s cat is a recurring gag that entertains the audience. This undoubtedly stems from society’s view of the canine as a well-meaning guardian of human safety. And yet, both species are domesticated and condemned to live together, despite their opposite natures. Both are furry animals deemed cute by humans. These common traits explain why they are not systematically opposed to each other. They can even be friends, as in Oliver and Company. Animals living together despite their differences is a theme that’s regularly used to create a clear narrative opposition or to create funny scenes.

[image: A figurine of Claude Cat, a feline character with orange and yellow fur, a white belly, and an expressive pose, standing on a patterned base.]
Claude Cat figurine.



[image: A cartoon illustration of a large bulldog character holding onto the neck of a much smaller feline character in a domestic setting.]




The Cats of Animation

While the predatory aspect is never used in stories featuring cat-dog relationships, it’s regularly brought to the fore when the feline is the predator, usually of mice or birds. The domestic cat then rediscovers its hunting instinct and wants to attack the other animal in the household, whether out of greed or just out of sadism and for fun. The motive for clashing with another animal can also be linked to the possessive nature of the feline, which considers that people, the home, and, above all, the food in the house belong to him. This is the case with Claude Cat, a hypocritical and sadistic animal that tries to attack a cute little kitten in several episodes. The feline hates everyone, even his own species. His comfortable home isn’t threatened, but he refuses to share it with anyone else.

[image: ALF, a humanoid alien character, sits at a table with a large sandwich bun containing a lounging kitten inside.]
ALF.



[image: A group of animated dogs and a cat from Oliver and Company gathered in a lively scene, interacting in a friendly manner.]
Oliver and Company.



The Looney Tunes cat Sylvester is most often pitted against the canary Tweety, but also against the mouse Speedy Gonzales. His attitude is Manichean, and he’s calculating, even though his plans always fail. With Tom and Jerry, there’s less of a moral dimension between the supposedly good guy and the bad guy. In some cases, Tom is just trying to keep the sometimes-sadistic rodent from stealing. The feline may defend the house from a cheese-stealing or mischievous mouse in many stories but is rarely presented as such. More often, he’s considered the aggressor and the one the viewers want to see fail.

A cat can also be the prey’s ally, whether for personal gain or out of attachment. This is the case in the film Stuart Little, in which Snowbell gets used to the house mouse. Occasionally, the cat and its enemy become friends, as happens with Tom and Jerry, who have a complex, dynamic relationship. In The Sylvester & Tweety Mysteries, the two Looney Tunes characters fight, but also have periods of truce for the sake of their mission.

[image: A colorful cartoon poster featuring Speedy Gonzales, Sylvester the Cat, Tweety Bird, and Bugs Bunny in a comedic scene with Speedy Gonzales tying Sylvester to a tree with a rope.]
Sylvester taking on Speedy Gonzales.



[image: A cartoon scene featuring Sylvester the cat with Hippety Hopper the kangaroo, who he mistakes for a mouse, in a playful outdoor setting.]
Sylvester with Hippety Hopper, the kangaroo he mistakes for a mouse.






Cats As an Allegory for Human Violence

There’s much more physical violence between cats and other animals than with dogs. When cats are in a position of power, they are regularly perceived as dangerous and cruel in their abuse of power. Plus, cats like to play with their food. The house cat’s ability to remain a hunter and a predator is a recurring theme in portraying cats as antagonists. Sylvester’s failures and inability to kill the “giant mouse” in front of his son are a disgrace to the son. Killing is a way for domestic cats to prove to themselves that they are still wild animals. The cat’s desire to assert that it can hunt and kill, and that it is still a wild beast, is an anthropomorphic transposition of the virile man. Showing that it’s not a domesticated cat—a cat that has lost its instincts—is akin to a modern man’s struggle to be seen as an alpha male. This stigmatization of domestication is a recurring comic element in the conflict between the feline and the animals it pursues. It wouldn’t be nearly as funny to see modern cats happily cohabiting with other animals, even though this is the case in many homes.

One of the rare examples of this willing domestication of cats with other animals can be found in The Secret Life of Pets (2016). The obese cat Chloe belongs to the same group as the guinea pig Norman and the bird Sweet Pea and doesn’t try to devour them. This emphasizes the feline’s total domestication. In the 2019 sequel, she teaches the dog Gidget how to become a cat. She caricatures the cat’s perspective as follows: A cat never fetches a ball, it always lands on its feet, it uses a litter box, and it eats other animals. Chloe says, “Cats eat birds; that’s nature.”

In The Diary of a Killer Cat, Anne Fine chronicles the adventures of Tuffy, a bird killer who is falsely accused of murdering the neighbors’ rabbit. In this cat autobiography, the animal is likened to a human, and thus to a psychopathic killer, since he can’t help but kill the animals that cross his path. The feline’s humanized point of view is the funniest thing about the book. Tuffy is obviously not scary; he’s like a child who doesn’t take responsibility for his misdeeds and always has an excellent excuse for his mistakes. When he kills a bird, it’s obviously the bird’s fault. The feline’s glaring bad faith is easy for kids to identify with, making this book a favorite in children’s literature. Cats’ domesticated savagery is once again a humorous element. [image: ]

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a cat writing in a book with a feather quill.]
Cover artwork from the French edition of Anne Fine’s The Diary of a Killer Cat.









CATS: ANTAGONISTS OR PROTAGONISTS?

Etymologically, a protagonist is the main character in a story. Felines are often protagonists, like in Disney’s The Aristocats and Oliver and Company. However, the cats in these works have no real adversaries. In stories based on strong rivalries between characters, the cat is so closely associated with its opponent that it is sometimes difficult to define who is the protagonist and who is the antagonist. In Tom and Jerry, the gray cat isn’t a hero, as he is motivated by a desire to harm the mouse. However, the director usually adopts Tom’s point of view. The protagonist is the character with whom viewers empathize and whose goals and inner conflicts they understand. Based on this definition, Jerry is the story’s antagonist. By the same token, whether he’s battling Tweety, Speedy Gonzales, or the kangaroo, Sylvester is the protagonist of the Looney Tunes shorts in which he appears.

This archetypal feline protagonist is paradoxical, because he’s doomed to fail. The audience laughs at him, not with him, despite the empathy he’s supposed to evoke. This process is at the heart of Buster Keaton’s comic success, as he noted that his audience loved to see him suffer physically. The viewer’s cruelty in seeing the cat miss his targets or endure physical abuse is one of the reasons for his success. A cat’s love of violence and delight in torture is taken to extremes as the basis for Itchy and Scratchy in The Simpsons. If he’s an antagonist, he’ll be equally abused by his rival(s). The damage done to Mr. Tinkles’s ego in Cats & Dogs is hilarious. The psychology of the cat in fiction is very black and white, but no matter how important his role, as long as he’s involved in an adversarial relationship with another animal, he can’t be the hero. Whether he’s central to the narrative or a minor character, his contribution will always be negative and doomed to failure.

[image: Buster Keaton in a suit and beret sits on the floor surrounded by a broken film camera, tripod, and film reels.]
Buster Keaton.
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Viewpoint

[image: Emmanuelle Titieux with short, dark hair wearing a pink top and sitting outdoors with a natural background of rocks and foliage.]

Emmanuelle Titieux, Veterinary Behaviorist

Emmanuelle Titieux is an animal behavior specialist at the National Veterinary School of Alfort in France. She explains why cats amuse humans and how the behaviors of the two species are connected.


	It seems to me that cats were not domesticated in the same way as other animals.

	There are several definitions of domestication. There was one that said it was the fact that a species could be fed, housed, and have its reproduction controlled by humans. Cats don’t fall into this category. For millennia, they’ve eaten near farms and reproduced as they pleased. Another definition that we use a lot at the veterinary school is Price’s from 1999, which states that genetic modifications made from generation to generation allow an individual of a species to live in conditions that are, let’s say, defined and controlled by humans. In other words, in a captive environment, and this is underway in cats, but it hasn’t quite been perfected, either.

	So, why do people want to live with them?

	Felines are very attractive to humans. That athletic gait, their way of pouncing and being flexible, we have to admire, I think. Baudelaire wrote poems about them. Then there are the eyes. That wild aspect that we can’t domesticate attracts humans. Domestication isn’t that simple. People who are incompetent with animals get rejected by the cat. They pay dearly. Those who succeed don’t even know why. They have a sense of observation, a gift for it. That’s why, when you manage to get along with a cat, you say to yourself, “Wow, I’ve done it, but it wasn’t that easy!” But what about being good with a dog? Dogs erase human mistakes. They’re more tolerant of mistreatment; it’s atrocious. With the average cat, you can’t go wrong even once or twice. Do you know why cat videos are so popular? People watch them because they’re procrastinating. So, they watch cat videos, which do them a world of good and soothe the guilt they feel for procrastinating.
[image: A golden retriever dog and a grey cat cuddle closely, resting their heads together in a warm, affectionate moment.]



	Cats are often associated with a variety of character traits in our culture. There’s the lazy cat, the thieving cat, and so on. Have these traits been present in cats since they were domesticated, or are they innate? For example, cats sleep a lot, like most felines.

	So do wild canines. But when you’re an herbivore, because you must eat a huge amount of foliage and grass to get your daily calorie intake, you spend sixty percent of your time walking and eating, so there’s less time for sleeping.

	When a cat is associated with a particular fault, is this justified by the animal’s characteristics, or is it the human being bringing their own feelings to it?

	I think it’s human projection. Like cats living in captivity: Some will engage in the repetitive activity of eating. They’re going to become obese, and they’re going to move around a lot less. To have individuals that can live in the enclosed environment of an apartment, it’s better to select individuals that are not very active.

	What about lust in cats? Is it because some females are rather noisy when they’re in heat?

	That’s beyond me. I don’t have an answer, because I don’t see lust in cats. One thing’s for sure: A cat in heat is noisy. She has to make herself heard for there to be males. The males may fight, and the female cat may mate with several toms when she’s in heat to increase her chances of being pregnant. There’s no such thing as one big tomcat winning everything and the others being losers. In any case, it’s always like that with humans; they always want to reproduce a vision. It’s terrible, and I say this as a woman because male researchers don’t always understand, but there’s an extremely macho vision of all reproduction, whatever the animal. With the exception of a few species like ducks, dolphins, and humans, it’s always the female who gives the green light. Always! And the male waits and says okay. This dominant-subordinate hierarchy that researchers have tried to show in all species is completely false. Looking at animals through a human lens and seeing things that we would appreciate in humans or justify as natural in humans just isn’t right.

	How can we tell if a cat is happy or not?

	Some domestic cats definitely have problems, but with others, who’s to say they don’t? Who’s to say your cat is happy in an apartment? That’s not for me to say. It’s up to the cat. We started to develop a cat well-being indicator to measure the well-being of cats who were mutilating their necks.1 It’s an environmental disease, and if you change the cat’s environment, it can be cured for good. But as soon as you put it back in its original environment, where there are too many constraints, the disease reappears. I think a cat can adapt to life in an apartment, but it has to have vacations, just like we do. I beg cat owners to give them a vacation, to rent something in the countryside where there are no roads, of course. My aim is not to have the cats run over, but that from time to time, they have access to freedom. I’m always reminded of something I heard at an animal welfare conference, where one of the specialists asked, “In a zoo, do you think the animals with the most behavioral problems are those born in a zoo or those born in the wild?” And obviously, everyone thought it was the free-born ones who had a much harder time adapting to life in a zoo. Well, not at all. The ones with the most stereotypes and repetitive behaviors were those born in a zoo. Developing in an environment where all behaviors can develop in a normal way results in a more balanced individual than in an environment where they can’t develop all those behaviors that will enable them to adapt later on. These repetitive behaviors will appear.
[image: A fluffy kitten stands on its hind legs, reaching toward a laser dot on a plain wall, while a hand holds a laser pointer.]



	Most of the cats you see in consultation have behavioral problems. How does a consultation with you work?

	I don’t have to go to people’s homes. I ask the humans questions and observe the cat during the consultation, cross-checking what they tell me with what I see. Afterward, I examine the cat, if necessary, if I have any doubts about the presence of a disease, or if it’s purely due to the environment. I include humans in the environment.

	Besides obesity, why else do they come?

	They don’t come at all for obesity. Never. The problem with obese cats is that they develop diabetes. Vets haven’t become tyrants about weight, but with cats, we know they’re going to pay dearly for it. And so will the owner, because between blood tests, insulin injections, and so on, it’s quite expensive. The problems I encounter are aggressiveness, uncleanliness, inter- and intraspecies aggressiveness (cats that attack humans or cats that don’t get along with other cats), compulsive licking, compulsive scratching, and excessive meowing.

	So, these are things that bother the owners more than anything else?

	Some people come because it’s bothering them, and some people come because they think their cat isn’t doing well. Some people come in, and I ask them, “What are you hoping for?” They say, “I’d like to know why my cat is meowing.” I ask, “Don’t you want me to solve the problem?” They say, “Oh, yes…” But first, they want to know what they’re doing wrong.

	Usually, to solve a cat’s problem, do you have to change behavior and the environment in which it lives? Change the owner’s attitude?

	Yes. [image: ]





	
1 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29713639/
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Tom and Jerry

[image: A colorful poster for Tom and Jerry: The Movie, featuring Tom the cat chasing Jerry the mouse in a vibrant outdoor setting.]

During the golden age of Hollywood studios, Warner Bros. dominated animation with its Looney Tunes shorts that were shown before feature films, but MGM also had an animated production arm, which brought Tom and Jerry to the public.

The series began with Hanna-Barbera’s short film “Puss Gets the Boot” in 1940. The film about Jasper the cat and Jinx the mouse was a hit with audiences and critics alike. Except for their names, the concept was already there, with an emphasis on physical humor: the cat and mouse hit each other, chased each other, and laughed at each other’s pain. In 1941, in the middle of World War II, they became Tom and Jerry in “The Midnight Snack.” The name Tom is said to be a reference to “Tommies,” the English nickname for English soldiers, and Jerry to “Jerries,” which was slang for German soldiers.

The entire Hollywood industry was called upon to do its part during the war, so the duo also participated in more partisan films, such as 1943’s “Yankee Doodle Mouse.” The film went on to win an Oscar the following year. It featured a long chase between Tom and Jerry that was staged like a war film. A cheese grater with USA insignia becomes a jeep, eggs become grenades, and light bulbs turn into bombs.


The First Frenemies of the Animal Kingdom

While cat-and-mouse antagonism is a common comedic device, the special feature of the series is that Tom pursues Jerry, whether it be to eat him, make him suffer, or simply to keep him from stealing something, but the mouse is not to be outdone. Jerry is often violent and sadistic when it comes to Tom. From his very first appearance in “The Midnight Snack,” he understands that the feline will be in trouble if he breaks anything in the house. So, he decides to threaten to break some dishes.

The two characters’ sadism toward each other is one of the hallmarks of the series. Like many cartoons of the period, the series was inspired by silent burlesque movies. The characters’ violence can be traced back to slapstick comedy; derived from theatrical chase scenes, it literally means “stick used for slapping.” Fatty Arbuckle and Buster Keaton were the stars of the genre, first together and then separately. In the cartoon, there is no single victim or aggressor, as Tom and Jerry take turns in each role.

The two characters have a complicated relationship. Although most often antagonistic, they sometimes join forces or worry about each other, as the game is ultimately more important than killing the other. In 1956’s “Blue Cat Blues,” they are close friends, and Jerry tells the story of the blue-gray cat’s unhappy love affair. The episode’s ending is controversial, as both protagonists seem to be on the verge of committing suicide under a train.

In the original cartoons, Tom is usually an indoor cat cared for by an overweight maid, with only her legs revealed in the cartoon.

The maid is abrupt and not at all gentle with the feline. However, some films break with this pattern and offer parodies. One example is The Two Mouseketeers, which won the Oscar for best animated short in 1952. Three other films were produced to build on the Mouseketeers’ success. The comic duo’s popularity grew in the 1950s, and they remained mainly silent, although the characters regularly cried out in pain or spoke briefly. The success of the series inspired various productions to revive the franchise in each decade.

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of Tom the cat and Jerry the mouse riding a skateboard on a busy city street, with cars in the background.]
Tom and Jerry, 2021.






From Television to Movie Theater

In 1992, the cat and mouse moved to the big screen with Tom and Jerry: The Movie. The challenge of transposing a film that lasts less than ten minutes into a full-length feature forced the producers to make some tough choices. The duo talks, probably too much. But it was perhaps the heartfelt sentiments that were too far removed from the cartoon’s original violence that led to the film’s failure. The film was not a hit, earning a paltry $3 million out of an $8 million investment.

In 2021, Warner Bros., which has owned the rights since 2006, also adapted the adventures of the cat and mouse for the big screen. For the first time, they appeared in a live-action film, like the classic Who Framed Roger Rabbit? (1988) or the Looney Tunes film Space Jam (1996). Taking a lesson from 1992, the studio made the two protagonists mute again, apart from a serenade that Tom plays on the piano. He never speaks, but he sings. The other animals, on the other hand, from pigeons to cats and even elephants, speak in this Tom and Jerry.

[image: A cartoon illustration of a Tom the cat in a red and yellow tunic holding a fencing sword, with a small Jerry the mouse in a similar blue tunic outfit standing behind him in a medieval setting.]
The Two Mouseketeers.



[image: A movie poster for Tom & Jerry, featuring Tom on a skateboard with Jerry on his head, set in a busy city street.]

From a technical standpoint, the characters’ animation is highly meticulous. Made with cel-shading computer graphics, the characters fit in much better with real-life shots than they would in a classic cartoon. The realistic aspect of the film is not at all shocking. In terms of storytelling, an hour-and-a-half-long film can’t limit itself to chases and physical gags. Tom is hired to chase Jerry out of a luxury hotel. The two become friends and try to help a woman, Kayla, keep her job at the hotel. Although it’s not captivating, the human storyline is enough to entertain. [image: ]


SPEC SHEET

WORK: Tom and Jerry.

CREATORS: William Hanna and Joseph Barbera.

DATE CREATED: 1941.

DISTRIBUTOR: Warner Bros.

CAT’S NAME AND ROLE IN THE WORK: Tom, a blue alley cat; one of the members of the duo.
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Sylvester

[image: A cartoon-style DVD cover featuring Sylvester the Cat and Tweety Bird from Looney Tunes, with French text and a blue colored spiral background.]

Sylvester is undoubtedly the star cat of Looney Tunes. Created by Friz Freleng, he’s as well known as his various opponents, including the most famous, the yellow canary Tweety.

Sylvester is a black-and-white tuxedo cat (meaning that he has white on his front that makes it look like he’s wearing a tuxedo). He’s short-tempered and has trouble pronouncing Fs, which gives the impression that the character is constantly babbling. Like in most Looney Tunes and Merry Melodies cartoons, the character is driven by a simple goal—to devour the bird Tweety—but he differs from Wile E. Coyote, who also dreams of feasting on a bird. An episode’s structure may resemble that of a Coyote and Road Runner cartoon, with its use of convoluted plans and absurd ACME gadgets, but it usually incorporates interactions with other characters, such as Hector the Bulldog and Granny.

Some episodes are parodies, such as 1955’s “Red Riding Hoodwinked,” a funny, modern adaptation of “Little Red Riding Hood,” and 1960’s “Hyde and Go Tweet,” in which Tweety falls into a “Hyde potion” that turns him into a giant monster, an obvious reference to Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. The 1953 cartoon “Tom Tom Tomcat” reflected the Native American films of the time, as well as American history. In it, Sylvester and his band of native cats attack the peaceful Granny and Tweety. Since it conveys historical untruths and, above all, racist prejudices, it hasn’t been broadcast since the 1990s.

Although when he first appeared in 1945, Sylester was more of an alley cat who wanted to devour a bluebird, he was later clearly a house cat belonging to Granny. The old woman also owns Tweety and Hector. She regularly uses her rolling pin to calm the cat down when he tries to attack her bird. It wasn’t until 1947 that the duo appeared in Freleng’s cartoon “Tweety Pie.” The dynamic between Sylvester and Tweety is based on the cat’s malicious intentions, the canary’s supposed innocence (although the bird is often innocently sadistic with the cat), and recurring punchlines. Tweety systematically says, “I thought I saw a puddy tat,” “It was a puddy tat,” and “Bad puddy tat,” while Sylvester sticks with “Sufferin’ succotash!”

The cat doesn’t necessarily have nine lives, but he often ends up leaving his body behind in the hunt for the little bird. He dies in more than a dozen episodes. He then appears with wings and a halo to go to heaven or elsewhere. This is the case in 1954’s “Satan’s Waitin’,” in which Sylvester uses up his nine lives and then descends into hell.

He stars in around one hundred episodes and is consistently the villain the audience loves to see fail. He also appears in episodes with Speedy Gonzales, where he becomes Grosso Mineto, supposedly the stupidest cat in Mexico.

A recurring character outside his adventures with the canary is his son, Sylvester Junior. A miniature version of Sylvester, he spends his episodes complaining that his father makes him feel ashamed because he systematically fails, whether it’s at fishing or, more often than not, at catching a “giant mouse” that’s actually a kangaroo.

One of the most famous Warner Bros. characters, Sylvester appeared alongside Michael Jordan in the 1996 film Space Jam, in 2003’s Looney Tunes: Back in Action, and in 2021’s Space Jam 2 with LeBron James. These films combine live action and cartoons, as in the landmark film Who Framed Roger Rabbit? (1988), in which the cat made a cameo. Unlike Roger Rabbit, however, the plots of these films struggle to go beyond a series of gags, and the features don’t keep the same pace as the studio’s classic cartoons.

[image: A cartoon featuring Tweety Bird as a detective, Sylvester the Cat looking startled, and a bulldog standing behind them in a dimly lit alley.]

In the 1990s, Steven Spielberg began producing Tiny Toons using Warner’s character license. Capturing the adventures of young toons in thirty-minute episodes, the cartoon introduced Furball as one of the main characters, as well as his mentor, Sylvester. Above all, this series marked Looney Tunes’s transition to modern cartoon formats.

[image: A cartoon style elderly woman holds a birdcage with Tweety bird inside while Sylvester the cat looks up at the bird.]

[image: A cartoon of Tweety bird and Sylvester the cat, with Sylvester looking at Tweety while holding a net behind his back.]
Sylvester the Cat’s main preoccupation is chasing Tweety, a yellow canary bird.



In 1995, Warner Bros. began production on fifty twenty-two-minute episodes of The Sylvester and Tweety Mysteries. For five seasons, the duo helped Granny, who had become a detective for the show, to solve cases. In 2001, the cat appeared again in Baby Looney Tunes, aimed at a younger audience. The characters wore diapers and lacked any real malice. [image: ]


SPEC SHEET

CAT’S NAME: Sylvester.

WORK: Tweety and Sylvester.

CREATOR: Friz Freleng.

DATE CREATED: 1945.

DISTRIBUTOR/AVAILABILITY: Warner Bros. Multiple DVDs and streaming services, and on cartoon TV channels.

CAT’S CHARACTERISTICS: Black and white, red nose, speech impediment on the letter F.







[image: ]

Hercules

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a black-and-white cat and a brown dog, both wearing surprised expressions.]

Spiff’s companion and adversary, this black-and-white alley cat with an ever-present red bandage on his face, has valiantly passed the age of seventy. And he’s been part of every version of the French magazine Pif Gadget since its creation.

Two years after Spiff, a beagle, first appeared in the pages of the French Communist daily L’Humanité, he was joined by a tuxedo cat reminiscent of Felix the Cat. The duo of Spiff and Hercules was born. And from the very first four-frame gag published on August 28, 1950, at the bottom of an inside page of L’Humanité, these two were inseparable. From publication to publication (Vaillant and Pif Gadget and its various revivals in France, as well as in the UK in the Daily Worker and The Morning Star), they were adapted into an animated series and even a film.

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of Spiff and Hercules dressed as musketeers, engaged in a sword fight on a stone staircase in a historic town setting.]

At first, Hercules plays the classic role of Spiff’s adversary, starting by stealing a sausage. But over the course of their adventures and gags, the two grow closer. They join forces and protect each other from the wrath of Spiff’s owner, Tonton, before becoming the best of friends, even though they continue to squabble on a regular basis. And little by little, the human characters and the animals’ dependence on them fade from the pages. Nevertheless, Hercules retains his typical alley cat personality: quarrelsome, teasing, full of himself, and totally unscrupulous when it comes to making mischief. Over time, however, his character softens, even in the adventures he has without Spiff guiding him. But in his first solo adventures, accompanied by two young children, he plays a string of dirty tricks on the poor keeper of a municipal square who’s just trying to enforce the ban on walking on the grass.

Like Spiff, he even had his own magazine, Super Hercules, for a time. Just like in Spiff and Hercules, in which the cat is the distorting mirror image of the dog but with a little more malice, Super Hercules was the sarcastic counterpart to Pif Gadget magazine. From 1986 to 1992, its seventy-one monthly issues and specials were packed with gags and original comics, but the editorial line was resolutely focused on humor and less on information or educating young people (which was the case in Vaillant and then in Pif Gadget). Even the magazine’s gadgets were more like jokes and novelties than those usually found in Pif Gadget. Despite his solo adventures and the publication of four comic strip books dedicated to him, Hercules was never far from Spiff and took part in the various attempts to relaunch the magazine. [image: ]

[image: A colorful cartoon illustration featuring Spiff and Hercules dressed as aviators in a vibrant adventure-themed setting.]


A NEW YOUTH IN ANIMATION

While the first fans of Spiff and Hercules discovered them in their parents’ newspaper or in children’s magazines, kids in the 1980s discovered the feisty cat Hercules on television. On October 30, 1989, a cartoon series brought the two friends front and center. Spiff and Hercules was broadcast on the French channel TF1 and ran for 130 ten-minute episodes. It was followed in 1993 by a feature-length animated film, The 1001 Gags of Spiff & Hercules, in which Hercules, dreaming of being a star in his own right and no longer a dog’s stooge, retreats to an island to tell his own story and make a film of his adventures. Over the course of eighty minutes, he recalls his best exploits with Spiff, making himself look his best, even if that was sometimes far from what really happened.



[image: A cartoon-style illustration of Spiff and Hercules wearing hats and standing indoors with contrasting expressions.]

[image: A collection of colorful comic book covers featuring the character Hercule, a mischievous cat, in humorous and dynamic scenarios.]


SPEC SHEET

CAT’S NAME: Hercules.

WORK: Spiff and Hecules.

CREATOR: José Cabrero Arnal.

DATE CREATED: August 28, 1950, in the pages of the daily

L’Humanité.

PUBLISHER/AVAILABILITY: Éditions Vaillant and Bamboo for the comics; four books by Yannick Hodbert.

CAT’S CHARACTERISTICS: Anthropomorphic black-and-white tuxedo cat, with a red bandage on the left side of his mouth.







[image: ]

Itchy and Scratchy

[image: A cartoon scene featuring Itchy and Scratchy from The Simpsons, with the mouse character using a vacuum-like device to interact with the cat character.]

Since 1989, the whole world has been watching The Simpsons, the animated comedy series about the adventures of an average American family. Still on-screen more than twenty-two years after it was launched on Fox, it deals with all kinds of topics, including cats.

Living in suburban Springfield, Homer and Marge Simpson are raising three children, Bart, Lisa and baby Maggie, in increasingly offbeat situations. They also have a cat and a dog. While the dog, Santa’s Little Helper, is a recurring character in many episodes, the cat, Snowball II, makes more limited appearances. A black cat, unlike his white predecessor, Snowball I, he is heroic in the episode “Old Yeller-Belly,” where he saves his master’s life, unlike the cowardly dog. Only the episode “I, (Annoyed Grunt)-Bot” in Season 15 deals more with the subject of cats and the Simpsons. It features Lisa’s curse with her cats. Snowball II dies, as do Snowball III and Coltrane. The episode ends with the adoption of Snowball V, who is renamed Snowball II, officially for practical reasons, such as the name on the bowl, but obviously more simply for undisguised storytelling reasons. The Simpsons series is based on an episode concept, not on continuity. The choice of the name Snowball II is not insignificant. It’s funny because the cat is black and not at all snow-colored, but above all, it implies that the animals are interchangeable. The dog is unique, but the cat is just a number. The dog is beloved, and the cat is a secondary animal.

However, the most famous cat in the series isn’t Snowball II, but Scratchy. The Simpson children, raised on TV, swear by The Krusty the Clown Show. In 1990, a cartoon appeared on the show: The Itchy and Scratchy Show. In 1988, the cartoon within the cartoon featuring the comic duo had already appeared in the episode “The Bart Simpson Show” while the yellow family was still just a segment on The Tracey Ullman Show. In general, the cartoon follows the adventures of a cat and a mouse. They’re a clear reference to Tom and Jerry, except that they take violence to another level, making it completely explicit. There’s blood and exploding eyeballs, and the mouse tortures the cat with incredible sadism.

Scratchy is a black cat, a bit naive and foolish. Most of the time, he’s a rather peaceful cat who is attacked gratuitously by Itchy. Itchy is a sadistic gray mouse. He attacks the cat for no reason at all and cuts him to pieces with great inventiveness. The comic duo plays a big part in the lives of the Simpson children. The adaptation of their adventures for the big screen in the Season 4 episode “Itchy and Scratchy: The Movie” is the subject of an educational battle between Bart and Homer. Broadcast in 1992, this episode raised the possibility of creating a film for an animated series, but it didn’t happen for The Simpsons until 2007.

[image: A colorful cartoon-style advertisement for an Itchy and Scratchy video game, featuring a mouse and a cat with the mouse holding dynamite and the cat looking alarmed.]
One of the Itchy and Scratchy video games.



The film adaptation of the cat-and-mouse duo isn’t the only one in the series: In The Simpsons Movie, the opening scene features the Itchy and Scratchy film, which the family is watching. Homer stands up and shouts, “Boring!” This new mise en abyme is a way of making fun of any future criticisms the Springfield family’s film may receive. In the end, the critics were fairly lenient, and the production pocketed more than $500 million for $75 million invested.

[image: A cartoon scene featuring Itchy and Scratchy holding a large revolver in an indoor setting.]

Like the series that frames it, Itchy and Scratchy takes provocation to a new level. Ever acerbic and defiant in its criticism, Itchy uses the American flag to pierce the cat’s heart after he has just planted it on the moon, asserting that they have both come in peace. During the Iraq War in the Bush years, it was no coincidence that the same mouse found himself elected to the White House in the sequel to the film within the film. The series created the character of a dog in Season 8 in “The Itchy & Scratchy & Poochie Show.” Poochie is a marketing idea in the fictional Simpsons universe to revive the flagging franchise. The supposedly cool dog voiced by Homer is sanctimonious and hated by the public. He is finally killed at the end of the episode. The episode isn’t a great success, but it’s really about the longevity of The Simpsons and the difficulty of maintaining audiences. Over the years, the Itchy and Scratchy cartoons have become classic, eagerly anticipated moments in the series, much like the “Treehouse of Horror” Halloween specials. In reality, the cartoon within the cartoon is regularly used to lengthen episodes that are several minutes short. [image: ]

[image: A cartoonish scene featuring Itchy with a hole in his chest and holding a newspaper, while Scratchy holds a heart.]
Itchy and Scratchy figurines.




SPEC SHEET

WORK: The Simpsons.

CREATOR: Matt Groening.

FIRST BROADCAST: December 17, 1989.

DISTRIBUTOR/AVAILABILITY: 20th Century Studios. Available on DVD, streaming, and regularly broadcast on TV.

CAT’S NAME AND ROLE IN THE WORK: Scratchy, the black cat from the Itchy and Scratchy cartoon that Bart and Lisa Simpson watch.
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Lucky and Zorba

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a cat and a baby seagull interacting, with the title La Mouette et le Chat in bold text above them.]

A delightful, animated tale for children aged four or five and up, but also enjoyable for adults, Lucky and Zorba shows felines in a positive light, working together and with other animals to help a newborn seagull take flight.

In fictional portrayals of cats in relation to other animals, whether felines are the protagonists of the story or the antagonists, they are often predators (or sometimes prey of dogs) and always with a comic edge. But there are exceptions, such as Lucky and Zorba, a gentle, funny story released in 1998. This Italian animated film goes against the grain by making the port’s tomcats the protectors of a little seagull.

It all begins for the small crew when a young seagull, which had fallen into an oil slick, lands in Zorba the cat’s garden to lay its egg and die. She elicits three promises from him: to not eat the egg, to incubate it, and to raise the chick and teach it to fly. The process is complicated by the war being waged at the same time by the city’s cats and rats, led by Big Rat.

[image: A book cover featuring the title Histoire d’une mouette et du chat qui lui apprit à voler by Luis Sepúlveda, with a silhouette of a cat in motion.]

With their deeply feline behavior, even though the cats and other animals talk to and understand each other normally to make it easier for us to understand them, the port cats escape the worst of the feline clichés, particularly their hunters’ cruelty toward the birds and rodents that are their usual prey. Only the kitten, Pallino, shows a hint of malice in a scene in which he tells the young seagull, Lucky, that she’s not a cat like him, and that the reason they’re raising her is to fatten her up, because cats eat birds. This action is not due to animal instinct, but to jealousy, as he is no longer the smallest of the group and no longer the center of attention.

[image: A colorful book cover featuring a cat, a flying seagull, and a cityscape under a crescent moon.]

While cats and birds find common ground in the film, the cats still have a natural enemy: rats. And the battle against the rodents that proliferate and thrive on humanity’s trash is far more evenly matched than usually presented. The rats are dangerous adversaries for the cats, who have to resort to ruses to defeat them (like a Trojan cheese to get back Lucky and Pallino, who have fallen into the rats’ paws). And what about humans? Most of them are just extras in the story, totally unaware of what their pets are up to. Only the poet’s daughter, who is still a child with the ability to dream and a wide-open imagination, suspects something and gives the final nudge to help Lucky take flight.

[image: A group of animated cats and a bird walking together, smiling in a cheerful, colorful setting.]

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a cat and a baby bird facing each other closely, appearing to be in conversation.]

While some of the themes in Luis Sepúlveda’s novel take a back seat (such as the part about pollution, which is dealt with more lightly), the emphasis is on collaboration between animals and the fact that love makes it possible to overcome one’s instincts. Even though, at the very end, Lucky follows her own instincts and, after her first successful flight, sets off on the great migration.

[image: An animated cat cuddles protectively with a baby bird with plant pots in the background.]


THE BOOK THAT INSPIRED THE FILM

Lucky and Zorba is a very loose adaptation of the children’s story by Chilean writer Luis Sepúlveda, The Story of a Seagull and the Cat Who Taught Her to Fly. The action isn’t set in a southern European port, but in Hamburg. While the causes of the mother seagull’s death are the same, and the promises she wrings from the cat Zorba are similar, the plot is very different. Rats are only one of the story’s complications, and far less frightening than in the film. On the other hand, there’s also an inconvenient monkey and a lighthouse with its keeper.



[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a cat and a small bird in a colorful urban setting.]


SPEC SHEET

WORK: Lucky and Zorba.

CREATORS: Enzo D’Alò (director); Enzo D’Alò and Umberto Marino (screenwriters).

RELEASE DATE: December 23, 1998.

DISTRIBUTOR/AVAILABILITY: Cecchi Gori Group Tiger Cinematografica and Lanterna Magica. Available on DVD and various streaming services.

CAT’S NAME AND ROLE IN THE WORK: Zorba, a black-and-white cat with green eyes. The dying seagull lands in his garden, and he raises the chick with help from the port’s other cats.
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Tailchaser’s Song

[image: A book cover illustration for Tailchaser’s Song by Tad Williams depicting two cats, one white and one orange, in a natural outdoor setting.]

Long before the Warriors saga, animal fantasy had its own version of The Lord of the Rings, with Fritti Tailchaser as the feline version of Frodo Baggins.

Writer Tad Williams’s first novel, Tailchaser’s Song, is the only one of its kind in his body of work, which touches on every variation of the imaginary. If the plot reminds you of Warriors, it’s probably because both stories are about feral cats, i.e., domestic cats who have returned to the wild, either through abandonment or of their own free will. But Tailchaser’s Song was published in 1985, while the Warriors saga began in 2003.

Tailchaser is a young orange tabby cat with a white star on his forehead. Living half with a family of humans and half as a feral cat, he embarks on a quest to find out where several of his friends have disappeared to, including Hushpad, a young cat to whom he was to become engaged. Along the way, he meets several allies, including the kitten Pouncequick, who has followed him from the start. He also faces a terrible threat from a feline mythological figure and encounters all sorts of fantastic creatures.

It has the plot of a classic epic fantasy novel. But the whole story is seen at whisker level, and the cats never deviate from feline behavior, even when magic is involved; they don’t suddenly stand on two legs or use tools.

However, contrary to what one might think on first reading this text, Tad Williams isn’t necessarily a fan of domestic cats. In the early 1980s, when he wrote what was to become his very first novel, he even described himself as more of a “dog person,” and it was while walking his dog that he got the idea for the plot. His wife was a cat lover and had brought her two feline companions with her when they moved in together. Observing these strange creatures daily, he tried to understand them and put himself in their shoes, and the basic idea for Tailchaser’s Song was born. And perhaps, he sees himself in the particularly demeaning position of M’an, the hairless bipedal giant, forever subservient to his more perfect cousins, the People (i.e., cats).

[image: A stylized illustration of a cat standing under a full moon, surrounded by orange tree-like patterns.]

On the other hand, while the novel is clearly inspired by the well-known works of J. R. R. Tolkien, even copying or parodying certain passages in animal form, it’s much shorter, at 364 pages. Its mythology is just as rich, with its first-borns, its explanations of the creation of the sun and moon and humans, and the importance of the cat’s three names: the heart name given by the mother to her kittens; the face name, known to all, which is given by the members of the clan; and the tail name, which the cat must discover and which sums up its life. Tad Williams even goes so far as to invent terms and indicate their pronunciation. Without going so far as to create new languages, like J. R. R. Tolkien did with Elvish, he defines two languages: Common Singing used by all animals, with the exception of M’an, who have become a bit silly since their transformation from cat to biped, and the Higher Singing, which is practiced almost exclusively by cats. Interspersed with poetry and “songs” by the various animals, Tailchaser’s Song is classified as a children’s book, as is Richard George Adams’s Watership Down (1972). Yet whether it’s Tad Williams’s cats or Richard Adams’s rabbits, the themes explored in these books are fairly stark, not at all watered down in the Disney way, and the action can be particularly intense and brutal at times. [image: ]
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ONE SHISH KABOB, IS THIS LOADED?
COMIN' UP!

They fight, and bite, they fight and bite and fight!

Get ready as Itchy & Scratchy slice, dice, crash and bash their
way into your home. This cat's gonna need more than nine lives
to survive bazookas, grenades, chain saws and flame throwers.

There’s more than one way to skin a cat...
So, are you mouse enough!!!???
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